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I.  Purpose

Agriculture Water Quality Program
administrative rules authorize the Oregon
Department of Agriculture (ODA) and each
Local Advisory Committee (LAC) to
conduct biennial evaluations of Agricultural
Water Quality Management Area Plans
(Area Plans) and Rules.  As part of the
review, the LAC is responsible for
submitting a written report to the State
Board of Agriculture and the Director.  The
report summarizes meetings held, advisory
committee members present, actions taken,
and progress and impediments toward
achievement of area plan goals.  The report
may also include recommendations to the
Board and the Director regarding
modifications to the Area Plan that may be
necessary to achieve water quality goals and
objectives.

The Owyhee LAC submits this report to the
Board of Agriculture to summarize and
evaluate implementation of the Owyhee
Agricultural Water Quality Management
Area Plan and Rules.

II.   Introduction

In response to mounting concerns about
agricultural effects to water quality, the
Oregon State Legislature passed the
Agricultural Water Quality Management Act
(Senate Bill 1010) in 1993.  This law
allowed ODA to work with farmers and
ranchers to develop Agricultural Water
Quality Management Area Plans for basins
with water quality problems.

From 2001 through 2003, ODA and the
Owyhee LAC worked to develop a
management plan and associated
administrative rules for the Owyhee
Management Area.  ODA adopted the Plan
and Rules in March 2003.

As provided by administrative rule (OAR
603-90-0020), the LAC consisted primarily
of landowners residing in the Management
Area.  These individuals were selected to
represent diverse aspects of agriculture in
the Owyhee River.  Representatives of the
local community were also part of the
committee.

The Malheur Soil and Water Conservation
District (SWCD) assisted in nominating the
LAC, supported it during development of
the plan, and is the local entity responsible
for implementing the plan.

III.  Background

When developing the Owyhee plan and
rules, the LAC identified several objectives
that, if achieved, would significantly
improve water quality in the Management
Area.  The LAC then developed rules that
had to be met on all agricultural and rural
lands.

Area Plan Mission Statement

Enhance or maintain water quality through
the promotion of agricultural activities that
are technically and economically feasible.

Area Plan Goals
¥ Maintain or improve water quality
¥ Secure adequate funding for the

implementation of this Area plan to
achieve its mission, goals, and

      objectives
¥ Use the media and other educational

methods to increase awareness of
agricultureÕs efforts to maintain and

      improve water quality
¥ Minimize conditions on agricultural
      lands that might contribute to a reduction
      in water quality



Owyhee Agricultural Water Quality Management Area Biennial Review August 29, 2007 Page 4

¥ Promote the use of state tax credits for
landowners who are implementing good
stewardship practices on their land

¥ Promote the coordination of water
quality protection efforts among the
federal and state agencies, landowners,

      and all residents of the Owyhee Basin
¥ Monitor and evaluate the effectiveness

of the Area plan and update as needed

 Area Rules
The LAC developed Area Rules specifically for
Owyhee basin. These rules address water quality
concerns identified in the Owyhee basin which
is affected by agricultural activity; including
sedimentation, nutrients, bacteria, and
temperature. The rules require agricultural
landowners in the Management Area to maintain
and improve:
¥ Sediment in irrigation return flows
¥ Stream bank erosion
¥ Minimize the placement, delivery, or

sloughing of wastes into streams
¥ Riparian vegetation for bank stability and

stream shading consistent with vegetative
site capability

IV.  Area Plan and Rules Implementation
Activities, 2005-2007

As described in the Area Plan, Malheur County
SWCD is the Local Management Agency for the
Owyhee Plan.  Malheur SWCD directors and
employees have worked closely with ODA,
NRCS, and OSU Extension to hire competent
technicians, coordinators, monitoring services,
workshop presenters, and initiate mass media
campaigns.

Malheur SWCD Activity Summary
2005-2007

NewslettersÑFour conservation newsletters
have been produced by the Malheur SWCD
on conservation topics to assist and educate
landowners.

