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Executive Summary 

 

In 2009, the Legislature adopted chapter 90.92 RCW authorizing pilot program authority for a 

local water management board to use special management tools for a period of ten years, 

including flexibility that did not exist elsewhere in the state. The Walla Walla Watershed 

Management Partnership (Partnership) was formed under this authority. 

Since 2009, the Partnership has implemented several primary areas of activities, including 

development of local water plans, managing banked water, entering into agreements for 

diversion reduction, leases or water acquisitions, participating in regional planning activities 

and overseeing a mitigation program for outdoor water use with permit-exempt wells. 

In 2019, the Legislature passed Second Substitute Senate Bill 5352 (2SSB 5352), which 

authorized the continuation of the pilot program for two years. Associated with the extension, 

the Legislature required a number of specific actions, including conducting a financial and 

performance audit of the pilot program. In addition, the Partnership and the Department of 

Ecology (Ecology) were directed to develop a thirty-year integrated strategic plan for water 

resource management in the Walla Walla Basin and to develop an organization structure to 

support the strategic plan. 

As directed in 2SSB 5352, the Washington State Auditor’s Office (Auditor) published its 

performance audit on May 12, 2020, entitled Assessing Success of the Walla Walla Watershed 

Management Partnership Pilot, making five key findings and recommendations that included 

returning, “responsibility for water management in the Walla Walla watershed to the 

Department of Ecology while maintaining the benefits of the Partnership in the form of an 

advisory board that includes current membership.”  The auditor also recommended that, “the 

Governor open discussion with state leadership in Oregon to form an interstate compact that 

can address water management in the watershed.”    

Using existing funds, Ecology contracted to conduct a financial evaluation, to implement the 

directive in 2SSB 5352.  Among the recommendations published, the financial evaluation 

recommended that Ecology take the lead and perform project management functions for 

continued work in the Walla Walla Watershed.  

Ecology and the Partnership have been collaborating in the development of a 30-year 

integrated water resource management strategic plan. This effort, named the “Walla Walla 

Water 2050” strategic planning process seeks to address priorities and solutions from the 

basin’s diverse stakeholders, including regional tribes, local residents, farmers and irrigators, 

environmental and conservation groups, Washington and Oregon state agencies, and federal 

governments. In partnership with the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation 
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(CTUIR), Ecology and the Partnership created a Strategic Plan Advisory Committee (SPAC) and 

Workgroups to help shape a strategic planning process that draws on local knowledge and 

reflects diverse priorities. Interests represented on the SPAC include agriculture, 

environmental, local government, state government, federal government, and tribal 

governments. 

Although the strategic planning process is not yet complete, the following recommendations 

are provided at this time: 

• The strategic plan should encompass the entire watershed and involve all affected 

governments. 

• Effects of watershed processes to the headwaters should be included in the strategic 

planning process.   

• The strategic planning process should address the current challenges in managing water 

use across Washington and Oregon jointly. 

• The organizational structure created to advise implementation of the strategic plan will 

need to include public and private entities and various local, state, and federal agencies 

and governments.  

• For the upcoming biennium, funding is essential to complete the strategic plan, 

complete an Environmental Impact Statement of potential management options, 

support the USGS groundwater study and begin to fill critical data gaps.  

The Partnership recommends allowing RCW 90.92 to sunset as scheduled in June 2021.  The 

Walla Walla Water 2050 process, with potential modifications to ensure inclusion of 

Partnership participants, will be used to refine strategic plan recommendations 

A joint effort in advance of the 2023 legislative session will set forth strategic plan 

recommendations and an organizational structure to support implementation. 

The Walla Walla Watershed Management Partnership appreciates the Washington State 

Legislature’s support of legislation, policies, and funding to act on the Walla Walla 2050 Plan 

and the future of the Walla Walla Watershed now and in the future.  
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Introduction/Background 

The Walla Walla Basin (Basin) has been over-appropriated for more than a hundred years. The 

last new water right was approved in 1992. In 2007, the Basin was formally closed to the 

issuance of new water rights.   

By the 1990s, the Walla Walla River and tributaries were running dry every summer, and the 

Basin was threatened with federal intervention under the Endangered Species Act. The Basin is 

also within the ceded lands of the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation and a 

priority restoration area for treaty-reserved fishing, hunting and gathering rights.  

Through the first decade of the 21st century, water resource interests completed a WRIA 32 

watershed plan and a bi-state habitat plan. Basin stakeholders believed local management 

could create better and more sustainable outcomes than federal intervention. The concept of 

“flow from flexibility” informed the Partnership’s inception as the approach desired by local 

interests. 

In 2009, the Legislature adopted chapter 90.92 RCW authorizing pilot program authority for a 

local water management board to use special management tools for a period of ten years, 

including flexibility that did not exist elsewhere in the state. The Walla Walla Watershed 

Management Partnership (Partnership) was formed under this authority. 

 

2019 legislation overview 

Chapter 90.92 RCW was established as a 10-year pilot program that was set to expire on June 

30, 2019. As required in the 2009 authorizing legislation, the Partnership submitted a report to 

the legislature by December 1, 2018. In that report, several areas for future focus were 

identified, along with a recommendation for an extension of the pilot program. 

