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Andrew Archer, Board Member
WaterWatch of Oregon welcomes Andy Archer as the newest member of our 
board of directors. An Oregon native, Andy formed a deep connection with the 
state’s rivers at an early age through his passion for fly fishing and paddling. 
This appreciation for the ecological and cultural significance of healthy rivers 
was the foundation for his 15-year career in the fly fishing industry before 
he became an attorney. During law school, Andy focused on water law and 
served as a two-year fellow with the University of Oregon’s Environmental 
and Natural Resources Law Center, where his research examined Oregon 
groundwater resources, in situ groundwater, and improving water allocation 
decision-making in western states. He also studied abroad in Spain and 
the Netherlands, where he focused on international approaches to drought 
management. Andy now practices law in his hometown of Bend and is 
committed to protecting the rivers that shaped his life.

WaterWatch of Oregon
24th Annual Celebration of Oregon Rivers
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WaterWatch is proud to share the art of Katie JeanneReim to announce our Celebration of Oregon Rivers 2026! 
Portland artist Katie Reim shares her deep love for the outdoors and captures its beauty through painting in a way that feels both 
personal and universal. After moving to Portland to immerse herself in nature, she found inspiration in every trail and mountain.

 Her work is a blend of art and adventure, transforming landscapes into pieces that reflect the essence of the places we love to explore.
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Welcome to the summer  
2026 edition of Instream! 
During these early summer 
days I find myself spending 
my evenings plotting weekend 
adventures to escape the heat, 
and they all tend to involve 
rivers. Whether mountain 
biking singletrack alongside 
the Sandy, paddling my local 

Tualatin, or simply hiking to see the waterfalls on the 
Lower ZigZag, there are a plethora of incredible river 
destinations near my home. 

This is true for just about anywhere in Oregon: an 
iconic, free-flowing river is just a hop, skip, and a jump 
away. This is no accident. Thanks to the hard work of 
countless conservationists and advocates who have 
worked over the years to protect these special places 
we are fortunate to count Oregon’s rivers, streams, 
lakes, and aquifers among our public resources — and 
I believe we have ongoing duty to protect them from 
being degraded and dewatered. In the face of an 
ongoing regional megadrought, which is likely to have 
serious and unprecedented on-the-ground implications 
for rivers, fish, and wildlife this summer, our rivers 
need our help now more than ever.

WaterWatch has been hard at work doing exactly that: 
advocating for Oregon’s waters everywhere decisions 
about water allocation are being made. In this issue, 
you can find a summary of WaterWatch’s legislative 
advocacy in the 2026 session on page five, news about 
our ongoing campaign to remove Winchester Dam 
from the North Umpqua River on page six, and an 
article focused on this year’s drought, as well as state 
and legislative tools available under current law to 
prevent drought-related disaster for aquatic ecosystems, 

At WaterWatch, our work is focused on protecting and 
restoring the streamflows that power our state’s world-
class rivers and streams, which in turn provide habitat, 

foraging grounds, and migratory corridors for a variety of fish and 
wildlife including salmon, steelhead, beavers, otters, bears, and all 
varieties of insects, frogs, birds, and other species.   

Our work to protect and restore Oregon’s rivers is also vital to 
related conservation efforts to protect our state's iconic forests, 
deserts, wetlands, coastline, and other natural areas important 
to Oregon fish and wildlife, people, and economies. That’s why 
WaterWatch was proud to join with over 70 conservation, hunting, 
fishing, forestry, farming, ranching, and business stakeholders in a 
coalition that successfully passed the 1.25% for Wildlife bill during 
the short legislative session earlier this year.

Signed into law by Governor Tina Kotek on April 10th, the bill 
levies a modest 1.25% tax on transient lodging, which will provide 
dedicated funding for fish, wildlife, and habitat conservation  
primarily by funding the Oregon Department of Fish and 
Wildlife’s work to implement its State Wildlife Action Plan. 

With ongoing threats at both the state and federal levels, fish 
and wildlife have been pushed to the brink by habitat loss, 
climate change, and overdevelopment. In Oregon, at least 300 
at-risk species and their habitats are in decline and in danger 
of being pushed further toward extinction. Now law, the 1.25% 
for Wildlife Initiative will provide critical funding to protect 
our state’s most vulnerable fish and wildlife species, and fuel the 
work needed to protect Oregon’s landscapes and the rivers that 
run through them.   

Congratulations to our friends at Oregon Wild and the Western 
Environmental Law Center for their diligence, tenacity, and 
enthusiasm in leading this broad-based coalition effort. We also 
owe a heartfelt thank you to our community of WaterWatch 
members and supporters who weighed in with their legislators 
to help pass this bill and ensure the governor signed it into law.

Healthy habitats, flourishing fish, and wildlife benefit all 
Oregonians. In an era where we could all use some good news, 
take a moment to join us in celebrating this monumental win. n

DEFENDING OREGON’S WATERS
In addition to our advocacy to pass proactive policy bills and 

sound agency budgets, WaterWatch defends against the myriad 
of bad water bills that inevitably show up every session. Over 

the past 40 years we have stopped hundreds of bad bills which, 
if passed, would have gutted important environmental laws 
and further compromised our rivers and aquifers. The 2026 

session was no exception. Of note were two very bad bills that 
WaterWatch led opposition to defeat — HB 4006 and HB 4049.

