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Discussion Overview
 Geographic Orientation: Okanogan County 

watersheds and “Headwater Counties”

 How We Got Here Part 1: Out of Basin 
Water Right Transfers 

 How We Got Here Part 2: Overallocation, 
drought and climate impacts

 Water banking: A solution to multiple 
challenges

 Current progress and hopes for the future

 Q&A



Okanogan County 
in a NUTSHELL

 High desert

 Vibrant agriculture

 High fire danger

 Already experiencing low flows

 Impacts of climate change will 
exacerbate

 No upstream source of water 
rights for Methow, Okanogan 
basins

 Explosive recent growth

 Water Rights Speculation and 
Commodity Markets



Okanogan 
Watershed
(WRIA 49)



Methow 
Valley 
Watershed 
(WRIA 48)



What Water Means to 
Okanogan County

 Agriculture and self-sufficiency

 Fish and Wildlife survival

 Healthy sustainable economies

 Fire Protection

 Climate Resilience
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How We Got 
Here Part 1: 
Out of Basin 
Water Rights 
Transfers

 Scarce water is becoming a 
commodity in the West

 Water is a Public Resource, treated as 
a private property right.

 Communities are invested in keeping 
and using their water

 Wall Street-backed firm is looking to 
profit on scarcity for investors

 Upstream basins are especially 
vulnerable

 No upstream rights available

 Most valuable water in the state

 Can’t get it back

 Economically disadvantaged 
compared to areas where demand 
is strong



“HEADWATE
R BASINS”
 Where water flows away and 

downstream to other areas

 Communities in Headwater 
Basin counties are 
increasingly concerned with 
the potential impacts of large 
water right transfers that 
move water rights far 
downstream and out of the 
basin. 

 After water is transferred 
downstream, it is difficult to 
transfer back to a headwater 
county in the future.



Consequences of out-of-WRIA transfers:
When it’s gone, it’s gone!

 Permanent loss of water for agriculture.

 No upstream water to fill the void.

 Upstream transfers problematic:

 impairment issues

 too costly to buy downstream water

 Current reality: once a water right is transferred out of the 
watershed it is gone for good.



How We Got 
Here Part 2: 
Overallocation, 
drought and 
Climate 
impacts



Impacts of climate change on 
mountain snowpack

Reduced Volume, changed timing

 Methow watershed predicted changes from 1980’s:

April snowpack   -21% in 2040’s -46% in 2080’s

 Length of snow season -21 days -47 days

 More rain than snow and earlier runoff will lead to more 
water shortages during the late summer and fall months

(UW Climate Impacts Group)



Source: 



2020-21:
Explosion of 

Growth



Interruptible 
water rights 
feel the pinch

 62 water rights in the Methow River basin are 
subject to the minimum instream flows described 
in Chapter 173-548 WAC.

 Most of the interruptible water rights are for 
irrigation.

 Total number of irrigated acres authorized in 
these interruptible water right permits and 
certificates is 1,431.75 acres. 

 Since 2001, Ecology has sent curtailment letters 
in 12 years.



Escalating water concerns and 
conflicts



Current Water Issues in the 
Methow and Okanogan

 Municipal water shortages/limitations

 Limits on growth due to misalignment between 
land use planning and water policy

 Protecting and preserving agricultural lands and 
economy 

 Instream flow shortfalls/salmonid and aquatic 
species impacts 

 Drought planning and future water supply to 
address climate change impacts

 Concerns about transfers of water out of 
watersheds
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THE CHALLENGE

How do we keep 
water in the WRIA to 
solve today’s 
problems while 
respecting those 
farmers who want to 
sell their water rights -
now or in the future?
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How Water Banks work to Keep 
Water in the watershed

 Purchase and lease back water rights:
 Water bank buys water right from farmer
 Leases right back to farmer for use on farm
 If/when water no longer used on farm, water available to other farmers in 

WRIA

 Purchase right outright and sell/lease whole or in part to others in WRIA 
 Rights are protected from relinquishment by the Bank, using the Trust Water 

Rights program. 



Water Banking: A Local Solution?

 Incentive to prevent out-of-WRIA water right 
transfers

 Provide options for farmers to sell/lease water 
within the WRIA via a local agricultural water bank

 Provide mitigation to offset growth 

 Keep water in-stream when not in use and during 
droughts



2021: WA State 
Funds development 
of local water banks

 $14 Million for 28 
eligible “Headwater” 
Counties in WA State

 $125,000 to WSCC for 
“Okanogan Ag Water 
Bank” via Okanogan 
CD

 Broad Community 
Support

 Water Right Holders 
are interested

 MOUs in the works



Questions?
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