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Water resources serve as the foundation of human activity, economic prosperity, and ecologic 
health in the Walla Walla basin.  The majority of the lands in the Basin receive little direct 
precipitation, particularly in the summer months.  These lands are therefore dependent on water 
from spring snowmelt in the Blue Mountains, groundwater resources, and the base flows fed by 
groundwater throughout the dry months of the year. 
 
A range of needs must be met by the Walla Walla basin’s limited supply of water.  The Basin 
serves as an important agricultural area in Washington State.  The Basin provides habitat for fish 
species that have recently been listed under the federal Endangered Species Act (ESA), and 
sustains non-listed fish and wildlife as well.  Residents, commercial businesses and industrial 
users require water to meet their everyday needs, and these needs are growing as the Basin’s 
population grows.  Water resources also serve to meet Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla 
Indian Reservation (CTUIR) treaty fishing rights.  Finally, the Walla Walla basin’s rivers, 
streams and lakes offer recreational opportunities and natural beauty for citizens and visitors to 
the Basin. 
 
Given a limited resource and a range of needs for water, it has historically been difficult for 
citizens, businesses and public agencies to make water resource management decisions.  Water 
resource management has grown more challenging as new rules and regulations have come into 
effect, such as the federal Clean Water Act (CWA) and ESA, and as the Basin seeks to ensure its 
agriculture-based economy can compete in worldwide commodity markets. 
 
Under these circumstances, the State of Washington’s Watershed Planning program offers an 
approach that can contribute to improved decision making with regard to the Basin’s water 
resources.  This Watershed Plan was prepared under the provisions of the Watershed Planning 
program, by the Walla Walla Planning Unit.  The Plan identifies management challenges and 
actions for improving water resource management in the Walla Walla basin and recommends an 
implementation plan. 
 
This section offers a brief synopsis of the planning efforts in the Walla Walla basin, an overview 
of the watershed planning process, discussion on planning limitations, and an outline of the 
organization of the plan. 
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The Walla Walla River Watershed occupies 1,758 square miles (1,125,124 acres) in southeastern 
Washington and northeastern Oregon.  The portion of the watershed in Washington State covers 
1,278 square miles (817,923 acres), and forms Water Resource Inventory Area 32 – Walla Walla 
(WRIA 32).  WRIA 32 is bounded just prior to the Columbia River on the west, the Blue 
Mountains on the east, the Oregon/Washington State line on the south and the Snake River basin 
to the north (see Exhibit l-1).  Although the Walla Walla River basin covers portions of both 
Oregon and Washington, WRIA 32 includes only the portion within Washington State.  
Approximately 75 percent of WRIA 32 is within Walla Walla County, with the remainder 
located in Columbia County.  The portion of WRIA 32 that drains to the Columbia River, e.g., 
Burbank area, was excluded from the watershed planning process. 
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Watershed planning in WRIA 32 provides a method to help achieve a balance among the 
competing water resource demands.  Water demands for commercial, industrial, residential and 
agricultural activities (e.g., out of stream uses) have to be balanced with instream fish habitat 
needs and instream flows for CTUIR treaty fishing rights.  Demands such as irrigated agriculture 
provide a significant economic base for the WRIA.  Critical habitat for fish species listed under 
the federal Endangered Species Act (ESA), and a diversity of non-listed fish and wildlife are also 
dependant upon water resources.  Finally, the Basin’s surface water resources offer recreational 
opportunities and natural beauty for citizens and visitors. 
 
The State of Washington’s Watershed Planning program offers a tool that is designed to allow 
local guidance in identifying, prioritizing and developing solutions to water resource 
management issues within the State’s watersheds.  In 1998, the Washington State Legislature 
passed the Watershed Management Act (WMA) (Chapter 90.82 RCW; ESHB 2514) to provide a 
framework for citizens, interest groups, and government organizations to join together to develop 
a management plan for water resources in each of the State’s major watersheds.  The WMA 
enables, but does not require, local groups called “Planning Units”  to form for the purpose of 
conducting watershed planning.  It supplies funding for areas in Washington State that wish to 
undertake the effort and specifies ground rules for uses of funds.   
 
