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Summary

The Columbia River Policy Advisory Group (CRPAG) held its quarterly meeting virtually on January 22,
2026. The meeting focused on basin-wide updates and building a shared understanding of current and
anticipated hydrologic conditions, drought impacts, legislative activity, and regional initiatives influencing
the Columbia River basin. Presentations from several state agencies, the State Climate Office, and CRPAG
members provided an overview of ongoing work, challenges, and collaborative efforts across the basin.

Opening Remarks

Rob Willis (Facilitator, Ross Strategic) opened the meeting by welcoming participants, conducting a roll
call, and reviewing the agenda. Larry Mattson (WA Ecology) and Melissa Downes (WA Ecology) expressed
appreciation for the group’s participation and noted their enthusiasm for the topics planned for the year.

Member Updates
Rob Willis (Facilitator, Ross Strategic) invited CRPAG members to share updates on priorities, collaborative
opportunities, and basin-related developments. The updates are summarized below:

o Mike Schwisow, Columbia Basin Development League, highlighted HB 2544, introduced by
Representative Springer, that provides for a pilot project for adjudication of the upper Columbia
River in the area above Grand Coulee Dam.

o Melissa Downes, WA Ecology, shared that Ecology recently hired a second Deputy Director, Jon
Monger, who will be focused on government relations and activities at the state and federal level.

e Darryll Olsen, Columbia-Snake River Irrigation Association, provided an update on the ongoing
Snake River Dams litigation. U.S. District Judge Simon is expected to rule on a preliminary
injunction mid-February. There are potential implications for river flows, spill operations,
reservoir management, irrigation access, and hydropower costs.

e Sarah Dyrdahl, American Rivers, shared that the Northwest Power and Conservation Council
released its draft Columbia River Basin Fish and Wildlife Program. They are holding open houses
and requesting public comment by March 2.

e Phil Rigdon, Yakama Nation, noted progress on the Bateman Island Causeway removal project,
where the Yakima River recently flowed freely for the first time in 80 years. A formal celebration
event is being planned and will be open to CRPAG members and partners.

Updates are available on TVW (view presentation at 00:10:20).



https://www.ezview.wa.gov/?alias=1962&pageid=37050
https://app.leg.wa.gov/billsummary?BillNumber=2544&Year=2025
https://www.nwcouncil.org/fish-and-wildlife/program-amendments/
https://tvw.org/video/columbia-river-policy-advisory-group-2026011040/?eventID=2026011040
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Columbia River Basin Drought and Water Supply Briefing

Caroline Mellor (WA Ecology) provided an update on statewide drought conditions, including a recap of
the 2025 water year and 2026 anticipated conditions. 2025 was the third consecutive drought year, driven
by low snowpack and rapid snowmelt, and the drought declaration remains in place. She clarified the
Columbia River basin’s drought criteria, which requires meeting both a hydrologic threshold and a
hardship threshold. A drought declaration enables Ecology to expedite emergency water transfer
applications and establish a grant program to mitigate hardships. Caroline also reviewed drought
response funding, drought impacts, examples of grant projects, and the purpose of drought advisories.

Caroline noted that December was the warmest on record since 1895, contributing to recent flooding and
illustrating the link between winter floods and summer drought. The statewide snowpack is ~58% of
normal, despite ~121% of normal water year-to-date precipitation. When reviewing data, Caroline
cautioned that basin-wide averages can be misleading and sub-basin-level data provides a more accurate
picture (see slides 17-30 for snowpack and precipitation maps and reports).

Caroline underscored the value of integrated planning efforts (e.g., Yakima Basin Integrated Plan; Walla
Walla 2050) and the state’s Climate Resilience Strategy in building long-term drought resilience. She
shared that winter project applications must address water supply impacts from 2025 drought conditions,
and Ecology and partners are closely monitoring conditions for potential impacts on 2026 water supply.
Caroline and other participants shared the following drought resources:

e Drought Response - Washington State Department of Ecology
O June5 - Drought new release
O  Water Supply Availability Committee
o January drought blog: Did record rainfall end Washington’s drought?
e NOAA National Integrated Drought Information System (NIDIS):
o Current Washington Drought Maps | Drought.gov
o Snow Drought Current Conditions and Impacts in the West
e The latest Water Supply Report from Oregon Water Resources Department is available here

Presentation slides are available on the WA Ecology CRPAG website (view slides) and on TVW (view
presentation at 00:26:45).

