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 WALLA WALLA IMPLEMENTATION WORKING GROUP 
MEETING SUMMARY  

March 31, 2026 | 1:00 - 3:00 p.m.  

Room 2023-24 and on Zoom | Water & Environment Center at WWCC | 640 Water Center Drive  

Time* Agenda Item (Action items are marked with “!”) Reference Materials Presenter(s) 

1:00 (5 mins) Welcome, Introductions, Review Agenda 

• Welcome and introductions 

• Review agenda 

Agenda 

 

• Amanda Cronin, 

Project Manager 

1:05 (65 mins) Little Walla Walla Deep Dive   

• Share about the history and context of the Little Walla 

Walla water management  

• WG questions and discussion  

 • Chris Kowitz, OWRD 

• Work Group 

members 

~5 min stretch break around 2:10 

2:15 (30 mins) Project Proposal Process Update 

• Overview of the objectives of creating a list of Walla 

Walla Projects 

• Discussion of the process 

• WG questions and discussion  

 • Larry Mattson and 

Sarah Dymecki, 

Ecology 

• Work Group 

members 

2:45 (10 mins) Updates  

• List of recent letters of support  

• USBR + SLEF Funding opportunities 

• Project updates from WG members? 

WaterSMART | Bureau 

of Reclamation 

 

2025-27 Submerged 

Lands Enhancement 

Fund (SLEF) grant 

funding cycle 

• Amanda Cronin, 

Project Manager  

• Work Group 

members 

2:55 (5 mins) Closing 

• Next steps and closing comments 

 • Amanda Cronin, 

Project Manager  

3:00 Adjourn    

*All times are approximate and may change 

 

  

https://www.usbr.gov/watersmart/index.html
https://www.usbr.gov/watersmart/index.html
https://www.oregon.gov/dsl/waterways/Pages/SLEF.aspx
https://www.oregon.gov/dsl/waterways/Pages/SLEF.aspx
https://www.oregon.gov/dsl/waterways/Pages/SLEF.aspx
https://www.oregon.gov/dsl/waterways/Pages/SLEF.aspx
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Welcome, Introductions, Review Agenda 
• Amanda Cronin project manager welcomed everyone to the meeting and went over the agenda and asked 

everyone to introduce themselves. Full list of attendees can be accessed through Appendix A: AttendeesAppendix 

A: Attendees 

Project Proposal Process Update  
• Larry Mattson, Ecology, explained the Oregon and Washington  Walla Walla 2050 project proposal process and 

shared how the Tri-Sovereigns are thinking about improving and coordinating the process over time, including 

opportunities for feedback, a more strategic and adaptive approach year to year, and seeking projects from either 

state that could be funded; he also noted that Oregon projects are no longer limited to water benefit projects. 

• Sarah Dymecki, Ecology explained that, like the last biennium, work will break into workgroups in late spring and 

summer, with a consolidated project list developed in the fall; Office of Columbia River will then take the project 

request to the Washington legislature, with additional details on the process provided on page three. 

• A working group (WG) member asked whether the project list represents the funding request 

o Larry noted that the project list is intended to demonstrate the need for funding; For example, in this 

biennium there was a total request of $4.8 million, of which $2.4 million was awarded. 

• A WG member noted that during Steps 4 and 5 of the process, workgroups tended to be attended primarily by 

individuals associated with specific projects. This made prioritization more challenging, as workgroups became 

divided by interests, and suggested this is something to consider improving in future cycles. 

o Amanda noted that anyone can participate in working group subject‑matter ranking and rank their own 

project, emphasizing that open participation supports transparency in the process. 

o The WG member commented that they see this aspect of the process as a potential flaw. 

o Amanda suggested that one potential improvement could be to keep the work within the Implementation 

working group. 

• The WG member agreed and asked what additional actions could be taken now, including whether there are 

specific, time sensitive actions that need attention.  

• A WG member raised questions about project metrics, noting that while some projects have clear, quantifiable 

outputs like number of trees planted, it is not always clear how those metrics relate to the overall goals or end 

outcomes. 

o Amanda noted that a useful way to evaluate projects is to consider how much progress each project 

makes toward achieving the overall goal.  

o A WG member stated that they do not fully understand some of the project metrics and what certain 

projects are trying to achieve.  

o Amanda suggested adding a guiding question to the process that asks how each project fits into the 

overall goals. 

