Bonneville Power Administration

FY 2001 High Priority Project Proposal Review

PART 2 of 2. Narrative

Title: Increase In Stream Flows to De-watered Stream Reaches in the Walla Walla Basin
Section 3. Project description

Provide project detail for headings a through g. 

a.  Abstract

This proposal seeks to immediately impact in stream flows in the Walla Walla River Watershed by implementing 4 realistic, measurable solutions from willing landowners and irrigation districts in de-watered areas.

Insufficient flow has been identified by NMFS, USFWS, the Bi-state technical work group, and Washington State limiting factors analysis as the primary limiting factor for production of threatened Steelhead in the watershed.  Low flows also create an imminent risk to threatened Bull Trout.

This project complements important efforts by the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation (CTUIR) and the United States Corps of Engineers (USCOE) who are studying the feasibility of longer-term solutions such as piping water from the Columbia River and off-channel storage.  Also, data gap analysis, funded by three irrigation districts, as well as WDFW IFIM work, will provide the necessary data that leads to flow modeling and long-range planning.

While these studies are very important for long-term solutions, it is also vital to implement on-the-ground projects that impact flows now, especially in de-watered reaches which limit fish passage and cause direct mortality.

Also, because this project has a scope that is small enough to “get our hands around” with measurable, realistic goals and a strong evaluation component, we will learn which solutions have potential for future basin-wide implementation.  These promising solutions, along with the previously mentioned studies, will give us the tools we need to fashion an effective long-range plan to improve in stream flows basin wide.

While WWCCD is restricted to working in Washington State, this proposal is part of a coordinated effort with the Walla Walla Basin Watershed Council who’s companion proposal seeks to install similar immediate impact flow improvements for the Oregon portion of the watershed. 

This proposal does not propose to solve all the flow problems in the watershed.  Rather it will install on-the ground projects that will enhance flows in critical reaches now and identify solutions that have potential for basin-wide implementation.

b. Justification as high priority

1.  This project is needed to immediately increase flows in key de-watered reaches in the basin.  These dry sections of stream prevent migration of threatened Steelhead and Bull Trout and strand fish during the summer.

Insufficient flow has been broadly recognized by multiple agencies as the primary limiting factor for production of threatened Steelhead and Bull Trout in the basin. 

This project will directly benefit Steelhead and Bull Trout by implementing 4 solutions to increase flows in de-watered stretches:

1.  Improve delivery system efficiency and leave the saved water in stream.

2.  Improve on-farm efficiency and leave the saved water in stream.

3.  Purchase/Lease water and transfer to in stream use.

4.  Cease surface water use in critical months and use shallow wells to irrigate crops.

The project does not propose to solve all the flow problems in the basin but rather focuses on specific, measurable, realistic solutions to increasing flows in the de-watered areas identified by the local/regional fish biologists and water resource managers. 

Thus the project focuses on the immediate threat while developing realistic, achievable solutions that can be utilized in the long-range plan to gain increased flows basin-wide.

2.  We have identified landowners who are interested in each of the 4 solutions.  These landowners will be required to enter into a cooperative agreement with WWCCD.   Because any water lease/purchases will be entered into the state water trust program, landowners involved in the lease/purchase solution will be required to have an additional contract with WDOE.  

The legal transfer of water rights will be expedited by using the “Walla Walla Rule”, where WDOE can act on transfer applications out of priority if significant environmental benefit is obtained.  

All agreements and any necessary permits will be in place by Sept. 30, 2001.  The efforts of the watershed are intensely focused on improving flows and preparation is proceeding so that if the project is funded, work will commence as soon as we receive approval to start work.

c.  Rationale and relationship to criteria for high priority projects adopted in the 2000 Fish and Wildlife Program

Describe why your high priority project is needed. Specifically, describe how your project addresses one or more of the criteria defined in the Program (listed below):

This project is needed to immediately increase flows in key de-watered reaches in the basin that prevent migration of threatened Steelhead and Bull Trout.  In addition, several species of fish, including Steelhead and Bull Trout, become stranded in these de-watered reaches requiring yearly fish rescue operations by agencies, irrigation districts, and community volunteers. 

