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Foreword
In the early 2000s, the Bonneville Environmental Foundation began to test a new approach to supporting 
community-based organizations doing watershed restoration around the West. This experiment, called the 
Model Watershed Program, arose out of an interest in supporting not just restoration projects, but all the 
other elements that contribute to positive ecological change on the ground as well: scientific inquiry into 
what’s happening and why, building and maintaining strong relationships with community members and 
other organizations, and sustaining the organizational health of the groups doing the work.

BEF also wanted to see what would happen if the traditional relationship between grantor and grantee  
was changed. What if the relationship was framed more like a partnership that not only allowed frank  
discussions about what was working and what challenges the grantees faced, but also encouraged  
working together to figure out and test possible solutions? And what if we partnered for at least ten years? 
The thinking went that the more BEF could learn about the true obstacles and successes our grantees were 
experiencing and addressing, the better equipped we’d be to support them. We also thought that the more 
we learned from individual grantees, the more knowledge we’d be able to share with other grantees in the 
Model Watershed program, as well as other funders and restoration professionals working in areas outside 
of the program’s current purview. 

Over the life of the Model Watershed program, BEF has manifested this thinking in a number of ways: by 
providing grantees the opportunity for independent scientific review of their efforts; assistance developing 
strategic work plans, monitoring strategies, and communications plans; and the opportunity to engage in 
peer-to-peer exchanges and field tours to learn directly from one another.   

It was in this spirit of making connections and sharing information that BEF convened a gathering of all  
16 of the organizations currently participating in the Model Watershed program. In March 2012 the groups 
gathered in Oregon for two days of discussion about their approaches to using scientific data to prioritize 
restoration activities, monitoring the results of their work, engaging in partnership, connecting with their 
communities, and the nuances of maintaining a healthy organization. During panel presentations and  
discussion sessions, groups shared their experiences, asked questions, explored ideas, and connected 
with fellow restorationists in search of creative approaches to solving complex problems.

The following is a narrative account of the experiences shared by Model Watershed participants during the 
gathering. We are grateful for their generosity in sharing their knowledge and experience with peers, and for 
letting us accompany them in their efforts to restore their watersheds. We hope that in the following pages 
you find inspiration, a new idea to test out, or maybe just an enjoyable read that brings to life a full picture 
of the work people do to steward the places they love. 

If you’d like to learn more about BEF’s Model Watershed program or the work our grantees are doing, please 
don’t hesitate to reach out, we love sharing what we’re learning. 

Alden Boetsch
Bonneville Environmental Foundation
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Keep Striving: A keynote address from BEF Board member Jim  
Lichatowich sets a proactive tone for the Model Watershed Partner  
Gathering

There’s nothing like 44 years of experience in the study, management, and attempted recovery of salmon 
runs to provide a little perspective on the enterprise of watershed restoration. 

Fisheries biologist Jim Lichatowich—author of  Salmon Without Rivers and a member of the Bonneville  
Environmental Foundation board of directors—used that vantage point to offer some keynote insights on 
the first morning of the Model Watershed Gathering. 

He began with an appeal to the group to continue strengthening the Model Watershed approach. First, he 
said, it’s important to ensure that restoration efforts are coupled with an improvement in the quality of land  
stewardship. That way, the gains that are made through restoration will be permanent, instead of being 
eroded by repeated degradation.

Second, he said, the ecological data from each watershed are useful not just for assessing progress in  
the specific watersheds where the data are collected, but also for answering larger, regional questions.  
For instance, analyzed in aggregate, they can tell researchers how streams in different ecological provinces 
respond differently to treatments, or how protection measures ought to differ across the region. It will take 
some coordination of data collection and aggregation to use watershed monitoring data for this purpose. 
Future Model Watershed Gatherings might provide a forum to share information and begin to construct  
knowledge out of the data, he said. 

Third, fisheries biologists and environmental activists alike need to develop a stronger historical perspec-
tive as they plan the restoration of watersheds and salmonid populations. As he evaluates proposals for 
salmon and watershed recovery, Lichatowich checks whether the authors have adequately considered 
past efforts. He asks himself three questions, each more rigorous than its predecessor: 

•  Did the authors demonstrate that they had a “working knowledge” of past recovery efforts in the  
watershed or in watersheds like it? 

•  Did they understand the results of those efforts? and,
•  Do they understand what led to the failure of any previous efforts?

Without learning from past mistakes and successes, watershed restoration work risks repeating earlier  
errors and is likely to be less effective.

Fourth, the watershed movement must keep its sights fixed on true yardsticks of ecological health,  
measured in comparison with each basin’s historical productivity. If fish populations and basin conditions 
are evaluated by comparing them with the ecologically impoverished past, it is easy to gain a cheap—but  
unrealistic—sense of success. A modest gain might seem like a victory next to a recent nadir, but only  
because the perceptual baseline of comparison had shifted. Media coverage adds to this misperception  
by labeling increased salmon returns as “record runs” even when they fall far short of migrations that  
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were recorded during the 20th century. This phenomenon of the “shifting baseline” threatens to lower our  
aspirations, allowing watershed activists to reconcile themselves to an outcome that falls far short of  
ecological recovery. It also allows land managers and regulators to congratulate themselves for succeeding 
when they have merely ameliorated the degradation. 

Lichatowich closed with an observation that frames the rest of the Gathering, focusing on the importance of 
the relationships between parts of an ecosystem in maintaining its health and ensuring the survival of all 
of its members. Animals don’t go extinct because someone shoots the last one, or a bulldozer scrapes away  
the last of their habitat, he said, quoting the Sonoran biologist Gary Paul Nabhan (from his 2004 book  
Cross-Pollinations: the Marriage of Science and Poetry). Rather, they go extinct because the web of relation-
ships supporting that animal begins to unravel, and “they die from the loss of ecological companionship.”  
The essential work of watershed restoration, then, lies not so much in changing the physical habitat of 
streams and riparian zones, but in rebuilding the relationships that serve as a safety net and prevent   
species from disappearing. 

Relationships Matter
Each of the panel discussions during the gathering addressed a different kind of relationship. The science 
panel considered the relationship between watershed groups and the ecosystem, and how we come to 
understand it better. The partnerships panel was about relationships we forge with our peer organizations 
and colleagues. The outreach panel addressed the relationship between watershed groups and our  
neighbors, and the organizational development panel illuminated the relationships within each group that 
are essential for it to function. The narratives that follow recount the stories and insights that panelists 
shared, telling what they do to strengthen each of those types of connection. What they can’t capture is 
the web of relationships that, over the course of those two days in March, began to be woven among the 
participants in the gathering.
 

