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Yakima River Basin 
W A T E R  S E C U R I T Y  I N  T H E  W E S T  

Introduction 

The Yakima River Basin is a tributary of the broader Columbia River Basin, which spans through seven states 

and Canada before emptying into the Pacific Ocean. This region is the most productive agricultural area in 

Washington State and the largest producer of hops in the United States. Irrigation in the Yakima River Basin 

began in the mid-1800s when the land was taken from members of what is now the Confederated Tribes and 

Bands of the Yakama Nation.  

Three Things You Should Know 

i. The Yakima Basin Integrated Water Resource Management Plan is the third phase of the Yakima 

River Basin Water Enhancement Project. The Plan is a watershed-scale approach to ensure sustainable 

water supplies for people, farms, and fish.  

ii. The Yakima River Basin stakeholders have competing demands, interests, and values, which set the 

stage for conflicts over water that are often controversial. These complex problems at the interface of 

people and nature require farmers, scientists, tribal members, federal agencies, the public, and 

decision makers to come together to build consensus, negotiate tradeoffs, and make decisions across a 

rapidly changing landscape.  

iii. The water rights adjudication process is ongoing in the Yakima River Basin, with the final results 

expected this spring.  The court is substantiating nearly 2,300 water rights for individual properties in 

31 tributary watersheds, and for 27 major claimants including irrigation districts, cities, federal 

projects, and the Yakama Indian Nation.  

Summary 

 The Yakima River Basin Integrated Water Resource Management Plan (the Plan) has seven elements: 

Reservoir fish passage, structural and operational changes, enhanced water conservation, 

habitat/watershed protection and enhancement, groundwater storage, surface water storage, and 

market allocation (US Bureau of Reclamation 2012).  

 The watershed is the ancestral home to the Yakama Nation, and members have a spiritual, cultural, 

and economic connection with the water, land, and fisheries. Tribes have historically had access to a 

wider range of the landscape for subsistence harvesting, and still retain the right to their traditional 

fishing grounds. This connection to the salmon and water set the stage for legal rights to in-stream 

flows for fish, which competes with irrigation needs (Montag et al 2014). 

 The Yakima River Basin (YRB) is over-appropriated, and establishing who has priority water rights is 

critical to provide certainty for water users. The Yakima River Basin adjudication process is nearing 

completion after 40 years of negotiation to determine and confirm all surface water rights. The 
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adjudication prioritizes about 2,300 water rights in the basin and will decide how water is to be 

allocated during shortages.  

 Like many agricultural regions in the United States, the Yakima River Basin faces water scarcity as 

drought periods intensify. Climate change is a major driver that directly impacts the agricultural sector 

economically and has increased tensions in the Yakima River Basin (Jenni et al 2014).  

 Understanding issues at a watershed scale involves complexity, and the stakeholders relying on the 

Yakima River Basin for water have varying needs of the natural resources in the region. The Yakima 

River Basin Integrated Water Resource Plan works to incorporate these needs through stakeholder 

working groups, public forums, EIS processes, and feedback.  

 The Yakima River Basin is impacted economically by climate change due to crop loss and uncertainty 

of water resources (Vano et al 2010). A cost-benefit analysis of the Yakima River Basin Integrated 

Water Resource Plan concluded that the projects proposed under the plan are more economically 

pragmatic when considered individually, and the irrigation benefits from water storage are reduced 

when considering their interdependence. The study also found that fish passage, while a small 

percentage of the cost, is responsible for a large portion of the economic benefit (Yoder et al 2017). 

 

Figure 1. Concept map of the considerations, implications, and stakeholders of the Yakima River Basin 
Integrated Water Resource Management Plan (adapted from the USGS). 
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Stakeholder Snapshot 

Water is the foundation of the economy in the YRB, and a myriad of stakeholders have been involved in the 

development of the Plan. The Yakima Basin Integrated Plan Workgroup has 24 members representing a wide 

range of private, local, tribal, state, federal, and environmental interests.  

Bureau of Reclamation (BOR) 

The US BOR has been involved with the YRB Water Enhancement Project since 1979, when Congress directed 

them to conduct a feasibility study. They have collaborated with several key groups, including the Washington 

State Department of Ecology and the Yakama Nation. The BOR operates the five major reservoirs within the 

basin to supply water to about 450,000 acres of irrigated land. BOR’s goal is to meet the increasing water 

demands of the Pacific Northwest while protecting the environment and the public's investment. 

Farmers and Ranchers 

The YRB has the largest agricultural economy in the state. Cherries, apples, wine grapes, hops, corn, and hay 

are the top crops produced in the Basin, supporting the $4.5 billion agriculture industry. The Plan designed an 

agricultural water conservation program, which will conserve up to 170,000 acre-feet of water in good water 

years. 

The Confederated Tribes and Bands of the Yakama Nation 

The Yakama Nation were coerced into ceding 12 million acres of land to the federal government upon signing 

of the 1855 Treaty, and white settlers rapidly expanded irrigation practices thereafter. The US Bureau of 

Reclamation has worked with the Yakama Nation on the Water Resource Plan from the beginning, and their 

historic right to in-stream flows for fish carries heavy weight in the water adjudication process. Tensions still 

exist today between tribal members and non-tribal irrigators over water rights. 

Residents of the Yakima River Basin 

The basin has a population of nearly 400,000 people, and opinions about the Yakima River Basin Integrated 

Water Resource Plan vary. Municipal water use is a small fraction of overall consumption in the basin, 

however an important consideration as water quality factors into this use. 

Environmental Non-Profits 

Environmental groups such as the Sierra Club and Seattle Audubon Society have taken a strong position 

against the Yakima River Basin Integrated Water Resource Plan. This is primarily due to the construction of 

two new dams and subsequent flooding of old growth forest, which impacts species conservation. 

Outdoor Recreationists 

The Yakima River Basin boasts a blue-ribbon trout fishery, thousands of miles of trail systems, and hundreds of 

thousands of forested acres for hiking, camping, birding, berrying and other outdoor pursuits (Washington 

State Department of Ecology). 
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Interview Questions 

i. What are your data needs? What information do you need to make better decisions?  

ii. How have you communicated the cultural and spiritual significance of the land and fish to the other 

stakeholders?  

iii. We have heard and read quite a bit about the dichotomy between fish and humans. What 

management strategies have you employed to balance competing demands and negotiate tradeoffs?  

iv. How do you build resilience in rural areas and across Yakama Nation?  

v. What are some of the barriers to developing a water market and what are you doing to address 

them?  

vi. How and when does science enter the policy and decision-making process? Water law is based on the 

historical need for certainty, however, given rapid hydrologic change, what are some ways to 

incorporate flexibility into the legal framework?  
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