  
	

Defeating these bills took enormous effort, not only to educate 
legislators about the devastating policy implications, but also to 
daylight misinformation spread by bill proponents. With 2027 

gearing up to be more of the same, we will again need your help  
to reach out to your legislators. 

Neil Brandt 
Executive Director

Stream of Consciousness Historic Win for Oregon Fish, Wildlife, Historic Win for Oregon Fish, Wildlife, 
and Habitatsand Habitats

Photo by Neil Brandt

HB 4049 – DEFEATED
This bill would have weakened existing statutory standards in the 
Harney Basin that govern Voluntary Agreements (VA) that can be 
approved by the Oregon Water Resources Commission (OWRC) to 
operate in lieu of an order or rule curtailing groundwater pumping 
in a Critical Groundwater Area. The bill did not move forward after 
the state agreed to revamp the Harney Basin VA guidelines. While 
not ideal, this kept the language out of statute, which allows the 

OWRC to more easily adjust the guidance document in the future.

HB 4006 — DEFEATED
This dangerous Columbia River bill would have exempted Umatilla 
Basin irrigators who wanted to divert surface water on a 51-mile 
stretch of the Columbia River from important transfer laws that 

every other farmer in Oregon must abide by. It would have allowed a 
significant increase in water volume pulled from the Columbia with 
no regard of the impact on salmon, increased irrigated agriculture 

over a 700,000 acre footprint (roughly the size of Rhode Island), 
risked greater nitrate contamination to the area’s groundwater, and 

declared inter-governmental entities to be “districts” statewide. 
Among other concerns, this would have given irrigators the ability to 
condemn both private and state lands. While the bill did not pass into 

law, we expect it will return in some form in 2027.  

sign up for our 
River action alerts  

at WaterWatch.org

Stream of Consciousness
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beginning on page eight. In Water Briefs on page 13 
you’ll get the latest updates on WaterWatch’s efforts 
to stop a gravel mine along Grave Creek in Josephine 
County and prevent a dam from being built on Drift 
Creek in Marion County. This issue also features 
a wonderful profile of longtime WaterWatch board 
president Mary Lou Soscia beginning on page 10. And 
as you’ll see in our In the Community section, our 
staff were all around Oregon at events this spring, from 
speaking at the Upper Clackamas Whitewater Festival 
to providing a tour of the former Klamath Dam sites.
It’s been a busy year so far! 

Check out our events calendar at WaterWatch.org for 
more opportunities to join us this summer, and don’t 
forget to RSVP to our annual auction on November 
7th. Tickets go on sale July 15th!

Being a river advocate is for anyone who enjoys 
spending time outdoors in, on, or around Oregon’s 
rivers. One of the easiest ways to help is to sign up 
for our River Action Alerts so you’ll be notified when 
there’s an opportunity to lend your voice in support of 
a particular river, policy, or endangered species. 

If you’re able, please consider becoming a member of 
WaterWatch by donating and directly supporting the 
critical work we do. Please also contact your elected 
officials to urge them to use the state’s available tools to 
protect rivers from the devastating impacts of drought 
this summer. Our rivers need our help, and everyone 
can play a role in speaking up for them. 

Thank you for being part of our community of river 
advocates and helping WaterWatch continue to make a 
huge difference for Oregon’s waters.

For rivers,



Photo by Jim McCarthy

Wins Continue for Winchester 
Dam Campaign 

District and TerraFirma Foundation Repair, Inc. for water 
quality violations during the 2023 dam repairs, the District 
and TerraFirma continue to fight, rather than pay these 
fines. TerraFirma is a basement repair company owned by 
the District’s board president which served as the primary 
contractor for the 2023 repairs. They recently asked the 
Oregon Environmental Quality Commission, which oversees 
DEQ, to overturn the fines. WaterWatch and our allies filed a 
brief in opposition, and will remain in this case until the end. 

On June 8th, the District lost another bid to delay state 
enforcement. The District had brought a lawsuit after the 
Oregon Water Resources Department found in January 2023 
the water stored behind the dam exceeded the owners’ water 
right claim by approximately 29.7 million gallons, or 1.1 feet 
in reservoir pool elevation. The judge in this case previously 
dismissed all District claims against the state — except one — 
then ruled against their last claim at the close of trial.

The District could solve their unlawful storage problem 
by applying for a new water storage right. It is likely the 
District instead chose to sue because a new water right at 
the dam would trigger a state requirement for new, legally-
compliant fish passage facilities.
 
Legal wrangling continues over the $27.6 million ODFW 
fine against the District, TerraFirma, and DOWL 
Engineering resulting from the massive fish kill during 
the 2023 repairs. In this case, TerraFirma recently sued 
their subcontractor Mount Hood Environmental, LLC for 
damages caused by alleged failures leading up to the kill. 
WaterWatch and our allies continue to support ODFW as 
amicus parties in this case, represented by Crag Law Center. 
 
The District also contracted with Mount Hood 
Environmental as experts for their defense against a 
lawsuit brought by WaterWatch and our allies alleging that 
Winchester Dam harms federally-protected coho salmon. 
That case is currently before the 9th Circuit Court of Appeals. 

