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DESCHUTES WATER ALLIANCE –Origination and Purpose 
 
The Deschutes Water Alliance (DWA) originated in August 2004 under a Bureau of 
Reclamation Water 2025 Challenge Grant, initiated by the Deschutes River Conservancy, to 
implement the project “Deschutes Water Alliance: Formation and Pilot Water Bank”.  The grant 
scope included five planning studies, the development of a pilot water bank and the 
establishment of the DWA as a regional forum to address long term water supply issues in 
response to rapid growth, increasing water demand and increasing water conflict potential in the 
upper Deschutes Basin.  Membership includes the Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs, the 
cities and counties of the upper Basin, 7 irrigation districts, private water companies and the 
Deschutes River Conservancy (DRC).  DWA goals are to: 
 

1. Secure and maintain stream flows and water quality in the Deschutes Basin for the 
benefit of fish, wildlife and people. 

2. Secure and maintain a reliable and affordable supply of water to sustain agriculture. 
3. Secure and maintain a safe, affordable and high quality water supply for urban 

communities. 
 
GRANT STUDIES 
The five planning studies and synthesis of study results completed under the grant are listed 
below.  
  

1. Irrigation District Water Efficiency Cost Analysis and Prioritization; an evaluation and 
prioritization of opportunities to save water through piping and lining of canals, laterals 
and ditches, as well as through on-farm conservation technologies. 

2. Future Groundwater Demand in the Deschutes Basin; assessment of the water supply 
needs, quantity and timeline of the Basin’s regional urban suppliers and water users 
outside urban growth boundaries. 

3. Reservoir Management; assessment of potential gains from optimization of existing 
reservoirs and their potential impact on improving flow and water quality. 

4. Growth, Urbanization and Land Use Change:  Impacts on Agriculture and Irrigation 
Districts in Central Oregon; an inventory of amounts, patterns and rates of district water 
rights becoming surplus due to urbanization or other changes in land use patterns in 
Central Oregon and corresponding impact on district assessments. 

5. Instream Flows in the Deschutes Basin: Monitoring, Status and Restoration Needs; 
analysis of water needed to meet instream flow targets for fish and wildlife and an 
assessment of monitoring and measurement needs required to verify flow and water 
quality outcomes related to instream flow restoration. 
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6. Synthesis Document:  Long-Range Water Resources Management in Central Oregon:  
Balancing Supply and Demand in the Deschutes. The above studies provided the 
measurable outcomes relative to water demand as well as identification and 
quantification of supply opportunities.  The synthesis uses the data and findings of the 
studies to examine the question of whether a long-term balance between demand and 
supply is possible and, if so, under what circumstances. 

 
The planning studies provided broad-scale analysis of present and future water needs for 
agriculture, municipal and instream purposes.  Water supply needs to 2025 were estimated at 
approximately 260,000 acre feet.  The studies explored methods (water banking, instream 
leasing, conservation and reservoir management) of reallocating existing supplies for new and 
emerging demands.  Study results led to water management mechanisms and several conserved 
water projects that respond to water supply needs and DWA goals.  Water management and 
supply projects hinge on the irrigation water supply and distribution system shown on Figure 1.  
DWA goals are reflected in the project categories on Figure 2.   
 
WATER BANK 
Under the grant, the DWA developed the Deschutes Water Alliance Water Bank.  The bank 
elements include governance structure, policies, procedures and market tools presently in use to 
provide a cost effective, voluntary and transparent marketplace for water, eliminating speculation 
and hoarding.   The bank operates according to existing Oregon water law, facilitating water 
transfers from sellers to buyers and lessors to lessees, providing water for instream flow 
restoration and permanent and temporary mitigation credits for ground water permits. 
 
WATER SUMMIT 
The DWA expanded the grant scope by convening the three-day Deschutes Water Summit at 
Kah-Nee-Ta Resort in May 2006 to present planning study and pilot water banking results, and 
concepts for resolving water supply issues.  The Summit was attended by 160 stakeholders 
representing local, state and federal agencies, Tribes, non-profits, irrigation districts and private 
citizens with a stake in water management.  Stakeholders provided input to the DWA grant 
studies and provided perspectives on continued planning and need for broad stakeholder 
involvement.  Based on study findings and Summit results, the DWA concluded that all water 
needs, up to 260,000 acre-feet, can be met through a collaborative approach. 
 
