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HistoRy
In 2002, the Bonneville Power Administration (BPA) established 
a partnership with the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation 
(NFWF) to manage a program supporting innovative, voluntary 
water transactions to improve stream flows in the Columbia 
Basin states of Idaho, Montana, Oregon, and Washington. 

As a result of legal water withdrawals for irrigation during the 
peak growing-season, stretches of many streams and rivers run 
low—and sometimes dry—with significant consequences for 
imperiled salmon, steelhead, trout, and other fish and wildlife. 
Using permanent acquisitions, leases, purchased water saved 
through efficiency gains, and other innovative approaches, the 
Columbia Basin Water Transactions Program (CBWTP) supports 
program partners who assist farmers, ranchers, and irrigation 
districts in restoring flows to benefit existing habitat.

NFWF works in partnership with BPA to manage CBWTP through 
a cooperative funding agreement. CBWTP helps communities 
recover imperiled fish under guiding frameworks from the 
National Marine Fisheries Service and the Northwest Power and 
Conservation Council. For additional information, please see 
www.cbwtp.org.

About tHe nAtionAl FisH  
And WildliFe FoundAtion
The National Fish and Wildlife Foundation protects and  
restores our nation’s fish, wildlife, and habitats. Created by  
Congress in 1984, NFWF works with government agencies,  
nonprofits, foundations, and corporations. To date, the total 
value of the Foundation’s conservation commitments is  
more than $2.1 billion.

NFWF manages the Columbia Basin Water Transactions  
Program with the Bonneville Power Administration. For  
more information, visit www.nfwf.org.

Mission

To support innovative, voluntary, grassroots water  
transactions that improve flows to tributary streams  
and rivers in the communities of the Columbia Basin.
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We continue to be encouraged by the progress of the Columbia Basin Water Transactions Program  
and its partners to enhance habitat conditions and restore stream flows.

Increasingly, landowners all across the Columbia Basin are taking an open-minded look at how water 
transactions can advance their operations and reduce costs, benefit their irrigation and production  
efficiency, and help them sustain their farms and ranches for the next generation—all while improving 
flows and habitats of priority streams.

In 2011, CBWTP and its partners, including its Columbia Basin Fish Accords partners, received  
and invested over $5.6 million of funding from the Bonneville Power Administration for water 
transaction work.  

This year, more than 30 new water transactions protected over 35,857 annual acre-feet of water,  
including flows of 164 cubic feet per second, benefiting about 600 miles of streams. Over the lifetime  
of these transactions, in excess of 617,000 acre-feet will enhance Columbia Basin tributaries—where  
and when fish most need that water. 

From leasing and purchasing water rights, to enhancing and protecting flows from irrigation changes and 
efficiencies, the partners involved in the Columbia Basin Water Transactions Program are working on 
stream improvements that offer solutions for farmers and ranchers and renew habitats across the region.

Sincerely,

Christopher H. Furey, Esq.     Andrew Purkey 
poliCy AnAlyst, bonneVille poWeR AdMinistRAtion nFWF pRoGRAM diReCtoR, CbWtp 



Over the life of projects that the CBWTP  
has supported to date, about 5.8 million 
acre-feet of water is committed to boosting 
flows for imperiled species of fish in chronically  
oversubscribed rivers and streams throughout 
the Columbia Basin.

Key Accomplishments of 
New FY11 Transactions
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CBWTP and its partners develop and review water transactions carried out as part of 
the Columbia Basin Fish Accords with the State of Idaho, the Confederated Tribes of the 
Umatilla Indian Reservation, and the Confederated Tribes of the Colville Reservation.

