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Manage Water Distribution in the Walla Walla River Basin


Water Management Background

The Oregon Water Resources Department (OWRD) is charged with the responsibility to distribute water and regulate water use based on the water rights of record. Oregon’s water laws, like those of the other western states, are based on the doctrine of prior appropriation. Under the doctrine of prior appropriation, the first person to obtain a water right on a stream is the last to be denied water in times of shortage.

OWRD is the only organization in the state with the authority to take control of public and private water users’ diversion works and to regulate the diversions of water as necessary to provide water to more senior uses. Currently, OWRD employs 20 watermasters with offices distributed throughout the state who monitor streamflows and water use to provide the water right holders the water to which they are entitled. In addition, 15 assistant watermasters, most of whom are funded and employed by individual counties, work under the direction of the watermaster. These staff are responsible for monitoring the use of water under almost 65,000 out-of-stream and reservoir surface water rights and for protecting 1,500 instream rights—an average of more than 1,800 water rights per watermaster or assistant watermaster.

Each summer, the watermasters and assistant watermasters shut off the diversions of the most junior water rights to provide water for more senior out-of-stream and instream water rights. Historically, these actions depended primarily on the senior water right holder “making a call” by notifying the watermaster that there was insufficient water at the senior user’s diversion to satisfy the user’s right. The watermaster then would identify any water uses junior to the user making the call and, beginning with the most junior user, shut those uses off as necessary to provide water to the senior user making the call.

During recent years, OWRD has increasingly focused on performing similar distribution to protect streamflows allocated under instream water rights. Distributing water for an instream water right generally requires more field resources than needed to distribute water for an out-of-stream right because the watermaster cannot rely on the water user to make a call for water in determining when distribution is needed. Instead, the watermaster must regularly monitor flows in the stream protected by the instream water right to determine when to initiate regulation and distribution.

During 2000, OWRD watermasters took a total of 10,567 regulatory actions on 291 streams. Approximately 40 percent of these regulatory actions involved shutting off junior uses to provide water for senior out-of-stream water rights, 17 percent of the actions involved shutting off junior users to protect instream water rights, and 6 percent involved shutting off junior uses to provide water for both out-of-stream and instream rights. On some streams, the watermasters regulated back as early as the 1860s and 1870s; i.e., water rights established after those dates were shut off to provide water to users with earlier priority dates.

The increased need for OWRD to regulate and distribute water are partly a result of efforts to improve fish habitat and to address the impacts on fish populations of the variety of water development activities that have occurred in the Columbia River Basin. The funding available to OWRD has not kept pace with the additional workload. The shortage of resources will be exacerbated with implementation of the BPA program to establish a water brokerage described in the 20000 FCRPS Biological Opinion and by prospective water right acquisitions by other entities.

There is little prospect that significant additional funds will become available from the state budget in the foreseeable future. OWRD intends to maintain at least the existing level of commitment to activities supporting fish recovery and will continue to pursue methods and means to efficiently and effectively protect instream water rights. However, given the need for restoration of streamflows and the numerous organizations pursuing acquisition and transfer of water rights instream, OWRD does not anticipate having sufficient resources to be able to protect all of the expected new instream water rights absent funding from other sources.

For more information on state water law, administrative rules, and OWRD’s 2001-2003 Strategic Plan, see the agency website at: http://www.wrd.state.or.us. Specific information includes Oregon Revised Statutes, Chapters 536, 537, and 540 at http://www.wrd.state.or.us/law/ors1999.shtml, Oregon Administrative Rules, Division 250 at http://www.wrd.state.or.us/law/oar1999.shtml, and the agency’s Strategic Plan at http://www.wrd.state.or.us/publication/index.shtml.

Walla Walla Basin Water Allocation Activities

OWRD employs a watermaster who is headquartered in Pendleton to distribute water and regulate water use in the Umatilla and Walla Walla River watersheds. In addition, Umatilla County employs an assistant watermaster headquartered in Milton-Freewater who distributes water in the Walla Walla River watershed under the general supervision and oversight of the Pendleton region office. These staff are responsible for managing the use of water at diversions throughout the watershed. These include approximately 90 diversions on the Little Walla Walla River, 20 on the South Fork Walla Walla River, 10 on the North Fork Walla Walla River, 6 on the mainstem Walla Walla River, and 120 on other small Walla Walla River tributaries. The irrigation districts in turn are responsible for distributing the water to the individual water turnouts on the canals served by many of these diversions. Annual water distribution normally results in water rights with 1903 and later priority dates being shut off to provide water for uses established under earlier appropriations.

In addition to the historic regulation and distribution activities, staff are increasingly involved in a variety of other activities associated with the Endangered Species Act. The installation of headgates and measuring devices has been prompted by efforts to improve streamflows for fish in the basin. Likewise, significant increases in workload associated with streamflow monitoring has resulted from efforts to restore flows for fish. OWRD expects the demands on agency resources to continue to increase. For example, development of a Habitat Conservation Plan likely will include a complete inventory of all water diversions in the basin. There is little remaining flexibility for the agency to absorb the additional workload associated with justifiable, but nonetheless, growing demands for water management in the basin.

