
March 4, 2026 • 11 a.m.–12:30 p.m.
Hybrid Meeting • MS Teams or Public Works Headquarters Building Roundabout Room

Water Advisory Group
Lori Faha, PE, Environmental Resources Manager • Jeremy Giffin and Carolyn Sufit, Oregon Water Resources 
Department • Aubrie Koenig, Facilitator



Purpose & Agenda

1. Welcome and Introductions
2. 100 Years of Water Update
3. Oregon Water Law and Deschutes 

Basin Water Rights 101 
4. Discussion and Questions
5. Summary and Closing

Summarize key aspects of water rights in Oregon and Bend and discuss how this 
relates to planning, resiliency, and response to situations like drought. 



February meeting reflections: graywater topic
• Plenty of homeowner interest, but permitting and logistics can be a barrier
• Helpful to have education materials to explain permitting pathways (state, local, resale)
• Designing separate system can be cost prohibitive for development and housing goals, could 

consider ‘regional’ approach or incentives
• For outdoor systems, climate can limit season of use/return on investment, also best-suited for 

larger lot sizes (vs. current denser development) 
• Maintenance can be a challenge (esp. for cluster housing, homeowners), need to prevent 

potential contamination
• New development versus redevelopment may impact ease of installation and permitting
• Helpful to further research or evaluate conservation potential relative to: 

• Indoor reuse vs outdoor irrigation use (all year benefit versus seasonal, outdoor requires 
DEQ permitting)

• Customer type (especially commercial, industrial)
• Land use and lot size  



Annual reporting highlights shared with agenda



100 Years of Water Update



Learn more: bendoregon.gov/celebrate-water



Bend water history video premiere



bendoregon.gov/celebrate-water

Find out More and Participate
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Talk Outline
• OWRD Overview

• Deschutes History

• Regional Geology & 
Hydrogeology

• Basin Challenges

• Conservation Efforts

• Current Water Conditions

• Q&A



Central Region

District 11
Deschutes Basin

District 24
Crooked Basin



Central Region 
Overview

~60 active gaging stations  

11,727 Square Miles

~3,500 Water rights

~125,000 acres of groundwater 
rights

~260,000 acres of surface water 
rights



OWRD Regional Role
• Water distribution and regulation

• Monitor daily river flows and reservoir contents

• Agriculture

• Municipal

• Environmental

• Collection and monitoring streamflow data

• Basin Storage Report

• Dam Safety Inspections

• Well Inspections

• Regulation and Curtailment



Deschutes History
• Central Oregon largely passed by

• Carey Act (1894)

• Reclamation Act (1902)

• Deschutes River fully appropriated 
(1913)

• Reservoir development(1922-
1949)

• Gentleman’s agreement (1962)

• Instream water rights act (1987)

• Shift from timber and agriculture 
to scenic recreation in modern 
times



Carey Act (1894)

• Oregon accepted the Carey Act in 
1901 on condition that private 
developers front the capital to 
make the project viable.

• Citizens given 160 acres of land as 
long as you irrigated at least 20 
acres.



Carey Act (1894)

• Projects grossly over 
exaggerated/underfunded.

• All ditch companies were dismal 
failures in Central Oregon, Oregon 
required the developer to lure in 
homesteaders.

• You simply could not financially 
establish a project without full federal 
government backing.



Reclamation Act (1902)

• Early studies by BOR said it was crazy to 
invest in lava landscape that loses half 
the water.

• Depression caused government to look 
again. (FDR-New Deal/Civilian 
Conservation Corps/Conscientious 
objectors)

• Built Prineville Res.
• Re-built Ochoco Res.
• Built Wickiup Reservoir
• Re-built Crane Prairie
• Re-built Crescent lake



Water development across Oregon



Deschutes River Then and Now

• 1913 All surface water appropriated.
• 1922-1949 Storage facilities in place.
• Next 50+ years the river system operates 

“normally” under this regulating system.