Miles oF tRibutARies 
enHAnCed

idAHo

ConFedeRAted tRibes  
oF tHe uMAtillA indiAn 
ReseRVAtion 

ConFedeRAted tRibes oF 
tHe ColVille ReseRVAtion 

MAxiMuM RAte oF neW FloWs 
RestoRed to stReAMs 

totAl VoluMe oF WAteR 
RestoRed to stReAMs FoR 
liFe oF tRAnsACtions

MAxiMuM AnnuAl VoluMe oF 
WAteR RestoRed to stReAMs 

AdditionAl MAxiMuM AnnuAl 
VoluMe oF WAteR RestoRed 
to stReAMs As A Result oF 
Fy03–Fy10 tRAnsACtions
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FY2011 

Project Stories

Catherine Creek 
Grande Ronde Subbasin

Whychus Creek
Deschutes Subbasin 

Teanaway River
Yakima Subbasin

Little Springs Creek
Salmon Subbasin

North Fork Blackfoot River
Blackfoot Subbasin

Catherine Creek
Grande Ronde Subbasin

FiRst instReAM WAteR 
leAses CoMpleted

Catherine Creek
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cientists studying Catherine Creek calculate that its  
restoration could yield a 5,000 percent increase in  
salmon productivity.

Most years, in late August and early September, the 
creek is dry or nearly dry in and around the town of 
Union, closing off access to much of the best headwater 
habitat. Meanwhile, critically low flows downstream yield 
lethally high water temperatures.

This year, with support from the Columbia Basin Water 
Transactions Program, The Freshwater Trust completed 
a pair of small but landmark projects, the first instream 
water leases on the creek. These short-term, pilot efforts 
demonstrate the potential of water transactions to area 
landowners, and set the stage for future expansion.

CBWTP also funded the Oregon Department of Water  
Resources to conduct a seepage study covering about 

30 miles of the tributary. Through intensive flow  
measurements and groundwater observations over  
a period of days, investigators have learned a great  
deal about the stream’s hydrology, which helps  
planners understand the most strategic places for  
restoring flows through water transactions.

Lastly, the program is helping to support the early 
stages of a study on the feasibility of using managed 
underground storage of water as a tool to improve 
stream flows. The concept is to pull water from the 
creek during high flows; inject it into underground  
basalt aquifers; and then, in late summer, pump it  
back into Catherine Creek. Research will help to  
answer fundamental questions: Can the groundwater  
be protected once it’s put back instream? What 
happens to water quality and habitat conditions?  
Is the aquifer suitable for storage? 

2012 promises to be an intriguing year on Catherine Creek.

pHotos (left and center) Catherine Creek. Photos by 
David Pilz.

S
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Whychus Creek

Whychus Creek 
Deschutes Subbasin

oVeR 20 CubiC Feet 
peR seCond oF FloWs  

peRMAnently pRoteCted

“I don’t know of any place where this magnitude 
of water restoration has occurred.” 

Kyle GoRMAn | oReGon WAteR ResouRCes depARtMent

AFteR

Whychus Creek after water transactions.
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hychus Creek was once host to some of the largest runs of steelhead in Central Oregon’s  
Deschutes Basin, but by the end of the 19th century, its waters no longer flowed continuously 
through the year; those big runs became history.

Times change.

Spilling off the east side of the Three Sisters Wilderness, 
Whychus extends forty-one miles to the Deschutes River 
near Lake Billy Chinook. Along the way, it spans two 
national forests, quenches agricultural landscapes, and 
navigates the backyards of about 200 landowners in the 
community of Sisters. 

For more than a century, up to 90 percent of the creek’s 
water was diverted for irrigation. Decades ago, half of its 
banks, 20 miles worth, were bulldozed and straightened 
for flood control. And in the 1960s, a series of dams on 
the Deschutes River completely blocked migrating fish 
from access.

So when 400,000 steelhead fry were released into the 
creek’s waters during the spring of 2010, the significance 
of this down payment on future runs captured attention.  
“The idea that as early as 2012 we could have adult 
steelhead moving through Sisters again—it’s astounding,” 
says Scott McCaulou of the Deschutes River Conservancy 
(DRC). “A lot of people didn’t think it was possible.” 

It could not have happened without water. 