• A WG member emphasized the importance of evaluating progress, noting that when specific numbers or targets 

are unknown, this may be beyond the scope of the Implementation plan. He suggested that clearer information 

such as how likely sponsors are to receive funding could be helpful, and that some level of integration or targets 

may need to be established within the plan. 

o Amanda added that the goal is not to create new metrics, but rather to better ground the existing work so 

the overall effort is more strategic. 

• A WG member noted that some funders have been asking for the same projects to be funded for 20 years. 

• A WG member suggested looking into how other groups have identified priorities for their restoration funding, as 

examples that could help inform this process. 

• Larry explained that there are three different tiers of strategies, like the DFC tree approach, which were used to 

develop the current project list. He suggested creating a matrix with objectives that captures the work the group 

has already done for the scoring process. He also proposed developing a master list of projects across the basin 
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and using working group scoring and potentially AI tools to make the scoring process more efficient and allow 

participants to engage across multiple groups more easily. 

• Amanda emphasized aligning funding requests with the IMP, noted that a larger project list could support more 

proactive fundraising and public visibility, and highlighted the need for strategic use of available funds while 

refining requests to technical experts to reduce workload. 

• A WG member noted that there will never be enough funding to support all needs, but having the ability to 

prioritize where funding is directed allows for more strategic planning and a more intentional investment 

approach something that may be helpful for others to hear. 

• A WG member shared that in past planning efforts, a key question was prioritization if only partial funding were 

available. They emphasized the importance of determining an order of work and taking projects in manageable 

phases, so progress is visible and tangible. 

• A WG member suggested looking to long term capital improvement planning (such as 25year transportation 

plans) for inspiration, noting that larger, more coordinated investments can be more cost effective by reducing 

indirect and transaction costs. 

o Larry suggested using a 5-year work plan as inspiration, noting the upfront effort could pay off overtime 

and allow the working group to elevate or demote projects based on varied factors. 

• A WG member noted that some projects may need upfront seed funding to unlock larger funding opportunities. 

• A WG member asked who is responsible for the front‑end work, whether projects are already in the proposal 

queue, how this fits into the broader process, and how much project proponents are expected to contribute. 

o Amanda acknowledged there is room for improvement, noting that one of the challenges is the broad 

scope of the Walla Walla 2050 Strategic Plan. 

• Larry explained that the Tri‑Sovereigns would primarily manage this work, coordinating with Amanda and an OCR 

representative, and checking in with the BAC as the group moves toward funding decisions. 

• A WG member said she wants to better understand what the final product will be, noting some confusion about 

its format.  

o Larry clarified that the product is envisioned as a simplified structure with five tabs organized by project 

type, each containing a prioritized list of projects. 

• A WG member asked whether the next biennium would follow the same approach.  

o Amanda responded that it will be similar, with slight improvements.  

• Sarah noted that, for now, the group is working on slight improvements to the process from the last biennium 

o A WG member expressed a desire for clearer milestones, asking what conditions or accomplishments each 

subbasin would need to meet and what milestone-type progress should look like. 

Little Walla Walla Deep Dive   

• Chris Kowitz, OWRD, explained the legal framework and constraints affecting future management decisions on the 

Little Walla Walla River (LWWR), including Strategy 1.03, which examines whether directing additional winter flows 

to the LWWR to support alluvial recharge and stream function is legally feasible. Noted that OWRD does not have 

unilateral authority to direct additional water into the LWWR; any diverted water must be authorized under an 

existing water right or limited license. He added that Walla Walla River Irrigation District WWRID and HBDIC hold 

year‑round water rights under certain conditions and reviewed flow data showing mean daily versus regulated 

flows at the Walla Walla diversion. 

• A WG member asked whether the data, graph, or analysis being shown included years beyond 2000. 

o Chris responded that conditions were different prior to settlement, with higher flows because the districts 

were not obligated to bypass water. 