Meanwhile, the District continues to delay work to 
permanently address voids under the dam’s south side    
 — work that was supposed to have been completed in 
2023. DOWL, the District’s engineers for the 2023 repairs, 
designed a repair involving sheet pile driven into bedrock 
at the dam’s south end and other measures to fill voids 
and stop leaks. DOWL’s solution was approved by the 

relevant permitting agencies, but the District’s contractor, 
TerraFirma, did not construct DOWL’s design during the 
2023 repairs, and instead injected foam in various voids 
under the dam. The foam soon failed.  

Since then, the District did not comply with a December 
2023 order from state dam safety officials requiring annual 		
 “underwater camera inspections” of the dam and to finish    	
 “work to mitigate the voids” by 2024. The dam owner’s 
failure to comply with safety officials’ simultaneous order 
to take immediate actions to address other issues causing 
the dam to be “unsafe or potentially unsafe” resulted in 
a proposed final order in March 2024 seeking to declare 
the dam a nuisance and removed at the District’s expense. 
The District first tried to fight the state before entering 
into a consent order in December 2024 regarding specific 
corrective actions.  

Even so, the District did not comply with a December 2024 
order requiring annual “underwater camera inspections” of 
the dam and to finish “work to mitigate the voids” by 2025. 
Indeed, according to the District’s 2025 financial report, the 
dam owners spent $0 for “repairs and maintenance” during 
the 2025 fiscal year. In September 2025, safety officials again 
ordered the District to “Repair the void [under the south 
end of the dam] or have an engineer assess the void and 
provide documentation to the state that the void is not a 
safety issue.” 
 
Despite their unwillingness to fund fish passage 
improvements, safety repairs, or water quality protection 
measures at their dam, the District has been willing to fund 
multiple challenges to state enforcement actions intended to 
protect the public, fish, and water quality. According to their 
annual financial reports, the District spent $219,694 on legal 
fees in fiscal year 2025, $271,662 in 2024, and $91,126 in 
2023. That adds up to a total of $582,482 the District spent 
over the last three fiscal years on legal fees.  

Insisting on owning a dam on one of the world’s 
most spectacular rivers without heeding the laws and 
responsibilities all other dam owners must follow is 
offensive to Oregon values and has done real harm to the 
North Umpqua and the people who depend on it. The 
Winchester Dam owners cannot be exempt from the rule of 
law. If the dam owners cannot tolerate the straightforward 
responsibilities of dam ownership, the only reasonable 
option is removal. n

The campaign to remove Winchester Dam and put an end to 

the North Umpqua River’s biggest fish killer continues. 

On May 15th, the Oregon Fish and Wildlife 
Commission denied Winchester Dam owners’ 
petition for stay of a final order requiring 

demolition of the inadequate north side fish ladder and 
construction of new fish passage facilities near the dam’s 
south side. The Commission found that “staying the Final 
Order would result in substantial public harm … because 
allowing continued inadequate passage at the Dam is 
both contrary to State policy and particularly harmful to 
the summer steelhead and spring Chinook in the North 
Umpqua.” The Commission also noted that the “recent 
increase in documented injuries to native migratory fish 
(since the 2023 repair project) is concerning.” With counsel 
from Earthjustice and Crag Law Center, WaterWatch 
and our allies opposed the stay request and will remain 
intervenors in support of the Oregon Department of Fish 
and Wildlife (ODFW) throughout this process. 

Instead of finally complying with ODFW’s passage order, 
the District has petitioned the Oregon Court of Appeals. 
WaterWatch and our allies will be opposing.

Previously, dam owners Winchester Water Control District 
chose to fight rather than comply with a September 2024 
ODFW proposed order for new fish passage. They then 
chose to fight rather than comply with an administrative law 
judge’s ruling upholding ODFW’s enforcement action. The 
District’s unwillingness to improve passage for migratory fish 
at the dam goes back to at least 2019, when they rejected our 
coalition’s offer to contribute $10,000 in engineering services 
to improve Winchester Dam’s fish ladder.  

ODFW’s defense of their passage order is a credit to the 
agency, and promises transformative improvement in the 
North Umpqua after years of harm. If the District does not 
comply with the order, the state can require removal of the 
dam at the District’s expense under ORS 509.625(4). Of course, 
the District has another alternative: WaterWatch’s standing 
offer to remove the dam at little to no cost to the owners. 

Despite an administrative law judge’s scathing ruling 
in March upholding $104,767 in Oregon Department of 
Environmental Quality (DEQ) fines issued against the 

Photo by Jim McCarthy
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T he effects of climate change on Oregon’s river 
ecosystems have been stark. Low snowpack, 
warming temperatures, and shifting hydrology 

are exacerbating long-standing challenges facing Oregon’s 
over-tapped rivers. Climate change is also increasing 
incidents of drought, with 2026 being no exception. 

As Oregon heads into what is expected to be an extraordinary 
drought, WaterWatch is calling on Governor Kotek to use her 
office’s existing authorities to help alleviate the impacts of this 
year’s drought on Oregon’s rivers, streams, and wetlands and  
the fish and wildlife that call them home.