Reflections on Forming and Maintaining Strategic, Effective Partnerships
When federal regulators shut down the irrigation ditches in Washington’s Methow Valley to protect  
endangered salmon in 1999, the consequences of the salmon’s predicament hit home for residents of  
that rural area. The water shut-off disrupted everyone’s way of life, from horse ranchers raising alfalfa to  
retirees grooming their lawns. But it also served as a catalyst for inhabitants of the Methow and other  
watersheds in the Upper Columbia basin to come together in search of solutions that would improve their  
fish runs without fraying their valleys’ social and economic fabric. 

Their alliance was embodied in the Upper Columbia Salmon Recovery Board, a group that drew together two 
constituencies which had rarely seen eye to eye — the Colville and Yakama Indian tribes and the counties  
of Chelan, Douglas and Okanogan. Spurred by the fear that federal officials would impose rules formulated 
without understanding local needs and desires, the board took on the challenge of crafting its own program 
for the recovery of the three endangered fish species in the watershed. Ultimately, the coalition’s home-
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grown plan was adopted by the federal government in 2007 and now serves as the blueprint for salmon 
recovery in the basin. 

The collaboration between county commissions and Indian tribal governments in the Upper Columbia basin 
is an example of the way partnerships can advance the cause of watershed restoration more effectively 
than any one partner could do on its own. Partners bring complementary strengths to the common effort, 
filling the gaps in capacity that would otherwise handicap the individual partners. They can attract  
resources to a collaborative effort that donors might not make available to a more fragmented endeavor. 
And when diverse partners work together, they can devise a program that sidesteps political conflict by 
truly taking everyone’s interests into account. 

That’s what the participants in the Upper Columbia Salmon Recovery Board accomplished, but it wasn’t a 
quick fix. It took three years just to write the group’s 29-word mission statement, recalls the salmon board’s 
Associate Director Derek Van Marter, and another four years to come up with the recovery plan. But now, 
that investment has paid off with a united front supporting the on-the-ground watershed rehabilitation done 
by kindred groups in the basin, which have implemented 400 projects to date. In 2010 alone, Van Marter 
says, 42 projects were carried out in the basin, employing 200 locals and putting $22.5 million into the  
local economy — money that will circulate an average of two and a half times before it leaves the area. 
“This is the next industry,” Van Marter says.  

Three hundred miles to the south, the Deschutes Partnership grew out of a very different context in the  
Upper Deschutes watershed near Bend, Oregon. Three groups were already hard at work in the service of  
watershed recovery, but their efforts were loosely coordinated at best. The Deschutes Land Trust was 
focused on obtaining title or conservation easement on significant properties to protect habitat; the 
Deschutes River Conservancy aimed to increase stream flows by acquiring or leasing water rights and by 
conserving irrigation water; and the Upper Deschutes Watershed Council promoted the basin’s recovery 
through habitat restoration, screening of diversions, and fish passage improvements. 

All had formed in the mid-1990s, and at first, “each of the three wanted to be the go-to organization for  
watershed restoration,” says Ryan Houston, executive director of the Upper Deschutes Watershed Council.  
At times, the three groups competed with each other to fund the same kinds of stream restoration work.  
Even when they pursued different kinds of on-the-ground projects, they each tried to engage the commu-
nity separately, without presenting the public a clear, single way to join the cause of watershed recovery. 

For about a decade, they coexisted, in a style that child psychologists might have called “parallel play.”  
But then, the scale of restoration in the upper Deschutes was poised for a quantum leap. Salmon  
and steelhead were about to be reintroduced to the upper basin, to take advantage of fish passage  
improvements at the three-dam, 465-megawatt Pelton-Round Butte Hydroelectric Project. With the  
reintroduction would come the need to resurrect anadromous fish habitat in tributaries such as Whychus 
Creek, a 160,000-acre watershed above the dams, where the estimated cost of restoration was $24 million. 
To deliver anywhere near that scale of effort, the three groups would have to coordinate their efforts as  
efficiently as possible.

Beyond the high-minded reasons to enhance their collaboration, there was money on the table. The  
Bonneville Environmental Foundation would entertain a ten-year Model Watershed funding proposal from 
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groups in the basin — but only if they could firm up their partnership. “They asked us, ‘How are you all  
going to solve this?’ ” Houston recalls. Not only did the foundation require collaboration if it was to fund 
a Deschutes proposal, but program director Todd Reeve and National Forest Foundation rep Mary Vasse 
helped facilitate the negotiations. With funders in the room, Houston says, the three groups “had to be on 
our best behavior” as they sorted through their issues. 

While collaboration might seem on the face of it to be a no-brainer, several hurdles stood in their way.  
It took a mental readjustment to detach from the feelings of “institutional pride” that each group harbored, 
Houston says — of wanting to leave a significant legacy it could call its own. The groups struggled, too, 
with the perception that some members of the partnership would benefit more than others from the new 
arrangement. The Deschutes Land Trust, for instance, did not anticipate gaining land acquisition funding 
through the partnership because many funders’ Requests For Proposals were not geared toward that type 
of project. And it took a lot of time to work through their decade of accumulated issues, with little short-term 
pay-off in sight. “The hardest part was self-selecting out of doing things,” says Houston, and attaining  
what he calls “niche clarity”—a clear view of one’s “core competencies” that spell out the most important 
contributions a group can make to the common cause.  

Beyond these hurdles, though, lay countervailing incentives to stick with the process. For the watershed 
council, Houston remembers, a key moment came when the Deschutes River Conservancy offered to turn 
over $40,000 in funding to the council, saying, “you guys are better at stream restoration than we are.”  
This move provided an immediate, tangible outcome to the negotiations, which made it easier for Houston  
to justify the time he was spending on the process. 

For its part, the land trust did not benefit financially from the arrangement right away. But ultimately, it 
landed $1.5 million in acquisition funding, out of the partnership’s subsequent $4 million proposal to the 
Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board. And perhaps of even more lasting significance were the “bragging 
rights” that the land trust now shared for the work of all three partners —publicity that helps it with a task 
that it alone faces among the three organizations: membership recruitment. 