• A WG member asked whether flows were more natural before agreements were in place. 

o Chris explained that the analysis does not recreate fully natural conditions but instead fits maximum 

carrying capacity based on average flows, noting that total water availability was greater before the 

agreement due to the bypass requirements. 
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• A WG member asked how much water is available and legally accessible to issue another water right, and whether 

more water could be sent down the LWWR. They noted that there is currently not a clear tool to answer this, but 

the graph may help inform next steps within existing contractual constraints. 

• A WG member noted that the analysis draws on data from multiple sources but said they were unclear on how 

those starting points align.  

o Chris responded that this reflects how the agency interprets and uses the available data at the Cemetery 

Bridge location. 

• A working group member asked for a refresher on variability, including whether the available rates are based on 

paper water and irrigation demands. 

o Chris explained that the analysis also considers the bi‑state flow study and evaluates how much water 

could be physically diverted. 

• A WG member asked whether the graph includes existing water rights. 

o Chris clarified that the model deducts all water rights that have already been taken when calculating basin 

water availability. 

• Chris explained that water distribution must follow existing water rights, with watermasters regulating flows and 

headgates to match legal entitlements; unauthorized use of water allocated to another right holder is prohibited. 

He noted that Hudson Bay and Mill Creek serving users in Washington is the result of historic court decisions and 

would not be authorized today. Chris emphasized that the department does not create statutes that authority 

rests with the legislature and that agency actions are guided by statutory authority and basin program rules, which 

govern how this work is carried out. 

• A WG member asked whether there are subsets within the rules that apply specifically to the LWWR? 

o Chris stated that there are no subsets.  

• A WG member asked whether an applicant would need to prove or apply for additional water and then 

demonstrate beneficial use outside of the basin.  

o Chris explained that out-of-basin transfers have occurred historically (and still occur in parts of southwest 

Oregon), but that the Department has not issued a basin transfer in some time. He noted that each basin 

has defined limits and is made up of many subbasins with their own rules, which are grouped together 

within the regulatory framework. 

• A WG member noted that under the 1932 court decree, winter water use did not specify a water right number or 

explicitly require a separate water right.  

o Chris responded that the legal framework has not changed, explaining that simply running water in a 

ditch can be considered beneficial use. However, the department cannot regulate a concept within a 

decree alone. He noted that the department has tried to find flexibility in the law to allow districts to run 

water, but if a decree does not specify a cfs amount or priority date, the department cannot curtail use 

based solely on that concept. 

• Chris explained that water rights in the basin are governed by multiple court decrees that must be read together, 

with each having its own rules, while flexible implementation occurs through the water code. 

o He noted that baseline water rights and priorities were established by court decisions from 1910–1912, 

and the 1932 Walla Walla River Decree continues to guide water allocation and administration today. 

• Sarah asked whether it would be helpful to explain the difference between a court decree and a water right? 

o Chris provided an example of the water right process, explaining that an applicant applies for a water right 

to determine whether it meets requirements. If approved, a permit is issued that allows time typically up 

to five years to develop and use the water under specific terms and conditions. Once the use is perfected 

and certified, the water right is attached to the land rather than the individual. 

• A WG member asked if water right can be sold? 

o Chris responded this would not be managed by the department, explaining that it would instead be 

considered a transfer if it is legal and meets requirements. 

• A WG member asked how does beneficial use in-stream work? 

o Chris noted that in-stream beneficial use was not practiced historically, but this changed when legislation 

recognized it as a beneficial use under the 1988 Instream Water Right Act. 
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• A WG member noted that the issue is complex, emphasizing that Walla Walla has not had water for approximately 

25 years and that interim solutions are needed until a long-term fix is implemented. They explained that while 

there is an existing conveyance system, winter water, and storage, the main challenges are cost and maintenance. 

They added that a water right would be needed to take water out of the ditch and asked what legal mechanism 

would be required to run water through the system so it can be diverted when available, including what it would 

take to secure funding. 

o Chris noted that WWRRID has year‑round domestic and stock rights under the decree, but while some 

flexibility exists, running winter water creates costs and liability and currently lacks an administrative 

pathway, requiring a vetted proposal and rulemaking. 