Low streamflows and warm conditions make it difficult, if 
not impossible, for cold water species like trout, salmon, and 
steelhead to survive — or thrive. Without water in our rivers, 
streams, and wetlands, food sources for birds, mammals, 

Oregon’s Tools to Protect  
Rivers in Times of Drought

amphibians, reptiles, and insects also become severely 
compromised. In the face of projected drought conditions across 
Oregon, protection of Oregon’s aquatic habitats is not only 
essential to our state’s fish and wildlife, but the people, cultures 
and river-related economies that depend upon healthy river 
ecosystems.

While there is a dire need for Oregon to expand its statutory 
drought toolbox to better protect ecosystems into the future, 
existing law does provide the governor with pathways for 
immediate action that could help protect Oregon’s aquatic 
ecosystems in the face of this year’s drought. To help stave off an 
ecological disaster this summer and fall, we have asked Governor 
Kotek to utilize her office’s existing authorities to better protect 
our rivers, including:

Require cities, irrigation districts, and other political 
subdivisions to conserve water and/or curtail use.   
State law grants the governor authority to require cities, 
irrigation districts, and other political subdivisions of the state 
to develop and implement conservation plans, curtailment 
plans, or both in areas where the governor has declared a severe, 
ongoing drought exists, or is likely to exist. Given the number 
of counties already under emergency drought declarations, 
implementing this tool could significantly reduce use of our 
state’s already-stretched water resources. As we have seen in 
states like California, mandating conservation has proven 
to be an invaluable tool for conserving water for people and 
ecosystems alike.

Support the Oregon Water Resources Department’s use 
of all available water management tools to help minimize 
detrimental impacts on streams, fish, and wildlife.  
While the historical over-appropriation of Oregon’s water 
resources puts rivers and aquatic species at risk every year, the 
problems they face are greatly amplified in times of drought. 
To that end, we urge Governor Kotek to support OWRD’s use 
of existing management and/or legal tools to help minimize 
drought impacts on our state’s rivers, including enforcement 
against waste, requiring additional measurement and reporting 
of water use, aggressive regulation in favor of instream rights, 
ensuring municipal fish persistence conditions are adhered to, 
and imposing civil penalties for the illegal use of water.

Direct expeditious processing of instream water right 
applications.   
Instream water rights are the most important tools the state 
has to protect the inherent right of water to flow instream in 
its natural streambed. In addition to the value of instream 
water rights in protecting water in our rivers and streams 
against future withdrawals, instream water rights are also 
the only existing defense against harmful transfers, including 
emergency drought transfers. As such, it is imperative the state 
expeditiously move instream water right applications through 
the approval process.

Urge coordination among state natural resource 
agencies to efficiently utilize all available tools to 
protect Oregon’s aquatic ecosystems.  
While coordination amongst agencies is always important, it is 
especially crucial in times of drought when additional stressors 
are compromising the health of aquatic ecosystems and the 
species that rely on them. To that end, we have asked Governor 
Kotek to direct close agency coordination to address the effects of 
drought on Oregon’s rivers, especially as it relates to ensuring that 
emergency drought water permits do not compromise streamflows, 
fish and wildlife habitat, scenic waterways, or water quality.

Aquatic ecosystems and the fish, wildlife, people, economies, 
and cultures they support are invaluable to Oregonians. While 
long-term work is needed to protect Oregon’s water resources 
into the future, in the face of immediate threats posed by the 
2026 drought, Governor Kotek and the agencies she oversees 
should employ all available tools to help mitigate the impacts of 
drought on our state’s rivers and the iconic fish and wildlife they 
support. If you agree, please contact Governor Kotek to urge her 
to protect Oregon’s rivers this summer and fall. 

       Call on State Legislators to Build     		
    Drought Resilience Into the Future
As legislators gear up for the 2027 legislative session, now is the 
time to urge your state senator and representative to think about 
proactive policy and budget measures to bolster climate resilience 
for Oregon’s rivers. Some key messages legislators need to hear:
 

• Stop things from getting worse — require an environmental 
review of water right changes.  Oregon’s outdated water laws 
have long favored extraction over protection. Now is the time to 
urge your legislators to close a dangerous loophole that allows 
the Oregon Water Resources Department to approve water 
right changes, called “transfers,” to existing water rights 	
 — i.e., modifying where and how water is used, and where it is 
extracted — with zero consideration of environmental harm. 
With the state’s water right transfer processes, the impacts to 
streamflows are left out of consideration. It’s time to close this 
loophole and keep our rivers from further harm by requiring an 
environmental review on water right transfers.

• Add new protections—support minimum flows for fish.   
Under Oregon’s outdated water code it is perfectly legal to drain 
a river dry, regardless of the impact on fish, wildlife, recreation, 
and the economies that rely on water flowing in our rivers and 
streams. The 2026 drought offers a salient example of the need 
to strengthen Oregon’s protections for rivers and fish. Please 
urge your legislator to look to California as an example, where 
minimum survival flows on select streams must be met before 
extractive uses can pull water from a river.