WA State Department of Agriculture (WSDA) Drought Assessment Tool

Jaclyn Hancock (WA Dept. of Agriculture) provided an overview of WSDA’s Drought Assessment Tool
(DAT), which estimates impacts of drought on agriculture and Washington’s economy. The tool is
intended to help policy and decision makers better understand the scale of agricultural drought impacts
and the economic value of investments that improve water supply reliability.

The DAT is a macro-scale economic model developed in 2020 with funding from Ecology’s Office of
Columbia River, building on WSDA’s drought impact assessments that began in 2015. Jaclyn described the
model’s framework, scope, and limitations. The model provides insight into the magnitude of impact at a
regional and commodity level, and it represents both direct on-farm impacts and indirect, trickle-down
impacts. Phase 1 of the project focused on the Yakima Basin irrigation district level and compared 50%
and 70% water supply scenarios that demonstrated substantial differences in revenue and job impacts.


https://www.ezview.wa.gov/Portals/_1962/Documents/CRPAG/ADACRPAG-Drought-Update-Jan2026.pdf?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://ecology.wa.gov/water-shorelines/water-supply/water-availability/statewide-conditions/drought-response
https://ecology.wa.gov/about-us/who-we-are/news/2025/june-5-drought
https://ecology.wa.gov/about-us/accountability-transparency/partnerships-committees/water-supply-availability-committee
https://ecology.wa.gov/blog/january-2026/did-record-rainfall-end-washington-drought
https://www.drought.gov/states/washington
https://www.drought.gov/drought-status-updates/snow-drought-current-conditions-and-impacts-west-2026-01-08
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Flinks-2.govdelivery.com%2FCL0%2Fhttps%3A%252F%252Fcontent.govdelivery.com%252Fattachments%252FORWRD%252F2026%252F01%252F12%252Ffile_attachments%252F3519500%252F20260112_WaterConditionsReport.pdf%2F1%2F0101019bb4500dbf-3d8222c5-fd0b-40dd-bb49-639e65214d3d-000000%2FEcONsVBWljOcRlnxT1LYmfYtujg_fAO5auLrpQrk-7E%3D439&data=05%7C02%7Cchris.c.kowitz%40wrd.state.or.us%7C7cf37de38dc14d8d076808de52296f68%7Caa3f6932fa7c47b4a0cea598cad161cf%7C0%7C0%7C639038535292888224%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=5mJfOlSEA9TLe9hl2YPiCm3tC0jvH8QtuX3Qi6ntvcw%3D&reserved=0
https://www.ezview.wa.gov/Portals/_1962/Documents/CRPAG/ADACRPAG-Drought-Update-Jan2026.pdf?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://tvw.org/video/columbia-river-policy-advisory-group-2026011040/?eventID=2026011040
https://tvw.org/video/columbia-river-policy-advisory-group-2026011040/?eventID=2026011040
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WSDA is now in Phase 2, which includes recalibrating the existing tool, refining model inputs and
assumptions, and estimating impacts of the 2024 and 2025 droughts. A producer survey in the Yakima
Basin will support this effort by gathering information on yield impacts, pricing, water leasing, and
drought adaptation strategies. Jaclyn concluded by acknowledging that while the DAT does not put
metrics on other water dependent sectors such as fisheries, recreation, cultural and natural resources, the
results could inform broader discussions about cross-sector benefits of water supply investments.

Presentation slides are available on the WA Ecology CRPAG website (view slides) and on TVW (view
presentation at 00:54:41).

Discussion

CRPAG members inquire about the producer survey scope and opportunities for broader integration.
Jaclyn confirmed that the survey is currently focused on the Yakima Basin but noted openness to
discussing data needs and applicability in other basins. Members also raised the importance of
understanding drought impacts on fisheries and the related economic implications. When asked whether
the tool could be integrated with OCR’s water-supply forecasting or instream flow work led by WDFW,
Jaclyn emphasized that the DAT is an agricultural production model, however she is open to conversations
about coordination and how the results may inform other sectors.