· The proposal has measurable, quantitative biological objectives and will result in clear benefits to species survival;
The specific, measurable goals for increased flows for each of the four techniques are described in section 3e.  A large amount of effort will be spent on monitoring how effective the techniques are in reaching those goals for two reasons: (1) to tell us how effective each method is in providing in stream flows -and thus the technique’s value as a long term solution in the larger long-range plan, and (2) to tell us how much water will be left in the stream at the point of diversion (i.e. the real-world value).  In addition to measuring the effect of each technique, the cumulative effect, or the actual flows achieved in the de-watered reaches from all methods, will be measured by adding two permanent gauging stations to the temporary stations already in use by WDFW and WDOE in other areas of the basin.

Thus both the water savings from each method (e.g. water saved by piping a ditch), and the real world value (i.e. the flows actually achieved in the currently de-watered reaches) will be measured.

· The proposal has immediate, measurable benefits to ESA-listed species; 

The immediate impact of this project will be increased flows on key de-watered stretches of the watershed.  Increasing flows to these reaches will result in restored fish passage and reduced mortality.  The longer-term impact of the project will be in developing feasible techniques to increase flows basin-wide in the future.

· The proposal will connect patches of high-quality habitat or extend habitat out from a core area;
Restoring flows in the de-watered areas of the watershed will reconnect fish-passable reaches, restoring the migration corridor.

· The proposal will improve conditions in a 303d water-quality limited stream; and/or,

This project seeks to improve flows on Mill Creek, the Touchet River, and Walla Walla Rivers which are all currently listed on the 303(d) list for inadequate  flow.

While not “pass/fail” type criteria for high priority projects, proposals can improve their priority position by demonstrating that one or more of the following considerations apply.  Explain how any of the following considerations apply to your proposal:

· The proposal fulfills more than one of the above criteria.

The project addresses 4 of the above criteria.

· The proposal shares some of the cost of the action with other entities.

Cost share provided by the Washington State Department of Ecology (WDOE) will be directed towards water lease and/or water purchase.  The projected cost share is $450,000, subject to state legislative appropriation.

A current cost share proposal to NFWF is projected to provide cost share in the amount of $425,000.

The CREP program will provide an estimated $350,000 to install buffers and $35,000 in conservation easement payments

· The proposal is part of a collaborative effort with other entities or have synergistic effects with actions implemented by other entities.
This Washington State-based proposal is submitted in coordination with the Walla Walla Basin Watershed Council’s proposal which seeks to improve in stream flows in the Oregon portion of the watershed.  These proposals resulted from the Washington/Oregon Bi-State HCP process in stream flows work group.

This Work group is composed of broad technical and citizen representation:

WDFW, WWCCD, USFWS, NMFS, USACE, Department of Ecology, Columbia Conservation District, Confederated Tribes (CTUIR), Walla Walla Watershed Council, ODFW, Oregon Water Resources Department, local landowners , sportsmen’s and environmental groups, including the Center for Environmental Law and Policy and Oregon Water Watch.

· The proposal is recommended by an action plan derived from a science-based assessment.

The following assessments recommend improving in stream flows in the basin:

Columbia basin system salmon and steelhead production plan, written by CTUIR, ODFW, WDFW. p 23.  

Walla Walla watershed reconnaissance report, written by USCOE. p. 2-5,2-11, A-5 

Watershed assessment upper walla walla river sub basin Umatilla County, OR, written by the Bureau of Reclamation. p 13, 16 

· The proposal implements high-priority actions approved by a tribal or state governmental authority with fish and wildlife protection responsibility and identified by a tribal or state plan as necessary to protect or rebuild fish and/or wildlife in the Columbia River Basin.

