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What is an instream flow rule? 

Á Ecology is authorized under state 
law (RCW 90.22, RCW 90.54 and 
RCW 90.82) to establish state 
water-management rules that 
protect and preserve: 
V Fish 

V Wildlife 

V Recreation 

V Navigation 

V Aesthetics 

V Water quality 

V Livestock watering 
 

Á Water Resources Management 
Program Rule 

 

Authorizing Legislation 
RCW 90.22 ς Minimum Water Flows and Levels 
RCW 90.54 ς Water Resources Act of 1971 
RCW 90.82 ς Watershed Planning 

The Lewis River 



What is an instream flow rule?  

Å A regulatory instream flow is 
used to limit future water use 
when the actual stream flows 
drop below the flow 
described in the rule. 

Å An instream flow is a water 

right.   
ïPriority date 

ïSenior water rights not 
regulated 

ïJunior water rights regulated 

Åbƻǘ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ άŀǘǘŀƛƴŜŘέ 





Instream Flow Rule Status 

Å 1976 to 1985: 18 rules 
covering 16 WRIAs and 
Columbia and Snake Rivers 

Å 2001 ς first Skagit rule 
Å 2005 to 2012: a total of 9 rules 

adopted ς 3 amendments 
(Skagit, Wenatchee, Walla 
Walla),  7 complete WRIAs 
covered and  3 partial WRIAs 

Å Rules lacking for 31 complete 
WRIAs and 3 partial WRIAs 

Å Rules in process ς lower 
Columbia (Cowlitz and 
Grays/Elochoman), and 
Spokane 

Little Quilcene River 



What is working? 

Å9 rules in 8 years 
 

ÅWater right for 
instream resources 
 

ÅWater availability 
determination 
 

ÅAgreement on 
instream flow methods 
 

ÅWatershed Planning 



Instream Flow Rule Challenges: 

Challenges Today  

 1. Resource intensive  

 3. Sustaining Fish and Wildlife  

 4. Water supply strategies  

Emerging Challenges 

1. Protecting flows and providing enough water in a Climate Change world 

2. Rule implementation  



Challenges Today ς  

Rule Adoption is Resource Intensive 

ÅFish habitat, surface water and 
groundwater studies 
 

ÅStakeholder consultation 
 

ÅPublic outreach 
 

Å In addition to State agencies, 
resources also needed from 
local government, Tribes and 
interest groups 
 

ÅRules can take years to adopt 

 


