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on rural infrastructure investments, Oregon has an 
opportunity to update critical infrastructure for rural 
drinking water and wastewater systems to increase the 
health of residents across the state. Oregon senators 
5RQ�:\GHQ��'��DQG�-H�0HUNOH\��'��UHFHQWO\�LQWURGXFHG�
a bill to expand access to clean drinking water and 
safe sanitation for underserved communities through 
the WASH (Water, Sanitation and Hygiene) Sector 

Development Act of 2022. The WASH Act seeks to 
increase data on communities’ access to clean, potable 
water and create grant programs to empower rural, 
low-income, and tribal communities, among others, 
struggling to replace or remediate wells that serve 
small water systems. According to the act, “Federal data 
currently fails to accurately measure the water and 
sanitation access gap in America, resulting in a lack of 
adequate investment in critical infrastructure for rural, 

The Oregon Water Futures Collaborative is conducting a project to test groundwater in the state’s communities of color and rural and low-
LQFRPH�FRPPXQLWLHV��ZKLFK�KDYH�H[SUHVVHG�PDQ\�FRQFHUQV�DERXW�ZDWHU�TXDOLW\��7KH�HRUW�ZLOO�DOVR�HQFRXUDJH�FRPPXQLW\�PHPEHUV�WR�
participate as citizen scientists. Source: Adobe Stock. 

https://www.wyden.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/WASH%20Act%20Bill%20text.pdf
https://www.wyden.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/WASH%20Act%20Bill%20text.pdf
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tribal, and underserved communities.” 
The same can be said of the state of Oregon’s data 

on clean drinking water and safe sanitation. Existing 
data tends to concentrate on large public water systems, 
while much remains to be known about smaller 
decentralized water systems. 

Now Oregon Water Futures (OWF)—a collaborative 
managed by Verde, the Coalition of Communities 
of Color, the Willamette Partnership, the Oregon 
Environmental Council, and the University of Oregon—
seeks to address some of these information gaps. 
Working in partnership with Oregon State University 
and the University of Oregon, the OWF will conduct well 
water testing while supporting members of low-income, 
rural, and BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and people of color) 
communities who wish to participate as citizen scientists. 
In this way, these citizens can better understand the 
issues facing their small water systems and some 
possible paths of action to improve those systems.

�+))1*%05��+*2!./�0%+*/
Over the past two years, the OWF has convened 

FRPPXQLW\�FRQYHUVDWLRQV�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�VSHFLȴF�
concerns that communities of color and rural and 
low-income communities have about their water. In 
2021, they published a report on water justice issues 
in Oregon based on a series of interviews. The OWF 
PRELOL]HG�WKRVH�ȴQGLQJV�WR�DGYRFDWH�IRU�WKH�ZDWHU�
package funded by Oregon’s 2021 legislative session, 
which brought in a landmark $530 million for water 

infrastructure, planning, community support, and 
more. In 2022, the project engaged approximately 100 
people in a variety of digital gatherings to build out 
a policy framework for water justice in Oregon. The 
SURMHFW�IXOȴOOHG�WKH�JURXQGEUHDNLQJ�JRDO�RI�HOHYDWLQJ�
the experiences and concerns of mostly rural, Native, 
Indigenous Latin American, Latinx, Black, Asian American, 
3DFLȴF�ΖVODQGHU��0LGGOH�(DVWHUQ��$UDE��PLJUDQW��DQG�ORZ�
income communities. Many of the issues that came out 
of these conversations have not historically been part of 
mainstream water policy discussions at the state level. 

Across the board, from rural farmworkers who live in 
temporary housing or rent, to citizens of Chinook Indian 
Nation along the Columbia River, a recurring theme 
throughout OWF’s community engagement has been 
well water quality. In every region, interviewees reported 
that their drinking water at home or at work had an 
unpleasant smell, taste, or appearance. In Ontario, 
one participant reported getting sick when drinking 
tap water. In Nyssa, a father moved when his daughter 
VXHUHG�OHDG�SRLVRQLQJ��)DUPZRUNHUV�DW�WLPHV�GULQN�
from wells with questionable water quality. For various 
renters in mobile home parks, well water is not safe to 
drink. 