Improving in stream flows is a key part of the current Bi-state HCP process which seeks to develop a long range plan to improve flows.  Also, establishing minimum flows is identified in the Columbia basin system salmon and steelhead production plan, written by CTUIR, ODFW, and WDFW. p 23. and the Governor’s Salmon Recovery Plan.

This proposal also implements recommendations of the 1995 Columbia River Basin Fish and Wildlife Program:

7.8H   
“Salmon and Steelhead need adequate river flows for spawning, rearing and migration. With growing development pressures on streams, there is a need to find innovative ways to leave more water in streams.”

7.6D   
“,,,acquiring in stream flows as needed for fish production.”

7.8G.1 
“…acquire water rights on a voluntary basis by purchase, gift, or through state or federal funding of water conservation or efficiency improvements that produce water savings.”

· The proposal either collects or identifies data that are appropriate for measuring biological outcomes identified in the objectives.
The monitoring component consists of two types: (1) effectiveness monitoring which seeks to evaluate how effective each of the 4 solutions are at providing in stream flows, and (2) summary monitoring which seeks to evaluate the real-world impact, or the amount of flows actually achieved in the key de-watered areas.  This data will be crucial in determining which solutions have potential for future basin-wide implementation and for evaluating the success of the project relative to the measurable goals identified in the objectives.

d. Relationships to other projects 
Adopting the Model Watershed process effectively utilized in Columbia, Garfield, and Asotin Counties, WWCCD has focused on restoring riparian and in stream habitat the last few years.  Approximately 10 miles of riparian forest buffers and over 50 in-stream habitat projects were installed since 1996. 

These numerous projects have built a tremendous amount of trust and respect with private landowners as evidenced by our 120 member project waiting list.  In the words of one landowner, “Most of us have decided it’s better to work with them than to fight them”.   We are now building on this foundation of trust and landowner interest to tackle the more difficult problems of screening and in stream flows.

We will apply the same methods that brought success in the riparian and in stream habitat projects to flows: offering financial incentives and technical assistance to willing landowners.  The financial and technical assistance will be in the form of 4 realistic, achievable solutions to gain increases in flow. 

The immediate impact projects of this proposal complement the longer term studies on potential solutions such as piping water from the Columbia River and increased storage.  The lessons learned from this proposal along with the studies will provide the information needed for a solid long range plan to increase flows.

We are also coordinating across state lines with the Walla Walla Basin Watershed Council who is applying for a companion proposal to improve in stream flows in Oregon.

In addition, this project also complements continuing BPA efforts:

· WDFW’s continuing fish use/distribution assessment work

· CTUIR’s habitat restoration work

· CTUIR’s/BPA’s work on large passage/screening projects

· CTUIR’s hatchery program

e.  Proposal objectives, tasks and methods

Overall goal: Increase in stream flows to key de-watered reaches to restore fish passage and reduce mortality. 

Objective 1:  Improve delivery system efficiency and transfer savings to in stream flow on 3 specific ditches.

Task 1:  Pipe 3 ditches with known seepage loss

This task will pipe 3 wide, shallow, earthen ditches which presently have an estimated combined loss to seepage and evaporation of 650 gpm.  
Gardena Farms Irrigation District #13 (GFID#13) will leave the saved water in stream at the point of diversion.  This solution is expected to save 650 gpm.

This water savings will be evaluated by installing portable ramp flumes to measure precisely the existing loss in each ditch.  After piping, loss will be reduced to zero and flow meters will be installed.

The amount of water saved will be left in the river at the point of diversion.  GFID#13 will monitor the expected increased flow in the de-watered reach through use of in stream gauging stations in coordination with WDFW and WDOE. 

Objective 2:  Improve on-farm efficiency and transfer savings to in stream flow


Task 1.  Create a succinct, well monitored pilot project on-farms that can increase water to de-watered reaches

This objective creates a succinct and well monitored on-farm efficiency pilot project on-farms upstream of the de-watered reaches.  The expected improvements are 1 ac ft in water savings on 300 acres of cropland, or a savings of approximately 372 gpm (using WDOE’s methodology of 1 ac/ft = 1.24 gpm continuously over the irrigation season).  