• Fund instream projects.  While “drought relief” packages are 
common in Oregon and at the federal level, measures aimed 
at ecosystem relief are less common. As legislators begin 
to consider packages for agriculture and other extractive 
industries, urge them to fund ecosystem work that will help 
Oregon become more climate resilient. Any “drought relief” 
package should include funding for fish passage and/or 
dam removal, instream water right acquisitions, stream and 
temperature gauges, and other instream restoration projects 
so that fish and wildlife have a fighting chance.

• Support water data.  Good data to back good decisions is a 
cornerstone of responsible water management. In the face 
of a changing climate, it is more important than ever that the 
state invest in data, including groundwater investigations, flow 
studies, and gauges. Please urge legislators to keep their eye 
on the ball and ensure there are not only zero cuts to existing 
data programs like stream gauges, but that the state amplifies 
its commitment to funding data and IT needs to support the 
collection, analysis, and dissemination of the information.

While only a snapshot of what is needed to build climate resilience 
for Oregon’s waters, carrying these messages to your legislators 
before they are mired in the day-to-day work of next year’s session 
is an important first step. Please urge your state representative 
and senator to keep their attention on efforts to mitigate the 
devastating impacts of drought on Oregon’s rivers, and the many 
economies they support.Contact Governor 

Kotek here
Contact your state

legislators

Map courtesy of U.S. Drought Monitor (June 2026)

Photo by Lisa Brown

Oregon’s Tools to Protect  
Rivers in Times of Drought
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Coming up on her 30th anniversary with the 
organization, Mary Lou Soscia reflects on the honor 
she’s enjoyed working with WaterWatch of Oregon, 
and how helping the organization grow and thrive has 
become one of her life’s great accomplishments.

Mary Lou Soscia has served as the president of the 
WaterWatch of Oregon Board of Directors for 
six years over two separate tenures, helped usher 

the organization through its 40th anniversary last year with 
WaterWatch executive director Neil Brandt, and has facilitated 
discussions and engaged on dozens of the organization’s most 
important campaigns and decisions during her near 30 years 
of service to the WaterWatch board. Mary Lou also played key 
roles in bringing Neil Brandt on board as executive director in 
2023, as well as Neil’s predecessor, John DeVoe, in 2003.

Mary Lou’s commitment and enthusiasm for WaterWatch came 
from the same place that led to her decades-long career with 
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), her tenure with 
the Columbia River Inter-Tribal Fish Commission, her work 
on watershed health with the state of Oregon, and her service 
as a consultant and contractor with the Confederated Tribes 
of Grand Ronde: a determination to ensure a legacy of healthy 
rivers, thriving ecosystems, and clean, free-flowing water.

As Mary Lou told WaterWatch’s Tommy Hough this spring, 	
 “I've always loved rivers. I grew up on the Lynnhaven River 
in Virginia Beach that flows into Chesapeake Bay, and that 
inspired me to study rivers in college. So the whole mission of 
WaterWatch was of tremendous interest. Sometimes when we 
talk about what we do, it’s easy to get lost in a lot of regulatory 

language, so when I’m explaining what WaterWatch does I start 
by saying we’re simply helping rivers be rivers. We’re enabling 
a river to be a thriving ecosystem. Using terminology everyone 
can understand helps me connect with the passion in my heart 
about rivers.”

 “I started working for the EPA in 1985, and came to Oregon in 
1993 ‘on loan’ from EPA headquarters to the Columbia River 
Inter-Tribal Fish Commission because I'd worked with Tribal 
governments and did watershed work throughout the U.S. Then 
I was again ‘on loan’ from EPA to the state of Oregon, where I 
created and led a watershed program that was the foundation 
of the Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board.”

Working on Columbia River issues with the EPA put Mary 
Lou at the center of the agency and advocacy worlds in the 
Pacific Northwest. “EPA Region 10, which includes the Pacific 
Northwest, hired me in 1997. At that time, based on pressure 
from Tribal governments, EPA wanted to emphasize the 
enforcement of water quality standards for temperature in 

Photo by Jim McCarthy

the Columbia River. I began working with Jim Ruff, who was 
leading the Northwest Power and Conservation Council’s 
Columbia River mainstem program.”

A hydrologist who had previously worked at the Oregon Water 
Resources Department (OWRD), Jim knew WaterWatch 
founders Audrey and Tom Simmons, and was invited by the 
couple to join the WaterWatch board. Jim then asked Mary Lou 
if she would consider joining the board as well.

 “It was an easy decision to join the board given Jim’s connection 
to Audrey and Tom, plus at the time Reed Benson was serving 
as executive director. Reed and I had worked together when I 
was with the state, and we always connected on river issues. I’d 
also met Bob Hunter through his work on the Savage Rapids 
Dam removal campaign, so I was well aware of WaterWatch’s 
work, and between Reed and Bob I already knew two of the 
powerhouse figures with the organization.”

Along with her personal connections to board and staff, 
WaterWatch’s overarching mission to preserve streamflows was 
of particular interest to Mary Lou. “My expertise, certainly 
at EPA, was in water quality. But at the same time we weren’t 
allowed to do water quantity at EPA. There had been some sort 
of deliberation when the Clean Water Act was being developed 
in the early 1970s, so by the time I arrived at the EPA it was just 
accepted practice to stay away from water quantity. Interestingly, 
there was a landmark 1994 U.S. Supreme Court case argued by 
then-Washington state Attorney General Christine Gregoire 
that linked streamflow to water quality to protect fish habitats. 
The court rejected the argument that water quantity and quality 
should be treated separately, and the decision was a major 
endorsement of the connection between quantity and quality for 
a thriving river ecosystem with adequate flows and water quality 
that’s protective of the ecosystem.”