The WMA defines a group of “ initiating governments”  (IG) as being empowered to select a lead 
agency, apply for grant funding, determine the overall scope of planning, and convene a 
“Planning Unit.”   The IGs for WRIA 32 are Columbia and Walla Walla Counties, the City of 
Walla Walla, and Gardena Farms Irrigation District No. 13. 
 
In accordance with the WMA, the IGs for WRIA 32 designated Walla Walla County as the lead 
agency for watershed planning.  Accordingly, the County received grant funding from the State 
of Washington and contracted with the Washington State Department of Ecology (Ecology) to 
conduct the watershed planning effort.  In so doing, a precedent was established for coordinating 
on-going efforts within the watershed among local, state, federal, and tribal governments for the 
WRIA 32 Watershed Plan and other planning efforts. 
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 Insert Exhibit 1-1 
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The WMA identifies the Planning Unit as the group that develops and initially approves the 
watershed plan.  It calls for either a consensus approval by all members of the Planning Unit, or a 
consensus of the governmental members and a majority vote by remaining members of the 
Planning Unit.  Consensus was defined as “ I can live with that recommendation and accept it, 
even though it may or may not be exactly what I want,”  (Planning Unit Ground Rules, 2002).  
Following Planning Unit approval, the WMA calls for a joint session of the legislative bodies of 
all counties in the watershed to consider the plan.  The county legislative bodies can recommend 
changes in the plan, but only the Planning Unit can make such changes.  Once the plan has been 
approved by both the Planning Unit and joint session of county legislative bodies, it may require 
counties and participating State agencies to implement plan elements to which they have agreed 
to be obligated to. 
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 The WMA identifies the three planning phases which include organizational phase, assessment 
phase, and the planning phase.  Phase I (completed early in 2001) focused on organizing the 
Planning Unit, establishing operating rules and procedures, setting up committees, and 
determining the general planning elements.  Other specific planning sub-committees were 
developed to accomplish specific tasks.  These sub-committees were the Water 
Quantity/Instream Flow committee, Water Quality committee, and the Habitat committee.  
Planning Unit membership included a broad representation of interests in the Walla Walla 
watershed.  State and federal agencies played a technical advisory role for the Planning Unit and 
the other committees.  
 
Since planning began in the year 2000 and calculated through February 2005, there have been 
nearly 200 Walla Walla watershed planning meetings attended by local stakeholders.  Meeting 
participants have logged over 7,200 meetings hours, with a majority of those hours 
(approximately 4,000 hours) contributed by local stakeholders involved in watershed planning. 
Those entities involved in watershed planning in WRIA 32 are: 
 

�  Private landowners and land managers �  Walla Walla County 
�  Washington Water Trust �  Columbia County 
�  Blue Mountain Land Trust �  Walla Walla County Conservation District 
�  WWCC Irrigation Technology �  Columbia Conservation District 
�  Center for Environmental Law and Policy �  Walla Walla County Community Development 
�  Water Watch of Oregon �  Whitman College 
�  American Rivers Northwest �  WSU Cooperative Extension 
�  Snake River Salmon Recovery Board �  Washington State Dept. of Fish and Wildlife 
�  Walla Walla Basin Watershed Council �  Northwest Power and Conservation Council 
�  Walla Walla Watershed Alliance �  Washington State Dept. of Ecology 
�  City of Walla Walla �  US Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) 
�  Gardena Farms Irrigation Dist. No.13 �  USDA Forest Service 
�  Native Creek Society �  USDA Farm Service Agency 
�  Kooskooskie Commons �  USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service 
�  CTUIR  



� � � � � �� � � � � � 	 � 
 �� � �� � � � � � 
 � � � �
 

 

� � � � � 	 �� � � � � �
� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � 	 � � � � � � � � � � � �
�

� � �

Phase II of watershed planning (assessment phase) was begun in 2001 and was completed in 
2004.  During this period a comprehensive review of relevant existing data was conducted and 
data gaps were identified.  Efforts were made to procure the information needed to fill data gaps 
and create an information base adequate to develop an effective watershed plan for the Basin in 
Phase III.  Various assessment documents were reviewed by the committees and the technical 
advisory agencies. 
 