• Habitat conservation plan (spotted frog).
• Increased flows below Bend from 30 CFS to 140 

CFS through leasing and conserved water.
• Flows in the Upper Deschutes increase from 20 

CFS to 100 CFS

Then Now



Geology and 
Geography

• High Cascades
• 150 -200” precip/year 

• High Desert
• Young lavas, tuffs, sands, 

gravels (very transmissive)

• Large, porous “sponge” creates 
Deschutes aquifer

• Spring fed system
• Attenuated spring flow = 

drought resiliency
• Minimal surface water flows



Deschutes River Surface Flows



Deschutes River Surface Flows 
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Deschutes River: 
S u r f a c e  a n d  g ro u n d wate r  i n te ra c t io n



Groundwater Recharge
Where does aquifer recharge happen 
to give us our Deschutes River and 
robust aquifer?
• Gains and Losses surface-groundwater 

in the upper watershed to Bend.

• Groundwater reemerges around Crooked 
River Ranch, Opal Springs area









Basin Challenges: 
Water Scarcity and Competing Interests



Agriculture in the High Desert





Groundwater Declines

Climate
65%

Pumping
25%

Canal Lining
10%

Estimated Relative Contribution to Groundwater 
Declines in Redmond Area 

(Gannett and Lite, 2013)

*Canal lining as of 2016



Groundwater Declines



Groundwater Declines



Groundwater Declines



Groundwater Declines
Looking ahead: La Pine Looking ahead: Redmond



Changing Legislative and Regulatory Landscape
Groundwater Allocation Rules: OAR Chapter 690, Division 8



Changing Legislative and Regulatory Landscape
• Need for more data and studies



Cultural Shift
• Robust, engaged 

regional community
• Environmental and 

recreational 
interests

• Everyone wants to 
come to Central 
Oregon!



Regional 
Par tnerships

• Deschutes Basin Mitigation Program
• Instream Transfers and Leasing
• Allocation of Conserved Water
• Deschutes Basin Alternative 

Pathway
• Organized Regional Partnerships

• CTWS
• DRC
• DBWC
• DBBC
• WAG
• COCO
• COLW
• Many more…

We’ve had to get 
creative…



Upper Deschutes Zone of Impact

Upper  Deschutes  Groundwater  Study  and Mit igat ion

• USGS/OWRD Ground Water Study 1998

– direct connection between surface 
water and groundwater, thus Scenic 
Waterway would be affected by any 
new ground water rights.

• Mitigation required for new ground water 
rights in the Deschutes Basin study area.
– September 13, 2002 rules adopted for 

mitigation and mitigation banks (Division 
505 and 521).

– HB 3494  passed in 2005 confirming 
mitigation rules..

Surface water

Groundwater

Fall River

Well



Deschutes Basin Mitigation 
Program

• Any new water right use in the “zone of impact” 
must be offset (i.e., mitigated)

• Mitigate for the consumptive use only (“bucket 
taken out, bucket put back in”)

• Domestic (exempt) wells are not included

• Offset new consumptive use with existing surface 
water right

• 2005 appeals ruling overturns rules

• HB 3494

• Originating surface water flow need to be present 
at least 50% of the time

• Established zones of impact

• 200 CFS mitigation cap



Instream Water 
Rights

Whychus Creek below TSID 
diversion prior to 1998

• 1987 Instream Water 
Right Act

• Held in Trust by the 
State

• Applied for By State 
Agencies-Junior

• Bought transferred 
instream-Senior

• Over 200 in 
Deschutes Basin



Conservation:  Leasing and 
Irr igation Distr icts

• Most of leasing is with irrigation districts
• 8 Districts in Central Oregon
• Divert about 95% of water
• Diversions have been decreasing since 

1960’s
• Sprinklers, measurement, lining, instream 

transfers and leases, PIPING



Conservation Efforts
Instream Leasing

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

CFS Leased Instream Per Year- Central Region (1998-2025)



Conservation Efforts
Allocation of Conserved Water

67% 33%

Regional Contribution to ACW

Deschutes/Crooked-
183.511 CFS

All Other Basins-
115.124 CFS

• Legal enlargement 
• Until the DBHCP, 

this program was 
the standard for 
water conservation 
in Central Oregon

• Middle Deschutes, 
Tumalo Creek and 
Whychus Creek 
hugely benefitted 
from ACW



The DBHCP• Deschutes Basin Habitat 
Conservation Plan sets 
instream flow targets

• Reservoir operations aligned 
with biological needs

• Quantified habitat actions 
(restoration, screening, 
passage)

