
Unrealized Ambition: The State Budget and 
Water Resources Program Priorities 
Ria Berns, Water Resources Program Manager
Water Law in Eastern Washington Conference | May 21, 2025

1



Overview  Program Overview
 Water Resources Strategic Plan
 Implementation Update 
 Ecology Strategic Plan 
 A Look Ahead to Fiscal Year 2026

2



Water Resources Program: An Overview 
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Our Foundations 
Vision
Washington State’s water resources support thriving ecosystems and 
communities in the face of climate change.

Mission
We manage water resources to benefit all Washingtonians and to protect the 
natural environment for current and future generations.
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Water Resources Program: By the Numbers
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 147 FTE (total authority, not filled positions) 

 $49.2 million biennial operating budget (80% is state general fund)
 $~100 million biennial capital budget (streamflow restoration, water 

banking, drought response, and drought preparedness)

 Key functions: permitting and compliance, adjudication, dam safety, 
well construction, grant management, IT and database management 

 6 offices (Spokane, Walla Walla, Union Gap, Shoreline, Bellingham, Lacey)



Program Activities by Budget 
Distribution 

1. Implement integrated 
solutions to protect 
instream resources

2. Manage water rights
3. Promote compliance with 

water laws
4. Provide water resources 

data and information 
5. Ensure dam safety
6. Regulate well construction 
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Water Resources Strategic Plan
A 5-Year Roadmap
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Water Resources Strategic 
Plan: A Road Map for Our 
Work 

 First strategic plan since 2016
 5-year timeframe (July 1, 2024 – June 

30, 2029)
 Implementation focused 
 Ambitious
 Increases transparency
 Serves as the framework for annual 

planning
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Transformational Changes 
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Climate Change and 
Population Growth 

Environmental 
Justice
We must prioritize 
environmental justice, including 
implementation of the 2021 
HEAL Act and compliance with 
Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 
1964, if we are to benefit all 
Washingtonians. 

We must adapt to the impacts 
of climate change and 
population growth, which will 
continue to put pressure on our 
state’s water resources and 
challenge our ability to fulfill 
our Mission. 
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Goals

 

We can only accomplish these goals in partnership with diverse public, Tribal, 
and private players.

1 2 3Actively  
Manage our 
State’s Water 
Resources

Prepare 
for Changing 
Conditions and 
Needs due to 
Climate Change

Hone our      
Organizational 
Effectiveness



A. Protect instream resources and senior water rights today and into the 
future.

B. Advance certainty about existing water rights through adjudication.
C. Bolster dam safety and well construction inspection activities to ensure 

protection of public health and safety. 
D. Increase public understanding of water resource issues through 

transparency and proactive education. 
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1. Actively Manage our State’s Water Resources  



Actively Manage our State’s Water 
Resources: The Approach
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2. Prepare for Changing Conditions and Needs due to   
Climate Change

A. Build a sense of urgency to address the 
impacts of climate change on water resources.

B. Improve water supply for instream and out-of-
stream needs.

C. Promote reforms to state water law to increase 
the resilience of our state’s water resources to 
climate change.
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We are committed to 
early and ongoing 
consultation and 
cooperation with Tribes 
in a government-to-
government relationship 
to protect and manage 
shared water resources.



A. Cultivate a work environment that supports and retains staff. 
B. Promote staff professional development. 
C. Ensure our processes and procedures are timely, effective, and 

consistent statewide.
D. Invest in information technology to meet current and future data needs.
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3. Hone Our Organizational Effectiveness 



Implementation
The ambitions contained in this Strategic Plan are significantly greater than 
we can achieve with existing resources. We will identify where additional 
resources are necessary to advance the Plan. 
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Update a 1-year 
Implementation Plan

Track progress toward 
our Goals

Share a status update 
on our progress

Annual Planning Cycle



Implementation Update: A Progress Check-In 
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Strategic Plan: FY ‘25 Implementation Progress
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 Hiring freeze reduced overall staff 
capacity and limited our ability to cross 
train with retiring staff

 Travel freeze reduced cross-training and 
team-building opportunities, effected 
relationships with some water users

 Overall budget environment limited our 
legislative and budget ambitions

Summary: We made uneven progress 
fulfilling our strategic priorities due to 
staffing capacity, mid-year reprioritization, 
and overall state budget conditions. 