While staff turnover can make it harder to work out the framework of a partnership, one personnel change 
helped “unstick” the discussion of thorny issues, Houston says. A new executive director at the Deschutes 
River Conservancy arrived in 2004, bringing a fresh perspective on working with the other partners; he took 
a new approach to constructing a framework for collaboration, which was significant in ultimately achieving 
an agreement. 

Other staff at those two groups were already on board with the concept of collaboration. The watershed  
council and the DRC had shared an office for several years by that point, and informal contacts between  
their staff members helped lay a foundation of trust between the groups. (That trust runs so deep that the 
watershed council outsources its accounting and administration to the DRC, an arrangement that has been  
in place since 2005.)

Even after the newly minted partnership secured BEF’s quarter-million-dollar commitment to pay for a  
decade’s monitoring in the watershed, there was a much bigger carrot in play: a mitigation fund for  
watershed restoration on Whychus Creek. If the partners couldn’t work together, they’d have to compete  
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for chunks of that $21.5 million fund, instead of submitting a single portfolio of projects that they devised 
in common. Working under those pressures, the three partners developed a matrix of restoration proposals, 
all geared toward long-term outcomes, which they pitched to the mitigation fund, run by dam owners  
Portland General Electric and the Confederated Tribes of the Warm Springs Reservation. After they were 
awarded $2.5 million dollars there, they went on to garner $12 million in dedicated allocations over six 
years from the Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board, and funding from at least nine other groups that 
responded to the three groups’ approach as a partnership.

Looking back on the partnership’s beginnings, Houston says that a major factor in its success was a careful 
choice of participants, which included only those local groups for whom fisheries restoration was central to 
their mission. This was crucial to ensuring a unity of purpose. Eventually, Houston says, for the partnership 
to work, you have to get to a point where you trust your partner as you trust yourself, and truly believe that 
it is in your own self-interest to work together, instead of competing with your potential partners for scarce 
resources. 

Derek Van Marter of the Upper Columbia agrees. “Stay small and choose your partners carefully,” he  
counsels. “You can appreciate the mission of another group, but not want to partner with them if your  
missions are divergent.” 

Back in the Methow Valley, the effects of the partnership are spilling over into other arenas, Van Marter 
says. “The county-tribe relationship is unique across the West,” he said. “Under the old paradigm, one  
of them would have sued the other by now.” Thanks to the partnership, courtrooms have stayed empty, 
irrigated land has stayed green, and the basin is on track for the recovery of watershed and fish runs alike.

 

Using Science Strategically: Approaches to Integrating, Prioritizing, and 
Monitoring Watershed Restoration
Look at a quarter-million-acre wild but slightly tattered watershed in need of restoration, and it can be  
hard to know where to start — particularly in a world where the list of possible projects dwarfs the  
funding available to implement them. That was the situation until 2007 in southwestern Montana’s  
Clearwater basin, in the shadow of the Bob Marshall Wilderness, where a covey of public agencies and  
nonprofits each took on projects based on ownership boundaries and their areas of in-house expertise. 
With plenty of problem areas to go around, they each could sink their teeth into some of the problems  
afflicting the watershed, says Clearwater Resource Council board member Bruce Rieman, but their separate 
efforts amounted to an opportunistic, haphazard approach. As the magnitude of the task sank in, the  
Clearwater Resource Council convened a watershed planning group to focus the stakeholders in the basin 
on the places and projects where their efforts would make the most difference.

This kind of prioritization is one of the useful conceptual steps that can be accomplished when harnessing 
science to the cause of watershed restoration. Scientific data and analysis can help restorationists target 
their efforts effectively, and later, once they’ve begun to follow through on their prescriptions, it can help 
them determine whether their work is making a difference. Naturally, that targeting will be applied differ-
ently depending on the circumstances in each locale. The less funding is available, the more selective  
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the process of prioritization will be, and the more frugally it will need to be carried out.  But even as restora-
tionists enlist scientific methods to support their decision-making process, they must realize that Science 
alone will not yield The Answer. Seen through the prism of different value systems or in the face of different 
endowments of financial resources, the same prioritization factors can point in different directions. And 
even if the science is solid, it may be trumped by political opposition, or the need for compromise to craft a 
solution that can win broad support. 

The Clearwater Resource Council convened representatives of state natural resource agencies, the industrial 
timber owner who then held about one-third of the basin’s total area, county government, and conservation 
non-profits, to decide where to concentrate their energies. Using the principles of conservation biology and 
landscape ecology that Rieman brought with him from his days as a fish biologist at the U.S. Forest Service 
Aquatic Science Laboratory in Boise, they looked at the tributary watersheds of the Clearwater from two 
perspectives: their value to fish, and how badly they were in need of restoration. For each, they needed an 
indicator. Populations of bull trout and west slope cutthroat trout would represent fish value, with those two 
species voting with their fins to show which reaches of the stream network are most important to them. The 
condition of each subbasin would be inferred from the density of roads there, with denser road networks, 
stream crossings, and roads close to streams indicating greater disruption. 

Once they graded the subbasins on their value to fish populations and road-related factors, planning  
group members slotted each subbasin into a matrix to determine the urgency and cost of working in each 
tributary, and the focus they would recommend. Areas with the most valuable fish populations and few 
roads (and thus little watershed damage) were slated for management that maintains their ecological  
function. Restoration dollars would be spent elsewhere, because the further gain that could be achieved 
would not justify the expense, compared with the opportunities available in other sub-basins. Areas with 
high fish populations but medium road densities (and a greater possibility of losing fish values in the near 
term) were designated as the highest priority to restore, because a relatively modest effort could prevent 
future damage to streams and fish habitat, providing greatest benefit for the amount spent. Here they 
would focus the majority of their effort. 

Next on the priority list came tributaries with moderate fish populations and medium to high road densities, 
where ameliorating the impact of roads would be more costly per unit area. These would also be good sites 
for upland forest restoration techniques such as large-scale thinning, prescribed fire, and forest restructur-
ing, measures that will show their worth to aquatic systems over a longer time span. Even areas that ranked 
high for fish fell into this second-priority category if they were densely roaded, because although the 
stakes are high, more work would be needed per acre to make the habitat safer for fish. Finally, where there 
are few fish and many roads, aquatic restoration is postponed, because those areas will have little value to 
fish in the short term. 