Many participants spend money each month 
RQ�ERWWOHG�RU�SXULȴHG�ZDWHU�IURP�WKH�VWRUH��6RPH�
participants ration their drinking water intake to be 
DEOH�WR�DRUG�WKH�DGGHG�H[SHQVH�RI�ERWWOHG�ZDWHU��
RWKHUV�SXUFKDVH�H[SHQVLYH�KRPH�ZDWHU�ȴOWHUV�EXW�DUH�

GOES TO 
THE SEATTLE AQUARIUM
TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 8

6:30 - 9:30 PM 
Ticket includes transportation, entry, hors
d'oeuvres, & drinks. Register online for the

Annual Water Resources Conference. 

www.awra.org/2022AnnualConference

#AWRA2022

https://www.oregonwaterfutures.org/report-20-21
https://www.oregonwaterfutures.org/report-20-21
https://www.oregonlegislature.gov/courtney/Documents/2021-Water-Package-Release.pdf
http://www.awra.org/2022AnnualConference
https://twitter.com/AWRAHQ
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still unsure about water 
quality. This lack of trust 
is exacerbated by poor 
communication during 
drinking water emergencies 
like the 2018 Salem algae 
FULVLV�DQG�UHFHQW�ZLOGȴUHV��
or lack of information from 
water providers for renters. 

Many of these communities rely on wells. In fact, 23% 
of Oregonians depend on the state’s 250,000–300,000 
wells for their potable water. Most new Oregon wells 
are drilled in areas where groundwater is already at risk 
RI�GHSOHWLRQ��SRWHQWLDOO\�DJJUDYDWLQJ�FRQȵLFWV�DPRQJ�
irrigators and capturing groundwater of lower quality. It 
is thus essential to test wells individually to learn what, 
if any, environmental hazards are present in people’s 
drinking water.

���+�1/�+*��!/0%*#
With help from a grant from the Oregon Health 

Authority (OHA), the OWF project has expanded to 
evaluate groundwater reliability. OWF will collaborate 
with three or more communities to complete at least 25 
ZHOO�DXGLWV�SHU�VLWH��FRQGXFW�D�WRWDO�RI���ȴHOG�DXGLWV��DQG�
provide drinking water testing kits to communities to 
test local well water sources. Testing the water will tell 
groundwater users what environmental hazards may 
be present in the water (nitrate, nitrite, and/or iron-
UHODWHG�EDFWHULD���$�UHSRUW�RQ�WKH�VSHFLȴF�ZDWHU�TXDOLW\�
challenges faced by rural communities of color, migrants, 
and Indigenous communities in Oregon will be shared 
with the public. This approach will also permit us to 
identify any large-scale threats that may be present and 
to advocate for public investment in water infrastructure 
alongside community partners.

The project also is an opportunity to recruit citizen 
scientists. OWF’s community conversations have 
proven that people want to learn about their water, 
how to care for it, and how to advocate for better water 
infrastructure. Through community engagement and 
education, this initiative will dispel the mystery and 
mythology associated with groundwater. 

We will provide training with a groundwater model, 
DORQJ�ZLWK�ZRUNVKRSV�RQ�KRZ�WR�ȴQG�LQIRUPDWLRQ�RQ�
well construction on Oregon’s state databases, how to 
interpret these data, how to read water test results, and 
how to remediate groundwater sources if necessary. 
&RQGXFWLQJ�VLPSOH�ȴHOG�EDVHG�ZDWHU�TXDOLW\�WHVWLQJ�ZLOO�
enable communities that distrust their drinking water to 
IHHO�HPSRZHUHG�E\�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DQG�NQRZ�KRZ�WR�ȴQG�
it in the future. Educational materials shared in person 
and through the OWF website will put more resources 
at these users’ disposal, helping address their existing 

well water problems and 
answering their questions 
about groundwater. 

	!00%*#��*/3!./
In partnership with the 

University of Oregon Law 
School’s Environmental 
and Natural Resources 
Center, the OWF project 

is also addressing many unanswered legal and policy 
issues:

• Renter versus property owner rights: Who is 
responsible for sampling domestic well water, and 
for what contaminants? Who pays? Who reports? 
What risks do renters face when testing water 
quality? Do requests for water quality reports put 
them at risk for eviction? If water is found to be 
contaminated, what could be the plan to support 
the community in remediation?  