Climate Conditions and Snowpack Outlook for 2026

Karin Bumbaco (WA State Climate Office) provided an overview of the current climate conditions and
outlooks for the remainder of the 2026 water year, which began on October 1, 2025. The water year
started with record warmth and above-normal precipitation, yet snowpack remains very low. As of
mid-January, statewide snowpack was 59% of median, the fourth lowest on record for this time of year,
reflecting a “warm snow drought” pattern. Karin’s slides include several graphs and basin-level figures on
temperature, precipitation, snowpack, and streamflow trends.

Based on current conditions, Washington would need much above-normal snowpack accumulation from
now through April to return to the near-normal range. While the recent precipitation has partially made
up longer-term deficits, it has not eliminated multi-year precipitation and snowpack shortfalls, particularly
in drought-impacted basins such as the Upper Yakima, that affect spring and summer water supply.

Karin reported that La Nifia conditions remain weak and are expected to dissipate by late winter, with
higher odds of El Nifio conditions developing by summer, pointing toward a warmer and potentially drier
than normal summer across Washington. February presents the best opportunity for snowpack recovery,
with outlooks indicating increased chances of cooler temperatures and above-normal precipitation. Karin
concluded that continued monitoring through late winter and early spring will be critical to understanding
water supply conditions for the upcoming irrigation and summer season.

Presentation slides are available on the WA Ecology CRPAG website (view slides) and on TVW (view
presentation at 01:15:32).

Discussion
One CRPAG member inquired whether above-normal ocean temperatures north of the equator are typical
during La Nifia conditions and whether they are contributing to the region’s warm weather. Karin


https://www.ezview.wa.gov/Portals/_1962/Documents/CRPAG/ADA-WSDA-DAT-Phase2.pdf?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://tvw.org/video/columbia-river-policy-advisory-group-2026011040/?eventID=2026011040
https://tvw.org/video/columbia-river-policy-advisory-group-2026011040/?eventID=2026011040
https://www.ezview.wa.gov/Portals/_1962/Documents/CRPAG/ADABumbaco_WASCO_012226_FINAL.pptx.pdf?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.ezview.wa.gov/Portals/_1962/Documents/CRPAG/ADABumbaco_WASCO_012226_FINAL.pptx.pdf?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://tvw.org/video/columbia-river-policy-advisory-group-2026011040/?eventID=2026011040
https://tvw.org/video/columbia-river-policy-advisory-group-2026011040/?eventID=2026011040
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explained that ocean temperatures immediately off the Washington coast are not driving current weather
patterns. She noted that global ocean temperatures have been warmer in recent years and that the
current conditions do not reflect a classic La Nifia pattern, which would typically show broader cooling
across the Pacific outside of the equatorial region.

Climate Resilience Strategy Update

Jimmy Kralj (WA Ecology) shared an overview of Washington’s Climate Resilience Strategy and the
progress made since 2024, including its first progress report released in September 2025. Jimmy noted
ongoing work to strengthen cross-agency collaboration, support climate-resilient infrastructure, align
state and local priorities, and establish baselines to measure progress. A coordinating council for agency
leadership will meet twice per year to guide implementation, set shared priorities, respond to emerging
issues, and shape future updates. The next full strategy update is planned for 2028.

Jon Culp (WA State Conservation Commission (SCC)) described ongoing climate-related work across
Washington’s 45 conservation districts. Interest in irrigation-efficiency and water-conservation programs
continues to increase, with requests exceeding available funding. Districts are integrating climate
resilience into project planning and identifying capacity needs to meet growing demand for technical
assistance, especially in drought-affected areas.

Presentation slides are available on the WA Ecology CRPAG website (view slides) and on TVW (view
presentation at 01:44:25).

Discussion

A CRPAG member commented on groundwater concerns associated with increased irrigation efficiency,
noting that as reduced seepage can affect shallow wells in the Columbia Basin. He emphasized the need
to consider secondary effects when implementing efficiency improvements, especially in low-rainfall
areas where groundwater recharge is limited. Jon acknowledged this challenge and explained that
conservation districts address tradeoffs through local planning, underscoring that irrigation efficiency is
valuable but not a one-size-fits-all solution. He added that SCC provides training around planning
considerations through its monthly water-resources forum.

