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Program Mission 
 

The mission of the Water Resources Program is to support sustainable water resources 

management to meet the present and future water needs of people and the natural environment, 

in partnership with Washington communities. 
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Executive Summary 

 

The Department of Ecology (Ecology) was directed by the Washington State Legislature to 

review current water resource functions and funding structures, and to report to the Legislature 

and the Governor by September 1, 2010, on improvements to make the program more self-

sustaining and efficient.  Engrossed Second Substitute Senate Bill (ESSSB) 6267, Sec. 2 states: 

 

Sufficient resources to support the department of ecology's water resource 

program are essential for effective and sustainable water management that 

provides certainty to processed applications. The department of ecology shall 

review current water resource functions and fee structures, and report to the 

legislature and the governor by September 1, 2010, on improvements to make the 

program more self-sustaining and efficient.   

 

This report identifies a number of efficiency improvements and makes specific recommendations 

for making the program more selfïsustaining and less dependent upon State General Fund 

dollars.   

 

Water is a vital resource and it is essential to maintaining the quality of life in Washington State 

for current and future generations.  Intense competition for this finite resource will impact the 

stateôs economy, environmental quality, public health, and the ability for communities to serve 

water in the coming years.   

 

To balance the competing needs in our state and build a modern water management program, 

Ecology proposes a new approach involving six major components: 

 

 Developing comprehensive, science-based water assessments to inform water 

management and water supply decision making and actions. 

 Reforming the water rights and claims review process to reduce uncertainty about how 

much water has already been allocated. 

 Enhancing watershed management to build and maintain partnerships necessary for 

locally developed water supply and demand solutions. 

 Reforming the relinquishment standard to encourage water conservation and provide 

flexibility to water right holders. 

 Improving water right processing to reduce the time it takes to make water right 

decisions. 

 Establishing water management services fees to shift more of the costs of the program to 

those who benefit from the services provided by the state and away from general 

taxpayers. 
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Such a program will meet the needs of people, farms, and fish by:  

 

 Protecting senior water right holders who will be assured of their water supply. 

 Increasing certainty in water and land transactions. 

 Making water available for new residents, job creation, and economic activity.  

 Protecting the natural resource base so that stream flows are restored for salmon and 

trout, benefitting Washingtonôs citizens, environment, and economy. 

 Ensuring public health and welfare through safe and reliable potable water supplies.  

 Establishing information tools to make efficient, clear, and defensible water right 

permitting decisions. 

 

This report serves as the foundation for a major water management reform proposal.  It shares 

Washingtonôs water management agencyôs best thinking on how we can manage water now and 

into the 21
st
 century. 
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The Water Resources Program 

regulates surface and groundwater use 

in Washington ï under state law these 

are a public resource and most new 

uses require a water right from the 

Department of Ecology. 

 
 

A Vision for Managing Water Rights in 
the 21

st
 Century 

 

Adequate water supplies are needed to support people, farms, and 

fish in our state, yet the growing demand for water threatens 

economic growth and environmental protectionðtwo keys to our 

quality of life.  To achieve greater efficiency, effectiveness, and 

sustainability, significant changes will need to be made in how the 

state operates and funds water resources management.   

 

A number of significant factors have created inefficiencies in water 

resource management, including outdated water laws, water rights 

applications lacking sufficient information to be processed, and 

inability to maintain adequate data.  Together these factors make it 

very difficult, inefficient, and time-consuming for the state to take 

sensible water resource management actions.  This causes 

uncertainty and delays for water right applicants and economically 

disadvantages Washington state.   

 

Despite Ecologyôs ongoing efforts to make improvements in water 

rights administration, policy guidance, and record keeping, more 

work can and must be done.  Ecology recommends that the state 

embark on a bold new approach to managing water resources by: 

 

 Preparing comprehensive localized water inventories that 

address water supply and current and future demand for all 

uses; these assessments would be developed in cooperation 

with local governments, tribes, and stakeholders.    

 Building a deliberate program to address both water supply 

and demand, including water supply for rural areas of the 

state.  

 Providing comprehensive monitoring, protection, and 

management of streams and aquifers.  

 Ensuring program capacity to support these activities.   