Background Accomplishments

In June of 2000, the Walla Walla Irrigation District, Hudson Bay District Improvement Company, Inc., and Gardena Farms Irrigation District, entered into a civil penalty settlement agreement with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. The National Marine Fisheries Service, Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation and various conservation groups reviewed drafts of the settlement agreement and the districts worked with USFWS to include many of their comments and suggestions. As part of this settlement agreement, the districts had many tasks and deliverables that they had to complete. One such task was to bypass 13 cubic feet per second and to monitor those flows throughout a selected reach of the Walla Walla River. The OWRD assisted the districts by performing weekly streamflow measurements at 8 points along the River from June 16 to November 22, 2000. OWRD staff also assisted in the fish salvage operation that occurs pursuant to the agreement.

OWRD staff are working with water users in the upper Walla Walla Basin to install headgates and measuring devices on all water diversions at which the existing facilities are inadequate. Headgates allow water users and the watermaster to quickly and effectively adjust or shut off the flow of water into the irrigation ditches. Measuring devices allow the water users and watermaster to accurately and efficiently determine the quantity of water being diverted. The Walla Walla Basin Watershed Council secured monies from the Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board for a cost-sharing program to install the headgates and measuring devices on diversions in the upper Walla Walla River, including the north and south forks. OWRD staff, in cooperation with the watershed council, Natural Resources Conservation Service and water users, helped install and provided technical assistance on installation of headgates, portable ramp flumes and measuring weirs. There are still a few more measuring weirs that will be installed this year. After this is completed, all diversions above Milton-Freewater will have headgates and measuring devices. OWRD staff time exceeded the 340 hours which were identified as a part of the in-kind services which were used to provide the local match for the grant.

OWRD staff also are working with the irrigation districts and individual water users to assist in the development of water conservation projects and preparation of applications for allocation of conserved water. The allocation of conserved water provides a method through which all, or a portion, of the conserved water can be converted into a legally protectable instream water right. The Department has approved two allocations of conserved water in the Walla Walla Basin and four additional applications are pending. Based on continuing discussions with the districts, OWRD expects to receive a large number of additional applications for allocation of conserved water which would yield additional quantities of water protectable instream with early priority dates.

Other Fishery-Related Projects in the Basin

Some fishery-related projects involving and affecting water management have already been implemented in the basin. These projects have involved modifications and improvements for water diversion structures and improvement of fish passage. Numerous other projects are proposed. These include:

· Columbia Plateau Water Right Acquisition Program by the Oregon Water Trust (Project 199908800). Out-of-stream water rights would be acquired and transferred to instream use.

· Walla Walla River Flow Restoration by the Walla Walla Basin Watershed Council (Project 25082). Water would be conserved and allocated instream. In addition, water measurement would be improved. (OWRD recognizes that there may be a minor overlap which respect to the water measurement and would expect to coordinate with the WWBWC in determining where additional streamflow measurement is needed.)

· Walla Walla River Juvenile and Adult Passage Improvements and Walla Walla River Fish Passage Operations by the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation, (Projects 199601100 and 200020139. Streamflows would be monitored and the diversions of water coordinated to reduce impacts on fish.

· Civil penalty settlement agreement between  the Walla Walla Irrigation District, Hudson Bay District Improvement Company, Inc., Gardena Farms Irrigation District, and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. Streamflows are bypassed at district diversion facilities to provide instream flows and passage.

· Proposed Water Brokerage Program by BPA (2000 FCRPS Biological Opinion). Experimental programs to increase streamflows.

· Walla Walla River Restoration by the Corps of Engineers (2000 FCRPS Biological Opinion). Implementation of programs to restore habitat in the basin. Because of the critical low flow problems, a successful program likely will have to address instream flows.

Data Management

The Water Resources Department is a cooperator with the U.S. Geological Survey and other organizations in the operation of a network of approximately 500 gages on streams and canals throughout the state. As one element of that network, OWRD operates nearly 200 state gaging stations. In addition, during water distribution and regulation, the Department’s field staff make as many as 1,000 miscellaneous measurements each year. The streamflow data gathered through these measurements are entered into the agency’s hydrographics database. All measurements performed by OWRD staff and entered into the database are consistent with USGS protocols as described in Water Supply Paper 2175 (S.E. Rantz, 1982). For more information about the protocols for flow measurements which are used by the USGS and OWRD, see http://wwwrcamnl.wr.usgs.gov/sws/fieldmethods/.

The Department publishes permanent streamflow records for state gaging stations on the agency website at: http://www.wrd.state.or.us/surface_water/streamflow/index.html. The Department also provides access to records for gaging stations operated by the USGS and other cooperators at the site.

The project to manage water distribution in the Walla Walla River Basin is an implementation project rather than an research project. The data to be gathered through measurement of streamflows and diversions are intended to provide OWRD staff with essential information needed to manage and distribute water in the basin. OWRD will work with BPA staff to determine the need and value for providing additional access to the streamflow and water use data gathered during the project and will provide any information which is deemed appropriate in a format useable by BPA. The information to be provided could include tabular data compiled through flow measurements, progress reports, analyses of the instream flow benefits of the project, or other reports identified in cooperation with BPA.