CULMINATION OF GRANT STUDIES & SUMMIT 
Grant study findings and the summit clarified water resource problems, revealed opportunities 
for responding to them, showed that water needs can be met, and showed that collaborative 
stakeholder participation is required in meeting all water needs.  A framework for continued 
water resources planning and development of conservation projects was established. 
 
Action Plan 
The Action Plan was completed in 2009 under a BOR Water 2025 Challenge Grant by the 
Central Oregon, Ochoco and Swalley Irrigation Districts, all DWA members.  The Action Plan 
evaluated feasibility of proposed piping and lining conservation projects in the three Districts. 
Most of the projects were identified in the study No. 1 above, completed by the DWA in 2006 
under the initial Challenge Grant.  The additional evaluation of projects by the Action Plan was 
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integral to staging conservation projects for funding and implementation on a more timely and 
systematic basis, consistent with water resources goals and objectives of the DWA.  The Action 
Plan indicated the proposed projects are feasible relative to construction and cost, and large 
amounts of water that could be conserved and allocated to other Basin needs.  Sixteen priority 
projects were identified which could conserve and estimated 9,579 acre-feet at a cost of 
$4,492,067, translating to $476 per acre-foot of conserved water.  This water would benefit the 
Deschutes River below Bend.   
 
Central Oregon Irrigation and Swalley Irrigation Districts: Water Conservation & 
Improvement Evaluation; Project Prioritization Table Update 
In continuing efforts to implement cost effective conservation projects, the COID and SID 
updated the feasibility evaluation of their conservation opportunities conducted under the Action 
Plan.  The update was conducted considering that valuation of conserved water used for 
evaluation of project benefit and benefit/cost relationships may change over time.  The Project 
Prioritization Table of the Action Plan was updated to include additional benefit verses cost 
information for various values of conserved water per acre-foot.  This work provides the COID, 
SID and other interests additional insight into project benefits considering varying conserved 
water pricing and improves understanding of benefits as water value may continue to increase 
over time.   

DWA MOVING FORWARD 
 
NEEDS CLARIFICATION 
The Water 2025 grant studies gave the DWA a foundation for moving forward from the 
identified solution concepts to practical and effective solutions that can be implemented in 
accordance with DWA goals.  The initial step in moving forward was to improve focus on a 
range of more suitable solutions and options through improved understanding of stakeholder 
water supply needs and concerns.  The DWA investigated member needs across the Crooked and 
Deschutes River, Tumalo and Whychus Creek subbasins in 2010 and 2011and identified the 
Deschutes subbasin as a priority for planning in 2012.  Planning efforts for this work were 
facilitated by full DWA membership meetings twice a year and 8 steering committee meetings 
per year.  These planning meetings continue today.  
 
DESCHUTES WATER PLANNING INITIATIVE 
Under the Deschutes Water Planning Initiative, the DRC brought together the DWA and other 
Deschutes Basin stakeholders to build on the initial focusing work and further refine a range of 
unmet water management needs.  Goal-setting with individual stakeholders more clearly 
reflected their water needs including instream, agricultural and municipal.  Water management 
scenarios for achieving unmet needs are being developed and analyzed. Water needs were 
updated to the year 2050 based on needs refinements and significant instream flow contributions 
from conservation achievements since 2006.  Updated water needs are summarized below along 
with the original need estimates of 2006.   
 
NEED TYPE  ESTIMATED NEEDS (2006)  UPDATED NEEDS ESTIMATE TO 2050 
Agriculture   33,610 AF    55,000 AF 
Instream Flow                    196,171 AF             160,000 AF 
Groundwater Mitigation 28,767 AF    15,000 AF 

TOTALS      258,548 AF             230,000 AF  
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COMPLETED CONSERVATION, TRANSFER, LEASING and POWER PROJECTS 
Planning to develop a framework for a regional water resource management plan revealed 
opportunities for responding to the DWA goals.  Many of these opportunities have been 
implemented contemporaneously with planning, contributing to each of the DWA goals.  Since 
2005 irrigation districts have taken unprecedented steps to conserve water and improve fish and 
wildlife habitat.  Over $35 million in state, federal and hydropower mitigation grants has been 
secured by stakeholders to implement water supply projects stemming from studies and related 
planning.  Water allocated to instream flow is summarized below for conservation, transfers and 
leases by DWA members. 
 