Even if we do not take bold steps, the citizens of Washington will 

continue to demand new water supplies.  Issuing more water rights 

in already water-short basins will only further degrade stream flows, 

potentially impair existing water right holders, and result in more 

lawsuits.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Water availability for new development 

is becoming increasingly scarce, even 

in presumably wet Western 

Washington. 
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We are seeing this story unfold throughout much of the stateðfrom 

the Kittitas to the Dungeness watersheds.  This has been the story of 

water throughout the West.  For example, in the Klamath Basin in 

Oregon, a legacy of over-appropriation has led to serious economic, 

social, and environmental costs.  Much needed reforms to the 

Washington Water Code can reduce resource intensive conflicts and 

protracted litigation.  

 

To balance the competing needs in our state and build a modern 

water management program, Ecology proposes a new approach 

involving six major components: 

 

 Developing comprehensive, science-based water assessments 

to inform water management and water supply decision 

making and actions. 

 Reforming the water rights and claims review process to 

reduce uncertainty about how much water has already been 

allocated. 

 Enhancing watershed management to build and maintain 

partnerships necessary for locally developed water supply 

and demand solutions. 

 Reforming the relinquishment standard to encourage water 

conservation and provide flexibility to water right holders. 

 Improving water right processing to reduce the time it takes 

to make water right decisions. 

 Establishing water management services fees to shift more of 

the costs of the program to those who benefit from the 

services provided by the state and away from general 

taxpayers. 

The benefits of this approach would include: 

 

 Protection of senior water right holders who will be assured 

of their water supply. 

 Enhanced certainty in water and land transactions. 

 Making water available for new residents, job creation, and 

economic activity.  

 Collection of water supply and demand information to guide 

management and investment decisions.  

 Protection of the natural resource base so that stream flows 

are restored for salmon and trout, benefitting Washingtonôs 

citizens, environment, and economy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Active water management 

includes monitoring surface 

and groundwater to accurately 

measure water supplies. 
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 Effective land use decisions as they relate to water resource 

management. 

 Ensuring public health and welfare through safe and reliable 

potable water supplies.  

 Establishment of information tools to make efficient, clear, 

and defensible water right permitting decisions. 

 Assigning equitable costs to the beneficiaries of water 

resources management services. 

 

The Challenges That Face  
Water Management 
  

Water is one of our stateôs most valuable economic resources.   

It is needed to fuel our stateôs economy.  The following is an 

illustration of the economic benefit that water can have for just  

one economic sector: 

 

According to the Washington Wine Commission, Washington's 

wine industry generates more than $3 billion to the state economy.  

It employs more than 14,000 peopleðmost of these jobs benefitting 

rural areas.  In terms of tax revenues accrued to the state and federal 

government, wine grapes are among the highest tax generators of 

any agricultural crops.  Furthermore, Washington wine tourism 

attracts nearly two million visitors annually, contributing to the 

positive growth of local and regional economies.  It takes water to 

grow grapes and make wine.   

 

Although the benefits of water supply are apparent, finding new 

supplies is much more problematic.  Simply stated, Washington 

State is no longer in an era of cheap, abundant water supplies.  The 

days of applying for a water right and getting to a certain ñyesò 

quickly are long gone in most parts of our state.  This is mainly due 

to the lack of water availability.  Ample evidence is provided by the 

current water right permit backlog, which is approaching 7,000 

applications and growing.  The complexity and controversy over 

even relatively simple permitting decisions has grown, and many of 

Ecologyôs decisions are appealed.   
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Washingtonôs population is 

expected to grow by an additional 

1.7 million people by 2030ðthe 

equivalent of three cities the size 

of Seattle.  Where will the water 

come from to meet this dramatic 

increase in demand? 

 

Washington state faces major challenges to maintaining our quality 

of life due to limited water availability: 

 

Population Growth ï The population of Washington State is 

estimated to grow by 1.7 million people within the next 20 

years - the equivalent of three cities the size of Seattle.  

Adequate, clean water is essential to public health for 

drinking water and sanitation.  Irrigated agriculture, 

commercial, and industrial use also need adequate supplies 

of clean water.  Both residents and tourists enjoy water-

based recreation on the stateôs rivers and streams.  Meeting 

this ever-growing demand is a huge challenge because water 

is a finite resource and much of the stateôs readily developed 

water has already been appropriated.  Both supply 

strategies, to develop new water supplies, and demand-

management strategies, to conserve the water resources we 

have, will be needed to meet the demand for water posed by 

population growth. 