The following primary documents have been developed to support this watershed plan and may 
be found on-line at www.wallawallawatershed.org: 
 
�  Level 1 Technical Assessment 
 
�  Water  Quality Assessment (Level 2) 

·  Technical Memorandum:  Review of Existing Groundwater Nitrate Studies (EES,  
June 2003)  

·  Technical Memorandum:  Review of Point Source Discharges (EES, June 2003) 
·  Technical Memorandum:  Erosion and Sediment Modeling for the Walla Walla Basin 

(EES, June 2003) 
·  Technical Memorandum:  Preliminary Review of Potential Water Quality Management 

Actions (EES, June 2003) 
 
�  Instream Flow Assessment (Level 2) 

·  New Appropriations of Flow (NAF) Recommendations (HDR/EES, November 2004) 
·  Stream Closures Recommendations (HDR/EES, November 2004) 
·  Flow Enhancement Recommendations (HDR/EES, November 2004) 
·  Rural Water Supply Recommendations (HDR/EES, November 2004) 
·  Memo to WRIA 32 Instream Flow Subcommittee (EES, May 2004) 
·  Recommendations for Revisions to WAC 173-532 Instream Flow Management 

Strategy WRIA 32 – Walla Walla Basin (EES, March 2004) 
·  Technical Memorandum: WRIA 32 – Level 2 Instream Flow Assessment; Develop 

Preliminary Management Options for Instream Flows Final Draft (EES, June 2003)  
·  Walla Walla River Fish Habitat Analysis Using the Instream Flow Incremental 

Methodology (Ecology/WDFW 2002) 
·  Instream Flow Incremental Methodology Analysis and Streamflow Data Collection of 

the Touchet River System within Columbia County (WSU, November 2001) 
·  Minimum Instream Flow Studies of Mill Creek above Blue Creek, Coppei Creek and 

North Fork Coppei Creek (WSU/EES, November 2003) 
·  Technical Memorandum: Evaluation of Instream Flow Incremental Methodology 

Studies Performed in the Walla Walla Basin (WSU, June 2003) 
 
�  Multipurpose Water  Storage Assessment (Level 2) 

·  Candidate SASR Sites Hydrogeology (June 2003) 
·  Locher Road and Hall-Wentland SAR site work plans (October 2003) 
·  Multi-Purpose Storage Assessment (June 2003) 
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Phase III is preparing the watershed plan.  A description of the steps completed in preparing the 
plan is provided in Section 1.3. 
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During each of these phases, watershed planning work was coordinated and integrated with other 
planning efforts.  These planning efforts included: 
 
�  Bi-State Habitat Conservation Plan 

�  Snake River Salmon Recovery Plan 

�  Walla Walla Subbasin Plan 

�  Comprehensive Irrigation District Management Plan 

�  USACE/CTUIR Flow Enhancement Feasibility Study 

�  Total Maximum Daily Load Studies 

 
See Section 2 for more details on how products from these and other planning efforts are 
integrated with the Watershed Plan and collectively these plans become the Basin’s water 
resource and aquatic habitat management plan for the future. 
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The watershed plan was developed through the following steps: 
 
�  Define Implementation Areas 

�  Confirm Planning Objectives  

�  Identify Actions and Develop Preliminary Action Plan Outlines 

�  Hold Workshops on Preliminary Action Plan Outlines 

�  Finalize Draft Action Plan Outlines 

�  Prepare Draft and Final Draft Watershed Management Plans 

�  Conduct Washington State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) Review 

 
These steps are briefly described in the sections below. 
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With input from the Planning Unit, the Basin was divided into five implementation areas based 
on land use, fish habitat and hydrologic characteristics of the different areas within the Basin, 
along with potential issues identified during the Level 1 and Level 2 Assessments and pre-
scoping meetings with the Planning Unit.  Implementation areas are illustrated in Exhibit 3-1.  A 
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draft of the implementation areas was created with area descriptions, listed current conditions, a 
map, a discussion of how the area was defined, and a brief discussion of potential management 
issues for each area.  The identified implementation areas are: 

 
�  Middle Touchet:  Includes drainage basin of Coppei Creek, Whiskey Creek, and Patit 

Creek, as well as the reach of the Touchet River from the City of Dayton to the City of 
Waitsburg. 