The result of this prioritization process focused aquatic restoration on a handful of subbasins covering 
about a tenth of the Clearwater, where aquatic restoration efforts are expected to have the highest and 
quickest pay-off, and signaled a secondary emphasis on another two-tenths or so of the watershed.  
This process isn’t merely academic: federal funding from the Collaborative Forest Landscape Restoration 
program through the Southwest Crown of the Continent Collaborative will be directed to promising projects 
in both categories. 
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Two hundred miles to the west in the Idaho panhandle, the Coeur D’Alene Tribe struggled with a similar  
question of how to focus its restoration efforts most effectively in the watershed of Benewah Creek, a 
39,000-acre drainage that feeds Coeur D’Alene Lake and thence the Columbia. The question was similar,  
but the tribe came up with a very different answer — because of its deeply held beliefs about the land, and 
because it was blessed with more resources per acre, both in the funding available from the Bonneville 
Power Administration and in the staff time of tribal biologists.  

Like the Clearwater Resource Council, the Coeur D’Alene Tribe had started with the same approach of  
carrying out restoration projects wherever the opportunities arose. With the westslope cutthroat trout as 
one of its inspirations, the tribe acquired and rehabilitated a three-mile section of the creek’s mainstem that 
would help trout migrate between adjoining feeder streams. 

The next step would be to restore the spawning and rearing habitat in tributaries, says the tribe’s fisheries 
biologist Angelo Vitale. But which tributaries? The tribe created a system to prioritize the creek’s sub- 
basins, following a somewhat more detailed approach than the one used in the Clearwater, and making  
use of its full-time fisheries staff. For each of five aspects—riparian processes, channel condition, sediment 
delivery, flood hydrology, and biological productivity—the tribe established a set of measurable objectives, 
and assessed each tributary for each objective related to that process. So, for instance, they judged  
channel function based on obstacles to fish passage, the stream’s ability to overflow its banks in a flood 
that returns every one and a half to two years, and how much of the stream had at least 6 cubic meters of 
wood per 100 meters of stream (the goal: at least 70% of the length of the stream). 

Unlike the Clearwater’s system (which favored subbasins with milder impacts), the Coeur D’Alene’s  
prioritization method judged a subbasin to be more in need of help the more impaired it was. “This approach 
seems most consistent with the cultural values espoused by the Coeur d’Alene Tribe in caretaking for future 
generations the ‘gifts’ that have been endowed upon the landscape,” biologist Vitale explains. “We want to 
address all of the process-based impairments that have been identified over time as a means of moving 
aquatic and terrestrial habitats toward a re-expression of natural habitat capacity and quality.” Fortunately, 
the resources of the tribe, along with funding available from BPA, make it possible for them to plan such an 
intensive program of watershed rehabilitation. Among similarly impaired subbasins, the tribe came up with 
a tie-breaker: the closer a subbasin is to the stretch of the mainstem that was restored a few years ago,  
the more important it was judged to be.

With this list of top subbasins in hand, the tribe developed a list of actions it could take to improve habitat 
there, such as culvert replacements, installing wood structures in stream channels, or road upgrades.  
Those actions, too, were checked against a list of 11 criteria covering such factors as the ecological benefit  
of the project, its likelihood of getting funding, and landowner backing. Finally, the tribe came up with a  
prioritized project list, and sought funding for it. 

This process has set the stage for the implementation of a closely reasoned program of watershed  
rehabilitation over the next decade or so. This science-based approach has generated interest from nearby  
University of Idaho academics, and also its share of converts within the tribe. Vitale tells the story of 
bringing one such group of professors and students, along with a tribal elder, to look at one of the reaches 
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scheduled for restoration work. The elder, he says, got very excited when he saw a beaver dam, which was 
backing up water and creating excellent rearing habitat for trout. “These beaver have more Ph.D.s than all of 
you put together,” he told the campus delegation. “We can really learn a lot from this animal.”
Beavers aside, the tribe’s fisheries program was set in summer 2012 to begin tracking the effects of its  
restoration work on fish populations. They will in effect “bar code” juvenile fish in tributaries with PIT  
(passive integrated transponder) tags and monitor their survival and migration patterns as they cross  
under monitoring stations set up on the mainstem. 

But what do you do if you don’t have the funding for such an extensive evaluation of the watershed or the 
progress past restoration efforts have achieved? In the Whychus Creek basin outside of the town of Bend, 
in central Oregon, the staff of the Upper Deschutes Watershed Council had to confront that question as  
they prepared for the return of steelhead and Chinook salmon reintroduced as a condition of the relicensing 
of the Pelton Round Butte hydroelectric project. The licensee —Portland General Electric and the Confeder-
ated Tribes of the Warm Springs Reservation—had agreed to fund instream restoration as part of that deal, 
and this monitoring was aimed at finding out whether progress was being made toward the recovery of fish 
habitat in this 40-mile-long creek. 

The Council and the licensees and agencies with whom it partnered realized early on that they had to take 
three constraints into account. First, with multiple restoration treatments taking place simultaneously in 
the watershed, and no precise experimental design, they would give up on establishing strict cause and 
effect. Since the watershed was broken up into multiple ownerships managed for different objectives,  
they couldn’t follow the classic adaptive management cycle, in which treatment is followed by monitoring 
and evaluation, and then adjustments to the management regime. Finally, they would draw as much as 
possible on data already being collected by other agencies, and use the published literature about the  
limiting factors for anadromous fish as a yardstick to determine whether measurable indicators were  
getting closer to what the fish needed, based on their own observations or those of their colleagues. 

That left the choice of which indicators to track. Temperature was an obvious place to start. It is a key  
limiting factor on the east side of the Cascades, and it’s affected by water levels: the higher the flow,  
the cooler the water. Meanwhile, one of the Council’s partner groups, the Deschutes River Conservancy,  
pursues a number of projects to increase flows, both by obtaining water rights that it can dedicate to  
instream use, and by helping irrigators deliver and use water more efficiently, so that the same acreage  
can be cultivated while leaving more water in the creek.  
 
The Council put a lot of effort into establishing a correlation between flow and temperature in the hopes 
of influencing the creek’s management. Its research demonstrated that at flows below 66 cubic feet per 
second (cfs), the temperature in Whychus Creek in July, six miles above its confluence with the Upper 
Deschutes River, tended to be above the 18-degree-Celsius level where steelhead and Chinook salmon’s 
survival begins to diminish. At the beginning, Council staff also tracked the levels of dissolved oxygen. 
But then they found that dissolved oxygen declined whenever temperature went up. Since temperature is 
cheaper and easier to monitor, they scrapped the monitoring of dissolved oxygen entirely and rely only on 
temperature as an indication of whether there is enough oxygen in the water. 

