
To help protect your privacy, PowerPoint prevented this external picture from being automatically downloaded. To download and display this picture, click Options in the Message Bar, and then click Enable external content.

Oregon’s Columbia River 
Water Rights 

Ruben E. Ochoa, Water Policy Analyst 
Oregon Water Resources Department 

September 13, 2012 
 

http://www.bpa.gov/power/pl/columbia/gallery/col-riv3.jpg


Presentation  
 
 

 Key developments that helped shape Oregon’s current approach to 
the  appropriation of water from the Columbia River. 

 
 Oregon’s Columbia River-Umatilla Solutions Taskforce. 

 
 Oregon’s perspective on the 2014-2024 Columbia River Treaty 

Review. 
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Presentation Notes
  



 
        On October 17, 1805 William Clark of the Lewis and Clark expedition, canoed the 

Columbia River and later observed in his journal that, “this river is remarkably Clear and 
Crouded with Salmon in maney places…and in the Bottoms which can be seen at the 
debth of 20 feet.”   

 

The scene depicted above is from a painting by Newman Myrah entitled “Bartering Blue Beads  
for Otter Robe”. (Fort Clatsop National Memorial Collection FOCL 000104 Cat. No. 698)  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Picture: Lewis and Clark's first view of the great Columbia River. Columbia River as seen from the mouth of the Snake River, from the boat dock at "the point" of Sacajawea State Park. View is looking downstream on the Snake River, towards its confluence with the Columbia River. Image taken September 29, 2003. �  Columbia River Basin salmon and steelhead populations were once the world’s largest. Before 1850, an estimated 16 million salmon and steelhead returned to the basin annually to spawn. Over the past 25 years, however, the number of salmon and steelhead returning to the Columbia River Basin has averaged around 660,000 per year, although annual population levels have varied widely.  The Columbia River Basin is North America’s fourth largest, draining about 258,000 square miles and extending predominantly through the states of Washington, Oregon, Idaho, and Montana and into Canada. (See fig. 1.) It contains over 250 reservoirs and about 150 hydroelectric projects, including 18 dams on the Columbia River and its primary tributary, the Snake River. The Columbia River Basin provides habitat for many species including steelhead and four species of salmon: Chinook, Chum, Coho, and Sockeye.



Key Developments 
 
 In 1991 and 1992, four Snake River salmon runs were listed under the 

Endangered Species Act.   
 
 In December 1993, the Governors of Idaho, Oregon, Montana, and 

Washington endorsed the Northwest Power Planning Council’s (NPPC) Fish 
and Wildlife Program as the starting point for recovery. 
 

 In response to these events, the Oregon Water Resources Commission 
directed the Oregon Water Resources Department to delay processing most 
new water use permit applications upstream of Bonneville Dam and in 1994 
adopted additional public interest standards, known as the Division 33 rules,  
for reviewing appropriations in the Upper Columbia River Basin. 
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Presentation Notes
        The State of Oregon’s current approach to appropriating water in the upper Columbia River Basin was largely determined by regional events in the early and mid-1990s.  In 1991 and 1992, four Snake River salmon runs were listed under the ESA.  On July 17, 1992 the Oregon Water Resources Commission directed the Oregon Water Resources Department to delay processing most new water use permit applications upstream of Bonneville DamIn December 1993, the Governors of Oregon, Washington, Idaho and Montana endorsed the Northwest Power Planning Council’s Fish and Wildlife Program as the starting point for recovery.In 1994 the Water Resources Commission adopted additional public interest standards for reviewing appropriations in the Upper Columbia River Basin, know as the Division 33 rules.  These administrative rules were adopted by the Commission in order to make Department actions consistent with the NPPC’s Fish and Wildlife Program.  These rules were also intended to be consistent with actions in adjacent states such as the 1991 emergency rules withdrawing the unappropriated water of the mainstems of the Columbia and Snake Rivers in Washington and the 1992 moratorium on processing new permit applications within the Clearwater and Salmon River Basins in Idaho.CONT.    
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Division 33 Rules 
 
The Division 33 Administrative Rules were developed to protect threatened and 

endangered fish in the Oregon portion of the mainstem Columbia and Snake 
Rivers and their tributaries.   

Specifically, Division 33 rules require consistency with the NPPC February 1994 
Columbia River Basin Fish and Wildlife Program and precludes appropriation 
(from 1992 forward) of direct streamflow or hydraulically connected 
groundwater from April 15 to September 30 with some exceptions (domestic 
use, projects that benefit fish, emergency use, multipurpose storage projects). 

