Partnerships for Healthy Streams

restore the stories

re-storying
With committed partners around the region, the Columbia Basin Water
Transactions Program is restoring water to our streams and rivers,
revitalizing the habitats that imperiled salmon, steelhead and native
trout need for survival and recovery, and building resilience in tributaries
facing a changing climate.
We’re also putting new stewardship tools into the hands of local communities so fishing stories can be part of the Columbia Basin’s future.

What happened to the stories?
Most second- and third-generation ranchers in the Columbia Basin states of
Idaho, Oregon, Washington and Montana can tell a good fishing story. They heard
tales from their parents, who heard them from their parents. But many of these
ranchers don’t have a fishing story of their own.
Nearly half of the habitat for salmon and steelhead in the region has disappeared
as a result of impacts caused by humans. Although the Columbia River and its
tributaries were once teeming with fish and other wildlife, times have changed.
WATER CHALLENGES IN THE COLUMBIA BASIN

And climate change is magnifying the challenge.

For generations, families and communities
dedicated themselves to making the Columbia
Basin a “breadbasket.”

Between 1984 and 2004, the Columbia River’s
flow dropped by about 14 percent due primarily
to reduced precipitation and higher water
usage.* Researchers expect that by the 2040s,
snowpack in the Cascades will have declined
by up to 40 percent, dramatically reducing the
runoff that feeds the region’s tributaries.**

Billions of taxpayer dollars were invested in dams
and irrigation systems to tap the region’s water and
send it to thirsty lands. That water was provided to
farmers and ranchers through a system of legal
rights created in the late nineteenth century,
when nature’s abundance seemed limitless.
Today, rivers are overdrawn. In many places, more
rights are assigned than there is water to meet
them. As a result, during the irrigation season,
stretches of many streams run low and hot. Some
run dry. In years with below-average precipitation,
shortages are even more severe.

Streams with unnaturally low flows and
warm water degrade habitats for imperiled
fish, compromising the economy and quality
of life in our communities.
*Source: American Meteorological Society’s Journal of Climate, May 15, 2009.
**Source: Federal report on Global Climate Change Impacts in the United States, 2009.

PHOTO: Chinook spawns in Idaho’s Iron Creek after water
transactions. Photo by Paddy Murphy.

restore the stories

MEASURING RESULTS

The Columbia Basin Water Transactions
Program has committed more than 4.3
million acre-feet of water to boosting
flows. And counting.

How we work together
The Columbia Basin Water Transactions Program is the first and only effort
in the United States to restore the health of tributaries on a regional scale.

W

e provide financial and technical support for a partnership
of nonprofit water trusts, state
water agencies and tribes. Together, we
work with ranchers, farmers and irrigation
districts leading a voluntary movement to
rebalance water use so rivers stay wet and
landscapes remain productive.
Water transactions offer opportunities
for agricultural producers to change
land management practices in ways that
respect their livelihoods and benefit the
streams they care about. That’s where
the Columbia Basin Water Transactions
Program comes in.

Leaving more water in streams while keeping agriculture viable is no easy endeavor.
It requires the kind of trust that’s built over
time—in fields and around kitchen tables,
where learning starts with listening.
Our water trust partners are building the
relationships for a marketplace that renews
habitats with clean, cold water. Innovative
tools tailored for each transaction include:
ACQUISITIONS AND AUCTIONS:
•

SOURCE CHANGES:
•
•

“If we can work out ways to keep
the streams flowing and agriculture
productive, we’re going to avoid some
big government hammers and stay in
business. As a rancher, I don’t need
any more rules and regulations…”
JIM STONE, RANCHER, BLACKFOOT
VALLEY, MONTANA

Purchasing or leasing water rights

Moving from surface to groundwater
Tapping a river rather than a tributary

EFFICIENCY IMPROVEMENTS:
•
•

Switching from flood to sprinkler irrigation
Modernizing ditches and headgates

POOLS AND BANKS:
•

Making water available through
collaborative ventures

This partnership approach is changing the
way people think about water and helping
create a new story of abundance in the
communities of the Columbia Basin.