Private contractors selected through a competitive bid process will create on-farm assessments of a farm’s current irrigation system and management techniques.  Next, farm-specific conservation plans including system improvements and irrigation water management will be created.  The last step will be to implement the plan and transfer the savings to in stream flow.

This task will be monitored by using flow meter readings and moisture probes to provide an evaluation of the actual water saved.  The real-world impact of this task, the increased flows created in de-watered reaches, will be monitored by GFID#13, WDOE, and WDFW with in stream gauging stations.

Objective 3:  Large scale Lease/Purchase of water and transfer to in stream flow (results in taking agricultural land out of production)

Task 1:  Install non-irrigated riparian buffers on irrigated cropland and transfer 100% of the water to in stream flows

Our current buffer program is funded by the Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP) program which provides $66-$182 per acre per year for conservation easements.  While this amount is enough to gain widespread participation in non-irrigated areas, it is not nearly enough to gain enrollment on the much more valuable irrigated farmland.

Since 1980, WDFW has perfected methods to grow trees/shrubs with high survival using no irrigation and WWCCD has adapted these techniques effectively to our riparian buffer projects.  

We propose to use these techniques to convert irrigated farmland to non-irrigated riparian buffers and transfer the water within those buffers to in stream flows.  Under this solution the CREP program would pay for installation of the buffer and conservation easements while funding from this grant would pay to lease or purchase the water rights.  Thus with the two programs working together we have enough incentive to make both programs work.

The value of the water right would be determined using WDOE’s current appraisal system.  This system takes into account location in the watershed and seniority of the water right.  The amount of the water lease/purchase for a given buffer project would be determined by calculating the WDOE appraisal minus the CREP rental rate.  

The expected outcome of this task is to take 350 acres of irrigated farmland out of production and put it into non-irrigated riparian buffers.  The expected result is 1300 gpm saved (350 ac x 3 ac/ft x 1.24).

Monitoring will occur through tracking how many acres are taken out of production and transferred to in stream flow.

The real-world impact of this task, the increased flows created in de-watered reaches, will be monitored by GFID#13, WDOE, and WDFW with in stream gauging stations.

Task 2: Outright lease/purchase 

We will rely heavily on WDOE to lead this task.  WDOE has made purchases in the basin on a pilot project basis and is currently pursuing funding for additional water purchases from the state legislature.  Thus our request for outright lease/purchases is relatively small.  If WDOE is under-funded in the state legislature, this small fund will become very important to getting flows in de-watered areas.  If WDOE’s program is funded, these BPA funds will be focused on additional water leases/purchases beyond WDOE’s funding capacity.

WDOE funding is likely to be available only for purchase, which landowners are more reluctant to participate in than leases.  Thus in order to make a real-world impact on these de-watered reaches, it is crucial that a lease option be available for landowners who are willing to lease their water but not sell it.  Also, because more water can be leased in the short term than can be purchased with the same amount of money, we can get water to these de-watered stretches where there is imminent risk of survival now, giving us time to develop other longer term solutions and programs.

Landowners that have the potential to impact surface flows in de-watered areas will be solicited.  Then the list of interested landowners will be prioritized based on location and seniority.  WDOE will then make an appraisal of the potential purchases.  The water will then be leased/purchased and transferred to in stream flow.

The expected result of this task will be an increase of 1500 gpm, with the bulk of the purchases funded by WDOE.  The preferred method to secure flows trough this solution will be purchase but if that is unavailable, 15 year leases will be utilized.

WDOE will monitor success of this task.  

The real-world impact of this task, the increased flows created in de-watered reaches, will be monitored by GFID#13, WDOE, and WDFW, with in stream gauging stations.