Implementation Planning 
Underway for FY ‘26
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 Assess progress on FY 25 
implementation plan

 Explore and understand barriers to 
implementation

 Right-size FY 26 implementation 
plan to promote success

 Identify actions achievable within 
existing budget

 Communicate internally and 
externally 
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Implement integrated solutions to Protect Instream Resources
• Awarded over $50 million in grants to improve stream flows
• Launched pilot drought preparedness and planning grant program 
• Completed Walla Walla Legislative report

Manage Water Rights 

• On track to outpace previous 5 years in total number of water right 
decisions – significant progress in Eastern and Northwest regions

• Adopted administrative order to establish Pasco Basin groundwater 
subarea boundaries to support joint management and rulemaking

• Advanced WRIA 1 adjudication (served 30,000+ potential water users 
in the watershed, fielded 2,000+ calls and emails)

FY 25 Implementation Plan Highlights
Goal 1. Actively Manage Our State’s Water Resources

Goal 2. Prepare for Changing Conditions and Needs due to Climate Change
Goal 3. Hone Our Organizational Effectiveness
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Promote compliance with water laws
• Updated the Municipal Water Law and Trust Water Rights Program policies

• Made significant progress on penalty matrix update

Provide water resources data and information 

• Launched a Nooksack Adjudication web map tool to assist water users in 
collecting information for the WRIA 1 water rights adjudication

• Created an online submittal option for new water rights application

• Updated the water resources web map to help the public understand water 
availability across the state 

FY 25 Implementation Plan Highlights
Goal 1. Actively Manage Our State’s Water Resources

Goal 2. Prepare for Changing Conditions and Needs due to Climate Change
Goal 3. Hone Our Organizational Effectiveness
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Ensure dam safety

• Updated operation & maintenance plans for most significant/high hazard 
dams

Regulate well construction 

• Brought in new counties to well delegation program

• Filled all regional well construction coordinator roles

FY 25 Implementation Plan Highlights
Goal 1. Actively Manage Our State’s Water Resources

Goal 2. Prepare for Changing Conditions and Needs due to Climate Change
Goal 3. Hone Our Organizational Effectiveness



Ecology Strategic Plan
The Water Resources Program in Context

23



24



25

Ecology Strategic Plan: Goal 4.1



Ecology Strategic Plan: Goal 4.3
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Dept. of Ecology Strategic Plan: 
Implementation Update
Goal Initiative Description Progress 

4.1.A Reduce the time it takes to process water right applications so that people 
and businesses get more timely answers, and we better protect the 
environment. 

In-Progress

4.1.C Expand how reclaimed water can be used to encourage water reuse, 
increase water availability, and adapt to a changing climate.* 

Deferred until FY27

4.1.D Initiate improvements to how we manage water resources data and increase 
data transparency. This includes linking water rights and water use data and 
improving our public mapping tools. 

Delayed

4.1.E Legally decide who has water rights (through adjudication) in Water 
Resource Inventory Area 1, the Nooksack Watershed. This will provide 
certainty and support the economy and natural environment.

In-Progress

4.3.E Increase metering and watermaster staffing to actively manage water use, 
improve resilience to climate change impacts, and ensure water rights 
holders are complying with state laws.*

Deferred until FY27
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A Look Ahead
Fiscal Year 2026 and Beyond
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Impacts of Budget Reductions 
Water Resources Program must reduce 
budget by $1.6 million in FY 25-27, a loss in 
capacity and FTE.
 Staffing reductions
 Work reprioritization and lowered ambition
 Doing less with less
 Double down on investments core in work

           …and it could have been a whole lot worse!
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Thank you
Ria Berns 

Water Resources Program Manager
Email: Ria.Berns@ecy.wa.gov  
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