In 2019, the Legislature passed Second Substitute Senate Bill 5352 (2SSB 5352), which 

authorized the continuation of the pilot program for two years. Associated with the extension, 

the Legislature required a number of specific actions, including conducting a financial and 

performance audit of the pilot program. In addition, Partnership and the Department of 

Ecology (Ecology) were directed to develop a thirty-year integrated strategic plan for water 

resource management in the Walla Walla Basin and to develop an organization structure to 

support the strategic plan (see Appendix A for the full text of 2SSB 5352). 
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Existing Structure and Activities conducted by the Partnership 

Since 2009, the Partnership has implemented several primary areas of activities as authorized 

in RCW 90.92.050 and two additional activities that are not specifically identified in authorizing 

legislation. Each of these program elements is discussed in detail below. 

1. Develop, approve, and oversee implementation of local water plans. 

2. Manage banked water. 

3. Acquire water rights by donation, purchase, or lease. 

4. Participate in local, state, tribal, federal, and multistate basin water planning initiatives, 

and programs. 

5. Enter into agreements with water rights holders to not divert any water that might 

become available as a result of local water plans, water banking activities, or other 

programs and projects endorsed by the board and the department. 

6. Oversee mitigation program for outdoor water use with permit-exempt wells. 

 

1. Develop, approve and oversee implementation of local water plans 

Local Water Plans (LWPs) provide flexibility for the water right holder in exchange for 

enhancing flow conditions. A Local Water Plan provides the water user a benefit, such as a new 

point of diversion or expanding the place of use, in exchange for a benefit to stream flows such 

as water left instream, shallow aquifer recharge, or enrollment in the Walla Walla County 

Conservation District’s Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP) for riparian 

restoration. The goal of this program is to ensure that each local water plan benefits both 

irrigators and fisheries resources. Under RCW 90.92.080(3), a local water plan must include: 

• A determination by the board of the baseline water use for all water rights involved in 
the LWP, based on the guidelines adopted by the board, and in consultation with the 
water resource panel. 

• A clearly defined set of practices that provide for flexibility of water use as defined in 
the law. 

• An estimate of the amount of water that would remain instream either long term or 
during critical flow periods for fish. 

• Performance measures and options for achieving reductions in total water use from 
baseline. 

• Performance measures for tracking improved streamflows either long term or during 
critical flow periods for fish. 

• Measurement, tracking, and monitoring measures and procedures that ensure the 
implementation and enforcement of the measures for flexibility of water use, 
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enhancement of the streamflows, and other elements, terms, and conditions in the 
LWP. 

To participate in a local water plan, water rights holders must, among other requirements, 

measure and monitor their water use, streamflows upstream and downstream of the 

boundaries of the plan, and groundwater levels within the boundaries of the plan (RCW 

90.92.080(5)(d)). 

Since 2009, the Partnership has approved seven LWPs. The summaries in Appendix 2 describe 

in detail the actions and activities that have been conducted under the LWP authority in 

chapter 90.92 RCW. Of the seven approved LWPs, three are currently being partially 

implemented, one has been recently approved and not yet implemented, and three have 

expired or are inactive. 

All of the LWPs that employed shallow aquifer recharge to offset increased irrigation required 

water quality monitoring to ensure compliance with water quality standards. Tests to ensure 

water quality as required by the Washington Department of Ecology were expensive ($30,000 

per site per year). Despite applications for funding from a variety of sources, neither the 

Partnership nor plan participants or implementing basin organizations were able to sustain 

sufficient funding for the required monitoring.  Lack of funding for monitoring directly 

contributed to the incomplete implementation of those LWPs.  

Additionally, between 2009 and 2019 the Partnership’s ability to measure stream flow effects 

of the LWPs was hampered by reduction of stream flow gauges on affected stream reaches. 

The fundamental basis for the “Flow from Flexibility” concept is embodied within the 

Partnership’s authority under RCW 90.92.080 to pilot LWPs, which are designed to incentivize 

conservation among water users by allowing flexible water management resulting in instream 

flow enhancement through cooperation outside of the regulatory framework. These 

customized water management plans are designed to enable sustainable management of water 

and preclude impacts on other water right holders.  

Within the voluntary LWP framework, a water user may propose to change water management 

activities such as a point of diversion, place of use, time of use, or source of water. Through 

these locally-approved and Ecology-endorsed temporary changes to water use practices, this 

program enables stream flows to be augmented while still providing sufficient water for 

participants. LWP participants may operate their flexible water management within the 

Partnership’s pilot period, with the potential for seeking permanent status of a successful plan 

after at least five years of successful implementation. Within a LWP, water conserved for 

instream flow enhancement can be banked in the Partnership’s Walla Walla Water Bank or 

added to Ecology’s Trust Water Program and participating water rights are preserved from 
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relinquishment during the plan. 

However, much of the potential positive outcomes for LWPs was never realized due to a lack of 
funding for implementation or extensive water quality monitoring.  The following table shows 
the amount of water that was actually left as instream flow (cumulative for all LWPs), and the 
amount of water that potentially could have been left instream if all of the projects were fully 
funded:  
 
 

 CFS Acre-feet 

Actual water left instream 5.5 cfs 374 af 

Potential water left instream 22.1 cfs 1,543 af 

 

  
See Appendix B for the complete description of LWPs approved during the 10 year pilot project. 