• Water for houselessness: Is it possible to 
address water access through water stations 
using the Oregon permit-exempt well laws? 
In Shanxi, China, the Qinxu Groundwater 
Management System uses a combination of 
smart card-regulated access to groundwater and 
solar-powered observation wells for groundwater 
monitoring. Can ATM smart cards be used to 
access water in this way in Oregon?

• &HUWLȴFDWLRQ�IRU�ZHOO�DXGLWLQJ� How can 
2UHJRQ�H[SDQG�DFFHVV�WR�ZHOO�DXGLW�FHUWLȴFDWLRQ�
SURJUDPV"�&RXOG�LW�H[WHQG�EH\RQG�FHUWLȴFDWLRQV�
typically administered by university extension 
programs? For example, it could include well 
auditing training for real estate agents, given their 
roles as frontline workers for most rural property 
transactions.

• Water workforce development:  How can 
Oregon expand its water workforce? Water 
technicians are in short supply. For example, the 
City of Gresham is recruiting people experiencing 
KRXVHOHVVQHVV�DW�����DQ�KRXU�WR�VWD�ZDWHU��
wastewater, and stormwater management 
SRVLWLRQV��ΖQ�DGGLWLRQ�WR�WKH�FHUWLȴFDWLRQV�IRU�ZHOO�
auditing and real estate agent training, is it time 
to develop undergraduate degree programs in 
ZDWHU�WHFKQRORJ\��ZLWK�UHODWHG�VSHFLDOW\�FHUWLȴFDWH�
programs at regional community colleges and 
small Oregon colleges?

• Domestic well aquifer recharge: What are the 
FULWHULD��SHUPLWWLQJ��DQG�FHUWLȴFDWLRQ�UHTXLUHPHQWV�
for using permit-exempt sources of water 
(rainwater and spring water) for recharging 
drying wells? Similarly, can these requirements 

In every region, interviewees 
reported that their drinking water at 
home or at work had an unpleasant 

smell, taste, or appearance.

https://www.oregon.gov/owrd/WRDReports/2021_Groundwater_Resource_Concerns_Report.pdf
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be extended to multiple domestic wells in a 
subdivision for collective action managed aquifer 
recharge?

• Residential well sampling and analysis: Oregon 
maintains rules and regulations regarding the 
measurement of water levels in wells and well 
water sampling for nitrates and arsenic for 
real estate transactions. Can this program go 
beyond transactions and be extended to the 
other wells in the state? How can the priority 
lists of potential contaminants be balanced with      
costs? Can databases beyond those maintained 
by the Oregon Health Authority for real estate 
transactions be created? The answers to these 
TXHVWLRQV�KDYH�ODUJH�ȴQDQFLDO�LPSOLFDWLRQV��

• Residential well replacement funding: While 
the Oregon Water Resources Department (OWRD) 
has developed a database for the public to report 
drying wells, there are no criteria for pump 
lowering, well deepening, and well replacement. 
A current grant program is a great step toward 
supporting low-income homeowners who need 
to abandon, replace, or remediate their well. 
However, the program only reimburses already 
covered expenses and is available only for wells 
LPSDFWHG�E\�ȴUH�DQG�GURXJKWȃQRW�RWKHU�ZDWHU�
access and quality issues. Furthermore, it is not 
available for renters, a demographic that is deeply 
impacted by questions of well water quality, 
without much recourse. 

As the 2021 Oregon Water Futures Project Report 
and OWF’s community convenings have demonstrated, 
people need data and information about their drinking 
water quality to help them advocate for infrastructure 
upgrades and investments at the state and federal 
OHYHOV��7KLV�ZRUN�LV�VLJQLȴFDQW�IURP�DQ�HQYLURQPHQWDO�
justice standpoint, as race is the strongest correlating 
demographic factor to unsafe drinking water across the 
nation. 

&OLPDWH�FKDQJH�LV�KDYLQJ�D�UDGLFDO�HHFW�RQ�WKHVH�
communities’ access to safe drinking water, as disasters 
OLNH�PHJDȴUHV�DQG�ȵRRGV�SRVH�LQFUHDVLQJO\�JUDYH�ULVNV�
to small-scale water sources. Well water testing and 
supporting citizen scientists are two important steps 
toward addressing the gaps we currently have on 
water and sanitation data, and further strengthening 
communities’ resilience in the face of global warming and 
the pressures it places on all waters.  !