Columbia Basin Governance & Collaborative Initiatives

Columbia Basin Collaborative

Michael Garrity (WA Dept. of Fish and Wildlife) provided an overview of the Columbia Basin Collaborative
(CBC). After a pause related to federal funding constraints, the CBC will reconvene at the end of January.
Meetings are open for public observation. CBC focuses on consensus-based recommendations for fish
recovery, hydropower operations, habitat investments, and reintroduction efforts above blocked areas.
Michael noted that the CBC provides a coordinated regional forum but does not replace the work
happening through federal litigation or sovereign-led processes.

Presentation slides are available on the WA Ecology CRPAG website (view slides) and on TVW (view
presentation at 02:12:30).


https://ecology.wa.gov/air-climate/responding-to-climate-change/washingtons-climate-strategy
https://apps.ecology.wa.gov/publications/documents/2501006.pdf
https://www.ezview.wa.gov/Portals/_1962/Documents/CRPAG/ADAClimateStrategy_CRPAG_January2026.pdf?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://tvw.org/video/columbia-river-policy-advisory-group-2026011040/?eventID=2026011040
https://tvw.org/video/columbia-river-policy-advisory-group-2026011040/?eventID=2026011040
https://www.ezview.wa.gov/Portals/_1962/Documents/CRPAG/ADAColumbia%20Basin%20Collaborative%20Process%20Slides.pdf?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://tvw.org/video/columbia-river-policy-advisory-group-2026011040/?eventID=2026011040
https://tvw.org/video/columbia-river-policy-advisory-group-2026011040/?eventID=2026011040
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Discussion

CRPAG members noted gaps in representation (local governments, agriculture, and Bonneville Power
Association). Michael mentioned CBS is open to ideas for improving representation and can bring
suggestions to the steering committee. He added that the action agencies, including NOAA, are invited to
participate, though it can be challenging for federal agencies to participate when recommendations
request federal funding.

Columbia Basin Restoration Initiative

Michael introduced the Columbia Basin Restoration Initiative (CBRI), which emerged from discussions
among emerged Washington, Oregon, and the four lower Columbia River treaty tribes during the Biden
Administration.

Phil Rigdon (Yakama Nation) described the CBRI as a sovereign-led, basin-wide framework with a
comprehensive vision for salmon recovery, honoring treaty rights, and modernizing basin infrastructure
and operations. The initiative prioritizes hatchery modernization, habitat and passage improvements,
hydropower and operational upgrades, and reintroduction above blocked areas. It also emphasizes
coordinated federal engagement, durable funding, and clear accountability for outcomes across the basin.
Although the federal agreement is no longer in place, the tribes and states continue to advance CBRI
priorities through ongoing multi-sovereign collaboration and no-regrets investments.

Presentation slides are available on the WA Ecology CRPAG website (view slides) and on TVW (view
presentation at 02:25:04).

Ecology Water Resources Program Update

Dave Christensen (WA Ecology) highlighted upcoming work related to HB 1752. The Water Resources
Program is preparing a draft policy to clarify how the 2024 statutory changes apply to state-issued water
rights held by the Bureau of Reclamation for the Columbia Basin Project. The draft policy will be
distributed to CRPAG members once available for public comment February-March. Ecology may brief the
CRPAG again in April.

This update is available on TVW (view presentation at 02:44:50).

Discussion

One CRPAG member inquired whether the policy changes would impact water for generation. Dave
clarified that the draft policy would not impact water for generation because the Bureau of Reclamation
has limits on instantaneous and annual quantities for diversion. He added that impairment reviews would
still apply, ensuring that any changes do not negatively affect other water users.

Office of Columbia River (OCR) Legislative & Policy Updates

Larry Mattson (WA Ecology) reported that he briefed the Senate Agriculture and Natural Resources
Committee on January 15, summarizing OCR’s four basin programs (Yakima, Walla Walla, Icicle, Odessa)
and recent achievements. Legislators expressed interest in the proposed Springwood Reservoir in the
Yakima Basin and in expanding storage to capture future atmospheric river flows.