 
�  Upper Touchet:  Includes drainage basin of North & South Fork Touchet and their 

tributaries. 
 
�  Mill Creek:  Mill Creek from Bennington Lake Dam to the headwaters including Blue Creek 

and all other tributaries in Washington State. 
 
�  Walla Walla/College Place:  Walla Walla River mainstem from Oregon/Washington 

Stateline to the confluence with Mill Creek.  Also, includes other streams in the vicinity of 
the Cities of Walla Walla and College Place from Bennington Lake Dam west to the 
mainstem of the Walla Walla River. 

 
�  Lower Touchet/Lower Walla Walla:  Touchet River drainage below the City of Waitsburg; 

the lower drainages of Dry Creek and the Walla Walla River mainstem drainage below the 
Mill Creek confluence to the mouth, within Washington State. 

 
This effort resulted in a preliminary draft outline describing current conditions, a discussion of 
how the area was defined and a brief discussion of potential management needs topics for each 
area, and associated exhibits. 
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Implementation area and basin-wide planning objectives were refined with input from the 
Planning Unit based on area-specific water supply, water quality, instream flow and fish habitat.  
Planning objectives developed by the Planning Unit during three meetings between September, 
2002 and October, 2003 provided the basis for the basin-wide and implementation areas-specific 
objectives. 
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Potential basin-wide and implementation area actions were identified in two phases.  First, a 
general description of potential management actions was prepared with an explanation of 
applicability and potential benefits.  The second phase was to apply general management tools to 
specific implementation areas, based upon the applicability of the objectives.  Basin-wide 
strategies were developed, as well as strategies for the five implementation areas, with input 
from the Planning Unit members living within the implementation areas and other interested 
parties. 
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In an effort to further refine implementation area action plans, additional public input on 
objectives and action plans was sought by conducting workshops in each implementation area 
(conducted June through September, 2003).  The preliminary action plans for individual 
implementation areas were presented at each workshop, along with relevant components of the 
basin-wide action plan for review and comment.  Planning Unit members living in the 
implementation area played lead roles in organizing, publicizing and participating in the 
workshops. 
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Comments from the five workshops were shared with the Planning Unit, along with 
recommended changes to action plan outlines.  This resulted in the finalization of the 
implementation area action plans based upon input from the implementation area workshops and 
guidance from the Planning Unit.  A summary of these meetings and comments received are 
provided in the Appendix A.  This summary serves as a response to comments for the SEPA 
process. 
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The Planning Unit developed a draft of the watershed plan that fulfilled the requirements of 
Chapter 90.82 Revised Code of Washington (RCW).  This document was reviewed by the 
Planning Unit and was approved in March, 2005.  Once the Planning Unit has approved the plan, 
it will be forwarded to the Boards of Walla Walla and Columbia County Commissions for 
subsequent adoption.   
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A State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) review is in process for the watershed plan.  The 
process involves adoption of the Environmental Impact Statement for Watershed Planning under 
Chapter 90.82 RCW (statewide EIS) produced July 18, 2003, by the Washington State 
Department of Ecology.  Ecology produced the statewide EIS at the request of the 2001 State 
Legislature to serve as a “ template”  for environmental review under SEPA for local approval of 
watershed plans.  The intent was to develop a statewide EIS that could be adopted in whole or in 
part by SEPA lead agencies as part of local watershed plan approval processes. 
 