 Economy ï The economic vitality of the state depends on 

water for job creation and housing.  Each year the state loses 

millions of dollars in potential economic activity due to lack 

of water availability.   

 Ecosystem Health and Cultural Resources ï Washington State 

is home to some of the finest salmon and trout streams in 

the country, and salmon are widely considered a cultural 

icon throughout the region.  Water is essential for fish 

migration, spawning, and rearing.  Yet, five of 

Washingtonôs salmon and trout species have been in serious 

decline and we now have Endangered Species Act listings in 

nearly every watershed in the state.  Restoration of stream 

flows is needed to protect these resources for current and 

future generations. 

 

Beyond these quality of life indicators, we are now facing water 

supply challenges due to climate change.  Scientists at the 

University of Washington have studied the likely effects of climate 

change on watersheds in Washington State.  Their research predicts 

that many areas of the state, such as the Yakima Basin, will 

experience a higher frequency of water shortages, especially during 

late summer months.  Loss of snowpack, which provides natural 

storage of winter and spring precipitation, combined with increased 

irrigation demands because of longer, warmer growing seasons, 

will increase competition for available water supplies.  The effects 

of climate change will compound the threats to our quality of life.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Climate change is projected to 

impact water supply for agriculture 

and other economic uses in 

Washington State, and it will 

compound the already difficult 

challenges posed by additional 

growth and endangered fish.  
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Water Resources Funding Situation 
 

In the 1917 Water Code, the Legislature declared that 

unappropriated water belongs to the people of the State of 

Washington.  Persons wishing to establish new water rights must 

request and receive a permit from the state.  Since 1970, the agency 

processing these requests has been the Department of Ecology.  A 

water right is established when the permit holder puts water to 

beneficial use.  A water right is a special form of property right 

called a ñusufructuary right,ò that is a right or privilege to use 

something that belongs to someone else (in this case, water owned 

by the people of the State of Washington).   

 

Since 1917, applicants have been required to pay a modest one-time 

application-processing fee.  However, the state has not previously 

required payment of fees from those who benefit from the stateôs 

water management services, with the exception of an annual 

hydropower license fee levied since 1929 (RCW 90.16.050).   

 

The water management services provided by the state consist of ten 

activities, which protect public resources and existing water right 

holders.  These activities include:  

 

1. Clarify Water Rights Through Court Adjudication. Adjudications 

reduce water right conflicts and support sound water 

management by increasing certainty regarding the legitimacy of 

water rights, benefitting water right holders.   

2. Assess, Set, and Enhance Instream Flows.  Instream flows are used 

to determine how much water needs to remain in streams to 

meet environmental needs, how much can be allocated to out-

of-stream uses, and when to regulate junior water users based 

on stream levels.   

3. Ensure Dam Safety.  This activity protects life, property, and the 

environment by overseeing the safety of Washingtonôs dams. 

4. Manage Water Rights.  Ecology allocates surface and 

groundwater to meet the many needs for water around the state.  

Ecology makes decisions on applications for new water rights, 

and for reallocation of existing water rights.  Ecology is 

responsible for managing a water right portfolio of 

approximately 170,000 claims, 50,000 certificates, 3,000 

permits, and an estimated 400,000 permit-exempt groundwater 

wells.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Five Species of salmon and trout are 

listed as threatened or endangered 

in Washington ï healthy stream 

flows are needed for their recovery. 
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5. Prepare and Respond to Drought.  Ecology provides services to 

reduce the impact of droughts and to prepare for future droughts 

and climate change.  Ecology offers drought-related information 

and financial assistance, and coordinates drought response 

efforts.   

6. Ensure Compliance with Water Laws.  Ecology helps ensure water 

users comply with the stateôs water laws so that other legal 

water users are not impaired, water use remains sustainable over 

the long-term, and the environment is protected for the benefit 

of people and nature. 

7. Provide Water Resources Data and Information.  Ecology 

maintains an information system that contains records on water 

right certificates, permits, and claims.  The agency also 

maintains records on approximately 260,000 water wells. 

8. Regulate Well Construction.  This activity protects consumers 

and the environment by licensing and regulating well drillers, 

investigating complaints, approving variances from construction 

standards, and providing continuing education to well drillers.   

9. Watershed Management.  Ecology works with local watershed 

planning groups, state and federal natural resources agencies, 

and tribes to develop watershed plans and strategies to improve 

stream flows. 