• A WG member emphasized that everyone should be heard and acknowledged that no one group will get 100% of 

what they want. They asked how many Washington water rights are on the Washington side and suggested that 

the legislature may need to be engaged to ensure Washington’s needs are being met. They noted that focusing 

only on constraints is not helpful, while acknowledging that prior work has been helpful, even if progress has not 

always been consistent. 

• A WG member asked how local water users in Washington authorized their local water plans outside of Ecology 

once base flows are met, and who provided that authorization? They questioned how the issue could be 

addressed legislatively and cautioned that the group should be clear about what it is trying to accomplish. Also 

noted site-specific challenges, such as poor soils in the Walla Walla Irrigation District area, and acknowledged that 

the discussion includes both ecological and economic benefits. 

• A WG member explained that authorization for this work came through state legislation (RCW 90-92), which 

provided local entities authority outside of traditional water law through a 10-year pilot program. Noted that this 

legislative effort occurred prior to the formation of the BAC, focused on local water planning, including specific 

data requirements, and that some of these pilot efforts are currently active. 

• A WG member noted that many participants have been involved in Spring Branch water rights and efficiency 

projects for decades, which have contributed to reduced groundwater recharge and affected spring flows. They 

said it is unclear how much of the change is due to management versus recharge, but this uncertainty has 

motivated groundwater projects. They added that a rule change may be needed and emphasized the importance 

of including these issues in discussions where projects involve alluvial groundwater. 

• A WG member noted that the existing storage system can help reduce downstream problems and emphasized the 

importance of paying attention to the storage infrastructure that is already in place. They referenced ongoing 

studies in Washington and said the results will be important to review as the group considers potential solutions. 

• A WG member asked how aquifer recharge is achieved? 

o A WG member explained that recharge could involve buried pipes or open basins, noting that both 

options involve costs and liabilities. They added that a limited‑license process has been used for about 20 

years, but that it is not a viable long‑term solution and that alternative approaches are currently being 

evaluated. They noted that a committee will be focusing on aquifer recharge in the coming weeks. 

o A WG member cautioned that multiple regulatory processes may be triggered which can complicate 

implementation. They emphasized that sending additional water down the Walla Walla River is not 

straightforward and can introduce unforeseen challenges. 

• A WG member asked the group to clarify the end goal and roles and responsibilities, noting that the discussion 

lacked detail on economic considerations, including cost, funding sources, and who would own and operate the 

system? 

o Chris emphasized that his intent was not to be discouraging, but to stress the importance of 

understanding how the process works to make meaningful changes and clearly communicate available 

options. They noted that issues can become particularly complex when they cross state lines and 

encouraged the group to work together to help prioritize efforts. 

o A WG member acknowledged that this will be difficult, especially for individuals who have been involved 

for a long time. They noted that there are not enough resources to meet everyone’s needs and stated that 

these challenges are likely to intensify before conditions improve. 
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• A WG member expressed confusion about how the Walla Walla Basin is over‑allocated in Oregon while 

discussions continue about issuing additional water rights. 

o Chris explained that while administrative steps (such as removing administrative prohibition) can be 

discussed, opening a rule for one purpose can become complex and difficult to contain. He cautioned that 

opening a rule does not guarantee a specific outcome, but instead creates a potential pathway forward, 

and that rulemaking can be challenging and time‑consuming. 

• A WG member asked whether other agencies would be involved in a potential rule change process. 

o Chris explained that the rulemaking process would involve drafting rules, convening a rules advisory 

committee, and making a recommendation to the Water Resources Commission, which would decide 

whether to adopt the rule. 

• A WG member explained that the shallow aquifer has high transmissivity, meaning water moves through it quickly 

and water levels drop rapidly. As a result, putting water into the aquifer recharge system is not a 1:1 process like 

aquifer storage and recovery; recharging the shallow aquifer can result in small gains. 

• A WG member responded that based on available data and modeling efforts, they have not been able to 

demonstrate that sufficient water can be put into the ground with existing infrastructure to stabilize shallow 

aquifers. They clarified that while the aquifer is porous, the springs used to produce more water than they do now.  

• A WG member asked when changes in spring flows were observed?  

o Chris responded that this information will be addressed in the forthcoming groundwater study.  