 
 

2. Manage banked water 

The Partnership manages a water bank in the Walla Walla Basin as prescribed in RCW 

90.92.070, which states that “the board must accept a water right temporarily banked for 

instream flow without conducting a review of the extent and validity of the water right” and 

that “a water right banked…is not subject to loss by forfeiture.”  This program functions very 

similarly to temporary donations in the state’s Trust Water Rights Program under chapter 90.42 

RCW. 

The primary difference between rights accepted into the Partnership water bank and the 

state’s temporary donations is that the quantity to be donated is specified in RCW 90.42.080(4) 

as, “the quantity of water that has been exercised during the five years before the 

donation.”  In addition, the Partnership requires annual reporting from water right holders who 

have banked water rights.  Otherwise, the two authorities function under similar legislative 

directives.  

The primary advantage to the water banking program is the interaction with water rights 

holders who voluntarily reduce water use. The water identified in the bank may not relate to 

improvements to instream flow.  Some banking agreements are for only small amounts of 

water which are difficult to detect through physical measurement. Additionally, and 

significantly, water that is not withdrawn or diverted by one user can be taken by a junior water 

holder that would otherwise been curtailed.  This may result in no increase in streamflows.  To 

improve streamflow, measures to protect banked water must be instituted and adequate 

methods of measuring actual reductions in water use for banked water must be in place. 
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However, reduced water use on properties where water has been banked can be estimated.  

Ecology evaluated air photos of the legal place of use for each right enrolled in the Partnership 

water bank to assess benefits to instream flow.  The goal was to determine whether banked 

rights could be associated with a clear reduction in water use potentially contributing toward 

improving stream flows.   

Ecology identified records for 143 water rights in the Ecology’s Water Rights Tracking System 

(WRTS) database enrolled in the Partnership water bank, with a cumulative total quantity of 

18,698 acre-feet of water.[1]  

Based on Ecology’s air photo analysis, clear reduction in water use through crop fallowing was 

found with 26 water rights, totaling up to 6,046 acre-feet of water.  These banked rights had 

evidence of clear reduction in water use and benefit to streamflow after enrollment in the 

Partnership water bank.  The remaining 117 water rights totaling up to 12,652 acre feet of 

water enrolled in the Partnership water bank had no clear change in water use based on air 

photo analysis because of one or more of the following:  

• No apparent reduction in irrigated acreage in the years following being accepted into 
the Partnership water bank based on the aerial photos. 

• The enrolled right was one of multiple water rights that overlap place of use.  

• Only a small portion of a much larger water right was enrolled in the bank. 

• No annual volume (in acre-feet) was identified in the enrollment (just instantaneous 
quantity). 

• The authorized place of use on the water right was much larger than the irrigated 

acreage, which allows flexibility for crop rotation, but is difficult to confirm a change to 

actual (on the ground) use.   

 

3. Acquire water by donation, purchase or lease 

The Partnership has authority to acquire water through purchase, donation, or lease of water 
rights under RCW 90.92.050(1)(g).  The goal and anticipated outcome from these activities 
would be an improvement of flow conditions or to ensure water availability for existing water 
right holders.    

 
[1] Note: The Partnership’s database shows 151 water rights enrolled in the Walla Walla water 
bank, with a cumulative quantity of 19,343 acre-feet.  The small differences between the 
number of rights in Ecology’s WRTS and the Partnership’s databases is likely due to challenges 
in the administrative tracking of water rights, which is common throughout the state. 
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Acquisitions and Leases 

The Partnership has not acquired water rights on a permanent basis for instream flow benefit 

since its inception in 2009.  Water rights have been acquired for mitigation purposes for new 

permit-exempt wells as described below. 

The Partnership has actively sought water for acquisition during its existence.  However, there 
has not been much success.  Challenges that have prevented acquisitions include: 

• The high asking cost of water to be acquired. 

• Staffing limitations, including turnover. 

• Water issues are contentious and persuading people to sell water is difficult. 

In general, there has been reluctance by water right holders to participate.  Community 
concerns about selling water for stream flow benefits remain high. The Confederated Tribes of 
the Umatilla Indian Reservation and Washington Water Trust continue to actively seek water 
acquisitions for streamflow enhancement in the basin. 

In 2017, the Partnership entered into two water leases totaling 2,600 acre-feet. 

 

4. Participate in local, state, tribal, federal, and multistate basin water planning initiatives 

and programs 

The Walla Walla Watershed has an additional layer of complexity for water resource 

management, as it is bifurcated by the Oregon-Washington border.  As such, it requires the 

participation and integration of work being conducted by many organizations and individuals 

from both states, including both government and non-governmental entities.  

One such important effort is the Walla Walla Basin Flow Enhancement Study, which is described 

in a separate section of this report, below.   

The Partnership participates in the monthly activities of the Snake River Salmon Recovery 

Board, a local Regional Fisheries Enhancement Group. In addition to helping them work on 

policy questions and assist in writing letters, the Partnership also sits on their Regional 

Technical Team (RTT). The RTT reviews proposed fisheries enhancement projects, expending 

over $1 million per year in on-the-ground habitat projects in southeastern Washington. 