Lynny Brown (lynny@willamettepartnership.org) is a 
health partner at the Willamette Partnership in Portland, 
Oregon. Todd Jarvis (Todd.Jarvis@oregonstate.edu) is an 
engineering geologist and mediator at the Institute for 
Water and Watersheds at Oregon State University and 
DQ�LQVWUXFWRU�LQ�WKH�&RQȵLFW�5HVROXWLRQ�3URJUDP�DW�WKH�
University of Oregon. Alaí Reyes-Santos (alai@uoregon.
edu) is a professor of practice and associate director at the 
PNW Just Futures Institute for Climate and Racial Justice, 
University of Oregon. 

The guest editors of the September/October 2021, Volume 21,
Number 5 issue of Water Resources IMPACT magazine were
were selected to receive the 2022 FMA Goddard Award for

Outstanding Article in Floodplain Management. 
�

This award is given by the Floodplain Management
Association and recognizes an individual or team with

outstanding technical contributions to the FMA newsletter. 

Congratulations to 
Hunter Merritt & Lisa Beutler

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/609d9e5f77619d2a9f89795d/t/60ad28e604fc130cfde0c2f4/1621960951868/Oregon+Water+Futures+Report+2021+lr.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5e80f1a64ed7dc3408525fb9/t/6092ddcc499e1b6a6a07ba3a/1620237782228/Dig-Deep_Closing-the-Water-Access-Gap-in-the-United-States_DIGITAL_compressed.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5e80f1a64ed7dc3408525fb9/t/6092ddcc499e1b6a6a07ba3a/1620237782228/Dig-Deep_Closing-the-Water-Access-Gap-in-the-United-States_DIGITAL_compressed.pdf
mailto:lynny@willamettepartnership.org?subject=
mailto:Todd.Jarvis@oregonstate.edu?subject=
mailto:alai@uoregon.edu?subject=
mailto:alai@uoregon.edu?subject=
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for getting drinking water. 

For more than a decade the residents of Isla 
0RQWHFULVWR��D�VPDOO�LVODQG�FRPPXQLW\�RQ�WKH�3DFLȴF�
coast of El Salvador, have been trying ways of obtaining 
clean water for drinking—including hauling it in by 
boat—but all have turned out to be unsustainable. Now 
the Iowa Professional Chapter of Engineers Without 
Borders (EWB-Iowa), local leaders, and Associación 
0DQJOH��D�JUDVVURRWV�6DOYDGRUDQ�QRQSURȴW�WKDW�ZRUNV�
with communities in the area, are joining forces to look 
for solutions. As the partners seek a sustainable drinking 
water supply for this community, the project highlights 
the importance of clear and open communication, 
the need to build the capacity of local people, and the 
use of appropriate technology—all critical elements in 
sustainable hydrophilanthropy.

 �*/1/0�%*��(!��ƈ+.0/
Isla Montecristo, separated from the mainland by a 

river, is accessible only by boat. For decades since the 
civil war, the island has been home to 30–45 families 
whose livelihood depends on subsistence farming, 
FDVKHZ�KDUYHVWLQJ��DQG�ȴVKHULHV�DW�WKH�PRXWK�RI�WKH�
/HPSD�5LYHU�DV�LW�HPSWLHV�LQWR�WKH�3DFLȴF�2FHDQ��

Families have traditionally relied on hand-dug wells 
to supply water for cooking, cleaning, and watering 
livestock, but saltwater intrusion has been a problem 
IRU�\HDUV��ΖQ������<RXQJ�/LIH��D�&KULVWLDQ�QRQSURȴW�
organization, donated a reverse osmosis (RO) water 
treatment system to treat water from a community 
well that had become too salty to drink. The treatment 
system (from Living Waters for the World) consisted 
RI�FKORULQDWLRQ��VDQG�ȴOWUDWLRQ��FDUERQ�ȴOWUDWLRQ��52�
desalination, and ultraviolet light disinfection. 

The new system worked. It produced plenty of fresh 
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Jim F. Chamberlain and Rebecca Lance Svatos

Isla Montecristo is an island community, vulnerable to high tides and seawater encroachment into borehole wells. Source: Jose Maria 
Argueta.