https://www.ezview.wa.gov/Portals/_1962/Documents/CRPAG/ADA-ColumbiaBasinRestorationInitiative_shortversion.pdf?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://tvw.org/video/columbia-river-policy-advisory-group-2026011040/?eventID=2026011040
https://tvw.org/video/columbia-river-policy-advisory-group-2026011040/?eventID=2026011040
https://tvw.org/video/columbia-river-policy-advisory-group-2026011040/?eventID=2026011040
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Melissa Downes (WA Ecology) reported that the Governor’s supplemental budget (released in late
December 2025) focused on operating-budget stability, with priority areas including housing,
transportation, and affordability. OCR does not anticipate budget impacts because it is funded primarily
through the capital budget, though implications will be clearer after the late-February revenue forecast.
Melissa also shared two bills Ecology is tracking: HB 2544, which proposes adjudicating federal and tribal
water rights above Grand Coulee Dam, and HB 2281, which would update requirements for formal tribal

consultation in state actions.

OCR’s update is available on TVW (view presentation at 02:51:18).

Public Comment (02:57:42)

David E. Ortman commented that he submitted to the group a Seattle Times editorial from May 1978
calling for a new national water policy. Mr. Ortman summarized the editorial’s points and observed that
since the Office of Columbia River was formed in 2006, no major federal water projects have been
constructed. He also referenced submitted written comments on Ecology's 2024 drought declaration,
noted Yakima irrigators have said they can get by with 70% allocations, questioned whether WSDA's
economic study would rely on anonymous and unverifiable surveys, and expressed concern that negative
impacts of irrigated agriculture on fish and wildlife are not included

Wrap-Up and Adjourn

Rob Willis (Facilitator, Ross Strategic) concluded the meeting by sharing that all meeting materials will be
uploaded to the CRPAG website, and that the next meeting will be held on April 23 at the Hal Holmes
Community Center in Ellensburg. Melissa thanked the presenters and attendees.

The meeting adjourned at 12:24pm.

Attendees

CRPAG members & alternates:
Adriana Rasmussen, Bonneville Power
Association
Annie Byerley, Walla Walla Conservation District
Asa Leckie, Skamania County Commission
B.J. Kieffer, Spokane Tribe
Bruce Wakefield, Confederated Tribes of the
Colville Reservation
Darryll Olsen, Columbia-Snake River Irrigators
Association
Chad McCrea, Spokane Tribe
Chris Kowitz, Oregon Water Resources
Department
Clint Didier, Franklin County Commission

Cody Desautel, Confederated Tribes of the
Colville Reservation

John Stumiller, WA State Water Resources
Association

Jon Culp, WA State Conservation Commission
Larry Mattson, OCR/Ecology

Melissa Downes, OCR/Ecology

Michael Garrity, WA Dept. of Fish & Wildlife
Mike Schwisow, Columbia Basin Development
League

Phil Rigdon, Yakama Nation

Richard Law, City of Moses Lake

Sarah Dyrdahl, American Rivers


https://app.leg.wa.gov/billsummary?BillNumber=2544&Year=2025
https://app.leg.wa.gov/billsummary?BillNumber=2281&Year=2025
https://tvw.org/video/columbia-river-policy-advisory-group-2026011040/?eventID=2026011040
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Guests & staff:
Ben Floyd, White Buffs Consulting
Caroline Mellor, Ecology

Carl Merkle, Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla

Indian Reservation

Cathy Baker, The Nature Conservancy
Clark Mathers, Northwest RiverPartners
Dan Haller, Aspect Consulting

Dave Christensen, Ecology

Dave Dormier, City of Quincy

David E. Ortman

Eli

Eric Dixon, South Columbia Basin Irrigation
District

Jaclyn Hancock, WA State Dept. of Agriculture
Jimmy Kralj, Ecology

Facilitation:
Piper Casey, Ross Strategic
Rob Willis, Ross Strategic

State of Washington

John Crotty, Western Legal PLLC

John O-Callaghan, South Columbia Basin
Irrigation District

Karin Bambaco, WA State Climate Office
Keith Wolf, Yakima County Planning
Kevin Eslinger, Kittitas Reclamation District
Michael Martinez

Norm Semanko, attorney

Perrin Robinson, Jacobs Engineering
Quincy-Columbia Basin Irrigation District
Scott Turner, Ecology

Stuart Crane, Yakama Nation

Ted Knight, Attorney

Tim Poppleton, Ecology
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