The Partnership participates on the Mid-Columbia Columbia River Basin group of the Marine 

Fisheries Advisory Committee, which is convened by the National Marine Fisheries Service 

(NMFS). This committee provides input and feedback to NMFS for recovery goals relating to 

salmon and steelhead. 
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The Partnership also participates on the Mill Creek Working Group. Mill Creek flows through 

the City of Walla Walla, and working collaboratively, the City, County and Corps of Engineers 

are developing a design for repair of a flood control system that is over 70 years old. The 

Working Group provides input to ensure the project has a more holistic goal, and not just focus 

on flood control.  

 

5. Agreements with water rights holders to not divert water  
   

Agreements not to divert (ANTD) are designed to be a short-term use (less than 90 days) to 

protect water instream from diversion that normally junior water users would be eligible to 

use. ANTDs were explored as a means of solving flow issues between Washington and Oregon 

during the pilot program. This tool, although authorized by the legislature, has not been 

implemented.  Though not a comprehensive solution, ANTD should continue to be examined as 

a potential strategy to help under certain conditions that would ensure full protection of 

streamflow from use by junior users.   

Critical low-flow plan 

A Critical Low-Flow Plan is a voluntarily established plan with an irrigator that addresses 
drought impacts to the environment.  It is a plan developed for the emergency situation of a 
drought, with multiple tools that could be used. 

A “critical low flow” is defined as a low streamflow occurring during a critical migratory period 
for Endangered Species Act listed fish. Critical low flows are determined by a declaration of risk 
from fisheries biologists at the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation (CTUIR), 
WDFW, and Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife. The Partnership has multiple options 
during critical low flow periods: option contracts, pulse flows, changes in points of diversion, 
source switch, compensation for irrigators not to divert water, trap and haul of fish, and 
diversion reduction agreements. 

No critical low-flow plans have been implemented since 2008. 

Option contracts  

Option contracts offer a payment to water rights holders to bypass water, reduce surface 
diversions near passage barriers, or rely on basalt wells rather than surface or shallow aquifer 
rights.  

Currently, two option contracts are in place, but have not been called on.   

Diversion reduction agreements  

The Partnership developed two “Agreements Not To Divert” as a strategy to improve low flow 
conditions in the Walla Walla Basin in 2015, though neither was implemented during the 
drought that year, or since then. 
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6. Mitigation of permit exempt wells 

The Exempt Well Mitigation Exchange (Mitigation Exchange) allows rural landowners to build 

new homes and rely on permit-exempt wells for a legal water supply for outdoor water use. 

Chapter 173-532 WAC requires landowners using permit-exempt wells which meet certain 

conditions in the Walla Walla Basin to obtain mitigation for the well use impact on senior water 

right holders. 

Ecology and the Partnership combined have acquired a total of 24.4 acre-feet of water rights 
that provide the basis for the Mitigation Exchange managed by the Partnership. The 
Partnership sells credits at a fixed rate of $2,000 per 0.55 acre-feet to recover the cost of the 
water right initially purchased for this purpose. 

Since 2009, the Mitigation Exchange has provided outdoor water mitigation credits to eight 
landowners. The remaining balance in the bank of 21.1 acre-feet will be sufficient to supply 
mitigation credit for 38 additional homes. 

While the Exempt Well mitigation program is not part of RCW 90.92, it will continue in the 

future, whether the Partnership continues to exist.  Local government and the Department of 

Ecology would administer the program as they did prior to the Partnership’s creation. 

 

Walla Walla basin integrated flow enhancement study 

The Walla Walla basin integrated flow enhancement study (Flow Study) was initiated in 2014 

with funding from Ecology as a broad-scale collaboration of the Partnership, the Walla Walla 

Basin Watershed Council, Ecology, CTUIR and other water resource management interests. The 

objective of the Flow Study is to determine the best package of options for achieving Walla 

Walla River stream flow targets for native fish species while maintaining the long-term viability 

and water availability for irrigated agriculture, residential, and urban use.  

Flow Study reports have been completed in 2017 and 2019 documenting the preferred options 

and analysis for achieving Flow Study goals. The study identifies streamflow targets of 65 cfs for 

the low flow period between July 1 and November 30, and 150 cfs during the spring migration 

period of April 1 to May 31.  Then a transition of flow of 100 cfs is the target for June 1 to July 1. 

Walla Walla River flow enhancement is essential for the success of the Walla Walla River 

Hatchery and efforts to increase populations of native aquatic species. These target flows 

would represent a significant improvement relative to current low flows, which can reach 0 (no 

flow) during these periods.   
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Currently, four alternatives are being considered.  Each alternative combines a mixture of 

anchor projects (large-scale infrastructure development) and smaller complementary projects.  

Construction costs for each alternative ranges between $227 million to $384 million with 

annual operating costs of $190,000 to $2.55 million. 

Work to improve flows in the Walla Walla River is expected to continue through this effort.  

Next steps include: 

• Environmental Review: Begin the development of a Programmatic Environmental 
Impact Statement (PEIS) to implement requirements of the Washington State 
Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) and National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). 

• Expanded Outreach: Extend invitations to new Washington and Oregon stakeholders to 
help guide selection of Preferred Alternatives for the PEIS. 

• Feasibility Studies and Data Gaps: The Preferred Alternatives include projects that need 
additional analysis to thoroughly evaluate project feasibility.  

• Initiate Design of Preferred Alternative: Initiate a more detailed design of the Preferred 
Alternative once the feasibility analyses have been completed. 

