
Off-Channel Water Developments
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Water in the John Day Basin is among our most precious resources.  Wherever we have it, good things tend to happen.  Like the abundant runs of steelhead and salmon that for millennia sustained the native peoples of the region.  Or the agriculture that shaped the future of the early European  settlers.  Incidentally, the John Day River to this day enjoys the distinction of being the longest free-flowing river in the continental United States that still supports a wild steelhead and salmon run.  And agriculture is still the basis of the economy throughout the 8,100 square mile basin.      

But when water is in short supply, the entire basin suffers.  Not the least of which are the anadromous fish that course through the basin several times each year.    Seasonally high demands of already low summer flows on the John Day and its tributaries have led to new technologies aimed at reducing water usage and relieving pressure on sensitive fish habitats within the basin.  Return-flow-cooling systems, replacement of flood irrigation to water-efficient sprinkler systems, ditch piping, riparian restoration and passage-friendly diversions are just a few of the projects that the John Day Basin Office has developed and installed for conscientious landowners in recent years.   

Another is off-channel water developments.  Whereas agriculture is the basis of our economy, cattle are the number one agricultural product.  For as long as that fact remains, the demand for livestock water in the basin will be extremely high. Since its inception in 1998, the John Day Basin Office has helped landowners to meet that demand with fish-friendly watering systems designed to both conserve water and remove pressure from delicate riparian areas.  
Conserve water? How much can a cow drink, anyway?  Comparatively little, really, but by developing alternative water sources (springs, for example) landowners are able to reduce their reliance on ditches that carry water to remote areas of the uplands for the purpose of watering livestock.  Such ditches take precious volume from the tributaries which contribute to overall streamflow for the basin.  They run day and night, whether anything is drinking or not; indeed, most of the water is lost to evaporation.  
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Of course, another enormous benefit of these off-channel developments is the redistribution of pressure.  Regardless how vast and bountiful an area is, cattle must always come to water.  Concentrations there can decimate fragile riparian areas, degrade watershed health and upset hydrologic function.  Off-channel developments move that pressure out of sensitive riparian areas to firmer, more stable landforms where damage can be controlled and minimized.   In the absence of springs or alternate water sources, this office has made excellent use of solar technology to pump livestock water to fortified sites well outside the riparian areas.  In either case, once livestock water needs have been met, riparian areas are fenced for even greater protection.  To date, the JDBO has developed 19 off-channel watering sites throughout the basin and has plans to establish a great many more.  
Off-channel developments can prevent riparian damage like this