Still, they wanted some indication of habitat quality for juvenile salmonids, but fish censuses are costly 
and in any case would produce data confounded by the release of fry for the reintroduction project. So 
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instead they embarked on a program of monitoring aquatic macroinvertebrates. The relative population of 
the more sensitive taxa (mayflies, stoneflies, and caddisflies) is a reliable indicator of how well suited the 
stream reach is for salmonids, because salmonids and those insects share many habitat requirements. 
The Council collects macroinvertebrate samples, and has hired experts from the Xerces Society to analyze 
them. 

Still, monitoring will only go so far. The temperature-to-flow correlation in Whychus Creek shows that it will 
take flows of at least 60 cfs to keep water temperatures where they need to be. But the goal for flow was  
set at 33 cfs through a process of negotiation and political compromise. Science can be tremendously  
powerful in foretelling the effects of various management scenarios, but the choice among those options 
will inevitably be dictated by the uneasy marriage of values, data, and the political climate. Scientific  
findings can inform the decision, but not make it. As Ken Bierly, senior partnership coordinator for the 
Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board said at the end of the panel discussion at the Model Watershed 
Partner Gathering, “We’re not going to save the fish just by knowing what fish need,” he said. “We’re going to 
save fish by knowing what people need.” 

Reaching Out: Designing, Implementing, Maintaining, and Adapting  
Community Engagement Strategies
About a decade after it was founded on the central Oregon coast, the Coos Watershed Association (CoosWA) 
was ready to move its geographic focus to a part of the drainage from which it had been absent for several 
years. Its recent projects had been concentrated in the sparsely populated uplands of the 400,000- 
acre basin, where most of the land is held by Weyerhaeuser Timber, Elliott State Forest, or the federal 
Bureau of Land Management. But now the CoosWA was returning its attention to the lowlands, where the 
circumstances are different. The land uses included farming and ranching, not just forestry; the natural 
hydrology had been altered in the vicinity of Coos Bay, with streams diked and tidegates installed; and  
one species was much more prevalent than in the uplands: human beings. 

In watershed restoration, salmon may be the indicator species, but people are the keystone species: 
ultimately, the success of restoration efforts will hinge on their active participation. A crucial challenge in 
watershed work is to figure out the best way to engage humans and keep them connected to the process— 
a solution that each watershed group must tailor to its particular local conditions. 

In the western reaches of the Coos basin, the widespread distribution of Homo sapiens meant that the  
CoosWA had to figure out how to involve large numbers of that species in the process of watershed  
restoration. They settled on a series of “coffee klatches,” borrowing a vernacular format and structuring it to 
spark relevant conversations among the neighbors it brings together. Residents of a sub-basin are invited  
to a coffee klatch to help the CoosWA characterize the subbasin and determine what restoration work might 
be appropriate there. “Wanting to hear from them helps bring them into the process,” says Bessie Joyce, 
CoosWA’s outreach and assessment coordinator. “We ask about why they have moved there, why they stay, 
and what their concerns are.” The klatches are hosted by a resident of the subbasin in question, sometimes 
a CoosWA board member. And that provides yet another motivation for people to attend, Joyce jokingly  
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confides. “People like to see the inside of each other’s homes,” she said. Invitations go to all landowners in 
the catchment area for that meeting—usually smaller than the entire subbasin, to keep the scale intimate. 

At the coffee klatches, CoosWA staff ask participants to talk about their land management objectives, their 
concerns, and their vision both for their own land and for the watershed around them. In the lowlands of the 
Coos basin, residents bring a wide range of land management experiences, from people whose families  
have lived there for generations to recent migrants from the city with hobby farms. Before each meeting,  
the CoosWA completes an assessment of the biological factors at play in the subbasin, such as stream  
temperature and habitat condition, road network and stream crossings, and the distribution of fish  
populations. Those findings are presented to the group, adding to the two-way exchange between meeting 
organizers and attendees. CoosWA staffers show slides of the different types of possible restoration  
projects, and discuss the pros and cons of each type. Finally, they survey the participants about how  
acceptable they would find each kind of restoration project — either on their own land or their neighbors’.

With all of this input gathered, the CoosWA is in a position to be more systematic in its pursuit of restoration 
projects than it had been during its first decade of opportunistic project design. Staff developed a baker’s 
dozen of screening criteria to prioritize the various possible project types in each subbasin—six factors 
based on the biological and physical assessment, and seven rooted in the socio-economic dimensions.  
If a project type scores high on both scales in a subbasin, it gets the green light to move ahead to project 
design and fundraising there. Projects with high biological scores but low socio-economic ratings are  
delayed while the CoosWA tries to build partnerships that will increase the socio-economic feasibility  
in that part of the watershed. Where the reverse is true—there’s ample neighborhood support, but the  
biological significance is lackluster — the CoosWA might help with design, but won’t make it a high priority 
for fundraising, because it won’t contribute much to overall watershed recovery. 

No surprise to anyone familiar with community organizing, involving people in the process makes them 
more open to cooperating with the CoosWA. After a coffee klatch was held, more landowners opened their 
gates for CoosWA to conduct habitat surveys on their property, for instance. Besides increasing the involve-
ment of the human population in watershed restoration, the Coos approach helped target the group’s efforts 
toward projects that were ecologically beneficial and socio-economically feasible.

In several tributaries of the Willamette, 100 miles to the east, the Calapooia and North and South Santiam 
watersheds faced a different outreach challenge. There, the watershed councils had already prioritized 
subbasins based on factors such as habitat condition, use by fish, and shortfalls in water quality compared 
with Clean Water Act standards. They’d even identified projects they thought would promote the water-
sheds’ recovery. Now they just needed to get the go-ahead from the landowners—and outreach coordinator  
Erika Lang was charged with obtaining their informed consent. 