Objective 4:  Small scale pilot project to cease surface water diversions during critical months and use existing shallow wells (does not take land out of production) for irrigation

Currently, some farms can irrigate the same ground with either surface water or shallow wells.  Using shallow wells can cost three times as much as surface water to operate and may cause the landowner to significantly alter the timing of his irrigation resulting in crop loss.  Due to these drawbacks, shallow wells are used only sparingly.  This task would pay for the increased operating costs, giving the landowner a financial incentive to leave his surface water right in the stream and use shallow wells instead during the critical months of March, April, May and June.

This option will not provide a year-round net increase in flows.  Rather it will provide an additional alternative to increase flows during critical months of the year; March, April, May, June.  Under this task, water that recharges the shallow aquifer in the winter, when most of our precipitation occurs, will be used for irrigation in Spring and Summer.  The surface water that would normally irrigate these crops will be left in stream during those months.

This solution is expected to provide 700 gpm in the de-watered reaches.  The pilot project will be evaluated through close monitoring of groundwater levels in the shallow aquifer throughout the year.  In coordination with WDOE, GFID#13 will monitor ground water levels through a network of shallow wells.  This hydrologic monitoring will be done to evaluate this project’s effect on groundwater levels and stream flow.  It is hoped that this monitoring will tell us whether or not this is a viable option to improve flow in de-watered reaches during critical months.  

The real-world impact of this task, the increased flows created in de-watered reaches, will be monitored by GFID#13, WDOE, and WDFW with in stream gauging stations.

f. Facilities and equipment
Existing office facilities, office equipment  (e.g. computers), and supplies will be utilized by the project partners (WWCCD, GFID#13, WDOE) for their respective work.  In stream flow monitoring stations will be maintained by WDOE in cooperation with WDFW and GFID#13.  Monitoring equipment for shallow well monitoring will be maintained by GFID#13.  

Major equipment purchases consist of two permanent flow monitoring stations.  These stations will be coordinated with WDOE and WDFW to ensure they are compatible with existing IFIM data collection in other areas of the watershed.

g. References
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Section 4. Key personnel
Mike Pelissier, Walla Walla County Conservation District, District manager, 0.3 FTE  

Mike has been working on natural resources restoration programs for 6 years, successfully implementing sweeping programs for watershed health restoration in both Yakima and Walla Walla Counties.  Mike has overseen over 70 individual restoration projects in the Walla Walla Basin, ranging from in stream habitat to sediment reduction to riparian buffers.  Mike has organized the Waitsburg community to proceed with restoration of nearly the entire length of Coppei Creek, where over 5 miles of riparian buffer and cattle exclusion has been installed.  He has worked with 152 landowners to sign up on the project waiting list for buffers and in stream habitat projects.  Mike is known for forging projects that meet the needs of both the landowner and the resource, thus paving the way for on-the-ground implementation.  Mike’s duties will be grant administration, financial manager, overall project manager, and coordination.

Stuart Durfee, Gardena Farms Irrigation District #13, District manager 0.5 FTE

Stuart is well known as a proactive leader among both private landowners and technical agencies in the watershed.  By managing the largest irrigation district in the Washington portion of the basin, Stuart is intimately familiar with opportunities to save water.  He also has first-hand knowledge of both ESA and irrigation issues.  Stuart is also known as the voice for many smaller irrigators who are not organized into an irrigation district.  Stuart is well qualified to performing duties entail: managing the implementation of objectives 1 and 4, monitoring the shallow wells, coordinating the in stream flow monitoring along with Bill Neve and WDFW.

Bill Neve, Washington State Department of Ecology, Watermaster 0.2 FTE

Bill is well respected in the community for his even-handed approach to regulation of water.  He has the exceedingly difficult task of managing too little water for too many needs.  His expertise of Washington water law, WDOE’s water trust program, and first hand knowledge of the flow characteristics throughout the basin make him an invaluable member of the project team.  Bill will be responsible for managing objective 3b, coordinating the in stream flow monitoring along with Stuart Durfee and WDFW, processing water transfers, and researching water rights. 
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