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Chair Helm and representatives of the Committee, I am grateful to be here today to talk about water in the Deschutes. We have been working on basin-wide collaborative planning for over 20 years and feel we have both successes to share as well as lessons that may be helpful for the state moving forward. In some ways we feel we are an original place-based planning effort before place-based planning became sexy. 

I am going to touch on:
Deschutes Basin Context
Collaborative Planning & Progress
Lessons & Continuing Needs




The Deschutes Basin
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The Deschutes Basin is the second largest basin in Oregon, behind the Willamette. The headwaters are in the Cascades and the river travels NORTH to the Columbia. The basin covers 10,500 square miles. The hydrogeology cuts the basin into two distinct hydrologies. The upper basin is characterized by a porous basalt aquifer that absorbs much of the precip that falls in the Cascades. Much of this groundwater hits an older non-permaeable geology and returns into the rivers as spring water near Lake Billy Chinook. Thus the streamflows in the lower Deschutes are an order of magnitude higher,(supporting a world-famous steelhead fishery and whitewater rafting destination) and most of the low  streamflow issues occur in what we call the Upper Deschutes Basin, which we will focus on today.



Water Use in the Upper Deschutes
• Deschutes River and its tributaries
• Agriculture: 150,000 irrigated acres; 8 districts
• Growing communities: Bend, Redmond, Prineville etc
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Of course we have rivers- the Deschutes, Little Deschutes, Tumalo Creek, Whychus Creek, and the Crooked River: all have flow issues stemming from over-appropriation that affect fish and wildlife, recreation and quality of life. 

We have diverse agriculture: specialty seed farmers on 4th generation farms in Jefferson County- grow 50% of the world’s hybrid carrot seed; smaller farms near Bend and Redmond, hay, alfalfa, emerging organics.  

We have growing communities. Bend- one of the fastest growing cities nation-wide (4thin 2018) ; economic driver for the region- significant tourism and recreation; city of Prineville- growing its partnership with the tech community and data centers that need water.




Upper Deschutes Basin Context

• Over-appropriated system: closed to 
new rights

• Deschutes Groundwater Mitigation 
Program ORS 537.746, ORS 540.155

• Reintroduction of steelhead and 
salmon: 2007

• Listing of Oregon spotted frog in Upper 
Deschutes: 2014. Litigation.

• Ongoing Habitat Conservation Planning 
Effort

• Upper Deschutes Basin Study (recently 
completed)

• Deschutes Basin Water Collaborative
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This map is the ‘geopolitical’ map of water in our basin. It shows the rivers and streams, cities and each of the colorful blobs is one of the 8 irrigation districts that manage water in our basin.

A quick overview of the ‘geopolitical issues’ that shape water management in our basin.The issues are similar to many basins in the west that you are no doubt familiar with. The familiar story of water in the west. 

https://www.oregonlegislature.gov/bills_laws/ors/ors537.html
https://www.oregonlegislature.gov/bills_laws/ors/ors540.html


Kate

Formed in 1996

Mission:  To Restore Streamflow and Water Quality in the 
Deschutes Basin

Local, Multi-Stakeholder Board, Consensus-Based
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With that context, now I’m going to step back to really the beginning of the collaborative efforts in the Deschutes Basin. In 1996, some unique individuals had the foresight to come together, including the Confederated Tribes of the Warm Springs, the irrigation districts and the environmental community, to form the DRC, wiith the intention to avoid the kind of conflict that was seen with the spotted owl in the forestry world. The DRC was formed to be proactive and implement win-win projects that solved issues. We were authorized by Congress in 1996 with the help of Senator Mark Hatfield. We have a multi-stakeholder board of directors and operate by consensus. 



Deschutes River

98% of flows were 
diverted for irrigation

Whychus Creek

Every 2 out of 3 years, 
the creek would run dry

Crooked River

Extensively diverted flows 
would leave only a trickle 

of water at Smith Rock
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Some examples of the flow issues in our rivers and streams we were set up to work on. These all have associated water quality issues. We began to work collaboratively on projects to improve these issues in a way that all stakeholders could support. 



Streamflow Restoration Results
2002-2019
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And we have had great success over 20 years. We use a variety of tools, including ones that the legislature gave us in 1987 through the Instream Water Rights Act and the Allocation of Conserved Water Statute, the envy of many states west-wide. Our projects include piping canals, leasing and transferring unused water right instream, as well as some more unique water management agreements.



Whychus Creek
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Some examples of our restoration successes. Dry to free-flowing stream, approaching state flow targets



Crooked River
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Conservation projects have increased minimum flows from 10 to 60 cfs. Fish passage at Opal Springs will now open up the Crooked to reintroduced steelhead and salmon. 




Middle Deschutes 
River
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4-fold increase in flows, where there used to be no protected water downstream of the City of Bend. 