The Columbia Basin Water Transactions Program has 
supported DRC’s integrated efforts on Whychus Creek for 
nearly a decade, but this year marks a new era. With the 
conclusion of a set of deals funded by CBWTP for 2.61  
cubic feet per second of flows, over 20 cubic feet per  
second of instream water rights are now permanently  
protected. “Whychus flows year-round, with water in  

every section,” Scott says. “People can float and tube 
down the creek; it looks like a healthy river.” 

About 75 percent of the total boost in flows comes  
from conservation efforts with a core partner, the Three 
Sisters Irrigation District, and its farmers and ranchers.  
“We are thrilled at the amount of water that is now 
permanently conserved in Whychus Creek,” says district 
manager Marc Thalacker. He is also pleased with the 
outcome for producers, who benefit from the installation 
of new irrigation infrastructure that uses less water. “It’s  
a more efficient way to deliver on-farm, which helps  
to sustain the area’s agriculture by stabilizing the  
water supply, boosting crop production and minimizing  
fluctuating power costs,” Marc says (see Marc’s  
interview on page 15).

Scores of other partners have come together to wring 
the most benefit from every gallon of water. At Camp 
Polk Meadow, restoration teams have dedicated five 
years to re-meander what was once among the creek’s 
most productive reaches, and to bring the cooling shade 
of over 100,000 native plants. The Upper Deschutes 
Watershed Council has focused on installing screens  
to keep salmon and steelhead out of irrigation systems. 
And, to ensure that fish come back, Portland General 
Electric and the Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs 
have invested over $100 million to restore passage 
through their dam system. 

“I don’t know of any place where this magnitude of  
water restoration has occurred,” says Kyle Gorman, 
region manager for the Oregon Water Resources  
Department. Kyle was Watermaster in the basin when 
the first instream flows were secured by DRC in 1999. 
For him, witnessing progress on Whychus Creek is  
as dramatic as “watching my child grow up and go  
off to college.” He says, “I credit the partners.”

pHotos (left) Whychus Creek after water transactions.
(center) Whychus Creek with low flows before water transactions. 
Photos courtesy of the Deschutes River Conservancy. 
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Teanaway River 
Yakima Subbasin

FiRst peRMAnent 
WAteR tRAnsACtion Helps  

RestoRe FisH ACCess to  
90% oF tHe WAteRsHed

Teanaway River

“This transaction opens the front  
door on the river.” 

stAn isley | WAsHinGton stAte depARtMent oF eColoGy
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“I’m pretty fond of our river, the Teanaway,” says Kathi 
Masterson. “It’s so beautiful.”

The Teanaway and its three branches emerge in the Alpine 
Lakes Wilderness, a 90-minute drive from Seattle. Up to 
two-thirds of this 60-mile river system offers some of the 
most significant habitat for spawning and rearing steel-
head in the upper Yakima Basin. Migrating and resident 
bull trout, another Endangered Species Act listed species, 
are also found here; and the Yakama tribe is reintroducing 
Chinook salmon. Just one Chinook redd was found in 
the Teanaway in the late 1990s, but this year biologists 
counted 64.

Surveys show that salmon and steelhead were plentiful 
before 1904, with perhaps as many as 800,000 returning 
adults every year. But the river has had a difficult history. 
For decades, it was a highway for timber sent downstream 
in log rafts that pummeled its banks. By the 1930s, the 
lower five miles of the Teanaway to its confluence with the 
Yakima River were dewatered or dry during the irrigation 
season, eliminating access for adult fish to nearly 90 percent 
of the watershed. Flows in parched years could drop as 
low as 7 cubic feet per second. And, until recently, the 
common local practice of diverting water was to bulldoze 
berms into the river.

The future looks quite different. 

For nearly a decade, CBWTP has supported efforts by 
the Washington Water Trust (WWT) to enhance flows in 

water to flood-irrigated fields. In exchange, she now has 
the funds to pay off an investment in a pressurized and 
piped irrigation system that is more efficient and easier 
to manage. Kathi says, “There were a lot of meetings 
before I even considered selling the ditch water; a lot of 
it was about comfort and trust.” But she’s pleased with 
the outcome. “It’s a great thing—this effort to protect 
water for our streams and rivers.” 

