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In response to the flood of questions I have received on this topic, an update on the Columbia Treaty
downstream benefits issue:
1.

Following release by the Provincial Agricultural Land Commission of my report on irrigation benefits
to Washington State farmers under the Columbia Treaty, the Commission subjected the report to
an external review by other government departments and academics.

2.

The ALC has given me the opportunity to both review and respond to the comments received by it
through this external review process.

3.

In March, I met with BCFA’s Board of Directors to present an overview of this process (comments
and responses) and to discuss strategic planning options.

4.

Despite invited critiques from sources less than open to the idea that farmers should share in the
recently-negotiated downstream benefits pot, reviewers were consistently at a loss to provide an
alternate explanation for why, after the Canadian dams were put in place, both acreages and
yields of high-valued crops soared in those American farm communities drawing irrigation water
from the main-stem of the Columbia River, and that this dramatic shift in cropping patterns and
yields occurred in marked contrast to agricultural decision-making in the rest of Washington state.
(The real market value of all crops harvested in the Columbia Basin Project increased by 220%
following the introduction of the Treaty dams, in contrast to a 39% increase in crop values in the
rest of Washington State. Orchard land increased 4,721 percent, compared with 56% at the
State level.)

5.

Data provided by some reviewers suggested that since late summer water availability and
withdrawals in the pre and post-Treaty period did not differ significantly, no irrigation benefits
occurred. Such analysis does not take into account the overall reduction in application rates (acre
feet of water/acre) due to irrigation technology. When late summer water withdrawals are
expressed not in acre feet but in acres irrigated, one observes increased late summer irrigation.
The point is even more basic than that. In non-drought conditions, the measure of drought
insurance (the Canadian Treaty dams) is not the volume of water applied but whether it is applied
to high-valued crops (through drip and micro-drip systems) or to low-valued crops (flood irrigation).
The former, with its high level of investment and total dependence on late summer irrigation,
suggests a considerable reduction in drought risk.
Furthermore, such simulations measure a fairly short period in hydrographic history.
Before any dams were built, natural streamflow at the border ranged from a high of 550,000 cubic
feet per second (cfs) to a low of 14,000 cfs (2% of high volume flows). Sixty percent occurs during
the months of May, June and July. Late summer flows may be as little as one-fifth of the mean.
The vast majority of Columbia Basin Project farms have been under one-family ownership for four
generations or more. Poignant memories of tragic losses borne by farm families during the
dustbowl conditions of the 1930’s are a firmly entrenched component of both farm family culture
and collective community wisdom.
Simply because there has not been a reoccurrence of 1930’s drought conditions since the signing
of the Treaty does not mean that such conditions could not have occurred, merely that they did
not occur within this time period.
Recent concerns related to issues such as global warming exacerbate climatic uncertainties.

Competition from power generation, fish and other instream uses is increasing dramaticallly.
Absent the storage afforded by the Columbia Treaty dams, continued supply of late summer
irrigation water to existing acreage would be subject to increased scrutiny. The planned
expansion of an additional half million acres of irrigated land in the Columbia Basin Project would
likely be off the drawing boards.
6.

It is worth noting once again what the $90 million figure contained in the report does and does not
represent:
THE $90 MILLION DOES NOT REPRESENT an economic evaluation of damages to growers or
any measure of legal compensation. Since you “can’t unring the bell” (retroactively remove the
Treaty dams and attempt to assess which farm decisions would remain the same and which would
have be different over the past 30 years) such damages are virtually impossible to quantify.
THE $90 MILLION DOES REPRESENT a politically and strategically-defensible approach to
carving off a proportion of the DSB’s to undertake long-overdue, land-based agricultural initiatives
to enhance the overall competitiveness of B.C.’s farm sector. Six percent of the Columbia irrigates
U.S. crops, therefore 6 % of the downstream benefits should be spent “leveling the playing field.