• Legal Coordination: This is needed to ensure that newly developed water supplies will 
be protected instream through both Oregon and Washington to the mouth of the Walla 
Walla River and confluence with the Columbia River.  

• Funding Coordination: A combination of federal, state, and local partners are needed to 
implement a Preferred Alternative at the size and scale necessary to meet the target 
flows in the Walla Walla River.  

 

The Walla Walla Basin Watershed Council has the complete 2019 Flow Study report available 

on their website. 

 

Tribal and State coordinated water resource management  

The Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation, Washington Department of 

Ecology and Oregon Water Resource Department have come together recognizing the 

important and urgent need to address both current and long term water resource issues facing 

the bi-state Walla Walla River Basin, including ecological purposes and consumptive use needs 

of Oregon and Washington communities.  

The Walla Walla Basin’s unique bi-state nature – waters originate in Oregon and cross into 

Washington – require the commitment of all three parties to address current and long-term 

water management issues.  All three parties are committed to working together with Walla 

Walla River Basin interests to achieve and strengthen our water management goals by building 

and enhancing our working relationships with the Walla Walla Watershed Management 

http://www.wwbwc.org/assessment/57-wwflow.html
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Partnership, Walla Walla Basin Watershed Council, basin irrigators, fishery co-managers and 

other interested parties. 

The three parties are engaging in recurring conversations among members of a leadership team 

composed of staff from each sovereign.  While recognizing their respective missions, authorities 

and responsibilities, the tri-sovereign group needs to work together on how to best enhance 

instream flows in the Walla Walla River while maintaining out-of-stream uses. This group is 

committed to decision-making based on strong science, factual information and welcome 

advice and engagement from the Walla Walla Watershed Management Partnership, Walla 

Walla Basin Watershed Council, basin water users and other interested parties. 

 

Performance audit report 

As directed in 2SSB 5352, the Washington State Auditor’s Office (Auditor) published its 

performance audit on May 12, 2020, entitled Assessing Success of the Walla Walla Watershed 

Management Partnership Pilot.  The full audit report is available on the Auditor’s web site. 

The Auditor made five key findings: 

1. Stream flow. The Partnership did not explicitly identify improving streamflow as a core goal 
despite clear statutory intent, and board members agree that streamflow did not improve. 

2. Accountability. The Partnership met most statutory requirements, but did not create and use 
an accountability framework that could have helped it evaluate and adapt its activities to 
ensure success. 

3. Funding. The Partnership lacked sufficient funds to implement strategies necessary to 
improve streamflow but failed to fully exercise its authority to pursue additional revenue. 

4. Authority. Returning management of the Walla Walla watershed to Ecology could offer 
better access to funding for needed infrastructure projects. 

5. Interstate collaboration. Significant streamflow improvements in the Walla Walla watershed 
require greater state-level cooperation between Washington and Oregon.  The volume of water 
in the Walla Walla River on Washington’s side depends largely on the amount of water that 
crosses the state line from the river’s source in Oregon.  Oregon and Washington currently lack 
a formal agreement to collaborate in the Walla Walla watershed, but an interstate compact 
could help them work together to improve and protect streamflow. 

  

https://portal.sao.wa.gov/ReportSearch/Home/ViewReportFile?arn=1025998&isFinding=false&sp=false
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Based on these findings, the Auditor concluded: 

While the Partnership may have had some benefits, including bringing diverse 
interests together for a common goal, after 10 years it is clear that the 
Partnership has not affected streamflow as intended.  

At this point, it makes the most sense to return the responsibility for water 
management in the Walla Walla watershed to the Department of Ecology while 
maintaining the benefits of the Partnership in the form of an advisory board that 
includes current membership. Ecology could then follow a watershed 
management model similar to that employed in the Yakima watershed, where 
streamflow has measurably improved. 

Perhaps most importantly, because water supply in the Walla Walla watershed is 
so dependent on actions taken upstream in Oregon, any real solution to 
streamflow will have to involve cooperation across state lines. For that reason, 
we recommend the Governor open discussion with state leadership in Oregon to 
form an interstate compact that can address water management in the 
watershed. 

 

Financial evaluation report 

Ecology funded a financial evaluation to implement the statutory directive to conduct a 
financial audit under 2SSB 5352.  The Ecology contractor published the financial evaluation in 
May 2020.  
 
 
The work resulted in six findings. 
 

1. The Partnership is not maintaining sound internal controls and accountability for project 
cash. 

 
2. The Partnership did not provide an accurate and complete financial report to its Board 

and Ecology for yearend December 31, 2019.  This is the financial report that may be in 
the next report to the Legislature.   

 
3. The Partnership did not make timely payments to contractors due to lack of working 

capital. 
 

4. The Partnership did not maintain procurement and project files in accordance with 
Contract WROCR-2018- WaWWMP-0001 requirements. 



 

15 
 
 

 

 
5. The Partnership is not tracking time and effort by Task on Contract WRFA-1921-

WaWWWMP-0003. 
 

6. The financial framework of the Partnership as it currently exists does not make 
economic sense. 

 
Based on the findings from the financial evaluation, the contractor made the following 
conclusions and recommendations. 
 

In order to mitigate legal, environmental, and financial risk, it is recommended 
that Ecology take the lead and perform the project management function for 
continued project work in the Walla Walla Watershed. 