Newspaper articlesÑSix newspaper
articles have been written that have covered
water quality, education, and other
conservation topics.  The articles were
distributed to over 10,000 producers.

Presentations or displays to groupsÑ
Malheur SWCD has been a key partner in
producing an annual Irrigation Water
Management seminar that has contacted
more than 130 producers in the county. For
two years staff has set up and disseminated
information at the Malheur County Fair.

Coordination with other agenciesÑ
Malheur County continues to be the leading
agency for conservation coordination in the
county.  New relationships and successful
projects have been achieved working with
the five local irrigation districts over
241,000 acres.  Coordinated activities have
included work with ODFW on sage grouse
projects.  Coordination with ODEQ has been
on water quality monitoring.  Their
assistance to NRCS has yielded several
EQIP contracts and has also completed
engineering designs to enhance activity for
conservation projects.

Fact SheetsÑ Malheur SWCD produced
eight brochures on the following
conservation topics: rotational grazing, weed
control, stream bank protection, horse
pasture management, feedlot protection,
SWCD program spotlight, irrigation water
management classes, and economic
partnerships.

Information ClearinghouseÑ The SWCD
and NRCS have served the local agricultural
community as resources of technical
information related to positive management
practices.
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Archive for LACÑ  The District Manager
has coordinated and archived all LAC
correspondence and LAC meetings and
meeting records.

Farm plansÑ Three farm plans have been
and continue to be developed in
coordination with NRCS and SWCD
planners.

Grant projects developed by the Malheur
SWCDÑ  Attached is a spreadsheet
showing the projects completed between
2005-2007.  New funding grants have been
secured and are being implemented for
constructed wetlands, irrigation
improvements, irrigation system analysis,
stream protection, juniper removal and
riparian enhancements.

Employment of staffÑ During this time the
SWCD has steadily employed a District
Manager, a full time clerical assistant, a full-
time Watershed Technical Specialist
(engineer), and a full-time Conservation
Technician.  Currently, the SWCD employs
a District Manager, a Watershed Technical
Specialist and a Conservation Technician.

Natural Resource Conservation Service
and Farm Service Agency
Accomplishments

The Natural Resources Conservation Service
(NRCS) and Farm Service Agency (FSA)
administer several federal conservation
funding programs and provide technical
assistance to landowners who enroll. Ontario
NRCS has allocated $1,538,084 in EQIP and
WHIP conservation projects on private
ground over the past two years in the
Malheur Watershed.  NRCS also provided
technical and engineering assistance on
conservation grants to enhance the goals of
the Area Plan.

Owyhee Watershed Council
Accomplishments
The Owyhee Watershed Council is made up
of primarily farmers and ranchers committed
to improving resource conditions within the
Owyhee River Basin.  The mission of the
organization is to lead the effort in ensuring
sustainable, responsible, and productive
stewardship of all land and water resources
for the economic and environmental benefit
of the Owyhee Watershed.

Since its inception in 2001 through June 30,
2007, the Owyhee Watershed Council has
secured approximately $1.6 million dollars
for the completion of 40 on-the-ground
restoration projects within the Owyhee
Watershed.  The Council has also worked
with local landowners to initiate an
additional 15 projects totaling $1.2 million
dollars that work to restore water quality and
improve watershed health.

The Owyhee Watershed Council has also
worked with local residents as well as with
local, state, and federal agencies to initiate
watershed assessments for the Owyhee
Watershed.  These assessments focus on the
joint management of private and public
lands and take a local approach to
identifying resource concerns as well as
solutions to those concerns.  These
assessments should help identify data gaps
and actions associated with the
implementation of the Owyhee Area Plan.

Education is another primary goal of the
Owyhee Watershed Council.  Each year the
Council organizes a one-day outdoor school
to help educate local 5th and 6th grade
students about the watershed that they live
in and depend on.  The event generally hosts
between 500 and 600 students and is
sponsored by several community businesses
as well as local, state, and federal agency
partners.  This event, along with other
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education activities, contributes to raising
awareness about local issues within the
Owyhee River Basin.