“We’re real pleased to be working
with local irrigators in planning for
the next seven generations. It’s best
to work as partners to solve the issues
we face as a region. We’re going after
strategies that support both fisheries
and agriculture. And the Columbia
Basin Water Transactions Program
is a big help to us.”
KAT BRIGHAM, MEMBER, COLUMBIA RIVER
INTERTRIBAL FISH COMMISSION

QUICK STATS FOR THE COLUMBIA BASIN

220,000 SQUARE MILES
POPULATION: 6,937,985
IRRIGATED ACRES: 6,445,841

SIZE:

IRRIGATED ACRES DEDICATED TO HAY/PASTURE:

54%

“When it comes to water challenges
in the Columbia Basin, one thing
most folks can agree on is that we’d
like to solve them ourselves. I think
one of the best ways to make sure
water gets where it needs to go is
to use the free enterprise system
to give property owners some
choices. That’s what I like about
the Columbia Basin Water
Transactions Program.”
JOHN WILSON, OREGON RANCHER,
WILSON CATTLE COMPANY

Source: WestWater Research

Pat Voigt: portrait of a transaction
Pat Voigt’s thousand-acre Austin Ranch in the Blue Mountains of Eastern Oregon was
on the leading edge of the push to recover the John Day River’s endangered fish.
counting on the Middle Fork to irrigate
their pastures. Pat thought a clash about
who was most entitled to water—fish or
farms—could be rolling his way.

he second-longest undammed
river in the contiguous United
States, the John Day is home to
one of the largest and last remaining
wild populations of spring chinook and
summer steelhead in the lower 48. Over
15 years, tribes, landowners, agencies
and nonprofits had spent some $10
million restoring its Middle Fork, critical
to fish reproduction.
That effort, however, was missing one
vital component—water—a fact that
caused unease among landowners

His family had irrigated for generations.
Though legally theirs to use, water from
the Middle Fork was also deemed critical
for fish, especially during late summer and
early fall. Pat wanted to do the right thing
by the fish. But he didn’t want to go out
of business in the process. Absent water,
his livelihood could dry up.
He began talking with the Oregon Water
Trust, a program of the Freshwater Trust
and a partner of the Columbia Basin Water
Transactions Program. “They always had
the right attitude, as far as I’m concerned.
They didn’t come in here trying to coerce
anybody,” he says. “It was always, ‘How
can we improve the resource and still
make your ranch viable?’”
There were ways. Pat believed the land
could spare a little water. When the previous

generation irrigated full season, some
areas were so swampy you couldn’t ride
a horse across them. Pat thought it might
be good for the ranch to dry out in places.
And he knew that, in most years, snow
and rain would keep it green until spring.
In 2000, Pat agreed to try a short-term
water lease and to continue the conversation with the Freshwater Trust. After five
additional years of leases, the habitat
improvements were clear. Pat was ready
to do more.

“This is a great case study for what the
Columbia Basin Water Transactions
Program was designed to do—find
what works on the ground and under
existing law that benefits the stream
and the landowner.”
DEBBIE COLBERT, SENIOR POLICY
COORDINATOR, OREGON DEPARTMENT
OF WATER RESOURCES

“For recovering salmon,
one of our best investments
is putting water back in
streams—fish need water.
And the Columbia Basin
Water Transactions Program
is getting the job done. I’m
very impressed.”
JIM YOST, IDAHO COUNCIL MEMBER,
NORTHWEST POWER AND CONSERVATION
COUNCIL

ROCK CREEK | Before Restoration

ROCK CREEK | After Restoration

“Improving habitat without
sufficient flows is like making
a hotel no one can get to—it
just doesn’t make sense. The
CBWTP is a critical partner
in the restoration framework,
bringing cold, clean water to
high-priority salmon streams.”
JULIE MORGAN, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR,
UPPER COLUMBIA SALMON RECOVERY
BOARD

NEAR THE HEADWATERS OF
THE MIDDLE FORK

“The Voigt family and the Oregon
Water Trust have proven that
ranching and natural resource
protection can go hand in hand.
They’ve also proven it’s possible
to reach solutions in a dignified,
respectful manner.”
THE EDITORS, EAST OREGONIAN,
AUGUST 2, 2006

