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CHAPTER 1. 
INTRODUCTION 

 

Water Resource Inventory Area (WRIA) 
54 in eastern Washington encompasses 
portions of the City of Spokane, Spokane 
County, Stevens County, Lincoln 
County, and the Spokane Indian 
Reservation (see Figure 1-1). The 
885-square-mile watershed has been 
subdivided into 13 subbasins. The 
subbasins in the western portion of 
WRIA 54 drain predominantly rural and 
agricultural land; the eastern subbasins 
drain more urban areas. The tributaries 
in all the subbasins discharge into (or 
flow toward) the Spokane River, which 
flows east to west through the middle of 
WRIA 54.  

Spokane County (County) is leading a 
watershed planning effort for WRIA 54 
and in 2003 submitted an application for funding to organize the planning effort (Phase 1 funding). The 
County also received $200,000 in Phase 2 funding to develop a technical assessment. This technical 
assessment report is being developed as a component of a watershed management plan to identify the 
characteristics of the watershed, including geology, climate, hydrology, hydrogeology, land use, and 
certain water quantity data. These data will be used during the watershed planning process to make 
recommendations for water quantity, in-stream flow, and water quality issues. It is expected that the 
watershed management plan will be completed by 2008. 

The only previously prepared watershed plan in WRIA 54 is the Chamokane Creek Watershed 
Management Plan, published by the Stevens County Conservation District in 2000. This document 
provides a detailed look at water quality issues within the Chamokane Creek Watershed.  

WASHINGTON STATE WATERSHED PLANNING 
The Washington Water Resources Act of 1971 (Revised Code of Washington (RCW) 90.54) was 
developed with the following purpose (Washington State Legislature, 2006): 

 …to set forth fundamentals of water resource policy for the state to insure that waters of the 
state are protected and fully utilized for the greatest benefit to the people of the State of 
Washington and, in relation thereto, to provide direction to the Department of Ecology, other 
state agencies and officials, and local government in carrying out water and related 
resources programs. It is the intent of the Legislature to work closely with the executive 
branch, Indian tribes, local government, and interested parties to ensure that water resources 
of the state are wisely managed. 

The Washington Department of Ecology was directed to develop and implement a comprehensive state 
water program for making future decisions related to water resource allocation and use. The outcome was 
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the Water Resources Management Program (Washington Administrative Code (WAC) 173-500), which 
divided the state into 62 areas known as WRIAs, representing the state’s major watershed boundaries 
(Ecology, 2006a; Washington State Legislature, 2006). These boundaries were developed jointly by the 
Washington Departments of Ecology, Natural Resources, and Fish and Wildlife (Ecology, 2006b). 

To address the water resource issues in each WRIA with the greatest input on local needs, the state 
enacted the Watershed Management Act in 1998 (RCW 90.82), which includes the following statement 
(Washington State Legislature, 2006): 

 The legislature finds that the local development of watershed plans for managing water 
resources and for protecting existing water rights is vital to both state and local interests. 
The local development of these plans serves vital local interests by placing it in the hands of 
people: Who have the greatest knowledge of both the resources and the aspirations of those 
who live and work in the watershed; and who have the greatest stake in the proper, long-term 
management of the resources. The development of such plans serves the state's vital interests 
by ensuring that the state's water resources are used wisely, by protecting existing water 
rights, by protecting in-stream flows for fish, and by providing for the economic well-being of 
the state's citizenry and communities. Therefore, the legislature believes it necessary for units 
of local government throughout the state to engage in the orderly development of these 
watershed plans. 

RCW 90.82 provides a process for citizens and local government entities to 
come together and assess the water resources in their WRIA and determine 
an agreeable method to address the issues. It also brought 12 state agencies 
together to sign a Memorandum of Understanding outlining the roles and 
responsibilities of each agency in the watershed planning process, so that 
the agencies work together and speak as one during the local watershed 
planning process (Ecology, 2006c). 

RCW 90.82 also outlines state funding in the form of grants for each 
watershed planning phase (Ecology, 2006c). The phases and funding 
options are as follows (Spokane County, 2003): 

• Phase 1, Organizational Phase—$50,000 per WRIA or $75,000 
for multi-WRIA planning units. 

• Phase 2, Assessment Phase—Up to $200,000 per WRIA  

– Level 1 Assessment—A compilation and review of existing 
data relevant to defined objectives. If a planning unit decides 
that the existing data are sufficient to support the management 
requirement of all or some of the issues, the planning unit may 
choose to skip Level 2 and move on to Level 3 for these issues. 

– Level 2 Assessment—New data collection or additional 
analysis of existing data within the time frame of the planning 
process to fill data gaps and support decision needs. 

– Level 3 Assessment—Long-term monitoring of selected 
parameters following completion of the initial watershed plan 
to improve management strategies. 