• Monitoring & adaptive 
management

• ESA coverage for 
participating district

Oregon Spotted Frog



DBHCP Impacts:  
Restoring 
Balance

• Wickup winter flows
• Current: 100 cfs 
• 2028: 300 cfs
• 2034: 400-500 cfs

• Wickiup stores the majority of NUID’s 
irrigation water

• NUID is one of the most productive 
farming areas in the basin

• NUID is also the most junior district- 
relies on Wickiup storage



Conservation Efforts
Deschutes Basin Alternative Pathway

Legal protections ensure water stays 
instream

Equivalent Wickiup storage released by 
NUID in winter for flow augmentation

Conserved live flow goes to NUID for 
irrigation

Voluntary pathway for conserved water 
projects in response to HCP requirements



Conservation Successes
Middle 

Deschutes Tumalo Creek Whychus 
Creek

Alt 
Pathway DBWC McKay Switch



Conservation Challenges

TimeFunding

Process 
Flexibility

Legislation

Staff Capacity

Climate



Current Conditions- 3/2/2026



SNOWPACK in the 
PNW as of 2/27/26:

• Possibly the 3rd 
worst snowpack in 
the past 50 years



Water Year 
PRECIPITATION in 
the PNW as of 
2/27/26:

83% for the 
Deschutes



SNOWPACK in the 
Upper Deschutes

- Black Line is this 
year

- Green line is 
average

31% of 
Normal



PRECIPITATION in the 
Upper Deschutes

- Black Line is this 
year

- Green line is 
average

80% of 
Normal



SNOWPACK 
PROJECTIONS 
from NRCS

-choose a 
curve….dashed 
green is “most 
likely”Prediction of

~35% of Normal

Normal Year

UPPER DESCHUTES Prediction Today



Total Precipitation is the Key
Since 2014:
• 4 years above 

100%
• 8 years below 

100%
• Current level: 

83% as of Friday 
(2/27/26)
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If we get 30” of water in the snowpack at Cascade Summit by April 1st  

we will be alright.-Awbrey Perry Deschutes Watermaster 1933-1960. 
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Summary

There is no singular magic solution
• Central Oregon has a unique geologic, hydrologic, and cultural make up
• Climate trends continue to not be favorable
• Resources are stretched thin

HOWEVER…
• This is a region championed for collaboration and innovation
• Working together has been our only way forward 



Questions?

www.oregon.gov/owrd (our website)
https://apps.wrd.state.or.us/apps/sw/hydro_near_real_time/ (NRT)

www.or.nrcs.usda.gov/snow/data/current.html (SNOTEL)
www.usbr.gov/pn/hydromet/destea.html (Deschutes Basin 

Interactive Gages)
Jeremy.T.Giffin@Oregon.gov

(541) 306-6885

Aubrey Perry (Watermaster 
1933-1960) and Jack Frost 
(NRCS) measuring snowpack in 
Dutchman Flat area Circa 1940-
1945.



Discussion & Feedback



Look ahead

April 1, 2026: Drainage and Density Implementation
11 a.m.-12:30 p.m. Hybrid Meeting (new Headquarters Building 
or MS Teams)
May 6, 2026: Stormwater Program Update and 
WaterWise/FireWise Discussion
11 a.m.-12:30 p.m. Hybrid Meeting (new Headquarters Building 
or MS Teams)
June 3, 2026: In-person Tour!



Thank you!



Language Assistance Services & Accommodation Information for 
People with Disabilities

Accommodation Information for People with Disabilities & Language Assistance Services
You can obtain this information in alternate formats such as Braille, electronic format, etc. Free 
language assistance services are also available. Please email accessibility@bendoregon.gov or call 
541-693-2198. Relay Users Dial 7-1-1. All requests are subject to vendor processing times and should 
be submitted 48-72 hours in advance of events.

Servicios de asistencia lingüística e información sobre alojamiento para personas con discapacidad
Puede obtener esta información en formatos alternativos como Braille, formato electrónico, etc. 
También disponemos de servicios gratuitos de asistencia lingüística. Póngase en contacto en correo 
electrónico accessibility@bendoregon.gov o número de teléfono 541-693-2198. Los usuarios del 
servicio de retransmisión deben marcar el 7-1-1. Por favor, envíe sus solicitudes con 48-72 horas de 
antelación al evento; todas las solicitudes están sujetas a los tiempos de procesamiento del 
proveedor.

mailto:accessibility@bendoregon.gov
mailto:accessibility@bendoregon.gov