According to Stan Isley, stream patrolman for the  
Teanaway with the Washington State Department of 
Ecology, “This transaction opens the front door on the 
river. I can’t overemphasize its importance. It’s wonderful 
for the fish and the Yakama people, and for all of us.”

“I admire the pioneer spirit and way of life,” Stan says. 
“But it’s nice that with our modern eyes we can see that 
we don’t have to choose between ranching or fish. We 
can have both.”

pHotos (left) Teanaway River. Photo courtesy of 
Washington Water Trust. (center) Kathi Masterson at  
the Teanaway River. Photo by Susan Adams. 

at Masterson was a legend in the old American West as a hunter, gambler, and lawman, a close 
associate of Wyatt Earp. Today, the Masterson family name is aligned with the restoration of a 
legendary river.
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the Teanaway. Water leases have been a critical tool for 
establishing relationships with landowners. This year, in 
addition to negotiating leases for 5 cubic feet per second 
of instream flows, WWT secured the first permanent water 
transaction on the river, a milestone that affirms their 
long-term investment in trust-building. “This acquisition 
is helping to remove a bottleneck that blocks access to  
a vast amount of upstream habitat,” says an enthusiastic 
Tom Ring, hydrogeologist with the Yakama tribe.

WWT’s agreement secures up to 7.6 cfs for the Teanaway 
on the Masterson Ranch, one of the earliest homesteads 
in northern Kittitas County. Kathi Masterson retired a 
leaky, four-mile-long earthen ditch once used to convey 

B

“This transaction opens the front  
door on the river.” 

stAn isley | WAsHinGton stAte depARtMent oF eColoGy



“To build some resilience into the larger system, 
you have to help the pieces work better.” 

stAn bRAdsHAW | tRout unliMited–MontAnA WAteR pRoJeCt

North Fork 
Blackfoot River

Blackfoot Subbasin

WAteR leAses ContRibute  
to HiGHest bull tRout  
Redd Count on ReCoRd

North Fork Blackfoot River
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That problem has been solved with fish screens. The  
bigger challenge—low flows—has proven to be a more  
difficult enterprise.

But that one, too, is also improving.

With multi-year support from the Columbia Basin Water 
Transactions Program, MWP has been intent on helping 
adult bull trout reach their spawning habitat at a time in 
the fall when irrigators must make their greatest demands 
on the river. For Stan, the driving question is: “How do we 
secure enough flows to keep the river watered up?” 

Over a decade ago, he launched his first conversations with 
landowners about a major impediment to improved flows 
on the North Fork, the five-mile-long Rue-Weaver ditch. 
“Navigating peoples’ concerns was the most demanding 
piece,” he says. 

This year, the two primary users on the ditch have agreed 
to 25- and 30-year leases for 18 cubic feet per second of 
water—that’s enough to keep the river flowing in the late 
season. “We had to find a way to overcome people’s  
suspicions and to help them feel they were protected,”  
Stan says. MWP’s agreement to closely monitor flows at  
the new point of diversion made the difference.

“That project has removed one of the largest diversions 
from the migration corridor on the North Fork,” says  
biologist Ron Pierce with Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks. 
Wide-ranging restoration efforts have produced the highest 

a steep, cold-water tributary. Historically, bull trout and 
cutthroats rear in these waters, and they may spawn here 
as well. But 1.7 miles above the mouth is a large irrigation 
diversion that, for decades, has sent flows on a circuitous 
four-mile ride through a ditch, into a lake, and out to yet 
another stream. The result was a dry Murphy Spring Creek. 

Undaunted, MWP worked with partners to unravel a  
long list of problems, including the need for a culvert 
replacement and a fish ladder. Today, with an ambitious 
compliance monitoring protocol, MWP is managing its  
first split-season lease in Montana—with three different  
irrigators—and the creek is now meeting the state’s  
minimum flow requirements. Ron Pierce reports that  
the density of native trout has gone from 4 fish per 100 
feet in 1997, to 16 fish per 100 feet this year.