Where the Coos might be said to play a zone defense with coffee klatches in regions of each subbasin,  
Lang plays mostly one-on-one. She contacts the relevant landowners in the three basins where she works, 
looking in the first few beats of the conversation for some commonality, the point of intersection between 
the watershed council’s interest and the landowner’s. “The landowners are often surprised to learn that their 
resource concern is our resource concern,” she says. For instance, bank erosion adds sediment to streams, 
and also eats up valuable bottom land. 
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Once she finds that starting point and the landowners begin to open up to her, she says, it is hard to hold 
them back. “Everyone likes to talk, and everyone likes to be heard,” she says. But as she builds rapport with 
them, she sometimes finds herself in an awkward position if they repeat false rumors, or misconstrue the 
council’s objectives. “You have to be delicate about interrupting chains of misinformation,” she says, by 
offering new perspectives and interpretations without contradicting them head-on. “Respect their skills and 
knowledge, but don’t be afraid to disagree respectfully.” Ultimately, she says, the relationship that is built 
through her outreach efforts is founded on mutual respect: recognizing that even though the watershed  
councils may bring technical knowledge and data to the table, “landowners know just as much as you.” 

Lang’s outreach program has other facets, too, which complement her one-on-one efforts. An annual  
newsletter and periodic press releases keep the councils’ names in the public eye. They also host  
occasional group events, such as subbasin tours and workshops. They have found these less successful 
in reaching new participants in the councils’ efforts, she says, instead attracting people who are already 
familiar with their work. 

Sometimes, all that relationship-building can lead to a dilemma: what to do when the landowners’ desire to 
connect with the watershed council outlives the funding to pay for staff time to hold up the council’s end 
of that relationship? In part, it seems, the difficulty arises because “the landowners imprint on me,” Lang 
says, as the first ambassador of the watershed council with whom they come in contact. So she tries to 
introduce them to other staffers early on. But even beyond broadening the face of the watershed council, a 
shift in attitude is essential: the landowner’s desire to stay in contact with the watershed council even after 
a habitat restoration project has been completed is not a burden to be minimized, it’s a goal of watershed 
restoration that is every bit as important as an increase in pool depth or a cooling of water temperatures. 
Building these relationships will set the stage for better stewardship and cooperative land management 
into the future.

Outreach means finding out what the community has to say — which sometimes can be quite surprising.  
In the Entiat watershed in the Upper Columbia basin, watershed planning began in the mid-1970s long 
before it became fashionable, when landowners and local reps of federal agencies came together to 
understand the Entiat better. It continued with greater vigor in the 1990s, when local farmers and orchard-
ists grew concerned that environmental concerns would lead to a shut-off of their water supply. “This is 
going to happen,” said one long-time landowner, “and if we don’t work with it, it’s going to happen to us.” So 
a group of landowners began meeting with the Cascadia Conservation District (CCD), the Natural Resources 
Conservation Service, and the local ranger district of the U.S. Forest Service, and eventually hammered out 
a watershed management plan for the Entiat. The plan led to a decade of restoration projects, says resource 
specialist Susan Dretke, coupled with feel-good outreach efforts at community festivals such as the Entiat 
Summerfest and Ardenvoir Swallow Days (a festival marking the migratory return of violet-green swallows to 
the Entiat valley), and through regular articles in the monthly local newspaper. On the face of it, if there ever 
was a community where restoration had won general acceptance, this was it. 

And then, in 2010, the restoration effort had the opportunity to step up its game. NOAA Fisheries designated 
the Entiat as an “Intensively Monitored Watershed,” which would mean a many-fold increase in the pace 
and extent of restoration activity—including some two thousand logs to be placed in a five-mile reach of 
the river, and mark-and-recapture studies on fish populations to ascertain whether the efforts were making 
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a difference. Confidently, the CCD set up a public meeting to roll out the plans and cement community  
support. But the anticipated support failed to materialize amid concerns that the logs to be installed, many 
of them unanchored, would lead to unforeseen bank erosion and might even damage bridges across the 
river. “People were shouting us down. It got ugly,” Dretke remembers. “It was a hands-down catastrophe.” 

The brouhaha was a wake-up call for the District, which realized it needed to do more to shore up support for 
its work. It convened a multi-agency study group on the plans to place large wood in the river, and re-wrote 
a monitoring report in lay language, so it could be understood more readily by watershed residents. 

Seen from the standpoint of the construction projects the CCD was involved in, the negative feedback from  
local residents was a setback. Seen through the lens of community relations, however, it led district staff 
to inquire more deeply into local concerns and attitudes—essential information to focus outreach efforts. 
Working in partnership with the model watershed groups in the Entiat and nearby Methow watersheds, the 
Bonneville Environmental Foundation commissioned a study of communications and outreach in those 
basins that included a survey of attitudes toward restoration. One question yielded especially surprising  
results. Asked to name the benefits of watershed restoration, the top three responses were economic  
activity, erosion control, and improvements to water quality. Salmon recovery, which is often cited as a  
main objective in watershed restoration, wasn’t even mentioned. 

Overall, the 2012 study identified several challenges in how watershed efforts are perceived. To name just 
three: it’s unclear to stakeholders who coordinates the restoration efforts; the groups’ publications use 
language that is too technical for a lay audience; and they distrust restoration participants from outside 
their own watershed. Out of these findings grew a three-year communications and outreach plan that aims, 
among other goals, to build support for watershed restoration and help the social expertise behind  
restoration to catch up with the technical knowledge driving it forward.  

By contrast, at the northern tip of the Idaho panhandle, the need to bridge a chasm between factions in a  
watershed came as no surprise. The Kootenai Tribe of Idaho had been living along the Kootenai River, a  
9-million-acre tributary watershed of the Columbia, since time immemorial, but by 1974 was down to  
67 members, without any land to call their own. That was the year the tribe declared war on the United 
States—“the war of a pen,” they called it—to dramatize the desperation of their circumstances and  
demand a place to call their own. Their efforts bore fruit in the form of a 12-acre reservation near the town of 
Bonners Ferry, which has served as a platform from which the tribe has worked since then for the recovery 
of the fish, wildlife, and water quality on which they have depended for eons. Since the establishment of its 
reservation, the Kootenai Tribe of Idaho has more than doubled in population, to 141 members.