 
Pre-Division 33:  Water Rights authorized for irrigation season diversion (April 15 

– September 30) from mainstem equal about 442,000 acre-feet (or 1,700 cfs). 
Post-Division 33: No authorizations of diversion from mainstem (April 15 – 

September 30) except for three minor diversions: one for irrigation of a yacht 
club’s grounds, one for domestic use, and one for municipal use (with 
mitigation). 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
    The Division 33 rules were developed to protect threatened and endangered fish in the mainstem Columbia and Snake Rivers and tributaries.  Specifically, Division 33 rules require consistency with the February 1994 Columbia River Basin Fish and Wildlife Program of the NPPC and preclude appropriations of direct streamflow or hydraulically connected groundwater from April 15 to September 30 with some exceptions (e.g., domestic water use, projects that benefit fish, emergency use, multipurpose storage projects).    The restrictions on new appropriations during the April 15 – September 30 time period coincide with the NPPC’s flow augmentation schedule in the Columbia and Snake Rivers (from April 15 to August 31 for flow reasons and from September 1 to September 30 for temperature reasons).  For uses inconsistent with the Fish and Wildlife Program, the Division 33 rules provide applicants the opportunity to propose mitigation.  Mitigation must be consistent with the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife Habitat and Mitigation Goals and Standards adopted in 1991.
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Picture:  Mt. St. Helens from Fisher Island Slough



Oregon’s Columbia River-Umatilla  
River Water Supply 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This Google map shows the center-pivot and other irrigation techniques currently being employed on both the Washington and Oregon sides of the Columbia River mainstem that creates the border between our two great states.  Water is diverted by Oregon interests from the mainstem Columbia River’s McNary and John Day pools for municipal, industrial, and agricultural purposes. The vast majority of water diverted is used for agricultural purposes.  As noted earlier, authorized diversions for irrigation (April 15 – September 30) from the mainstem Columbia River Pre-Division 33 equals about 442,000 acre-feet (or 1,700 cfs).  The Umatilla River, as a major tributary to the Columbia River within Oregon’s borders, is subject to the Division 33 rules.



Groundwater Restrictions in the  
Umatilla River Basin 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Several groundwater aquifers located within the Umatilla River Basin have been designated by the Oregon Water Resources Commission as Critical Groundwater Areas.The Commission by rule may designate an area if: GW levels are declining excessively The Department finds a pattern of substantial interference between    wells  (including thermal interference and interference with surface waters) Water quality 



Groundwater Restrictions in the  
Umatilla River Basin 

Curtailed Groundwater Amounts 
 
Groundwater Areas:                                                 Irrigated Acreage 
 Ordinance Basalt and Gravel                                           9,934 acres 
 Butter Creek Basalt                                                           26,919 acres 
 Stage Gulch Basalt                                                            26,636 acres 

 
Totals: 
 Irrigated Acreage:                                                             63,489 acres                             
 Groundwater Rights:                                                      190,000 acre-feet 
 Curtailment (acre-ft; %) :                                               127,000 acre-feet (67%) 
 Current restricted allowance:                                          63,428 acre-feet       
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Presentation Notes
Ordinance Basal and Gravel were designated as Critical Groundwater Areas in 1976.   The Areas are closed to new permitted uses; the Lost Lake subarea is limited to 9000 acre-feet annually and the Water Resources Department tracks water levels and pumpage.Butter Creek Basalt was designated a Critical Groundwater Area in 1976.  The Area is closed to new permitted uses; totalizing flow meters are required; establishes sustainable annual yield (SAY); Water Resources Department allocates annually via a request system.Stage Gulch Basalt was designated a Critical Groundwater Area in 1991. The Area is closed to new permitted uses; totalizing flow meters are required; establishes sustainable annual yield (SAY); Water Resources Department allocates annually via a request system.



 
Oregon’s Columbia River-Umatilla  

Solutions Taskforce 

 
On April 3, 2012 Oregon Governor Kitzhaber  designated the Columbia River 

Water Supply Program as an Oregon Solutions Project and the Columbia 
River-Umatilla Solutions Taskforce was formed. 