“There are usually multiple flow challenges and multiple 
insults in a watershed. To build some resilience into the 
larger system, you have to help the pieces work better,” 
Stan says. “But much of the innovation is about dealing 
with the intersections between hydrology and sociology; 
that’s harder than figuring out the science sometimes.”

pHotos (left) North Fork Blackfoot River. Photo by Jeff Gersh. 
(center) Murphy Spring Creek before and after water lease.  
Photos by Greg Neudecker, US Fish and Wildlife Service.

The North Fork of the Blackfoot River, near the fishing mecca of Ovando, Montana, is the river’s  
largest tributary and host to the strongest bull trout runs in the watershed. Still, at one point,  
“the highest density of those fish resided in five irrigation ditches,” says Stan Bradshaw with  
Trout Unlimited –Montana Water Project (MWP).

bull trout redd count on record for the North Fork—158  
in 2011, up from just 8 redds observed in 1989.

The good news continues.

Entering the reach of the North Fork protected by the new 
leases on the Rue-Weaver ditch, Murphy Spring Creek is 
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Little Springs  
Creek

Salmon Subbasin

10-Mile-lonG spRinG-Fed CReeK
ReConneCted to tHe leMHi 

“When I was a kid, you’d hear a thrashing  
like horses running through the river. It  
would be salmon heading up the riffles.” 

RiCK snydeR | lAndoWneR

Little Springs Creek



10-mile-long spring-fed creek, absent for nearly a century of summers, is once again providing  
cold-water sanctuary to Chinook salmon and steelhead in the upper Lemhi River. Landowner  
Rick Snyder says, “It’s a little more wild.”

Near the town of Leadore, Idaho, five diversions  
dewatered Little Springs Creek most years during the 
majority of the irrigation season. 

Now, for the complicated part.

Beginning in the 1930s, the creek was employed as 
a means for transporting large volumes of sediment-
heavy water injected from the Lemhi, which can be as 
much as 10 degrees warmer in summer. After a mile, 
the flows would be diverted a second time, intercepting 
a smaller spring-fed tributary, Mill Creek. The combined 
volume of both creeks was then sent another seven 
miles over a porous ditch, which lost about one-third 
of its flows along the way, and regularly washed out in 
places, dumping muddy water back into the Lemhi. The 
system was cumbersome, requiring considerable time 
to repair and maintain. 

With scientific and strategic assistance from CBWTP, 
and support from the Bonneville Power Administration 
through the Idaho Fish Accord, the Idaho Department 
of Water Resources (IDWR) has helped the two major 
landowners along Little Springs Creek craft a clever 
solution. 

Both ranchers have signed long-term agreements not 
to divert. Instead, they now secure their irrigation water 
from portions of the Lemhi that have no impact on 
Little Springs. With help from the BPA and the Upper 
Salmon Basin Watershed Program, each landowner has 
installed a new pivot irrigation system that increases 

Additional habitat restoration projects are under way, 
such as narrowing the creek channel, fencing riparian 
areas, and removing outdated diversions that blocked 
fish. “It’s going back to its natural condition,” says 
Morgan Case, biologist with the IDWR.

In the last two years, even before the project was 
completed, biologists found spawning steelhead and 
juvenile Chinook in Little Springs. “We think this creek 
will be an important producer of salmon,” Morgan says. 
“Every tributary like this that we can reconnect matters 
in the Lemhi.”

pHotos (left and center) Little Springs Creek. 
Photos by Morgan Case.

their water efficiency, reduces their labor, and leaves 
more than 9 cubic feet per second instream. 

Rick Snyder, age 57, grew up along the Lemhi, where 
his family has ranched since 1881. “My great-granddad 
used to complain that there were so many salmon in the 
Lemhi, it messed up his trout fishing,” Rick says. “When 
I was a kid, you’d hear a thrashing like horses running 
through the river. It would be salmon heading up the 
riffles. I like to see the salmon there.” 