The statewide EIS describes the watershed planning process set forth in the Watershed Planning 
Act.  It describes the existing framework of federal, state, and local laws, regulations, and 
programs that affect, or are related to management of watersheds.  In addition, it evaluates the 
impacts of, and identifies mitigation measures for, various types or classes of recommended 
actions that may be included in watershed plans.  These generic recommended actions include 
both non-project and project actions, and were developed based on input from lead agencies for 
watershed plans and Ecology watershed leads working with Planning Units.  Generic 
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recommended actions are presented and evaluated for each of the four components of watershed 
planning including water quantity, instream flow, water quality, and habitat.  A “no action”  
alternative for each of the four components is also analyzed.  A draft EIS was distributed on 
March 28, 2003 for a 45 day comment period.  The final EIS includes comments received 
regarding the draft, as well as Ecology’s responses to comments, and is dated July 18, 2003. 
 
The complete EIS is available on Ecology’s website, at 
http://www.ecy.wa.gov/biblio/0306013.html.  
 
An evaluation of the statewide EIS was conducted to ensure that the document was appropriate 
for the SEPA review and approval of the WRIA 32 watershed plan.  The WRIA 32 Plan contains 
both broad planning objectives and strategies (non-project actions) and specific projects; some of 
these actions are basin-wide and some are specific to implementation areas.  Actions described 
within the WRIA 32 Watershed Management Plan were evaluated against the generic actions 
evaluated within the statewide EIS to determine: 
 

1. Whether the WRIA 32 actions (non-project and project) are encompassed within the 
generic actions analyzed by the statewide EIS; and 

2. Whether the identification and review of environmental issues related to the generic 
actions described in the statewide EIS is adequate for the needs of Walla Walla County’s 
SEPA review. 

  
A SEPA Addendum (Appendix B) was also prepared as part of the SEPA review process for the 
watershed plan. It briefly describes the Proposed Action (e.g., the WRIA 32 Watershed 
Management Plan), summarizes key elements of the affected environment, and describes the 
environmental document being adopted, and provides an assessment of the adequacy of the 
statewide EIS to address the environmental issues associated with the actions related to 
implementation of the WRIA 32 Watershed Management Plan 
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It is recognized that the documents used in the formation of the watershed plan may not provide 
complete and detailed information for all water resource management strategies or water quality 
actions.  The collection of existing data has been subject to time and budget constraints.  Despite 
the limitations, the Walla Walla Watershed Plan has been based upon the best information 
available in WRIA 32 and is consistent with the requirements of RCW 90.82.120.  Nothing 
within this plan shall: 
 
�  Conflict with existing state statutes, federal laws, or tribal treaty rights; 
 
�  Impair or diminish in any manner any existing water rights; 
 
�  Modify or require the modification of any waste discharge permit issued under Chapter  

90.48. RCW; 
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�  Modify or require the modification of activities or actions taken or intended to be taken under 
a habitat restoration work schedule developed under Chapter 246, Laws of 1998; or 

 
�  Modify or require the modification of activities or actions taken to protect or enhance fish 

habitat if the activities or actions are consistent with the parameters and requirement of RCW 
Chapter 90.82.120(1)(g); 

 
�  Modify or require modification of existing Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) 

agreement with the City of Walla Walla for operation of their hydro-facilities, including 
associated Mill Creek water withdrawal. 

 
�  The identification and estimation of surface and groundwater rights for various entities and 

persons referenced within this watershed plan are for the singular purpose of estimating water 
availability and demand, as well as to provide a general understanding of water resource and 
management issues throughout WRIA 32.  The estimations of water rights are neither an 
admission nor an opinion on the validity or extent of any respective water right by any 
participant in the planning process, Walla Walla County or any other entity or person 
identified. 
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The plan contains the following sections: 
 
Section 1 – Introduction and Background 

Section 2 – Integrated Water and Habitat Planning 

Section 3 – Basin-Wide Existing Conditions 

Section 4 – Implementation Area Existing Conditions 

Section 5 – Management Plan Overview and Objectives 

Section 6 – Basin-Wide Instream Flow Management Strategy 

Section 7 – Basin-Wide Groundwater Management Strategy 

Section 8 – Basin-Wide Surface Water Quality Management Strategy 

Section 9 – Basin Wide Groundwater Quality Management Strategy 

Section 10 – Aquatic Habitat Management Strategy 

Section 11 – Implementation Area Strategies 

Section 12 – Implementation Program 

 