10. Support Water Use Efficiency. Ecology provides information, 

planning, technical, engineering, and financial assistance to 

agricultural and commercial/industrial water users.  Support is 

also provided for water reuse projects, and to the Department of 

Health for municipal water conservation. 

These above-listed Water Resources Program activities heavily 

depend on State General Fund dollars.  In the past few decades, 

budget appropriations for the program have fluctuated as tax 

revenues have increased and declined.  Due to the budget cuts 

caused by the current recession, the Water Resources Program 

budget was reduced by about $5 million and approximately 20 staff 

positions in the current biennium.  Water right processing alone 

received a directed cut of $2.8 million and 15 staff positions (about 

a one-quarter reduction).  Additional State General Fund reductions 

of four to seven percent are likely to be required during fiscal year 

2011 and more cuts highly likely again for the 2011-13 biennium.   

 

The following table summarizes processing output as compared to 

FTE levels within the Water Resource Program.  While there have 

always been applications awaiting action, data from the water rights 
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tracking system demonstrates that there is a direct correlation 

between FTE levels and the number of decisions (changes to 

existing water rights and new water right applications) processed. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Water Right Decisions Per Year 

               Year             FTE             New Change 

1998 19.5 116 94 

1999 26.9 141 132 

2000 26.9 94 194 

2001 23.2 87 208 

2002 56.9 275 599 

2003 56.9 178 596 

2004 52.7 112 446 

2005 52.7 158 482 

2006 56.2 212 412 

2007 56.2 184 300 

2008 56.1 170 332 

 

Stable long-term funding and better water laws will enable state and 

local governments to address water supply and water management 

needs in order to protect our quality of life into the future.   

 

Currently, the cost for processing water right applications and many 

other water related services (except well drilling and dam safety) is 

borne almost entirely by general taxpayers.  Through this report, 

Ecology presents the concept of shifting some of the costs of water 

management from general taxpayers to water right applicants and 

water right holders who directly benefit from the stateôs water 

services.  The operating principle for this funding concept is that 

0
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the ñbeneficiary paysò an equitable share of the costs for managing 

the water rights system from which they receive benefits.  Such a 

cost-share is fair and reasonable, as it requires beneficiaries to pay 

and off-sets water managementôs general fund reliance.   

 

Expenditures from a fee based account would be used to support a 

broad range of water resources management services provided by 

Ecology, including but not limited to information collection and 

management, such as mapping water rights and maintaining and 

enhancing water data systems; compliance; public outreach and 

education; water rights processing; water rights adjudication; 

watershed planning and implementation of watershed plans; 

instream flow protection and restoration; ground and surface water 

availability assessment; water project studies; and water 

conservation. 

 

With sustainable funding, fee-payers will benefit from the water 

right processing improvements and water management reforms that 

Ecology is proposing in this report.  For example, Ecology will be 

able to sustain sufficient staffing levels and increase permit decision 

efficiency to reduce the current permit backlog.  Investments in 

developing water budgets will give greater certainty about water 

supply and demand and help target areas for improvement.  Local 

governments, builders, and homebuyers will benefit from these 

strategies to secure additional supply and to manage demand.   

Those who hold water right claims, permits, and certificates will 

benefit from monitoring and compliance activities aimed at 

protecting existing water rights.  Perhaps the greatest benefit of 

these reforms will be in preventing crises that would have arisen 

from increasing competition and conflicts over water.  Experience 

has shown that fixing problems before they become a firestorm is 

usually the best public policy because it reduces the costs of 

government in the long run and it reduces the likelihood of civil 

litigation. 
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*The above chart includes the entire Water Resources Program operating budget plus the watershed management 

portion of the Shorelands and Environmental Assistance Programôs operating budget, the stream gaging and 

groundwater monitoring portion of the Environmental Assessment Programôs operating budget, and Administrative 

costs for the Water Management operating budget. 

 

 

Ecology has developed and analyzed a number of fee options to make funding water 

management services more sustainable (see Appendix B).  Relatively modest annual fees on 

water right permit holders, certificate holders, and claimants could raise a large proportion of the 

revenue required for ongoing water resources management activities from which water right 

holders benefit.  Such a fee could replace a large proportion of State General fund dollars 

currently appropriated for this work and could also support expanding some critical areas of 

work such as adjudications, scientifically based information gathering, and water supply and 

demand forecasting.   

  
























































































