• A WG member clarified that they were not suggesting the (shallow aquifer recharge) project was ineffective but 

emphasized that the systems being discussed are not the same.  

o A WG member questioned the use of limited licenses (LL), noting that available data show benefits are 

spatially limited and short-term.  

• A WG member highlighted that Strategy A in the basin strategic plan considers ecological, economic, and human 

benefits, noting that providing water to many users offers multiple benefits and helps maintain stable conditions. 

They added that data show interactions in both shallow and basalt aquifers, underscoring the need to weigh the 

pros and cons of each approach.  

• A WG member concluded by emphasizing that while there is general agreement on the concepts, the group 

currently lacks the legal authority to implement them and that meaningful progress will require initiating work 

toward change. 

Updates 
 

List of recent letters of support  

• Three letters of support were completed for Ecology Streamflow Restoration Grants: two from the Walla Walla 

County Conservation District (for streamflow gauges and the River Mile 33 restoration project) and one from 

Washington Water Trust (for the Basin Decision Support Tool, Phase 2).  

o A WG member noted that the streamflow gauges project proposal did not move forward. 

Funding Opportunities 

• Small-Scale Water Efficiency Projects 

o Improves water use efficiency and conservation  

o Due: June 2, 2026 (4 PM MDT)  

o Search: R25AS00279 on grants.gov  

• Applied Science Grants 

o Develops tools and data to support water management decisions  

o Two application rounds available  

o Round 1 Due: July 8, 2026 (4 PM MDT)  

o Search: R25AS00280 on grants.gov  

• Drought Response Program 

o Supports drought planning and resilience projects  
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o Due: July 28, 2026 (4 PM MDT)  

o Search: R26AS00016 on grants.gov 

• Oregon Waterway Enhancement Grants 

o Supports water quality, habitat restoration, watershed enhancement, and debris/derelict structure removal  

o Eligible applicants: state/local governments, Tribes, districts, and nonprofits 

o Due: April 30, 2026  

o Funding: $213,600  

Project updates from WG members? 

• Fraser shared that the Túuši Wána conservation easement is entering Phase 1 of implementation. The project will 

remain in the floodplain for habitat benefits, with junior water rights being transferred to the Trust. Highlighted 

strong Tribal leadership and expressed excitement to see the project move forward. 

Closing  

Upcoming Meetings 
• BAC: Wednesday, May 27, 1:00pm – 4:30pm, in-person at the WEC and online 

• PFO Working Group: Thursday, May 7, 1:00pm – 3:00pm, online on Zoom 
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Appendix A: Attendees  

 
Name   Affiliation  

Ali Fitzgerald Snake River Salmon Recovery Board 

Amanda Cronin  Fluent Freshwater Insights  

Amy Schwab Port of Walla Walla 

Annie Byerley  Walla Walla County Conservation District  

Brian Burns Tri-State Steelheaders 

Brook Beeler Washington State Department of Ecology  

Carson Brock  Cascadia Consulting Group  

Carrie  Community Member 

Chris Kowitz Oregon Water Resources Department  

Dara Osborne City of Walla Walla  

Emily Beebe Washington State Department of Ecology  

Eric Hartwig  Washington State Department of Ecology  

Fraser Moore Blue Mountain Land Trust 

Harlan Gough Washington Water Trust 

Heather May Washington State Department of Ecology  

Jamie Short  Washington State Department of Ecology  

Jennie Weathered Washington State Department of Ecology  

Jerimiah Bonifer Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation  

Judith Johnson  Kooskooskie Commons 

Larry Mattson Washington State Department of Ecology  

Luke Martin Oregon Water Resources Department  

Mark Medina Community Member 

Michelle McClellan Walla Walla Basin Watershed Council 

Ralph Perkins  Walla Walla Basin Watershed Council 

Ross Deardorff Oregon Water Resources Department  

Sarah Dymecki  Washington State Department of Ecology  

Steven Patten  City of Milton-Free Water 

Tara Patten  Walla Walla Basin Watershed Council  

Teresa Kilmer Community Member 

Trea Nance Oregon Department of Environmental Quality 

Troy Baker Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation  

Travis Trumbull Walla Walla River Irrigation District 

Todd Reser Little River Group 

 
 