 
The Taskforce was formed to build upon: 
 
 Recent efforts of Umatilla Basin irrigators, public agencies, Confederated Tribes of the 

Umatilla Indian Reservation, and conservation interests to build working relationships 
and implement the Umatilla Basin Aquifer Storage and Recovery Project, 
 

 Lessons learned from the State of Washington Office of Columbia River, which has, over 
the last several years, developed or worked on more than 40 projects to develop new 
Columbia River water supplies for instream and out-of-stream uses,  and 

 
 The many studies and actions related to salmon recovery in the Umatilla Basin and 

mainstem of the Columbia River. 
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Presentation Notes
Press Release: April 3, 2012 Governor Kitzhaber designates Columbia River Water Supply Effort as Oregon Solutions Project   (Boardman, OR) — Today Governor Kitzhaber designated the Columbia River Water Supply Program as an Oregon Solutions Project. In the near term, Oregon Solutions will bring together key interests to develop several specific proposals that can be carried out over the next two to three years. The proposals will both support expanded agriculture and benefit fisheries and other in-stream uses. �  �“I appreciate the work already being done by the agricultural community, the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation, and conservation interests to pursue responsible water projects in the basin, and I support future efforts that will build on this foundation,” said Governor Kitzhaber. �  �The Oregon Business Plan identified Columbia River water as an economic development opportunity that could create a significant number of new jobs, help our state’s important agricultural industries, and provide new benefits for the environment. �  �The team will be formed over the next few weeks. �Press Release: April 3, 2012 Umatilla Basin Aquifer Storage and Recovery Project consists of diverting water from the Columbia River during winter months to the Ordinance Alluvial Aquifer for storage.  Stored water is then removed and used by irrigators during the irrigation season.  The 2011 Oregon Legislature appropriated a $2.5 million grant for implementation.  Initially, a feasibility study estimated a storage potential of 100,000 acre-feet in the Ordinance Alluvial Aquifer system.  However, new data developed during the initial implementation indicates the storage potential could be much less, possibly 25,000 acre-feet.  The 
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Photograph:  Mayer State Park, Oregon.  View towards boat dock.  Crest is in the background.This option is an aquifer storage project.  It consists of diverting water from the Columbia River during winter months to the Ordinance Alluvial Aquifer for storage.  Stored water is then removed and used by irrigators during the irrigation season.  The 2011 Legislature appropriated a $2.5 mil grant for implementation.  Initially, a feasibility study estimated a storage potential of 100,000 acre-ft in the Ordinance Alluvial Aquifer system.  However, new data developed during initial implementation indicates the storage potential could be much less, possible 25,000 acre-ft.  The project can also include storage in the basalt aquifer system.  The storage potential for the basalt aquifer system in unknown, but could be very high.  More study is needed.  The basic elements of the project provide for (1)  restoring water for curtailed water rights by storing 50,000 to 100,000 ac-ft of water in the alluvial/and or basalt aquifer systems each year; (2)  recover depleted basalt aquifer; (3)  provide net environmental benefits including enhanced Umatilla River flow and improve shallow groundwater quality.



Initial List of Interstate Options 
 
Flow management options: 
 Managing the Columbia River to increase flow in spring and summer (Treaty 

nexus) 
 Operate the John Day Pool at minimum operating depths during the summer 

(involves the State of Washington) 
 

Storage: 
 The State of Washington has expressed an interest in exploring a partnership 

with Oregon in the feasibility analysis, authorization, and financing for 
potential above-ground storage projects at the Crab Creek and Goose Lake 
sites and below-ground basalt and alluvial aquifer storage sites adjacent to the 
Columbia River. 
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Presentation Notes
Photograph: Rowena Gap basalts upstream of Lyle, Washington.Managing Columbia River to increase flow in spring and summer months.  This option is intended to increase flow in the John Day or McNary pools at specific periods to address fish migration needs as well as irrigation needs. A version of this option involves Canadian storage and release, to be discussed as part of the Canada Treaty on the Columbia River. Initial discussion by the subcommittee suggests that this option will likely have some impact on some of the other uses of the Columbia River (i.e. power generation and/or flood control).Operate the John Day Pool at minimum operating depths during the summer.Reducing the summer operating depth of the John Day pool would increase flow velocities, benefitting juvenile fish migration. In addition, taking out the water to achieve that depth would potentially provide additional water for out-of-stream uses as well as off‐channel or aquifer storage. Depending upon the degree of draw‐down, there could be impacts to navigation or power generation that would need to be considered. In addition there is the potential to increase costs to irrigators of pumping from the John Day pool, to lift water those additional feet. If this option were to be considered, it would likely also involve the State of Washington.The State of Washington has conducted a number of studies (“appraisals”) of potential aboveground storage sites. The State of Washington has expressed interest in exploring a partnership with Oregon in the feasibility analysis, authorization, and financing for these sites. A next step will be consideration by the Washington Policy Advisory Group whether or not to proceed with a request to Congress for feasibility analysis on one or more of these sites, at the end of this year. Ballpark estimates are $16 million to do a full feasibility study which would be a 50% cost share arrangement with the BOR so the state share would be $8 million or $4 million for each state. Subsequently, Oregon and Washington could potentially request authorization from Congress for feasibility studies.



