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OREGON

WATER ASSOCIATION

Via Electronic Submission to House Committee On Water

Representative Ken Helm, Chair
Representative Mark Owens, Vice-Chair
House Committee on Water

State Capital

Salem, OR 97301

RE: Support of Regionalization of Water Planning and Implementation (Written Testimony on HB 3228)
Dear Chair Helm, Vice-Chair Owens and Members of the Committee:

NOWA would like to thank the House Committee on Water leadership and members for hearing HB 3228 and discussing
the need to regionalize water planning and management in all or portions of the State of Oregon. While we recognize
that HB 3228 requires significant work prior to consideration for passage, our region has long advocated for the need to
regionalize water planning, policy development and water development/optimization to enable regions to meet their
water supply goals for consumptive use needs and environmental & public benefit. NOWA is very appreciative that the
House Committee on Water is willing to start this conversation in the State of Oregon.

The Northeast Oregon Water Association (NOWA) is a non-profit support organization to the value-added agricultural
economy of the Mid-Columbia region of Northeast Oregon. We represent landowners of over 350,000 acres of the most
highly productive, irrigated food producing farmland in the world, as well as the counties, cities, ports, special districts
and private businesses that generate and support our value-added agricultural output that now contributes over §2
billion annually to the region and State of Oregon. A sustainable, drought and climate change resilient, conjunctively
managed water supply program is critical to sustainability of our region and the quality of life of all our residents.

All regions in Oregon are unique, and our region is truly unique not only in its history of water development and
problems but in how we have worked together, locally, to attempt to solve them. Our region of interest is also unique
due to the inter-state and international interest in our watershed (Columbia River).

During the early development period of our region up to the mid-1970’s, when science caught up, water resources were
over-exploited. Our region is home to 4 of 7 Critical Groundwater Areas designated in the State as well as a large
Groundwater Management Area designated due to nitrate levels exceeding safe drinking water standards. The State
and Federal government over-appropriated and over-developed our primary Columbia River tributary (Umatilla River) to
the point where most anadromous fish species went extinct and the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian
Reservation (CTUIR) were left with no wet water to settle a long-standing and necessary tribal water right. Lastly, in
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1992 a de-facto moratorium was put in place on the Columbia River mainstem due to ESA listing of Columbia Basin
salmon.

While our Basin has experienced some litigation, Basin leaders including the CTUIR, senior water rights holders, state &
local government & business leaders have chosen to plan and collaborate rather than litigate to attempt to solve
regional water problems and develop a sustainable pathway forward for future generations.

Planning in our region began when Governor Victor Atiyeh formed the Umatilla Basin Groundwater Task Force in 1986
to address groundwater declines. Around that same time Senator Mark Hatfield brought CTUIR leadership together with
basin irrigation interests and passed the Umatilla Basin Project Act during the 100™ congress in 1988. Umatilla County
adopted a 2050 plan in 2008 identifying plans and actions needed to be taken over the next 50 years to ensure water
supplies indefinitely for both consumptive use needs and environmental improvement and Governor Kitzhaber, in late
2011, formed the Columbia River-Umatilla Solutions Task Force (CRUST) to build off all the previous plans and devise a
pathway forward on mitigated Columbia River supplies as an initial step to fixing regional problems. As these plans were
developed, the Mid-Columbia region invested heavily in water supply and energy efficiency becoming a global leader in
efficient irrigation practices and technology.

All these plans have one thing in common, they were never memorialized, and state agencies were never formally
directed to work with the region to implement, monitor and report on plan implementation progress, changes or needs.
While the 1988 Umatilla Basin Project Act did see 2 of 3 phases completed, phase Ill was never completed which would
have included a potential pathway to settlement of a CTUIR water right.

NOWA formed in 2013, shortly after memorialization of the Columbia River-Umatilla Solutions Task Force (CRUST)
Declaration of Cooperation was signed by all 21 members representing diverse interests in the Mid-Columbia region.
NOWA's primary goal was to establish and maintain the local institutional capacity needed to ensure that the short and
long-term recommendation of the CRUST were not forgotten and that the Umatilla Basin would finally begin to move
forward on long-term water sustainability. NOWA committed to three key deliverables:
1) Development of a short and long-term mitigation program on the Columbia River that does no harm to
Columbia River and promotes net gain, through mitigation projects, where feasible.
2) Development of three Columbia River pipelines sized to both maintain irrigation in the high-value irrigated
region and relieve irrigation pumping pressure on the 4 Critical Groundwater Areas.
3) Development of a groundwater savings and banking program

During the 2015 session of the Oregon Legislature NOWA supported both a funding package ($11 million appropriation
for project infrastructure) and a policy package (SB 846 to memorialize implementation and oversight of CRUST
recommendations). The funding package passed but SB 846 failed leaving the Mid-Columbia region with only one piece
of the puzzle.

Since 2015 NOWA membership has matched the $11 million in state funding with $105 million in local debt service and
equity investment to build 2 of the 3 regional water supply projects. NOWA membership have also secured a temporary
mitigation package and developed a local administrative arm that will contribute >545 million over the next 30 years to
Columbia River mitigation. We have also secured $1 million to test basalt groundwater savings.

While the region is proud of accomplishments to date, lack of memorialization, at the State level, of our efforts have led
to significant problems and concern. Simply stated, state policy does not currently match local goals.

There is no memorialized framework or plan forward should our local efforts and capacity change or dissolve nor is their
formalized commitment from the State of Oregon to make the policy changes necessary to ensure that our available




Columbia River water supplies are utilized for maximum optimization of the resource to sustain economic goals and
promote the environmental improvement our local leaders committed too. Most importantly, there is no regional
memorialization that the sequential steps to the effort will be completed, that the state will work with local leaders to
ensure groundwater savings will happen or that local resources will be utilized for mitigation that improves the
environment. Most importantly, a lack of memorialization has led to the waste of over $116 million in non-federal in-
kind match that could have been used for other Columbia River mainstem projects and could lead to the potential of
wasting another $45 million in mitigation commitment. Without regional memorialization of this commitment, these
projects and our promises are in jeopardy. Something needs to change.

The State of Washington has found a way to memorialize regional planning and implementation at the state level. They
passed state legislation in 2006 to form the Office of Columbia River with crisp goals and long-term direction on the
mainstem. They passed legislation to implement the Yakima Integrated Plan in 2013 which includes crisp deliverables
and direction for the next 30 years in that Basin. Regionalization and targeted regional legislation is working for our
neighbors and we need it in our region of Oregon.

NOWA is not advocating for the divestment of OWRD in regulatory matters or seeking to get around the environmental
sideboards and regulations in place. We are asking for structure and memorialization of the environmental
commitments we made to ensure our investments in our water sustainability efforts are secure and are targeted at
actual gain and actual sustainability. We believe it is time to discuss regionalization where appropriate and our region
now has two great models to reference and potentially mimic from our neighbors to the north.

NOWA urges the House Water Committee to continue this discussion through the development of work group that can
work with regions like ours over the next two years to formalize a regionalization strategy going forward.

Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony in support of regionalization of water planning and plan
implementation in Oregon.

Sincerely,
e
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Director

Attachments: CRUST Overview Slide
Regional Commitment Slide
Compressed Umatilla Basin Timeline Slide
NOWA Columbia River Project Cost Detail
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