Supplemental assessments may be conducted in the following focused areas: 

Memorandum of 
Understanding Agencies 
• Department of Agriculture 
• Conservation 
Commission 

• Department of 
Community, Trade, and 
Economic Development 
• Department of Ecology 
• Department of Fish and 
Wildlife 
• Department of Health 
• Department of Natural 
Resources 
• Department of 
Transportation 

• Interagency committee 
for Outdoor Recreation 

• Puget Sound Water 
Quality Action Team 
• Salmon Recovery Office, 
within the Governor’s 
Office 

• State Parks and 
Recreation Commission 
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– Multipurpose Storage; up to $100,000 per WRIA—Conduct a detailed assessment of 
multipurpose water storage opportunities or studies of specific multipurpose storage 
projects that are consistent with and support the other elements of the planning unit’s 
watershed plan. 

– In-stream Flows; up to $100,000—Establish new minimum in-stream flow regulations or 
amend existing regulations. 

– Water Quality; up to $100,000—Conduct a water quality assessment in fulfillment of 
RCW 90.82.090 to support development of the watershed plan. 

• Phase 3, Planning Phase—Up to $250,000 per WRIA for watershed plan development. The 
watershed management plan requires a consensus by all members of the planning unit, or at 
least an initiating government consensus and a majority vote by the planning unit. After 
approval from the planning unit and adoption by local governing authorities with territory in 
WRIA 54, the plan must be implemented by the local and state agencies. This phase of work 
must be completed within four years of initiating Phase 2 work. 

• Phase 4, Implementation—Up to $400,000. A detailed implementation plan is required. 
Funds are distributed over five years and require 10-percent matching funds. 

WRIA 54 PLAN INITIATION 
Spokane County’s grant agreement for Phase 1 of the WRIA 54 watershed management plan became 
effective October 10, 2003, establishing the needed structure, processes and scope of work to ensure that 
this watershed planning effort results in all parties acting in unison to manage the water and fishery 
resources of WRIA 54 (Ecology, 2006a). The initiating governments of this project include the City of 
Spokane, Lincoln County, Spokane County, Stevens County, Stevens PUD #1, and the Spokane Tribe. 
Spokane County was identified as the lead agency for the planning process. The key task of Phase 1 was 
the formation of a planning unit to oversee the watershed planning process for WRIA 54.  

Phase 2 of the WRIA 54 watershed planning effort began in the fall of 2005, when the planning unit 
embarked on an in-stream flow study and development of its Level 1 data compilation and technical 
assessment, which would compile available water resources data and present the data and conclusions for 
use by the planning unit in developing the WRIA 54 watershed plan. A consultant team, led by Tetra 
Tech, Inc., partnering with GeoEngineers and Triangle Associates, was retained to prepare the Level 1 
assessment.  

CONTENTS OF THIS TECHNICAL ASSESSMENT 
The Phase 2 Level 1 data compilation and technical assessment identifies existing information about the 
WRIA and additional information that needs to be collected in the Level 2 assessment. The Level 1 
assessment focuses on the characteristics of the watershed, including physical attributes, land use, and the 
rights and uses of resources. The purpose of identifying these characteristics is to evaluate the nature and 
sustainability of the water resources in order to develop a plan for managing them. This Level 1 
assessment for WRIA 54 describes the following:  

• Watershed Characteristics—The watershed characteristics of WRIA 54 are diverse and 
distinctive. Geologically, the watershed has experienced volcanic activity, metamorphism, 
sedimentation, and glaciations. These geologic activities have led to the vast hydrogeologic 
resources in the eastern portion of the watershed and complex interaction of surface waters 
with groundwater systems. The geologic characteristics, combined with the moderate climate, 
have also led to most of the watershed being used for private agricultural purposes. Only the 
easternmost portions of the watershed have significant urban areas.  
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• Water Rights and Water Use—The users of water resources in WRIA 54 include 
municipal, industrial, commercial, agricultural, and residential users. The Level 1 assessment 
looks at the water rights of each type of user and estimates the actual amount of water being 
used. The water use estimates provide valuable information for preparing a water balance and 
making decisions to ensure the sustainable use of water resources. 

• Water Balance—The water balance is an accounting of all the water entering the watershed, 
used in the watershed, and leaving the watershed. Understanding what happens to all of the 
water in the watershed is a major step in identifying how the water must be managed to 
provide for all uses while maintaining appropriate stream flow for in-stream uses. 

• Future Water Demand—Expansion of urban areas is a common trend in many of the 
watersheds in Washington. The Growth Management Act encourages urban densities within a 
designated “urban growth area.” WRIA 54 appears to be experiencing such growth pressures, 
specifically outside the Spokane urbanized area. The Level 1 assessment reviews the potential 
growth within the watershed and identifies approximate levels of water demand in the future. 
These increased levels will influence the amount of water allocated to each use.  

• Water Availability—Water availability is a crucial outcome from the Level 1 assessment. 
Estimates of how much water is available will guide the development of recommended in-
stream flow rates and suggest how water resources can best be managed to meet water needs, 
including in-stream flows, residential, commercial, and industrial growth in WRIA 54. 