By 2002, Reed had moved on and WaterWatch was looking for a 
new executive director. “Even before I’d become a member of the 
WaterWatch board, Reed and I had always gotten along,” said 
Mary Lou. “But eventually we were holding what amounted to a 
second round of interviews for a new executive director, and an 
attorney with a law firm in Portland appeared. He came across 
really well, was an effective communicator, and Brian Posewitz 
and I wound up colluding about how we could convince the 
other board members to hire this person. That was John DeVoe.”

 “Spending time and developing communication is really 
important to me, and John and I just developed a strong bond. 
Years later, I tried to take a lot of responsibility to help Neil 
move into the executive director position when John decided 
to step down. We were just coming out of COVID, everybody 
was still doing everything exclusively by computer, and we 

hadn’t had a face-to-face meeting in a long time. I thought 
the idea of hiring a new E.D. and going through the interview 
process was going to be really difficult, but I committed to the 
board to mentor Neil, and I spent a lot of time working with 
Neil in meetings in 2023 and 2024. He’s just been tremendous. 
You know, we all have ways we can improve, but building a 
relationship and creating reliable communication channels is so 
important to me.”

Asked about her favorite river, the answer is quick for Mary Lou.        	
 “There’s so many wonderful rivers in Oregon,” she said. “But for 
me, it’s the Columbia. It’s a river I fell in love with a long time 
ago while I was on a train trip on my first visit to the Pacific 
Northwest, long before I ever imagined I’d live here. Having 
worked on the Columbia River for so many years, I love how 
it’s something of a biodiversity smorgasbord with all the river 
systems that drain into it. There’s the Metolius, the undammed 
John Day River, the Yakima River where Yakama Nation 
farmers are working magic transforming floodplains and cutting 
back on toxins and doing all this great work. Then there’s the 
Willamette, where people are working on creative solutions to 
connect people to the river and make the Willamette an urban 
gem. So when I say the Columbia River is my favorite, to me it’s like 
a river made up of all these fabulous ingredients that go into it.”

And a good day along a river? The answer from Mary Lou is 
also quick. “Hiking along the Metolius is one of my favorite 
things. I love the Metolius River and the places where water 
pours out of the ground like waterfalls. My family did a lot of 
hiking along the Metolius during COVID to nourish our heart 
and souls during that difficult time. A second favorite day on an 
Oregon river would be running rapids on the Deschutes River. 
My gosh, nothing like it. I love running the Deschutes, especially 
up from Maupin. It’s beautiful and wonderful and magical and 
spiritual.” n

Mary Lou Soscia — A Profile in Service
Photo by Nathaniel Perales

Photo by Duane Mecham

Photo by Duane Mecham

10       WaterWatch of Oregon WaterWatch of Oregon         11  10       WaterWatch of Oregon WaterWatch of Oregon         11  



Data centers use water in several ways. Some use water 
to cool clusters of servers housed in a building. Some 
data centers do not use water-based cooling technology, 

but all data centers use water indirectly because these facilities 
consume massive amounts of electricity. Creating electricity is 
one of the most water-intensive industries in the United States. 
Unfortunately, little data exists on this indirect water use by data 
centers, but it is known to be many times the direct onsite use of 
these facilities. Not surprisingly, data centers have been less than 
transparent on their water consumption. 

Depending on how one defines a data center, Oregon currently 
has between 120 and 135 data centers in operation, with several 
more in the planning stages. Some of these planned data 
centers, if built, would be the largest such facilities in the world. 
Many are being located in water-scarce areas where surface 
waters are already over-appropriated in the dry season, or in 
areas of concern due to declines in aquifer levels. Some, like 
Google’s large facility in The Dalles or Amazon’s operation 
in the Umatilla Basin, are in areas with existing 
restrictions on additional groundwater use. 

Some data centers, or the municipal entities that 
supply water to them, must mitigate some portion 
of their water use. Unfortunately, mitigation 
requirements are not consistent across Oregon, or 
in many places do not exist at all. Oregon also lacks 
a strong understanding of the thermal impacts to 
waters caused by the discharge of spent cooling 
water, and the state has done a generally poor job of 
addressing temperature pollution in Oregon’s rivers, 
especially with our changing climate. 

Many data centers are exploiting Oregon’s water 
laws by using municipal water rights that have 
never been fully developed. To accommodate 
future growth, Oregon law allows municipal water 
developers to hold onto water rights with early priority dates 
but not develop that water until much later. Unfortunately, in 
the intervening years and decades, Oregon has failed to account 
for this undeveloped water and permitted other uses from the 

The Explosive Growth of Data Centers and HR 655 

same source waters, often overallocating streams and aquifers. 
Now, with additional water demand from data centers, Oregon 
allows municipalities to develop these senior water rights often 
at the expense of those with junior priority dates, including 
instream water rights, and the needs of fish and wildlife. To no 
one’s surprise, this can wholly upset the apple cart for fish and 
wildlife, and for other users. 