Because the Partnership is almost entirely dependent on Ecology funds, 58.6% of 
these funds are used for traditionally indirect functions.  Even with this being 
said, internal control systems are still not sound including cash disbursements, 
bookkeeping, timekeeping, and financial reporting.  It would take additional 
funding and a significant increase in Board involvement to improve current 
systems.  Spending additional money for the services provided does not make 
economic sense when other established organizations already maintain trusted 
internal control systems and don’t require Ecology funding to establish and 
maintain an administrative and financial infrastructure.   

It is recommended that Ecology evaluate the Partnership’s relationship and 
whether it should continue after Contract WRFA-1921-WaPARTNERSHIP -0003 
ends and possibly look to other established organizations to perform regional 
public engagement, facilitation, and water management work. 

 

See Appendix C for the Partnership’s response to the Performance Audit and financial 
evaluation. 

 

Recommendations to the Legislature 
 
In SSSB 5352 the Partnership and Ecology are directed to recommend the scope and scale of an 

integrated water resource management strategic plan, including a funding approach and 

organization structure, to achieve the desired outcome of improved and sustainable flows for 

fish, adequate water supplies for agriculture, municipal, and domestic water users, and 

improved habitat and floodplain functionality in the Walla Walla watershed; and Coordinate 
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with the department's office of Columbia river to request funding to complete tasks required 

during the transition period. 

Ecology and the Partnership have been collaborating in the development of a 30-year 

integrated water resource management strategic plan. In partnership with 

CTUIR, Ecology and the Partnership created a Strategic Plan Advisory Committee (SPAC) and 

Workgroups to help shape a strategic planning process that draws on local knowledge and 

reflects diverse priorities. Interests represented on the SPAC include agriculture, 

environmental, local government, state government, federal government, and tribal 

governments. Each interest self-selected their members to the SPAC. The SPAC is tasked 

with developing science-based, consensus recommendations for the strategic plan that 

incorporate varied basin stakeholder perspectives and address the challenges of bi-

state water resource management to meet the outcomes in SSSB 5352. The SPAC 

Roster provides a full list of members and can be found on the Walla Walla Water 2050 

Website.  

 

Working Groups assist plan development by identifying, researching, and analyzing potential 

strategies and formulating draft recommendations for consideration by the SPAC. Working 

Groups are addressing various topics including water supply (out-of-stream demands); 

ecological function (in-stream demands); data, studies, and monitoring; land-use; 

administration; and implementation. Representatives from Ecology or another state agency 

participate in each of the six working groups. Partnership staff or members participate in each 

of six working groups as feasible.  Each Working Group consist of 10-25 representatives from 

Ecology, the Partnership, cities, counties, tribes, state agencies, irrigation districts, 

environmental groups, and other entities: 

• Data, Studies, and Monitoring Group: water rights evaluation; bi-state flow study; 
Touchet River habitat assessment; USGS bi-state groundwater study; water supply and 
availability (forecasting); surface/groundwater interactions; and infrastructure inventory 
and gap analysis. 

• Ecological Function Group: fish and wildlife; instream flows; habitat; water quality; and 
recreation and quality of life. 

• Water Supply Needs Group: municipal; rural-domestic; commercial and industrial; and 
agricultural water uses. 

• Land Use Group: upland management; dryland agriculture; forests; and urban/rural 
planning and zoning. 

• Administrative Group: regulatory framework; financial structure and funding 
mechanisms; public engagement; and adjacent processes. 

• Implementation Group: aquifer storage and recovery; managed aquifer recharge; 
storage, piping, and flooding control; source swaps; floodplain/riparian restoration; 

https://www.ezview.wa.gov/site/alias__1962/37597/walla_walla_water_2050_workgroup.aspx#roster
https://www.ezview.wa.gov/site/alias__1962/37597/walla_walla_water_2050_workgroup.aspx#roster
https://ecology.wa.gov/Water-Shorelines/Water-supply/Water-supply-projects-EW/Walla-Walla-2050
https://ecology.wa.gov/Water-Shorelines/Water-supply/Water-supply-projects-EW/Walla-Walla-2050
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wetland enhancement; fish passage and screening; water banking, trust water, and 
mitigation; and conservation.  

 

At the same time, in a bi-state effort to improve understanding of the Walla Walla Watershed 

hydrologic system, the Oregon Water Resources Department (ORWD), the Washington State 

Department of Ecology (Ecology), Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation 

(CTUIR), and the Washington Water Science Centers are working in collaboration with the 

United States Geological Survey (USGS) to conduct a groundwater study of the watershed. 

 

Scope and Scale of Strategic Plan 

The Walla Walla Water 2050 strategic planning effort seeks to address priorities and solutions 
from the basin’s diverse stakeholders, including regional tribes, local residents, farmers and 
irrigators, environmental and conservation groups, Washington and Oregon state agencies, and 
federal governments.   

GEOGRAPHIC SCOPE   

Walla Walla Basin is a bi-state watershed located in southeastern Washington and northeastern 
Oregon. The Walla Walla River headwaters (North and South Forks) flow out of the Blue 
Mountains in Oregon to form the mainstem. The two largest tributaries to the Walla Walla 
River are Mill Creek and the Touchet River, both of which flow out of headwater streams in the 
Blue Mountains.    

