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Drought Declared Statewide in 
Washington, April 16, 2024
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Our changing snowpack in Washington State
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Aquifer 
Declines
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Water in the west is more valuable than oil
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Photograph credit: USGS  Water science Photo Gallery



How about salmon recovery?
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Salmon Abundance | 2022



A New Federal Agreement in December 2023
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So, what does this mean for water management 
and water supplies? 
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The General 
Eastern 
Washington 
Water Supply 
Situation

9



Columbia River Instream Flows
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Walla Walla Instream Flow
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State of our Water 
Infrastructure
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2021 Long Term Water Supply and Demand Forecast
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• The Forecast suggests that eastern Washington is 
vulnerable to: 
• Water supplies increasing earlier in the spring, 

and decreasing late in summer;
• More extremes in water supply from year to 

year; 
• Declining low flows, affecting important fish 

species; 
• Some watersheds with increases in out-of-

stream demands.
• This combination of lower supplies at critical times 

and locally increasing demands leads to increasing 
frequency of instream flow deficits and resulting 
curtailments. 



Key Finding: Timing of Water Supplies is shifting
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Trends from the Forecast
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So how can we 
prepare for the 
future? 
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OCR’s Mission…. 

17

Aggressively pursue water supply development 
for both instream and out-of-stream uses. 

Photo courtesy of Washington State Wine Commission



Where we 
work

18



Legislative Mandates
RCW 90.90.040
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Develop water supplies for: 
• Alternatives to groundwater for 

the Odessa Subarea
• Pending water right 

applications
• Future water supplies for 

interruptible water right 
holders

• Future water supplies for 
municipal, domestic, 
industrial, and irrigation

• Instream Benefits
• Implement the Walla Walla 

2050 Strategic Plan



Today’s Challenges – 
Water for Economic Growth

• Water provides “fuel” to our state’s economy.
• Increase demand for water to support 

economic activity, yet in many areas of the 
state supplies are limited.

• Efficient and effective water management is 
critical to supporting economic growth while 
protecting senior water rights and the 
environment.
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Water Supply Development Tools
• Surface Storage 
• Structural & Operational Changes
• Pump Exchanges 
• Aquifer Storage and Recovery 
• Shallow Aquifer Recharge (aka Passive 

Rehydration)
• Water Right Acquisition & Leases
• Conservation/Piping/Lining
• Water Banking
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OCR’s Water Supply Buckets
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Lake Roosevelt Incremental Storage and 
Releases Program
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Lake Roosevelt Releases 
in Drought Years
• If the April – September forecast drops to or 

below 60 MAF the 33,000 acre-feet from 
the LRISRP will become available to assist 
interruptible water users

• The LRISRP Final Supplemental EIS 
discussed six alternatives for distributing 
water to the interruptible users with three 
preferred alternatives.

• Even Distribution Allocation
• Market-Based Allocation 
• Voluntary Enrollment
• The preferred method would provide Ecology 

with the maximum flexibility in meeting the 
goal of the program
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Additional 50,000 from Lake Roosevelt 
released during drought years



Lake Roosevelt Releases 
in Drought Years
• 379 Interruptible Water Rights 

on the Columbia River
• 309,159 acre-feet
• Ecology is beginning efforts to 

put the LRISRP water into play 
when needed

• Clean up the water right 
ownership information 
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Water Banking Options
• OCR is working with several 

large agricultural entities to 
establish water banks

• Banks can be established 
though multiple methods such 
as:

• Shade cloth deployment
• Current on farm efficiencies 
• If the March 1st forecast drops 

to 60 MAF or lower, in a given 
year, water held in these banks 
can be made available to OCR 
for the use of assisting 
interruptible water users
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LRISRP – M & I
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• Ecology has issued 55 permits 
totaling approx. 21,000 ac-ft of water 

• Ecology has requested release of: 
• 23,000 ac-ft of M&I water
• 11,500 ac-ft of Instream flow water

• Future Permitting
• The last few thousand acre-feet will 

be permitted within the next few 
years



LRISRP – Drought Relief
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• Ecology received USBR drought 
contingency funds in FY15 to 
complete a Statewide Drought 
Plan.

• State Drought Plan filed with 
Congress in 2020.



Sullivan Lake Reoperation
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• Ecology received USBR drought contingency funds 
in FY15 to complete a Statewide Drought Plan. OCR 
agreement with Pend Oreille County PUD to convert 
former hydropower facility to water supply operation.

• Creates 14,000 acre-feet of additional supply in six 
(6) NE counties.