From that base, the tribe began to work for the recovery of fish species that have historically been important 
to the tribe’s subsistence, including the Kootenai River white sturgeon and burbot, along with the habitat 
that they need. By 1997, they began working with a local landowner on the restoration of kokanee salmon, 
a land-locked strain of sockeye, including the rehabilitation of stream habitat and riparian areas in a couple 
of small tributaries. In the early 2000s, with the support of one of the Bonneville Environmental Founda-
tion’s first Model Watershed partnerships, the tribe was able to begin stream restoration and monitoring 
on two tributaries and has since expanded its geographic focus to the entire 55-mile reach of the Kootenai 
River, from the confluence with the Moyie River to the U.S.-Canada border.
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Around then, the political context changed, too. Voluntary restoration efforts seemed set to be overshad-
owed by the legal mandates of the Endangered Species Act. Faced with the prospect of continued conflict 
over the recovery plans for endangered and threatened species, Mayor Darrell Kerby of Bonners Ferry 
decided to join the effort instead of trying to beat it. “We’ve decided to honestly and openly participate in 
the process to recover the species, rather than fight, rather than kick and scream and drag our heels,” he 
said at the time. The tribe invited the city and county to join with it to found the Kootenai Valley Resource 
Initiative (KVRI), a joint powers agreement among the three governments that brings together community 
leaders from all segments of Boundary County to discuss natural resources issues and bring key players to 
the table. 

The group has taken on a wide range of topics, such as grizzly bear conservation and the reduction of  
collisions between cars and wild animals. That expansion of focus demonstrates the strength of community-
based organizations. Who would have thought at the outset that efforts to restore the Kootenai would relate 
to road kill? But for the stakeholders in the Kootenai River basin, the grassroots process of the KVRI has 
made it possible to shape watershed restoration to suit the needs of their place as they understand them.

The tribe uses the KVRI as a forum to advance its own ecological goals, too. The tribe asked for help in 
forging a community-based plan to restore local populations of burbot—a process that led ultimately to 
the three governments (the Tribe, the City of Bonners Ferry, and Boundary County) and 13 other entities 
signing on to a memorandum of understanding to guide the fish’s recovery. The tribe has also used KVRI as 
a sounding board for its program to restore the 55-mile reach of the Kootenai it has focused on, ultimately 
creating a master plan for habitat restoration in the Kootenai. To begin implementing that plan, it brought 
together private landowners with the federal Natural Resources Conservation Service to form a Cooperative 
Conservation Partnership Initiative that helps fund farm and ranch upgrades, such as riparian planting and 
cross-fencing, which result in improved habitat.

From the Kootenai to the Coos, effective restoration strategies must take into account our pesky species of 
relatively hairless apes. Whether it means developing new forums such as tri-government initiatives and  
coffee klatches, or simply listening more intently to what our neighbors have to say, watershed restoration 
can only succeed if its practitioners incorporate human needs and concerns into their work.   

Stayin’ Alive: Maintaining Healthy Organizations
For all the focus that watershed restorationists place on the sustainability of their ecosystems, some 
of them dedicate surprisingly little attention to making their own organizations sustainable—not in the 
external sense that comes from reducing one’s carbon footprint and requisitioning recycled paper, but the 
internal sustainability that will enable these NGOs to thrive for as long as their work is needed. 

If an organization were an organism, three of its needs would be food, a functioning central nervous system, 
and the ability to respond to changing circumstances. For an organization, that means money; a leadership 
team that works together effectively; and a healthy approach to the cycles of organizational birth, develop-
ment, and renewal. Three stories—from the Teton, the Long Tom, and the Coos watersheds—exemplify how 
groups in the Bonneville Environmental Foundation’s Model Watershed Program have met these needs. 
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On the west side of the Teton Range, hard up against the Continental Divide, the Friends of the Teton River 
faces a tougher fund-raising challenge than most West Coast watershed groups. Its location in the upper 
reaches of the Snake River watershed, outside the range of ocean-going salmon or any fish listed as  
threatened or endangered, means that it is not guaranteed any general funding from state or federal  
programs. So its $390,000 annual operating budget—not including any on-the-ground habitat projects— 
is raised strictly through private donations and proposal writing. About 40 percent of that comes from 
foundation and government grants, leaving a quarter of a million dollars to be generated from events, giving 
campaigns, and other sources, says Friends’ development director Anna Lindstedt. 

Just as the decommissioning of a road network to reduce erosion happens one culvert at a time, Lindstedt 
and her colleagues break down their quarter-million-dollar goal into a series of smaller ones. They cultivate 
relationships with prospective large private donors, find out which programs would be of greatest interest 
to them, and focus the conversation there. “You’re not selling widgets,” Lindstedt says. “You’re giving them 
the opportunity to donate.” She estimates how much each will give, makes a specific “ask” for a particular 
amount and purpose, and gives prompt and courteous thank-yous. 

The Friends of the Teton River carefully tailor fund-raising events to catch the interest of all their constituen-
cies: the well-heeled of Jackson Hole flock to their wine-tasting and auction; local ranchers attend the  
Teton River Picnic; and anglers come to the Fishermen’s Dinner. Other events lay the foundation for future  
giving, such as a pub night for fishing guides, which makes the guides more likely to mention FTR’s work to 
their clients — increasing the fly-fishers’ interest in FTR’s work and their likelihood of donating to support it. 

With a self-described scrappy attitude, the Friends of the Teton go after funding sources large and small— 
embracing local merchants and artists who donate a portion of their revenues, for instance, and  
welcoming their designation as a “conservation cause” on the Orvis fishing supplies website, a platform  
that brought in $34,000. They’ve dabbled in fee-for-service schemes, too: the education director receives 
substitute-teacher pay from the school district for taking the reins in the classroom, and the Idaho  
Department of Water Resources hires FTR to monitor stream flow. But they don’t go after every fundraising  
opportunity that presents itself. Instead, they carefully screen potential events and projects to make sure 
they won’t amount to more trouble than they’re worth. Now that FTR has staged the same events for several 
years running, they have accumulated a shelf full of binders that lay out the steps for producing each event. 

Throughout it all, Lindstedt keeps the focus on the overall goal—making possible FTR’s programs by  
keeping the organization financially healthy. That means carefully projecting the income from their  
fundraisers, and making sure it covers the group’s cash flow needs through the year. If the group’s bank  
balance is forecast to dip perilously close to zero several months hence, that’s a signal that one of the 
events should be moved up to take place earlier in the year.