The Walla Walla Basin is located primarily in Walla Walla County in Washington and Umatilla 

County in Oregon. Smaller portions of the mainstem and tributaries run through Columbia 

County in Washington and Wallowa and Union counties in Oregon. The Walla Walla strategic 

plan should encompass the entire watershed and involve all affected governments. 

SCALE 

Watershed processes, including potential water storage upstream, should be included in the 

strategic planning process.  The planning process should also address the impacts of channel 

confinement, groundwater and surface water interactions, and the current challenges in 

managing water use across Washington and Oregon jointly. 

 

Organizational Structure  

Partnership members understand that a formal organizational structure will not be established 

in time for the 2021 session as the Walla Walla Water 2050 Plan is unlikely to be completed 
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until June 30, 2021 or after.  The Partnership recommends allowing RCW 90.92 to sunset as 

scheduled in June 2021. With continued funding support, the Walla Walla Water 2050 planning 

process will advance and be used to consider and inform potential participants, roles, and 

functions of a potential future bi-state entity to help guide plan implementation. The 

Partnership agrees that whatever the organizational structure, it will need to include public and 

private entities and various local, state, and federal agencies and governments. A joint effort in 

advance of the 2023 legislative session will set forth Walla Walla Water 2050 plan 

recommendations and an organizational structure to support implementation. 

 

Funding  

Funding support from Oregon, CTUIR, federal agencies, and the local community have directly 

and indirectly complemented Washington’s funding support for the Partnership pilot.  Tens of 

millions of dollars have been invested to maintain and enhance water availability for 

communities, improve irrigation efficiency and conservation, enhance fish habitat and passage 

conditions, and break ground on a new fish hatchery among many other collaborative 

improvements.  These investments and improvements have set the stage to meet the 

watershed’s multi-objective water goals for fish, farms and people upon finalizing and 

implementing the Walla Walla Water 2050 Plan underway. 

For the upcoming biennium, funding is essential to complete the Walla Walla Water 2050 Plan, 

complete an Environmental Impact Statement of potential management options, support the 

USGS groundwater study and begin to fill critical data gaps.  Near term funding is required to 

close data gaps by increasing monitoring of infrastructure, including stream gauges, funding for 

water quality testing and exploration of and preliminary implementation of telemetry on 

surface and groundwater withdrawal. Measurement of water use is necessary to determine 

who is using how much water where and when in real time to manage water in the Walla Walla 

Basin. 

Ecology has included a $3 million Capital Budget funding request for continuation of these 

efforts in its budget submittal, which is currently under review at the Office of Financial 

Management.  The Governor’s proposed budget is anticipated to be submitted to the 

Legislature in December 2020. 

In advance of the 2023 legislative session, proposals will be considered for near term projects 

including but not limited to flood plain restoration, habitat improvement, managed aquifer 

recharge, continued data collection and monitoring to provide the on-the-ground solutions to 

the basin’s water needs.   
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It is anticipated that the local governments, the State of Oregon, and the federal government 

will also contribute through an integrated funding plan for long-term large infrastructure 

projects to ensure future water supply for fish, farms and people.   

The Walla Walla Watershed Management Partnership appreciates the Washington State 

Legislature’s support of legislation, policies, and funding to act on the Walla Walla Water 2050 

Plan and the future of the Walla Walla Watershed.  
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Appendix A: 2SSB 5352 
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Appendix B: Approved Local Water Plans 
 

Local Water Plan developed with Greta Hassler 

Current status: Active.  The LWP is effective through March 1, 2025. The plan: 

• Authorizes an additional point of withdrawal and an increase to 117 acres of irrigation. 

• Includes provisions to divert high winter flows for shallow aquifer recharge, so that the 

increased shallow aquifer recharge would increase streamflow by a greater amount 

than the increase withdrawal from the additional irrigation.   

• Includes enrollment in the Federal Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program. 

The water withdrawal location has been moved and the landowner has added 117 acres of 

irrigated land. However, the aquifer recharge component of the plan has not been 

implemented to date.  Monitoring data have not been evaluated that demonstrate consistency 

with the requirements of the law. 

Local Water Plan developed with Yancey Reser 

Current status: Active.  This LWP is effective through June 18, 2024. The plan: 

• Authorizes an additional point of withdrawal and an increase of 45 acres of irrigation.   

• Includes provisions to divert high winter flows for shallow aquifer recharge so that the 

increased shallow aquifer recharge would increase streamflow by a greater amount 

than the increase withdrawal from the additional irrigation.   

The water withdrawal location has been moved and the landowner has added 45 acres of 

irrigated land. However, the aquifer recharge component of the plan has not been 

implemented to date.  Monitoring data have not been evaluated that demonstrate consistency 

with the requirements of the law. 

Local Water Plan developed with Larry Pierce 

Current status: Active.  The LWP is effective through November 2023.  The plan: 

• Authorizes changes to the place of use for two water rights and an increase of irrigated 

acreage by 70.81 acres. 

• Moves the point of diversion downstream to divert water from the McNary Pool of the 

Columbia River as the new source of water for irrigated lands. 

• Includes a determination that eliminating the diversion from the Walla Walla River 

would increase streamflow allowing fish passage by moving impacts from the water 

withdrawal into the mainstem Columbia River.   
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In 2019, the first growing season that the LWP was active, irrigated acreage increased as 

authorized under the plan.  However, the point of diversion has not been moved downstream 

and streamflow impacts from the existing diversion from increased irrigated acreage are 

occurring in the Walla Walla River.  Monitoring data have not been evaluated that demonstrate 

consistency with the requirements of the law. 