V.  Monitoring and Evaluation

Evaluation of the Area PlanÕs success
involves several types of monitoring.  These
are:

¥ Baseline condition monitoring
¥ Trend monitoring
¥ Implementation monitoring
¥ Effectiveness monitoring

Baseline Condition and Trend
Monitoring Ð What are current
conditions and how are they changing?

Baseline condition monitoring provides a
starting point for assessing water quality
trends and land conditions.  To evaluate the
effects of the Area Plan and Rules,
implementation partners must establish a
picture of conditions prior to
implementation.

Trend monitoring evaluates long-term
changes in landscape conditions and water
quality.  In general, trend-monitoring
activities are a continuation of baseline
monitoring activities. Ideally, areas selected
for baseline monitoring will also be used for
trend monitoring.

To assess existing water quality conditions,
Oregon Department of Agriculture water
quality staff review water quality data from
the Oregon Department of Environmental
QualityÕs Laboratory Analytical Storage and
Retrieval (LASAR) database.  In many
cases, monitoring sites included in this
database are adequate to track water quality
in agriculturally influenced watersheds.  In
other cases, ODA staff may recommend
additional monitoring sites that would be

useful for tracking agricultureÕs effects on
water quality.

ODA looks at all data for trends, but focuses
on the parameters of concern for the specific
subbasin.

ODA applies the following criteria to water
quality data used for trend monitoring:

1) Monitoring stations must have at
least partial influence from
agricultural lands.

2) Data must not be older than 1985.
3) Data must be a continuous record of

at least two years (the frequency of
monitoring was not considered).

4) Data set ideally should include at
least the following constituents:

a) Total Suspended Solids
b) Nitrate
c) Ammonia
d) E. coli or fecal coliform
e) Total Phosphorus or

orthophosphate
f) Dissolved Oxygen, or

Chemical Oxygen
Demand/Biochemical
Oxygen Demand

g) pH

These constituents are considered necessary
for tracking changes in water quality related
to agricultural activities.  Temperature is not
included on this list because it is
continuously monitored, rather than
periodically like the parameters above, and
because ODA expects changes in
temperature to take place more slowly with
changes in land conditions.

An ODA review of monitoring stations in
the Management Area concluded the
existing stations provide enough data to
characterize water quality trends as part of
ODAÕs larger statewide effectiveness
monitoring efforts.    Below is a summary of
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water quality trends from the existing
stations in the LASAR database reviewed by
ODA, followed by summaries of watershed
council monitoring data and the LACÕs
recommendations for additional monitoring
sites.

LASAR Data Summary
The following was taken from the Oregon
Water Quality Index (OWQI) Report by the
Oregon Department of Environmental
Quality (water years 1986-1995):

The land area of Owyhee Basin is
significantly larger than the Malheur Basin,
but the area of land suitable for agriculture is
smaller.  The largest part of the basin is used
as rangeland.  Impacts to water quality are at
a smaller scale, due to the smaller amount of
available land for these uses.

The upstream site monitored by U.S. Bureau
of Reclamation (USBR) is the Owyhee
River downstream of the Owyhee Dam.
Results from monitoring this site represent
the cumulative effect of all impacts to water
quality upstream of the dam.  These impacts
include grazing and natural conditions.
Results from this site also serve as a
background to compare to water quality near
the mouth of the river. The Atlas of Oregon
Lakes identified Lake Owyhee as eutropic
with high levels of phosphorus entering the
lake from the upper watershed.  This
explains the moderately high levels of total
phosphates detected downstream of the dam.
Moderately high levels of biochemical
oxygen demand and ammonia and nitrate
nitrogen were also detected at this site.  On
the average, OWQI scores for this upstream
site are good throughout the year.
Unfortunately, water quality conditions in
the upper watershed are deteriorating.  A
significant decrease in water quality
between water years 1986-1995 was
detected.