Lindstedt can count on the board of directors as key allies in this quest for financial sustainability.  
Apart from their other roles in the governance of the organization, directors commit each year to a board 
challenge, in which they pool their pledges—$10,000 among the board’s twelve members—and challenge 
the membership to collectively match the directors’ donation. With personal notes from board members 
attached to the solicitations, this campaign brings in about a tenth of the unrestricted gift budget. 
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Of course, directors play a more important role than merely fundraisers; they’re responsible for setting the 
organization’s overall direction, shaping its policies, and ensuring that it pursues its mission. At the Long 
Tom Watershed Council just west of Eugene, Oregon, the board has changed a lot since 1998, when the 
group was founded as an unincorporated association with a nonprofit fiscal sponsor. Like many Oregon 
watershed councils of about the same vintage, it arose in response to the feared listing of various salmon 
runs under the Endangered Species Act. Because it was conceived out of a combination of fear and hope, 
the Council attracted some board members who sought to prevent the board from doing things they didn’t 
like, instead of being motivated by a sincere desire to advance the organization’s purpose. 

Over time that changed, says Long Tom Watershed Council executive director Dana Dedrick, as the Council 
built a track record of steady, non-confrontational work on the watershed’s issues. Dedrick has shifted the 
notion of stakeholder balance from representation—in which each board member is there to safeguard the  
interests of their faction—to perspective, meaning that they use their experiences to bring a particular  
outlook to watershed issues, but they aren’t bound to reflect the opinions of any particular constituency.  
This approach has won the Council broad-based backing for its actions, to the point that some earlier  
adversaries are no longer worried about staving off what it might do. When she tried to recruit a forester 
onto the board recently, Dedrick recalls, he declined at first, saying that it was more important to him to  
attend the meetings of a neighboring watershed council—“because they’re unbalanced,” he told her.  
“Look out,” she quipped, “I’ll get unbalanced on you too.”

All joking aside, board recruitment is a constant need for Dedrick, since board members serve only one  
three- to four-year term. So she is always building a bench of future board recruits, whom she hopes will 
someday apply to join the slate of nominees that will be proposed to the membership by the nomination 
committee. But this churn among directors yields a benefit, too: former board members represent a  
growing corps of alumni who feel a sense of belonging to the Council, and serve as its ambassadors in the 
community. 

With the Council’s longevity have come changes in form and scale. In 2007, it established itself as a 501(c)
(3) non-profit in its own right. Since its founding, it has grown from 2 contract staff and a $45,000 annual  
budget to 5 employees spending close to a million dollars a year, guided by a multi-decade conservation 
strategy and a five-year strategic plan.

This evolution in scale and structure at the Long Tom Watershed Council are one manifestation of the kinds 
of changes that can be seen in any organization, says Jon Souder, executive director of the Coos Watershed 
Association, based just west of the Long Tom on the other side of Oregon’s Coast Range. 

Organizations mature through a series of stages, Souder says. They form when creative, entrepreneurial 
people identify a need and find the resources to begin addressing it. Then they expand, often growing  
rapidly, bringing new participants into the project. The staff tends to be deeply committed at this stage,  
but structured informally. As the years go by, the group stabilizes, securing longer-term funding and  
introducing formal rules such as personnel policies and tighter fiscal controls. But sooner or later, an event 
or set of circumstances challenges the organization. It could be staff burn-out or the loss of a major funder; 
it could be a change in the political climate or a major foul-up. It could even be that one of the group’s key 
programs has outlived the need that inspired it. 
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At that point, the group must adapt to the new circumstances or perish. Adaptation is by far the more  
elegant outcome, and might involve a re-envisioning of the group’s purpose, the development of new  
programs, or the spinoff of a separate organization. Dissolution is a possibility, too, although often the death 
throes of an organization are not pretty, potentially involving bad debts and damaged credibility for key 
staff and even the cause at the core of the group’s mission. If the group does make it through the renewal 
phase, it can start the cycle over, with some of the formation phase’s heady enthusiasm. 

A group’s development may skip stages, Souder explains, and—as with the life cycle of a salmon—there is 
no guarantee it will survive to the next stage. It might go right from formation to dissolution, a phenomenon 
also known as “failure to launch.” It may go from expansion right to crisis, skipping the stabilization phase, if 
it grows too fast. With prescient leadership, it might go right to renewal, unprompted by any actual crisis. 

Souder speaks not just from a theoretical perspective: the Coos Watershed Association, which he leads, is 
partway through its second cycle of organizational birth, growth, crisis, and renewal. When it was founded 
in 1994, the consequences of the spotted owl listing were still wreaking havoc on the local economy, and 
the potential listing of the coho loomed on the horizon. South Slough National Estuarine Reserve director 
Mike Graybill and Coos County Forester Bob LaPort teamed up to bridge the gap between the environmental 
and timber sides, and brought together a founding group that wrote a “statement of shared values” over a 
two-year period. With that unusual alliance as a foundation, the Coos Watershed Association (CoosWA) grew 
rapidly from 1997 to 2001, raising millions of dollars to build fence along streams, place log structures in 
creeks, and implement other restoration projects. 

But the CoosWA skipped directly from Expansion to Crisis when it became difficult to adequately manage 
the new influx of funding and meet the requirements of the grants. Soon after Souder assumed the post of  
executive director in the early 2000s, the CoosWA underwent an organizational audit and got strategic  
planning help from Shorebank Enterprise to get back on track. 

With persistence, Souder and his staff were able to resurrect the CoosWA and enter the stage of re-formation. 
Starting in 2004, the group sharpened its focus on the science behind restoration, gathering baseline data 
and setting the stage for adaptive management. They built partnerships with local colleges, renewed their 
efforts at community outreach, and were accepted into the Bonneville Environmental Foundation’s Model 
Watershed Program. Now in its second expansion phase, the CoosWA is developing programs to integrate 
community college students into its work, branching into regional planning, and creating meaningful  
opportunities for high school students left high and dry when the local school district shifted to a four-day 
week. “If you have a dysfunctional community, you can’t have a healthy watershed,” says Souder. 

The CoosWA is currently five years into the 10-year strategic plan it wrote as it emerged from its last crisis, 
Souder says, and it has already completed 85 percent of the tasks laid out there. So it may be due soon for 
another round of re-visioning and re-invention.  After five cycles of growth and renewal—about 50 years— 
a group can establish itself well enough to become an institution, says Souder, quoting the organizational 
life cycle literature. The first watershed groups on the West Coast were established in the early 1980s.  
At that rate, the organizations at the vanguard of the watershed movement are about halfway to becoming 
institutions—if they can keep their purpose clear, their programs relevant, and their funding sufficient for 
the next two decades. 