In addition to the water transaction, Rick has contrib-
uted some acres of his land to add a meander to Little 
Springs, which he says, “has nothing encumbering its 
flow now.”
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in Remembrance of Gail Achterman

The flow restoration community  
in the Pacific Northwest lost a true 
leader in January 2012 with the 
passing of Gail Achterman at age 
62. Gail served as the executive 
director of the Deschutes River 
Conservancy (DRC) when the  
Columbia Basin Water Transactions 
Program (CBWTP) was created  
in 2001 by the Bonneville Power 

Administration and the Northwest Power and Conservation  
Council. In that capacity, she played an integral part in 
the development of the CBWTP’s form and structure 
and helped launch a successful program that is now 10 
years old. According to Bruce Aylward, another past DRC 
executive director, “Gail’s enthusiasm, energy, wit, and 
determination, coupled with her long experience with 
water law and natural resource issues at the state level, 
gave the DRC the momentum it needed to break through 
the barriers that a small, fledgling nonprofit faces and  
develop into a mature and capable organization.” Those 
of us who worked with Gail over the years were fortunate 
to engage with such a constructive, dedicated, knowl-
edgeable, and thoughtful person. While Gail has left us, 
the mark she made on flow restoration work will live on 
into the future.

ClARK FoRK CoAlition
140 S Fourth Street West, Unit #1
Missoula, MT 59801
406.542.0539
www.clarkfork.org
Contact: Karen Knudsen
karen@clarkfork.org

desCHutes RiVeR  
ConseRVAnCy
700 NW Hill Street
Bend, OR 97701
541.382.4077
www.deschutesriver.org
Contact: Scott McCaulou
scott@deschutesrc.org 

tHe FResHWAteR tRust 
65 SW Yamhill Street, Suite 300
Portland, OR 97204  
503.222.9091
www.thefreshwatertrust.org
Contact: David Pilz
david@thefreshwatertrust.org

idAHo depARtMent oF  
WAteR ResouRCes
The Idaho Water Center
322 E Front Street
PO Box 83720
Boise, ID 83720
208.762.2803
www.idwr.idaho.gov
Contact: Morgan Case
morgan.case@idwr.idaho.gov

MontAnA WAteR  
ResouRCes diVision
PO Box 5004
Helena, MT 59806
406.721.4284
www.dnrc.mt.gov/wrd
Contact: Ethan Mace
emace@mt.gov

oReGon WAteR ResouRCes 
depARtMent
725 Summer Street NE, Suite A
Salem, OR 97301
503.986.0819
www.wrd.state.or.us
Contact: Dwight French
frenchdw@wrd.state.or.us

tRout unliMited–  
MontAnA WAteR pRoJeCt
423 N Last Chance Gulch
PO Box 412
Helena, MT 59624 
406.449.9922  
www.montanatu.org
Contact: Stan Bradshaw
sbradshaw@tu.org

tRout unliMited– 
WAsHinGton WAteR pRoJeCt
103 Palouse, Suite 14
Wenatchee, WA 98801
509.888.0970 
www.tu.org/conservation/western-
water-project/washington
Contact: Lisa Pelly
lpelly@tu.org

WAllA WAllA WAteRsHed  
MAnAGeMent pARtneRsHip
500 Tausick Way
Walla Walla, WA 99362
509.524.5216
www.wallawallawatershed.org
Contact: Cathy Schaeffer
cathy.schaeffer@wwcc.edu

WAsHinGton depARtMent  
oF eColoGy
415 W Yakima Avenue, Suite 200
Yakima, WA 98902  
509.457.7140
www.ecy.wa.gov
Contact: Bob Barwin 
rbar461@ecy.wa.gov

WAsHinGton WAteR tRust
1530 Westlake Avenue N, Suite 400
Seattle, WA 98109  
206.675.1585
www.thewatertrust.org
Contact: Susan Adams
susan@washingtonwatertrust.org