Local Water Plan developed with Gardena Farms Irrigation District #13 (GFID) 

Current status: Inactive.  This LWP is effective until June 6, 2022, but is no longer being 

implemented due to lack of funding.  The plan: 

• Divert water during high flow conditions and discharge into the shallow aquifer for 

recharge to benefit late summer and fall streamflow. 

• Bypass up to 20 cubic feet per second (cfs) to provide a streamflow benefit.   

In 2012-2014, the LWP was actively implemented.  During those years, an average of 229 acre-

feet of water was diverted each year during high flow conditions and discharged into the 

shallow aquifer for recharge that benefitted late summer and fall streamflow. 

GFID continues to bypass up to 20 cfs despite the plan being no longer active. 

Local Water Plan developed for Stiller Pond Site  

Current status: Inactive (expired).   
This LWP was effective May 16, 2011 through September 30, 2016. The Plan authorized the 

diversion of water during high flow conditions and discharge into the shallow aquifer for 

recharge to benefit late summer and fall streamflow. 

The LWP was actively implemented during the 2011 through 2016 irrigation seasons.  During 

those years, 32 acre-feet of water was diverted each year during high flow conditions and 

discharged into the shallow aquifer for recharge that benefitted late summer and fall 

streamflow.  Implementation of the project created a measurable increase in stream flow late 

in the irrigation season in 2014 and 2015, as measured by the Walla Walla Basin Watershed 

Council. 

Pepper Bridge Land Company 

Current status: Inactive (expired).  

This LWP was effective May 16, 2011 through September 30, 2016. The plan authorized the 

water user to change the source for a water right from a surface water diversion to a 

withdrawal from a deep basalt aquifer well.   

The project reduced the impact to the river by an estimated 311 acre-feet per year, resulting in 
improvements to streamflow.  No specific monitoring data were collected to evaluate the 
impact of the project on streamflow or groundwater levels. 
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Walla Walla Community College 

This LWP was approved March 6, 2019 and is effective through December 2024.  This LWP has 
not yet been implemented due to lack of funding.  The LWP authorizes a change from a surface 
water diversion to groundwater withdrawal, provides flexibility in place of use and when fully 
implemented determines that the result will improve stream flow and instream conditions.  The 
LWP concludes there will be 75 acre-feet per year of streamflow benefit to Titus Creek when 
the plan is implemented. 
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LWP 
Qi actually left 

instream Max Qi possible Delta Qa left instream Max Qa possible Delta2 

10-01 GFID 
(2011 -2016) 

3.5 - 4 CFS (SAR) 5 CFS (SAR) 1 - 1.5 
152 ac-ft average 2011-2014  

No data 2015-2016 

No max-Water diverted 
when instream flow 

conditions allow           
Max year 2014 250.5 ac-ft 

 

10-02 Stiller 
Pond (2011 - 

2016) 

.127 CFS 6/15 -6/30 
and .095 CFS 7/1 -9/30 

(portion of baseline 
water use) 

.127 CFS 6/15 -
6/30 and .095 CFS 
7/1 -9/30 (portion 
of baseline water 

use) 

0 

16 ac-ft avg (SAR)                      
(32 ac-ft in 2012, 2014, 2015) 

Being constructed 2011, 
waiting for QAPP 2013, no 
funding to operate 2016 

32 ac-ft (SAR) 16 ac-ft 

11-01 Pepper 
Bridge (2011-

2016) (no SAR) 

.866 CFS 10/1 - 4/1                                  
(portion of baseline 

water use) 

.866 CFS 10/1 - 4/1                                        
(portion of baseline 

water use) 
0 

29 ac-ft                               
(portion of baseline water 

use) 

29 ac-ft                               
(portion of baseline water 

use) 
0 

14-01 Reser 
(2014-2024) 

.04 CFS (left instream)  
1 CFS (left instream 

or SAR) 
.96 CFS 

26.79 ac-ft 11/1-5/30 (left 
instream) 

250 ac-ft (left instream or 
SAR) 

223.21 
ac-ft 

14-02 Hassler 
(2015-2025) 

.99 CFS 3/1 - 6/15 and 
10/1 - 10/31           (left 

instream) 

 5.13 CFS                                                         
(left instream or 

SAR) 
4.14 CFS 

26.46 ac-ft (left instream)       
SAR site constructed-no 

funds for monitoring 

783.7 ac-ft (left instream 
or SAR) 

757.24 
ac-ft 

17-02 GFID 
(2017-2029) 

0 (SAR)                                                                         
No funding for 

monitoring 

10 CFS 12/1 -5/31                                       
(SAR) 

10 CFS 
0                                                                           

No funding for monitoring 

No max-Water diverted 
when instream flow 

conditions allow 

 

18-01 Pierce 
(2018-2023)          

(no SAR) 
Not specified Not specified  123.57 ac-ft 123.57 ac-ft 0 

19-01 WWCC 
(2019-2024)        

(no SAR) 
Not specified Not specified  0 (Not implemented) 75 ac-ft 75 ac-ft 
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Appendix C: Partnership Response to Performance Audit and 

Financial Evaluation 
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