Oregon Perspective – Treaty Review 
 
 Protecting and improving environmental conditions for fish and 

wildlife within the Columbia River Basin is an essential Oregon 
interest. 

 
 Hydroelectric power generated by the Federal Columbia River Power 

System is a vital component of Oregon long-term energy plan. 
 
 Flood Risk Management is vital to protecting cities and industry in 

Oregon vulnerable to Columbia River flooding.  
 

 Water supply to meet Oregon’s current and future instream and out-
of-stream needs is a priority interest for Treaty Review. 

 
 



 
An Altered Columbia River Basin 

[Substantial changes to patterns of water flow and water quality] 
 
 

 Most dramatic is the fundamental alteration of the river’s annual hydrograph. 
       hydrograph used to exhibit a great seasonality between low flow and high flow periods. 
       hydrograph has been “flattened” to stabilize flows used to generate hydroelectric power. 
 
 Pattern of withdrawals (primarily for irrigation) has affected river flows in dry years, 

particularly during the primary irrigation months (April – September). 
 

 Water temperatures in the mainstem Columbia increased steadily during the latter part of 
the 20th Century. 

       Most observers attribute the increase to the construction of dams and impoundments 
       Others attribute the increase to the impacts of global warming 
 
 Return flows from agricultural activity and wastewater treatment processes are affecting 

water temperatures and levels of dissolved oxygen, nutrients, suspended sediments, 
pesticides, trace metals and pharmaceuticals. 
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Federal Columbia River Power System 
 
 
 The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) and Bureau of Reclamation (BOR) own and 

operate 31 dams in the FCRPS. 
 
 The Bonneville Power Administration (BPA) markets wholesale power generated at these 

dams, primarily to the region’s consumer-owned utilities. 
 

 Federal and non-federal dams are operated as a single system under a coordinated 
agreement to meet the following six competing needs: 

  
 flood control                                                Irrigation                                          navigation 
        fish and wildlife                                          hydropower                                      recreation 
 
 Operations resulted in “flattening” of the seasonal hydrograph (from 75% – 25% summer 

/ winter to 50% - 50% summer / winter), a decrease in water velocities, a change in the 
size and orientation of the Columbia River plume, and major changes to limnology and 
nutritional pathways in the Columbia River estuary and its food web. 
 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Grand Coulee Dam is the largest producer of hydroelectric power in the United States and the third largest such facility in the world.Example of what the Columbia River plume front looks like.  At certain phases of the tide, the boundary between the river and ocean water is visible as a long foam line between brownish water from the river and more grayish or bluish water from the ocean. All juvenile salmon exiting the Columbia River must pass through this boundary to enter the ocean. It irrigates over half a million acres of Columbia River Basin farm land and provides abundant wildlife and recreation areas.Flood control: The Corps determines how much empty space each reservoir must maintain each month through winter and spring to capture potential flood waters.Irrigation: About 6 percent of the Columbia’s f low is used for i rrigation (some of which returns to the river downstream of i rrigated land).Navigation: Dams that provide river navigation must maintain reservoirs deep enough to float river barges at all times.Fish and wildlife: System operators assure water at key salmon spawning grounds stays deep enough through winter and spring to avoid drying out nests of salmon eggs. And the entire system is operated, especially in spring and summer, to help young salmon grow and migrate safely to and from the ocean.  The federal goal is to safely pass 96 percent of spring chinook  and steelhead and 93 percent of subyearling fall chinook through each dam each year.Hydropower: Operators use reservoirs to adjust the river’s seasonal flow patterns to more closely match electricity use, so long as these adjustments are consistent with other river uses.Recreation: Thousands of people enjoy year-round activities that include fishing, hiking, camping, boating, windsurfing and kayaking.