Program Partners
The Columbia Basin Water Transactions Program works closely with its state  
and local partners, or Qualified Local Entities (QLEs), to develop water transactions 
with landowners, producers, and irrigation districts in Oregon, Washington,  
Idaho, and Montana.
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Interview: Marc Thalacker, Manager,  
Three Sisters Irrigation District 
Once upon a time, Marc Thalacker was a city boy. He 
grew up in New York, and as a young man moved west 
to Los Angeles, where he worked in the sportswear 
industry. In 1988, Mark decided to make a change. He 
and his family launched a farm in Sisters, Oregon, raising 
cattle on 200 acres made green with water from the 
Three Sisters Irrigation District. In 1997, he accepted the 
position of manager for the district, which holds priority 
water rights on Whychus Creek, a tributary to the De-
schutes (see the Whychus story on page 6). Today, the 
district includes 8,000 irrigated acres and 175 farms.

What was the flow situation on Whychus Creek  
when you first became manager of the three  
sisters irrigation district? 
From 1887 until 1997, the watermaster was literally 
enforcing a dry Whychus Creek. Farmers wanted every 
drop. If water was running in the creek through the town 
of Sisters, the ditch rider heard about it. When I was 
hired in 1997 I was told outright, “If the stream isn’t dry, 
you’re not doing your job.” 

What challenges have you had to overcome—technical, 
economic, or social—to secure support for saving water 
and restoring instream flows to Whychus Creek?
Generally, people were receptive, but there’s no question 
that education played a major role. In the beginning, 
there were farmers who could only see that someone  
was taking a portion of their water. Doing a few small 
demonstration projects to show the potential for efficiency 
really helped. If someone had a question about the  
benefits of a conservation project, they could take a  
look and talk to their neighbors. Skeptics learned that 
half the water we diverted was lost to seepage before we 
moved from open ditches and flood irrigation to pressurized 

piping. Now, if we divert 3/4 of a cup of water, we can 
deliver 3/4 of a cup. At the same time, 1/4 cup stays 
in the stream, where before there was none. So, even 
though irrigators gave up part of their water for instream 
flows, they’re receiving a 25 percent increase in water on 
their farms. They’ve learned to conserve because it pays 
them back. 

How has your thinking about water transactions 
evolved over time, and why?
I wasn’t skeptical about the idea, but putting pipe in the 
ground and seeing that water wasn’t lost anymore, that 
was the epiphany—that we could do it. The cornerstone 
was the fact that we were able to protect conserved water, 
so farmers and funding partners looking for monitoring 
and measurement could see the results and know their 
investment would be secure. We used to divert up to 
50,000 acre-feet of water annually; now, we’re down  
to 35,000 acre-feet.

there are many ways to invest a dollar in natural 
resource conservation in the West. in terms of priority 
and significance, how do you think about investments 
in flow restoration?
For a hundred years, our little district dried up Whychus 
Creek in the summertime because tradition allowed 
us to take all the water. That was the way of the West. 
Once ESA-listed fish were going to be reintroduced into 
the basin, I realized that we were going to have conflict 
because farmers were still water-deficient. What got 
everyone’s attention is when we started converting from 
flood to sprinkler irrigation. Farmers with poorly producing  
pasture started growing two crops of hay, spending more 
dollars in the economy, and there was saved-water for the 
creek. Conservation—including energy conservation— 
became part of our business model. Pressurized piping 
eliminates the cost of pumps. Every year, we save 3  
million kW hours of electricity and nearly $200,000.  

In the next seven years, we’ll have the whole system 
under pressure (34 of 60 miles is now completed,  
with 8 miles on the way); we’ll have two hydro projects 
producing 4 million kW per year and close to 9 million 
kW hours conserved annually. And, we’ll be able to 
reach 33 cubic feet per second of protected flows in 
the lower reaches of the Whychus, up from 20 cfs now. 
But the biggest home run is that we’ll see a doubling 
in the runs of steelhead in the Middle Deschutes. We’ll 
probably have spawning adults recharging the system 
in 2014. The numbers could be off the charts in the next 
couple of years. This is cooperative conservation at a 
basin watershed level. We’re really striking a balance,  
reallocating the resource to the point where we’re  
maximizing the economics for fisheries and for farming.