The downstream site monitored by USBR
was on the Owyhee River at Highway 201.
Results from monitoring at this site indicate
the influence of irrigated agriculture and
CAFOs on water quality in the Owyhee
River.  High concentrations of total
phosphates and biochemical oxygen demand
were detected and indicate a combination of
high background levels of phosphorous and
the introduction of fertilizers and organic
waste via irrigation returns.  High levels of
ammonia and nitrate nitrogen were detected
during various seasons, probably caused by
excessive loss of fertilizers and the
breakdown of animal waste washed into the
river.  Highest sediment loss occurs during
high runoff conditions, and is aggravated in
some areas by livestock and poor farming
practices.  Warm temperatures combined
with relatively high pH values and wide
variations in dissolved oxygen concentration
indicate that eutrophication is active in the
lower stretch of the river.  Water quality has
significantly decreased from upstream to
downstream.  On the average, OWQI scores
for the Owyhee River at Highway 201 are
very poor throughout the year.

Malheur SWCD Monitoring Data -
During the past two years 24 agricultural
drains have been monitored by Malheur
County SWCD through a monitoring grant
provided by OWEB.  These drain samples
are full spectrum analysis 12 months of the
year and are a continuation of a previous
two-year program.  The USBR water quality
lab out of Boise, Idaho processes the
samples. The resulting data are regularly
sent to irrigation and drainage district
partners.  The results have helped increase
the awareness of irrigation district partners
and have resulted in a system wide
assessment of the irrigation system that is
currently under way.  The assessment is
developing long term goals for the combined
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irrigation district and developing highly
accurate GIS digital mapping and LIDAR
technologies.

Implementation monitoring Ð
Implementation monitoring has resulted in
the development of five new water quality
projects, including pressurized irrigation
designs, constructed wetland filters, large
system pumpback systems and other
irrigation efficiency projects, accounting for
more than $355,000 in upcoming water
quality projects.

Implementation monitoring tracks the
conservation practices that have been
implemented to benefit water quality.
Through the use of quarterly reports to
ODA, the local SWCD and NRCS track
implemented practices.  In addition, projects
that have received funding from the Oregon
Watershed Enhancement Board are tracked
in that agencyÕs restoration database.
It is more difficult to track beneficial
practices landowners have implemented on
their own without funding or outside
technical assistance.

Effectiveness monitoring Ð Are efforts
protecting and improving water quality?

Effectiveness monitoring occurs at two
scales.  At a Management Area scale, land
condition data and water quality data are
compared over time to determine if changes
in land conditions are improving water
quality.  Adequate data are not yet available
to allow for sufficient effectiveness
monitoring.

VI.  Complaints

Since the prior rules were adopted, ODA received
no complaints in the Owyhee planning area.

VII. Owyhee Area Plan and Rules Review
Process

In August of 2007, as provided by OAR 603-090-
0020, the LAC met to conduct the first periodic
review and update of their Area Plan and Rules.
Management Area landowners representing
agricultural commodities serve on the LAC.

The following LAC member(s) participated:
Bob Skinner - Rancher

Recommendations for the Next Two
Years of Implementation Ð

The committee recommendations are to
continue to enhance and support weed
control efforts, and to work with the local
NRCS and SWCD offices to have a better
presence in the southern part of the county
by providing more technical assistance to
landowners.  Other recommendations
include working closely with ODFW, range
groups, and other agencies to improve the
upland conditions.  Efforts should include
managing the fuel loads and reducing
juniper infestations in an effort to improve
water storage and quality.
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Conclusions

The Local Advisory Committee believes
that Area Plan and Rules implementation is
going smoothly.  Landowners continue to
work with a variety of local partners to
implement water quality improvement
activities.  Many landowners are working
with partner agencies and organizations to
access funding to support water quality
improvement activities.

Water quality monitoring is ongoing in the
management area, and the LAC believes
additional monitoring would be beneficial to
track agricultural influences on water
quality.

The LAC also supports continued outreach
to inform more landowners about the Area
Plan and Rules.

The Malheur SWCD will continue
implementing the Area Plan in cooperation
with ODA and other partners.


