
Executive Summary 

Skagit PUD Water Rights Lease Program 
 

Skagit Public Utility District is exploring a potential program that would allow limited, temporary 
use of a portion of its water rights to make water available to agriculture and other approved local 
uses during summer low-flow periods on the Skagit River. This work is in an early stage, and no 
decisions have been made. 

The concept under consideration would make water available seasonally (approximately May 
through October). At the end of each season, all water rights would return to their original piped 
use. No permanent changes to water rights are proposed. 

This effort relates to existing constraints in the Skagit River Basin affecting water use during 
summer low-flow periods. Many agricultural water users hold interruptible water rights, which 
require them to stop pumping when river levels fall below state-established minimum flows. These 
instream flow levels are established under state law to protect river conditions, including fish habitat 
and treaty-reserved resources. In contrast, Skagit PUD holds senior water rights that are not subject 
to these interruptions. The program being explored would provide a state-regulated mechanism to 
temporarily transfer a portion of that water, when available, to agriculture and other approved uses. 

From 2024 through 2026, Skagit PUD and pilot participants have been testing this approach through 
a three-year program for planned, seasonal water transfers. This is the first program of its kind in 
the region that is not tied to a declared drought. Three participants have been involved: 
Consolidated Diking Improvement District #22, Drainage and Irrigation Improvement District #15, 
and Skagit Valley Farm. The pilot has completed two irrigation seasons with no reported 
compliance violations. 

Skagit PUD manages the required approvals with the Washington State Department of Ecology and 
oversees metering and compliance. The PUD also coordinated with the Swinomish Indian Tribal 
Community prior to launching the pilot and reached an agreement on the terms of the seasonal 
transfers. 

PUD customers and Skagit River protections remain primary considerations. Any water 
provided through a future program would depend on available supply and could be reduced, 
delayed, or suspended as needed to: 

• Maintain reliable piped water service to PUD customers  
• Ensure system capacity and infrastructure limitations are not exceeded  
• Address operational or maintenance needs  

All transfers must comply with state law, operate under Ecology oversight, and cannot impair 
existing water rights or reduce protected instream flows. 

As the pilot concludes after the 2026 irrigation season, Skagit PUD will evaluate whether and how 
to continue the program. This will include consideration of program structure, eligibility, and 
pricing. The PUD expects to hold multiple public discussions and provide opportunities for 
community input before establishing any long-term program. 



Water Lease Program Process
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1. Policy Development
Listening first
• Identify goals and concerns
• Legal and regulatory review
• Stakeholder input
• Draft policy framework
• Policy adoption

2. Program Creation
Build the program
• Define eligible uses
• Set water limits and 

safeguards
• Establish pricing approach
• Develop application and 

monitoring requirements

3. Pilot Program
Test and Learn
• Establish participants
• Seasonal use
• Real-time monitoring
• Adjust based on conditions

4. Lease Agreements
Annual Participation
• Applications submitted annually
• Review and approval by PUD
• Seasonal agreements executed
• Water use tracked with metering

5. Monitoring and Evaluation
Continuous improvements
• Track water use and impacts
• Ensure environmental protection
• Gather community feedback
• Refine program over time



GLOSSARY 
cfs (cubic feet per second) — A rate of water flow: the number of cubic feet passing a given point 
each second. Sustained for a full day, one cfs delivers approximately 646,000 gallons. 

MGD (million gallons per day) — A rate of water flow expressed as volume over a day, used in this 
packet for system demand. One MGD is equivalent to approximately 1.55 cfs. 

Instantaneous quantity (Qi) — The maximum rate at which a water right allows water to be 
diverted at any given moment, expressed in cfs. 

Total instantaneous quantity (55.39 cfs) — The PUD's maximum authorized diversion rate, from a 
combination of the Skagit River Diversion (SRD) and the Cultus Mountain streams, when the 
applicable minimum instream flows are being met. 

Uninterruptible instantaneous quantity (40.1 cfs) — The portion of the PUD's authorized 
diversion that is not subject to Skagit River minimum instream flows. This quantity is available 
regardless of river level, including during the summer transfer period. 

Instream flow rule (WAC 173-503) — The Washington state rule establishing minimum flow levels 
for the Skagit River basin. Water rights subject to the rule cannot be exercised when flows fall 
below the established minimums. 

Minimum instream flow — A flow level set by rule for a specific stream or river. It functions as a 
legal condition on certain water rights. It is not a measure of whether water is physically available. 

Judy Reservoir — The PUD's primary water storage reservoir, and the source of water for the PUD's 
water treatment plant. It is filled by water diverted from the Cultus Mountain streams and by water 
pumped from the Skagit River at the SRD. 

SRD (Skagit River Diversion) — The PUD's pumping facility on the Skagit River, which moves river 
water into Judy Reservoir. The SRD has five pumps. 

Cultus Mountain streams — Mundt, Gilligan, Salmon, and Turner Creeks. The PUD diverts a 
portion of the flow from these creeks into two collector pipelines that carry water to Judy Reservoir. 
The creeks themselves continue in their natural channels. Diversion is governed by minimum 
instream flows established under WAC 173-503-040, and the diversion structures operate on a 
bypass system that allows water to pass the diversion when those minimum flows are not being 
met. 

Stream inflow — Water diverted from the Cultus Mountain streams and delivered to Judy Reservoir 
through the collector pipelines, as distinct from water pumped from the Skagit River. 

1996 MOA — A memorandum of agreement, associated with related water right changes, that 
authorized the Skagit River Diversion as an additional point of diversion for the PUD's Cultus 
Mountain stream and groundwater rights. Signed by: Skagit PUD, City of Anacortes, Skagit County, 
Upper Skagit Indian Tribe, Sauk-Suiattle Indian Tribe, Swinomish Indian Tribal Community, 
Department of Ecology, and Department of Fish and Wildlife. 



 

Reservoir elevation — The water surface level in Judy Reservoir, measured in feet above sea level. 
The spillway sits at 465.10 feet. The historical minimum operating level is 440 feet. 

Factor of safety — The operating margin between the current reservoir level and the level at which 
the PUD could no longer reliably serve its customers. 

Stratification — The separation of reservoir water into temperature layers, which can occur in 
warm weather and can encourage algae growth in the warmer upper layer. 

Taste and odor — Changes to the taste or smell of drinking water, most often caused by algae in 
the reservoir. These are aesthetic effects and are distinct from water safety. 

Tidal restrictions — A condition applied to the emergency drought transfers between 2015 and 
2023, limiting irrigation pumping to the three hours before and three hours after high tide. The PUD 
elected to operate one SRD pump during the pilot transfers in 2024, 2025 and 2026 in order to 
remove this restriction. 

Water right certificate, claim, and permit — Three forms of water right documentation issued or 
recognized by the state. The PUD holds all three. 

Transfer / lease — The temporary, seasonal conveyance of a portion of the PUD's authorized 
diversion to another user. The PUD retains ownership of the underlying water right. 

DIID 15 — Drainage and Irrigation Improvement District No. 15. 

CDID 22 — Consolidated Diking Improvement District No. 22. 

Consortium — The Skagit Drainage and Irrigation Districts Consortium.  

WDFW — Washington State Department of Fish and Wildlife. 
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