What’s the downside of doing water transactions?  
What kinds of criticism do you receive?
One of the biggest issues we had was the piping of the 
ditch. Some people took the position that we’d pipe over 
their dead bodies. Mostly, these were non-farmers with 
a ditch in their backyards and they liked the aesthetics, 
but commercial farmers were ecstatic to get more water 
on farm and to eliminate their pumping costs. One 
farmer said to me, “If they won’t allow us to improve 
our system, then all we’ll be doing is farming houses.” 
By 2050 we’ll have to feed 9 billion people in the world, 
and to meet their needs we’ll have to double what we’re 
producing now. (continued next page)



How similar/different is the three sisters irrigation 
district from other irrigation districts in the West? 
Before the economic downturn, urbanization was the 
#1 issue in many irrigation districts, but a lot of them 
weren’t able to change quickly enough. Everyone has  
realized they need to rebalance the problem of scarce 
resources. It’s a matter of creating certainty and  
sustainability. Our district is no different; we’ve just  
accelerated the conservation process. We have farmers 
raising the same—and many more—commercial crops 
here as any other place in the West, including hay, cattle, 
and grain. Conservation is not a partisan issue; it’s about 
quality of life and benefiting the community. When you 
look at an irrigation district in any part of the West, your 
best wildlife and fisheries habitat may be in that area. 

What advice would you give to other irrigation districts 
about conserving water for instream flows? 
Not all systems are the same; you can’t pipe the Klamath. 
So, look at your system, consider what improvements 
you could make if you had unlimited funds. Work on  
developing your partnerships, then pick a project and 
start working on the collaboration, design, funding, and 
installation. Eat the elephant one bite at a time. What 
happens is, the partnership and collaboration grows,  
you develop economies of scale, and you develop trust. 
The Three Sisters Irrigation District and CBWTP have  
collaborated on many projects over the years through 
their partner the Deschutes River Conservancy. 

What could CbWtp do differently to strengthen  
our work together?
I think the relationship is just getting started. As we’re  
able to deliver more results, it will go to a whole different 
level. Anadromous reintroduction on the Whychus 
will be staggering, a renaissance. In a perfect world,  
CBWTP would not be funding-restricted. But meanwhile, 
you have to be strategic. 



FY11 Expenses 
ClARK FoRK CoAl it ion $159,418

ConFedeRAted tR ibes  oF  tHe  uMAtillA  ind iAn ReseRVAt ion $2,887

desCHutes  R iVeR  ConseRVAnCy $259,200

idAHo depARtMent oF  WAteR  ResouRCes $326,966

nAtionAl  F isH  And Wildl iFe  FoundAtion $417,358

oReGon WAteR  ResouRCes  depARtMent $115,117

tHe  FResHWAteR  tRust $442,745

tRout unl iM ited  –  MontAnA WAteR  pRoJeCt $44,561

WAsHinGton depARtMent oF  eColoGy $120,725

tRout unl iM ited  –  WAsHinGton WAteR  pRoJeCt $206,399

WAsHinGton WAteR  tRust $290,421 

WAteR tRAnsACt ions $3,222,215

totAl* $5,608,012 

*Funding provided through BPA projects #2002-013-01; #2008-608-00; #2008-206-00; #2008-104-00

suppoRt FoR tHe pRoGRAM CoMes FRoM tHe FolloWinG souRCes:

the bonneville power Administration, in cooperation with the northwest power and Conservation Council

the operating budgets and special project monies of the Qualifying local entities

the operating budget of the national Fish and Wildlife Foundation

For transaction details, please see CBWTP Reports at www.cbwtp.org/jsp/cbwtp/library/library.jsp.
Additional information may be found on the BPA’s Pisces database.
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