Holistic Results

• Flow restoration & water quality benefits
• Partnerships to restore related habitat/natural storage
• Maintained or improved reliability for agriculture
• Generation of groundwater mitigation credits for muni/quasi-municipalities
• Community collaborative capacity
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This work restored streamflows but also created other benefits. In all cases, this work supported agricultural water rights (in Whychus Creek- piping improved water reliability by at least 30% for patrons; we have secured more reliable water rights for North Unit Irrigation Districts; instream leasing provides beneficial use). Much of this work was done in partnership with the Deschutes Water Alliance, an early collaborative that represented all the water needs in the basin. In partnership with the DWA, we had a water bank that generated groundwater mitigation credits. And we learned to do things by working together. 



Key Issues Remain

• Upper Deschutes River Flow Restoration
• Time-critical ESA issues, Oregon spotted frog and 

risk to agricultural interests
• Ongoing need for reliable groundwater mitigation 

for municipal water providers
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Reclamation and state investment: $750,000 each. DRC supported collaborative process by leveraging other foundations and grants. Reclamation framework to understand water supply and demand and how to meet needs in the basin. 



Common Foundation of Information
• Powerful water resources model
• Information on existing hydrology, instream and 

out of stream needs over 50 years
• Climate change considerations
• Water supply strategies
• Water management scenarios
• Analysis of legal/policy issues
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State investment- $750K investment in the study, in addition to significant staff time to improve the modeling, review technical memos and participate in collaborative meetings. Invaluable participation and input from Kyle Gorman, JOnathan LaMarche and Harmony Burright specifically. But also numerous OWRD Salem staff hours in reviewing documents and providing excellent input. Ensuring our products portrayed a consistent understanding of Oregon water law and policy.




Basin Study Work Group
 Central Oregon Irrigation District
 North Unit Irrigation District
 Arnold Irrigation District
 Swalley Irrigation District
 Lone Pine Irrigation District
 Tumalo Irrigation District
 Ochoco Irrigation District
 Three Sisters Irrigation District
 City of Bend
 Avion
 City of Madras
 City of Redmond
 City of LaPine
 City of Prineville
 USDA Forest Service
 Department of Environmental Quality
 US Fish and Wildlife Service
 Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs
 Deschutes County
 Coalition for the Deschutes

 Crooked River Watershed Council

 Upper Deschutes Watershed Council

 Sunriver Anglers

 Central Oregon Flyfishers

 Deschutes River Conservancy

 Trout Unlimited

 Native Reintroduction Network

 Bureau of Reclamation

 Oregon Water Resources Department

 Oregon Land and Water Alliance

 Oregon Department of Agriculture

 Deschutes Soil and Water Conservation 
District

 Portland General Electric

 WaterWatch

 Deschutes Water Alliance

 Bend Paddle Trail Alliance
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This study was co-managed by the Basin Study Work Group. 40 official members that had decision-making authority.  One of the most powerful outcomes of the Basin Study is that this common foundation of information- complex information- is shared by 40 stakeholder groups. Extensive public outreach as well.



Basin Study Take-Aways

• We have enough water in the Deschutes to meet needs
• We need significant financial & cultural investment
• Integrating water supply strategies is optimal
• We need help thinking through how water can move
• We built a strong foundation of community understanding



Lessons Learned over 20 years

• Collaboration can create real results
• Time-intensive 
• Investment in common information critical
• Needs to be supported for the long haul

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Water results and community building results



The Path Forward

Continued Implementation
Deschutes Basin Water Collaborative
State support will be critical

• Continued support for basin planning
• Basin-specific policy staff capacity
• Continued support for implementation 
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Irrigation districts and DRC are continuing to implement projects. Districts have received $150M in federal funds in light of the ESA issues they are facing, and the state provided $10M last year in matching funds for piping. DRC and districts are working to optimize and implement water marketing and on-farm conservation strategies. 
We have launched the Water Collaborative to extend the collaborative spirit of the Basin Study Work Group with a focus on implementation and to develop a comprehensive water management plan. 
We will continue to need state support in three major ways: 1. we currently have some complex issues to work through of how to move water in our basin to meet multiple needs. This will look different in every basin. We need state policy and technical support to work through this. It is one thing for a basin to figure out how things can work for them, but wholly another thing for that to work within state policy. 2. we need the state to help sustain the capacity to plan on a basin scale. This funding is hard to find and the state should not assume it will magically happen without support. State support can help groups like the DRC leverage other funding to increase the support. 3. We need continued and increased state funding to support project implementation. Like the OWEB funds, OWRD Water Supply grant funds and the $10M granted to DBBC last year. But we need a scaled up investment.
We are excited about the latest iteration of the water vision, that emphasizes support for basin-wide planning and the support and implementation of integrated solutions, as well the generation of common information on instream and out of stream needs, including groundwater that we are so lucky to have in the Deschutes.
Thank you so much for your time today. We hope to continue to lead by example re: basin-wide water planning in the Deschutes, as well as to learn from other basins, and look forward to continued partnership with the state. 
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