In fact, this scenario is playing out now in The Dalles with 
Google’s data center water demand. The Dalles has chosen to 
expand its use of an old water right from the Dog River in the 
Hood River watershed. For more than a century, this water 
right was never more than about half developed. Now, a junior 
instream water right on the Dog that supports multiple runs of 
Endangered Species Act fish will likely be significantly impacted 
due to this development. While the pipeline and Crow Creek 
reservoir for The Dalles’ water supply are on U.S. Forest Service 
land, the Forest Service has refused to consider the impacts of 
additional water use by the city, in part because the Crow Creek 

Reservoir lacked the capacity to receive additional water.

Enter HR 655, Representative Cliff Bentz’s bill passed 
by the House of Representatives in December 2025. If 
passed by the Senate, HR 655 would transfer federal 
public land at the reservoir to The Dalles and allow 
the city to expand its reservoir, thereby enabling 
The Dalles to fully develop its Dog River water right, 
primarily for Google’s data centers.

You can object to HR 655 by contacting Senators Ron 
Wyden and Jeff Merkley via the QR code provided 
below, and view our coalition letter opposing HR 
655. You can also submit comments about Oregon’s 
waters and data centers to the governor’s Data Center 
Advisory Committee and see WaterWatch’s comments 
to the committee.n

Data centers present new challenges for Oregon’s waters, often in places where 
rivers, aquifers, imperiled species — and communities — have nothing left to give. 

Photo by Monet Hampson

In an order issued on April 7th, the Oregon Water Resources 
Commission reaffirmed its denial of the East Valley Water 
District’s application to build a large dam and reservoir on 

Drift Creek, a Marion County tributary to the Pudding River 
that provides habitat for salmon, steelhead, and cutthroat trout.

The commission was considering the district’s proposal again 
after an Oregon Supreme Court decision last August that mostly 
upheld the commission’s earlier denial, but sent the case back to 
the commission to expressly consider several additional “public 
interest” factors in the governing statute. The commission said 
consideration of the other factors did not change its conclusion 
the proposal would conflict with the purpose of an instream 
water right on Drift Creek — namely, to protect cutthroat trout.

In a major win for instream water rights and fish, the Supreme 
Court had previously upheld the commission’s decision that an 
instream water right protects the purpose of the right — in this 
case spawning, rearing, and migration of cutthroat trout — and 
not just a specific quantity of water at a particular place.

Unfortunately, the water district has now appealed the 
commission’s latest decision, which means WaterWatch will need 
to help defend the denial again before the Oregon Court  
of Appeals.

East Valley, an irrigation district, wants to build the dam and 
reservoir at Drift Creek to store water for irrigation in the area 
generally around Mt. Angel. WaterWatch believes the district 
already has an adequate water supply and, to the extent it needs 
more, could find a source that doesn’t depend on damming a 
stream that still provides important habitat for fish. n 

Effort to Prevent  
Construction of Dam at 
Drift Creek Continues 

On May 18th, the Oregon Water Resources Department 
(OWRD) approved the transfer of a water use right 
on Grave Creek, a tributary of the Rogue River in 

Josephine County, from pasture irrigation to mining. The 
transfer changes where water is used and withdrawn from Grave 
Creek — already under stress due to an over-appropriation 
of water for agricultural and domestic uses — and injures an 
existing instream water right on Grave Creek in the process.

As previously covered in Instream, the water use right is held 
by Grants Pass-based Sunny Valley Sand and Gravel, owned by 
former Josephine County commissioner Andreas Blech, which 
plans to operate a large open-pit mine along Grave Creek. Should 
the mining occur, pits will be dug upwards of 80 feet into the 
ground and within 50 feet of the creek itself. This will likely result 
in a dewatering of Grave Creek as the pits fill with groundwater.

WaterWatch initially protested the proposed transfer in 2021 and 
argued against the current transfer at two subsequent hearings. 
While OWRD’s concerns regarding the impact of the mining 
pits are well documented, the agency nevertheless chose to 
approve the transfer on Grave Creek despite concerns raised by 
WaterWatch attorneys Lisa Brown and Tory White.

In addition to the reasons given to deny the transfer, Lisa and 
Tory argued the transfer never should have been authorized at 
all since OWRD should not have consented to the injury of the 
instream water right. “In issuing this transfer, OWRD violated 
its statutory trust duties to the people of Oregon to protect 
water instream,” said Tory. “The agency has not grasped the 
importance of its role as trustee.”

OWRD’s ill-advised decision follows another ruling in 
December that declined to cancel the underlying irrigation water 
right associated with the transfer. WaterWatch has appealed that 
cancellation order, and plans to challenge the May 18th OWRD 
decision this month. n

Flawed Agency Decision 
Threatens Grave Creek

Water Briefs

Scan here to make your 
voice heard and read about 
WaterWatch's data center 

opposition.

Photo by Tommy Hough

Photo by Lisa BrownPhoto by Lisa Brown
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Thank you for partnering 
with us in the critical 
work to protect and 

restore instream flows in 
Oregon’s rivers!