• 9,333 acre-feet for out-of-stream uses 
• 50% Agriculture/Irrigation 
• 50% M&I 
• 4,667 acre-feet for instream uses

• Cost of water = $60/ac-ft for 25 years



Switzler Reservoir EIS
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Switzler Reservoir - Preferred Storage Alternative 
from pre-Feasibility study
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Switzler Project Vicinity
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Operational Elements
Peak Storage Volume 

(acre-feet) 44,000

Maximum 
Instantaneous Filling 

Capacity (cfs)
200

Diversion Period

When 
Columbia 

River Water is 
Available

Maximum 
Instantaneous 

Draining Capacity (cfs)
280

Release/Supply 
Period

April 1 – 
October 30

Surface Water Source Columbia 
River

Constructed Elements
Embankment Dam

Pipeline Conveyance
Pump Station

Environmental Mitigation



Icicle Peshastin Irrigation District
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In 2018, the 90-year-old Eightmile Lake Dam in the Icicle Creek watershed was designated 
a high hazard and a threat to downstream residents and properties. A state of emergency 
was declared in the watershed, after flood damage and erosion at the dam caused by 
impacts of the Jack Creek Fire in 2017. Emergency repairs made in the summer of 2018 
stabilized the dam, but these repairs do not meet current dam safety standards.

Eightmile Dam rebuild & restoration

Emergency temporary construction at Eightmile Dam



OCR’s Integrated Water Resource Strategies

• Yakima Basin Integrated Plan -2013
• YBIP - Yakima Basin Integrated Plan

• Icicle Creek Water Resource Management strategy – 2019
• The Icicle Strategy Mission | Icicle Strategy

• Walla Walla River Basin - 2023
• Integrated Solutions — Walla Walla Water 2050 Plan
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Yakima Basin 
Integrated Plan 
– 7 Elements
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Fish Passage

Structural 
Operational 

Changes

Surface 
Storage

Groundwater 
Storage

Habitat 
Restoration

Market-based 
Reallocation

Water 
Conservation



Yakima Basin Integrated Plan
Accomplishments 2013-2023
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Fish Passage
• Completed: Sunnyside interim, Nelson
• In construction: Cle Elum, Roza, Clear Creek (2024)
• In design: Tieton, Bateman Island, Wapato, 

Prosser,Wannawish
Water Supply Reliability
• 65,000 acre-feet conserved/in progress
• Cle Elum Pool Raise
• Kachess Drought Relief Pumping Plant in review
• Groundwater - ASR, 2 pilots
• Springwood Site acquisition
Habitat
• 40+ restoration projects
• 80,000 acres acquired
Yakama Nation
• Wapato Irrigation Project Modernization Plan
$750M in federal and state funding



Icicle Creek Water 
Resource Management 
Strategy
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Icicle Creek
Strategy
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Walla Walla 
Basin 2050 

Strategic 
Plan
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Aquifer Storage and Recovery

Cities of ….
• White Salmon 
• Kennewick
• Yakima 
• Othello 
• West Richland
• Quincy
• Moses Lake 

• Source Water 
Supply

• Appropriate 
Geology to Hold 
Water 

• Water Quality 
• Economical 

Infrastructure
• Enabling 

Permitting 
Environment 



Summary of challenges
• A bigger vision is needed, and more funding
• Suitable location, and land availability
• Tribal Treaty Rights
• Environmental concerns
• High costs, and construction issues
• Regulatory hurdles
• Displaced constituents
• Political will and support over time 
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Projects



Making progress
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Investments 
to Date 
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Next Steps
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Infrastructure Multi-Use SolutionsBuilding Partnerships

Improved Forecasting Integrate Modeling Retiming



Conclusions

• Our water resources are vital to our way of life and our 
environment.

• Doing nothing to protect our water resources is not an 
option…it is a necessity to do something.

• It will take significant funding, resolve and commitment to 
secure and sustain and protect our way of life…now and into 
the future
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How you can help too
• Learn how scarce and vital our water resources are for 

people, farms and fish.
• Get involved, learn and inform your peers, clients, 

organizational leadership, and elected officials about the 
value and importance of our water resources.

• Encourage water conservation at home, on the farm, and 
within our communities.

• Be willing to adapt to new water saving technologies
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A few last words about drought resiliency
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Derek Sandison
Director, Washington State Department of Agriculture

“Snowpack, rainfall, and irrigation flows 
from major rivers provide the necessary 
water supply to sustain our communities 
and the agriculture industry,” said 
Washington State Department of Agriculture 
Director Derek Sandison. 

“The anticipated drought conditions this 
year emphasize the importance of building 
drought resilience into water management 
strategies throughout the state.” April 16, 
2024.



Thank you
Questions or Discussion?
G. Thomas Tebb, LhG, LEG,
Director, Office of Columbia River
gteb461@ecy.wa.gov 

49Photo Credit:
Michael Horner
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