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The challenge of monitoring OWT instream water rights


OWT last reported on our monitoring activities in the Fall/Winter 1996 Fish Flow News.  At that time OWT's only permanent acquisition was 0.05 cubic feet per second (22.4 gallons per minute) and there were 6 cfs of more senior consumptive water rights on the stream.  All of OWT's other water rights were short-term leases.  This made for limited, short-term monitoring.  Since that time, the OWT portfolio of water rights has increased to 40 leases and 11 permanent water rights. (See OWT's 1999 Portfolio of Instream Water Rights).  The acquisition of permanent, measurable, senior water rights on our priority streams requires development of more creative and permanent monitoring strategies.  Last year representatives of OWT met with Geoff Huntington and Tom Paul of the Oregon Water Resources Department (OWRD) to discuss the development of accurate and cost-effective monitoring strategies.  

The following three OWT priority stream systems have permanent, protectable instream water rights in place.  OWT is working with OWRD on developing a variety of strategies to make sure the water is protected in the stream.

Several cfs make a difference - but only if the water is in the stream

Squaw Creek, which flows through the City of Sisters in the upper Deschutes Basin, currently provides habitat for bull trout, redband trout and spawning kokanee.  In the late summer extensive irrigation withdrawals reduce streamflow through a ten mile stretch of Squaw Creek and can entirely dewater the stream for approximately three miles.  Before the 1998 irrigation season OWT permanently purchased 0.86 cfs (386 gallons per minute) of an 1885 Squaw Creek water right to restore flow to the dry stretch.  To ensure that flow remained in the stream, an intern for the Oregon Water Resources Department read a staff gage daily for the summer and compiled the data in the graph shown below. 

In early July 1998 the flow at the gage was approximately 50 cfs, but less that one month later it fell below the senior instream water right of 0.86 cfs.  At that time Kyle Gorman, the Watermaster reduced upstream diversions of water, to meet the senior instream water right.  In 1999 OWT permanently purchased additional Squaw Creek rights, making the current 1885 instream water right 1.81 cfs (812.3 gallons per minute).  In a year like 1998, of the 33 days measured on the graph, Kyle would have had to reduce upstream withdrawals on five days to meet the new 1.81 cfs instream water right. 

Monitoring:  
Permanent instream water rights bring with them the challenge of more active and permanent monitoring.  On Squaw Creek the most effective monitoring device is a gaging station.   OWT and OWRD have made a joint application to Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board (OWEB, formerly GWEB) to secure approximately $15,000 to construct the station on Squaw Creek.  Kyle Gorman, the Watermaster said, "Since there are 1.81 cfs of early priority date water rights converted to instream water rights in Squaw Creek, it is necessary to install a measuring device capable of making sure the flows are being met."  If we are awarded funding for the station, OWT and OWRD will construct it together, and anyone with a computer and a modem will be able to monitor the instream water right measurements, made at 15 minute intervals.  Until that time, during low flow periods, Kyle and his staff will continue to read a staff gage.

Little Bits Add Up 


The Little Butte/South Fork Little Butte Creek system in the Rogue Basin of Southwestern Oregon provides critical habitat for coho, chinook and steelhead and is one of the systems where OWT is most active.  This year Little Butte has examples of almost every tool for creating instream water rights: four short-term donated leases, one long-term donated lease, a short-term paid lease with an irrigation district, a permanent purchase and a conserved water program project.  Many of these water rights are small and would be difficult to monitor alone; however, the additive effects of the acquired rights create significant, measurable water. 

Monitoring:  The Little Butte Creek Watershed Council and the OWRD received funding from the Governor's Watershed Enhancement Board (GWEB) to install six full telemetry gaging stations.  They are expected to be installed and operating before this years fall rains begin.  By the 2000 irrigation season OWT will be able to ensure that the 0.53 cfs (119 gallons per minute) permanent instream water right flows in Little Butte Creek from the point of diversion at river mile 13, past a major diversion at the city of Eagle Point, to approximately river mile 4.  Although we will be able to get this "real time" information, we still require other tools to monitor the instream water rights.  

The Rogue River Valley Irrigation District is building a v-notched weir to put in the fish ladder near their diversion at river mile 1.4 of the South Fork Little Butte.  This is necessary to insure that the 1.278-cfs instream water right flows through the lower portion of South Fork Little Butte to provide connectivity to the main stem of Little Butte Creek, not just through the fish bypass. A measurement by the gaging station downstream only tells us that the water is in the stream at that point, not whether it came through the fish bypass or down the channel of the creek.  OWRD also plans to install a rectangular weir near the grist mill at Eagle Point on Little Butte Creek.  OWRD staff will read the measurements on the weirs every two weeks throughout the irrigation season.

An Issue of Seniority


Larry Toll, the Watermaster responsible for regulating the streamflow in Fifteenmile Creek in the Hood Basin for the past 13 years, always maintains a minimum flow for "stock water needs" as required by decree.  The 1999 instream water rights in Fifteenmile Creek total 4.568 cfs (2050 gallons per minute) with priority dates between 1869 - 1977.  Though the total cfs is relatively large, this number is misleading.  Since many of the rights have a relatively junior priority date, they will not be met when the creek experiences low flows -- the critical time for the steelhead that depend upon the water for rearing habitat.  Larry Toll said, "In a normal year, water rights with a priority date of 1920 or older would not be shut off."  Larry has never regulated water rights older that 1906 on Fifteenmile Creek so OWT considers our 1906 and older water rights to be rights that will definitely remain in the stream in an extremely low flow year.  Those rights total 1.55-cfs (697 gallons per minute), 0.30 cfs of which is a permanent instream water right acquired this year.

Monitoring:  This year Larry Toll has not yet regulated the system because late snowmelt kept Fifteenmile Creek flowing much higher than our acquired rights.  In the event of a dry year, Larry is committed to monitoring and regulating the instream water rights.  He applied for funding for four gaging stations along Fifteenmile Creek.  The funding was not approved, so for the time being Larry will visit the creek two to three times per week, depending upon the activities of irrigators.  Each year, OWT staff visits Larry in the dry season to monitor the stream along with him.  In an actively regulated system, the OWT instream water right ensures that at least 1.55 cfs will continuously flow through the stream.

As OWT acquires more permanent, multiple and senior water rights on some of our priority streams the challenges of active and cost effective monitoring increase.  Although each stream system is different, the common solution to monitoring permanent water rights is the construction of permanent gaging stations.  Soon measurement of the Little Butte Creek System with six "real time" gaging stations will be available.  Eventually we hope for the same tool on Fifteenmile and Squaw Creeks.

Oregon's creeks and streams are all of ours to enjoy.  Both permanent instream water rights and senior leases need to be monitored to insure that instream water rights are met.  If you are interested in ensuring that the water acquired and held for the people of the State of Oregon is actually flowing through a stream in your area, please refer to the 1999 instream water rights and contact OWT to participate in a volunteer monitoring plan.