We rely on supporters like you to monitor, defend, and 
restore Oregon’s waters. By donating to WaterWatch, 

you’re directly contributing to the health and 
sustainability of Oregon’s streams, lakes, wetlands, and 
aquifers – helping to ensure future generations can enjoy 

our treasured and iconic rivers just as we do today.

Thank you for partnering 
with us in the critical 
work to protect and 

restore instream flows in 
Oregon’s rivers!

One-Time Donations
Donate online, by mail, or over the phone and join the 
thousands of other WaterWatch members making a 

difference for the health and future of Oregon’s rivers, native 
fish, wildlife, and communities who rely on them.

Monthly Donations
The most efficient way to support our mission, recurring monthly 
contributions spread your contributions over the entire year and 

help ensure consistent, long-term funding for WaterWatch.

Stocks & Bonds
Maximize tax savings and, at the same time, make a meaningful 
impact for free-flowing rivers, groundwater, and native fish and 
wildlife in Oregon by donating stocks, bonds, mutual funds or 

through your existing retirement accounts distributions. 

Donor-Advised Funds
Easy-to-use and tax-efficient, DAFs keep giving records 

in one place, and allow for various contribution types. 
Contributions may qualify for same-year tax deductions,  

leading to increased charitable giving opportunities.

Questions? 
Reach out to development director 
Casey Armstrong at any time with  
questions and to discuss  
giving to WaterWatch:  
casey@waterwatch.org or 
(503) 295-4039 ext. 111.
WaterWatch of Oregon is a 501(c)(3) organization,  
Tax ID # 93-0888158. All donations are tax-deductible.

Scan here
to donate today!

Neil Brandt met with Lions members and spoke 
about WaterWatch’s ongoing mission to preserve 
streamflows and programs like our dam removal 

effort at a presentation to the Hollywood Lions Club 
in Portland April 21st.

Standing with dozens of area environmental groups, Tommy 
Hough spoke in support of the Roadless Area Conservation 
Rule at the April 8th Roadless rally at the Ecotrust building in 

Portland, attended by Representative Andrea Salinas.

Neil Brandt and Tommy Hough were onsite at Camp Colton 
near Molalla March 22nd for the camp’s observance of World 

Water Day and celebration of the spring equinox, plus Neil 
gave a brief presentation to attendees.

Hollywood Lions Club

Roadless Rule Rally

Water Day at Camp Colton

WaterWatch in the
COMMUNITY 

Portland Bridge Swim July 12th

WaterWatch at Clack Fest

Klamath River Whitewater Trip

Opposing Data Centers

UPCOMING EVENTS

WaterWatch in the
COMMUNITY 

To stay in the loop on future events: Visit our 
website events calendar at WaterWatch.org

Look for WaterWatch at Cathedral Park beneath the 
St. John’s Bridge on Sunday, July 12th, during the reboot 
of the Portland Bridge Swim, an 11-mile swim down the 

Willamette River beginning at Sellwood Riverfront Park at 
10 a.m. and expected to wrap up at Cathedral Park by 3 p.m. 

Ways to give to Oregon's rivers“As a hydrologist with over 30 years of experience in 
water resources management encompassing aspects 

of science, policy, and the diversity of freshwater 
ecosystems, I’ve spent my career protecting rivers and 
streams, wetlands, and groundwater. WaterWatch of 

Oregon is the singular organization working around our 
state each and every day to ensure critical aquatic and 
freshwater ecosystems have a sustainable supply of 

water now and well into the future.”

 — Leslie Bach, expert on Oregon freshwater ecosystems 
and WaterWatch River Defender

You can help secure a healthy, climate resilient, and 
equitable water future for our Oregon rivers and creeks, 

native fish populations, wildlife, and communities by 
pledging to become a WaterWatch River Defender today. 

Legacy giving is also an option for anyone who loves 
fishing, rafting, paddle boarding, hiking, and camping 

along our landmark rivers, and wants to leave a lasting 
legacy of support for WaterWatch’s mission.

Give the gift of healthy, climate resilient waters for 
fish, wildlife, and future generations of Oregonians by 

including WaterWatch in your will or estate planning. You 
can also direct estate gifts to WaterWatch’s endowment 

fund, which invests in WaterWatch’s future.

For more about planned giving and available 
options, contact WaterWatch development director 

Casey Armstrong at casey@waterwatch.org or 
(503) 295-4039, ext. 111.

Become a waterwatch

Photo by Tommy Hough

Neil Brandt and Casey Armstrong represented WaterWatch along 
the Clackamas River east of Estacada May15th and 16th for the 

40th annual Upper Clackamas Whitewater Festival,  
better known as Clack Fest.

Jim McCarthy joined Oregon State University environmental 
engineering students on May 9th for a whitewater trip led by 

Indigo Creek Outfitters on the Klamath River through the former 
Copco 1, Copco 2, and Iron Gate dam sites.

John DeVoe was joined by Neil Brandt, Monet Hampson, and 
Tommy Hough April 28th as John spoke as part of a panel 

presentation at the second Portland Rumble On the River event 
on the proliferation of data centers.

Photo by Indigo Creek Outfitters

Photo by Monet Hampson

Photo courtesy of The Sierra Club

Photo by Casey Armstrong

Photo courtesy of Camp Colton

Photo by Indigo Creek Outfitters
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