Flood Control Operations  
 

Much has been mentioned about the Vanport flood of 1948….my turn. 
 The flood extended from British Columbia to the Pacific Ocean. 

 River communities, including Vanport, experienced over $100 million in 
property damage and lost 51 lives. 

 Post-Vanport near misses included the 1964-65 Christmas floods, and in 
1996, warm rains on snow, a “pineapple express,” brought the river to near 
flood stage in Portland/Vancouver and four months of high water 

 
The STT is reviewing 450 kcfs and 600 kcfs at the Dalles for treaty 

continues and treaty terminates scenarios.  1964 Protocol to the 
Treaty notes the 600 kcfs as a condition of “called upon”.  Oregon 
is very interested in risk levels above 600 kcfs. 

 
 

            

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Columbia River floods Vanport, Oregon on May 30, 1948. The 1948 flood extended from British Columbia to the Pacific. Many who lived on the managed floodplains became angry with a government that promised them protection. The 1948 flood extended from British Columbia to the Pacific Ocean. The Vanport disaster became the symbol for future flood control on the Columbia. River communities experience over $100 million in property damage and lost 51 lives in the flood. Courtesy of Multnomah Drainage District.Chuck Needham watches the shoreline Wednesday as a wake rolls in from a container ship on the Columbia River at Frenchmanís Bar Park. Needham, an avid fisherman, said he hasn’t seen the water level this high since 1996.    May 27, 2011 The Vanport Flood was not the first, nor would it be the last, Columbia River flood. The river gauge at Vancouver read 28.3 feet the day the public housing project flooded. The 1894 "flood of record" reached 36 feet at Vancouver, Washington, and other large floods took place in 1862, 1876, and 1880. Together, the Army Corps of Engineers and local drainage districts constructed 61 flood control projects in the early twentieth century, from the mouth of the Sandy River to the sea. The Vanport Flood occurred after the largest population increase in the region, with comprehensive development of the Columbia River already underway. Despite the uncontrollable nature of the Columbia, the Vanport flood provided further justification for dam building on the river.Regular flooding is still a fact of life in Columbia River communities. The 1964-65 Christmas floods reached 30 feet at Vancouver, and in 1996, warm rains on snow, a "pineapple express," brought the river level to approximately 29 feet. The Multnomah Drainage District scrambled to prevent property damage in slough communities. Four months of high water, poor communication, and lack of emergency planning during 1996 renewed public agency flood preparation in the Portland area.



Develop and Assess Water Supply Components To Be 
Incorporated into Post-2024 Treaty Alternatives.  

 
The contractor shall provide assistance to the Government in developing and 

assessing water supply components or scenarios that are tiered to Canadian 
Reservoirs into post-2024 Treaty alternatives. The components or scenarios 
would be based on Iteration 3 modeling, and as such would be scenario(s) 
that combine multiple uses such as additional water in spring and summer for 
environmental and water supply purposes.  

 
The contractor shall estimate the timing and suggested quantities of water that 

would be desired for water supply based on direction from the STT Water 
Supply Work Group. These requests are currently motivated by interests in 
Oregon and Washington State. The Contractor shall also provide an overview 
of the potential contractual/Treaty/commercial mechanisms and the river 
and storage operations needed to provide additional water.  

 
Increases in water shall not be allocated to specific uses but could meet future 

needs or reduce shortages for multiple uses including irrigation, M&I, and 
instream uses.  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Oregon Water Resources Commission adopted Oregon’s first Integrated Water Resources Strategy on August 2, 2012.  The Strategy provides a blueprint to help the state better understand and meet its instream and out-of-stream needs, taking into account water quantity, water quality, and ecosystem needs.Go to: http://cms.oregon.gov/OWRD/pages/law/integrated_water_supply_strategy.aspx



Other Important Considerations 
 
Navigation 
 Overview of import and export trade and economic benefit for 

Washington, Oregon, Idaho and other northwestern states is being 
developed as part of the Navigation Impact Assessment. 

 
Recreation 
 Alternatives developed for Treaty Review consideration are being 

evaluated for their impact on recreation in Oregon, Washington, 
other Columbia River Basin states and tribal governments. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Picture of Global Access to Inland Markets, courtesy of the Port of Portland website.



 
 

Columbia River Treaty 2014 – 2024 Review 
 

A Bridge to the Future 
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