In exchange for major support from the
Columbia Basin Water Transactions
Program, he decided to sell a portion of
his water rights. Now, every year, from
late July until the irrigation season ends
in September, up to 10 cubic feet per
second of high-quality water flows into
the Middle Fork just below its headwaters.
The boost of about 6.5 million gallons a
day benefits the entire 70-mile reach at
the driest time of the year. That’s no small
matter, according to Tim Unterwegner, a
state fish biologist in John Day.
“You need high-quality water to produce
fish,” says Unterwegner. “This is the final
piece of the puzzle to complement improvements in the watershed. Oregonians
should be very proud of the outcome.”
Three years later, Pat has no regrets. “I
can still irrigate, and I can still run cattle
just like I always did. I just can’t irrigate
the full season, and I can’t run quite as
many cattle on that part of the property,”
he says.
Meanwhile, his neighbors are paying attention. Pat recently learned that other
transactions are in the works.
“This deal’s working for us, and I believe
that the Freshwater Trust thinks it’s working for them,” he says. “How does it get
better than that?”

www.CBWTP.org
OUR PROGRAM PARTNERS
Deschutes River Conservancy
Bend, OR
541.382.4077
www.deschutesriver.org
Contact: Scott McCaulou
scott@deschutesriver.org
The Freshwater Trust (Oregon Water Trust)
Portland, OR
503.222.9091
www.thefreshwatertrust.org
Contact: Brett Brownscombe
brett@thefreshwatertrust.org

O U R M I SS I O N

Supporting voluntary, grassroots water transactions
that improve the health of rivers and streams in the
communities of the Columbia Basin.

Beyond the Basin

Idaho Department of Water Resources
Boise, ID
208.287.4838
www.idwr.idaho.gov
Contact: Morgan Case
morgan.case@idwr.idaho.gov

“The Columbia Basin Water
Transactions Program is a
leading pioneer of the water
trust movement. We’ve been
learning from them for years,
and now we’re eager for their
help in bringing the model to
other significant river systems
in the North American West.”

Montana Water Project – Trout Unlimited
Helena, MT
406.449.9922
www.montanatu.org
Contact: Stan Bradshaw
sbradshaw@tu.org
Montana Water Resources Division
Helena, MT
406.721.4284
www.dnrc.mt.gov/wrd
Contact: Ethan Mace
emace@mt.gov
Montana Water Trust
Missoula, MT
406.721.0476
www.montanawatertrust.org
Contact: Barbara Hall
barbara.hall@montanawatertrust.org
Oregon Water Resources Department
Salem, OR
503.986.0878
www.wrd.state.or.us
Contact: Debbie Colbert
debbie.l.colbert@wrd.state.or.us
Walla Walla Watershed Alliance
Walla Walla, WA
509.524.5208
www.wwwalliance.org
Contact: Mike Bireley
mike.bireley@wwcc.edu
Washington Department of Ecology
Yakima, WA
509.457.7140
www.ecy.wa.gov
Contact: Bob Barwin
rbar461@ecy.wa.gov

LUTHER PROPST, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR,
SONORAN INSTITUTE

At the request of agricultural producers and natural resource managers outside of
the Columbia Basin, we are actively exploring ways to advance river restoration in
other major watersheds across the American West, including the Colorado, the
Russian, the Klamath, the Walker and the Rio Grande rivers. We hope you’ll join us.
ABOUT THE PROGRAM MANAGERS

In 2002, the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation (www.nfwf.org) and the Bonneville
Power Administration (BPA) established a partnership to manage the Columbia Basin
Water Transactions Program. The program is funded primarily by the BPA in cooperation
with the Northwest Power and Conservation Council.
Columbia Basin Water Transactions Program
National Fish and Wildlife Foundation
Andrew Purkey | Program Director | Andrew.Purkey@nfwf.org
Molly Whitney | Assistant Program Director | Molly.Whitney@nfwf.org
Morgan Snyder | Program Coordinator | Morgan.Snyder@nfwf.org
806 SW Broadway, Suite 750
Portland, OR 97205
503.417.8700

Washington Water Project – Trout Unlimited
Wenatchee, WA
509.888.0970
www.warivers.org
Contact: Lisa Pelly
lisa@warivers.org
Washington Water Trust
Seattle, WA
206.675.1585
www.washingtonwatertrust.org
Contact: Susan Adams
susan@washingtonwatertrust.org
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