 CONSERVATION TRANSFERS  LEASING PROGRAM TOTALS__________ 
 46,564 AF, 120 cfs 4,462 AF, 12.83 cfs 20,501 AF, 60 cfs 71,528 AF, 192.83 cfs 
 
The original instream water needs were estimated at 196,171 acre-feet by the 2006 DWA grant 
studies.  The total volume of instream flow allocations above suggest that remaining instream 
needs could be around 124,640 acre-feet (depending on several considerations relative to timing 
and duration of flows for fish and wildlife needs under various water management scenarios).   
    
Water Leasing Program 
The DRC’s water leasing program stemmed from water resource management concepts and 
related benefit to water supply needs.  Deschutes Water Alliance members participate in and 
form the core of this program.  It brings management flexibility in water use whereby a water 
right holder can lease its rights as instream flow, protecting the water right from forfeiture and 
providing significant instream benefits in return. The lease rate paid by the DRC varies by 
location; however, many leasing participants donate their water through the program.   
 
Of the total lease program volume, 16,555 acre-feet or 47.17 cfs was allocated to instream flow 
for restoration purposes and 3,946 acre-feet or 12.50 cfs was allocated to instream flow for 
mitigation purposes relative to new ground water permits.  Conservation and transfer projects 
and distribution of benefits to stream reaches are shown on Figure 3.  Leasing projects and 
distribution of benefits to stream reaches are shown on 4. 
 
Hydropower  
Canal piping for water conservation often brings hydropower opportunities.  Three small 
hydroelectric plants are now operating.  Two of the existing plants (Figure 3) are components of 
recent canal piping projects in two irrigation districts.  Total existing capacity of the three plants 
is 13.7 megawatts, enough power for up to 6,000 homes.  Construction will begin on the Three 
Sisters Irrigation District plant in 2013 (Figure 5).  Five additional plants are planned (Figure 5).     
 
HABITAT CONSERVATION PLAN 
Seven irrigation districts (Deschutes Basin Board of Control) and the City of Prineville, all DWA 
members, are developing a Habitat Conservation Plan with twenty stakeholders including state 
and federal agencies, the Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs, Portland General Electric and 
conservation groups.  The Plan will help the Districts and the City to meet current and future 
water needs while continuing fish and wildlife habitat enhancements they have already initiated 
and completed.  Significant funding has been provided by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and 
additional support is from the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation and Portland General Electric.     
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LEGISLATION 
DWA efforts to resolve water resource issues extend over a broad range of actions including 
planning, project development and implementation, and legislation relative to development, 
funding and implementation of water supply development programs.  DWA members actively 
participated in the following legislation. 
 
Senate Bill 869 – Water Supply Development Fund (SB 869) 
DWA success in gaining commitments of stakeholders to join and support collaborative efforts 
to respond to DWA goals is tempered by pessimism due to funding uncertainties.  The DWA 
helped prepare Senate Bill 839 which established grant and loan guidelines for water supply 
development projects.  DWA members acted in a workgroup that created an understandable, 
flexible funding program for projects that are responsive to three public benefit categories: 
economic, environmental, and social/cultural.  These categories are consistent with DWA goals. 
 
House Bill 3369 – Element C: Statewide Water Resources Strategy 
DWA members participated on the advisory committee during development of the statewide 
integrated water resources strategy. 
 
Other legislative bills that DWA members contributed effort to include: 
 
House Bill 2867 – Extension of the Ground Water Mitigation Program 
House Bill 3494 
Measure 76 (OWEB) 
 
PROJECTS IN PLANNING 
Conservation projects are being planned by irrigation districts that can contribute water to 
improved reliability of agricultural supply and to instream flows; however, financing continues 
to be a challenge to project implementation.  Conservation, hydropower (often related to piping 
conservation projects), fish screen and infrastructure projects for improved water management 
and control that are in planning and construction are summarized on Figure 5. 
 
BASIN STUDY 
The DWA has much success in identifying problems and responding to them.  However, to fully 
implement projects necessary to respond to water supply issues, a full evaluation of water 
infrastructure, evaluation of climate change impacts on water supplies and demands, and 
evaluation of environmental, economic and social effects is required to obtain the additional 
federal funding required and to ensure all stakeholder interests are addressed.  Work and 
planning to date by the DWA provides a framework and the commitment for executing a focused 
Basin Study scope to provide the required plan for full project implementation. 
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