
Notes from Farm Forum: Water Rights and Irrigation, April 28th, 2016 

Mike Gallagher, Department of Ecology 

The main takeaway from Mike’s talk was that it is nearly impossible to get a new water right, and you 

can no longer apply for a water right claim. He said that the best option for small farmers is to obtain a 

small amount of acreage, dig an exempt well, use rainwater harvesting methods, and/or use the 

Industrial Groundwater Exemption to irrigate. Alternately, ensure that you buy land with existing water 

rights. Water rights should run with the property unless they were sold off separately. If you want to 

know if you have a water right, call either DOE or the County Assessor’s Office with your tax parcel 

numbers.  

For industrial purposes (this includes irrigation of commercial agriculture land), withdrawal of 

groundwater is allowable up to 5000 gal/day. Any amount of surface water withdrawal requires a 

permit.  

To apply for a water right, it is possible to hire a consultant to help with permitting and use the “cost 

reimbursement process”, which allows a private consultant to do the work that DOE 

(hydrogeologists/permit writers) does. This costs around $5,000-25,000, and moves you to the front of 

the (decades-long) line. However, it does not guarantee that the permit will be approved. 

His presentation is available HERE.  

Michelle Harris from the Tacoma-Pierce County Health Department 

Pierce County Health department governs the permitting of wells in the county (if you want to drill a 

well for irrigation purposes). The first step is to decide if you want/need to obtain water rights. 

Assuming that this is not a possibility, the next step is to fill out the application for drilling an exempt 

well (the fee is $625). There are a lot of limitations for the placement of wells: they need to have a 100 ft 

setback from drain fields, 50 ft from septic tanks, and 100 ft from livestock use areas. You have to get 

your neighbor’s agreement if the setback overlaps with their property. (Pierce County doesn’t allow new 

wells in Urban Growth Areas.) They will visit the proposed site of the well to see if it meets their 

requirements, and, if it does, then issue a permit. The landowner then gives that permit to the well 

driller, who drills the well. The Health Department returns to make sure it is in the right location and 

meets construction standards. Then, they require testing of the water. 

A document containing the information she shared is available HERE.  

Jason Hatch, Washington Water Trust 

Washington Water Trust offers alternatives to the traditional water rights structure available in the 

country. They work with EQUIP programs, the WA Conservation Commission, and others. They are non-

regulatory, and they focus their work on Fish Critical Basins.  

A Water Trust is a way out of the “use it or lose it” rule (5 years) if the water right is enrolled in the 

Trust. The first step to learn more is to get in touch with Washington Water Trust with your tax parcel 

information (or with your existing water rights) to learn how they can help you.  

In addition to setting up Water Trusts, they can help with other water management tools, including 

source substitution (e.g. recycled water) and setting up water banks (where existing water rights are 

http://farminginthefloodplain.org/resources/gallagher-water-rights-and-water-law-101/
http://farminginthefloodplain.org/resources/harris-tpchd/
http://www.washingtonwatertrust.org/


banked for others to buy). The organization can offer coordination with landowners with water rights, 

those without, and the Department of Ecology in order to establish a functional water bank. They have 

also been involved with establishing Watershed Improvement Districts, which are special districts that 

have abilities beyond Drainage Districts and Irrigation Districts to work with agricultural communities to 

secure water resources.  

The Farming in the Floodplain Project has set up an initial meeting with Washington Water Trust to learn 

more about their work, and discuss potential options for the Clear Creek agricultural community. We 

will be sure to share what we learn.  

The Washington Water Trust presentation is HERE. 

Troy Peters, WSU: Irrigation Planning and Management 

Dr. Troy Peters discussed the soil and irrigation science behind WSU’s Irrigation Scheduler App. Their 

work supports farmers and growers so that they can make the most of the water available to them. 

Their app is available for iPhone and Android (through their app stores) or is available online here.  

The presentation is available HERE.  

 

http://farminginthefloodplain.org/resources/hatch-ppt-water-rights-tools-trust/
http://weather.wsu.edu/is/
http://farminginthefloodplain.org/resources/peters-ppt-tools-for-practical-irrigation-scheduling/

