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A FLOOD,?\ FIX AND A PATENT HAﬁEIfFO A'HOOD RIVER NON-PROFIT'S INSPIRING EFFORT

TO MODERNIZE CRUMBLING IRRIGATION SYSTEMS THROUGHOUT THE WESTERN UNITED STATES

he first week of February 1996 was ny unusual.
A deep freeze wrenched down on the valley,

cracking water pipes, icing slow-moving

streams, and solidifying the heavy snowfall that

had blanketed the area a week prior. But on

Feb. 6, the jet stream shifted and a Pineapple
Express bore down on the Columbia Gorge, carrying warm South
Pacific clouds dripping with moisture. The deluge was so sudden
that for a while the runoff flowed atop ice layers in frozen-over irri-
gation canals. But soon the ice and snow melted, unleashing one of
the largest floods in the Gorge’s history down the Hood River Valley’s
steep natural plumbing system.

One hundred mudslides were reported in the Portland area. A
50,000-ton mudslide closed 1-84 east of Troutdale, and smaller slides
shut down the freeway east of Hood River. Highways 35, 26 and 14
closed, as well. Most of the Gorge was in lock-down with no way in
or out for almost 24 hours.

Eventually the rain stopped. The stre%ns and rivers drained into the
Columbia, revealing the catastrophic damage to the valley’s vital irri-
gation system. In this case, the adage “necessity breeds invention”
bore out, and a few savvy locals developed a replacement system
that not only saved the 1996 growing season, but is now poised to
reshape irrigation and water use throughout the West.
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OPEN DAILY 12 -6

304 Oak St., Suite 3, Hood River, OR
TastingRoomHRD®@hrdspirits.com
541-716-5276

VISIT OUR HISTORIC
Hood River Photo Blog:
historichoodriver.com

DISCOVER culture and history through fresh,
engaging exhibits, and exciting programs

EXPLORE hands-on activities and educational
displays for families and children of all ages

Hood River County

THE HisSTORY MUSEUM

300 East Port Marina Drive « Hood River
hoodriverhistorymuseum.org « 541-386-6772
Follow us on Facebook and Twitter

OPEN: Monday-Saturday, 11am-4pm
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Les Perkins, above, manager of Farmers lirigation District, at the Dead Point Farmers Screen and, befow feft, at a decades-old irrigation canal
Below right, Perkins and staff at Dead Point. Previous page, Pete Siragusa’s pear orchard benefits from modernization efforts by the FID.

n 1996 Les Perkins had just graduated from college and begun working as a microbiologist a
Wyeast Laboratories in Odell. He remembers biking out to the Middle Fork of the Hood River anc
seeing a mess of blown-out bridges and scattered debris.
Perkins grew up in the upper valley, his dad a metal fabricator and his grandparents farmer:
and loggers. He'd always been fascinated by the irrigation canals contouring along the hillsides
especially in the mid-80s when hydropower was installed, allowing the irrigation water to generate
electricity en route to farms, orchards and the Columbia River. The districts that managed the irtigatior
canals in the valley were household names.

“It’s a little tribal here,” Perkins says. “If you lived in Middle Fork Irrigation District (MFID) you
were proud of your water. It was pressurized, clean and rates were low. Farmers was a good one, too.’

Perkins is now manager of the Farmers Irrigation District (FID) that serves over 6,000 acres of farn
and orchard land in the northwest corner of the Hood River Valley.

“There have been open ditches in this valley for well over a hundred years,” Perkins says. “Ou
current irrigation canal routes were dug by hand using mules and Chinese labor in the late 1800s anc
early 1900s, and some of them were originally log flumes. Reservoirs like Kingsley were mill ponds tha
gathered felled trees to be milled or sent down flumes to mills on the valley floor.”

Farmers often dug a narrow channel leading from a creek to their downhill fields so a portion o
the creek water flowed out of its native channel and to the farm. Growers installed small pumps anc
diversion screens to keep debris from clogging their irrigation ditches. It wasn't all Wild West free-for
all, though. In 1874 the Water Supply Company of Hood River Valley formed to irrigate 1,000 acres
In 1905 the Hood River Irrigation District took over and expanded to 5,275 acres, and a year later the
Farmers Irrigation Company organized to sell water rights shares to growers. A few late summer water
shortages led to the construction of reservoirs in the upper basin. By the 1920s most water rights hac
been adjudicated to landowners.

And that was it. Not much changed over the remainder of the 20th century. The irrigation system
plodded along in open ditches that gathered debris, trash, and runoff and needed to be constantly
monitored and cleaned. The trenches leaked like sieves. Fish would get confused, take a wrong turn ai
a diversion canal and swim up a ditch, never to return to their native river.

Then the *96 flood ripped everything to shreds, leaving in its wake panic and a massive opportunity

The Farmers Screen allows fast-moving water to pass Ihrough carrying fish and debris back into the river, while a speuahzed weir lets
slow-moving water fall into the irrigation canal, above. Below, water flows down a stream from the pass-through at Dead Point.

“That’s when the FID went to the agencies
and said, we want to try something different,”
says Perkins. “Jerry Bryan, the manager of the
Farmer’s Irrigation District at the time, and his
climbing buddies, the Hukari brothers, along
with FID employees and other farmers within the
district, designed a prototype for a new diversion
fish screen.”

They had a few months to fix the problem
before growers would need summer irrigation
water. Bryan and the Hukaris’ screen was simple
but revolutionary. The horizontal design fun-
neled fast-moving water down one side while a
weir captured slow-moving water into a parallel
trough. The fast-moving water would flow unim-
peded back into the native river channel, carrying
fish and debris with it, while the slow-moving

water would lag behind and be diverted into the
irrigation channel. It allowed for safe passage of
fish back into the native stream and it required
no maintenance to clear debris. Bryan and the
team built a hydraulic lab in a grower’s barn and
tweaked the design. They installed more screens.
By 2003 they had settled on the final product, the
Farmers Screen.

ete Siragusa bought a
100-year-old pear and cherry
orchard on the steep slopes
above the West Fork of the
Hood River in the late 1990s.
He'd worked in ag sales around the west before
settling into orchard life with his family. Siragusa
grows 25 acres. His irrigation channel travels
about a mile from snowmelt diversions up high.

“When 1 first started here, the water came
down an open ditch,” he says. “There was contin-
uous maintenance. Water would just stop flowing
and we never knew what happened. I'd have to
drop everything and take the four-wheeler up to
assess the damage along the canal.”

Siragusa’s problem was every farmer’s prob-
lem. They were relying on a century-old plumbing
system that had no roof to protect it. The Farmers
Screen proved to be the linchpin to a system-wide
overhaul. The screen allowed for reliable flow to
growers but also consistent current into the irri-
gation system'’s hydropower stations, meaning
more revenue for the district and less labor and
maintenance costs because they no longer needed
24/7 patrols of clogged diversion screens. With
more revenue, the district could install enclosed
pipes in the old ditches.

“Now that we have the pipe,” says Siragusa,
“I don’t even think about water anymore. That
whole problem of worrying about the ditch being
blocked is gone.”
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WESTSIDE $798,000: Log home w/view of valley & Mt. Hood. Spruce
logs, Douglas Fir, Redwood & Cedar wood! Qwner built in 1989 on 5.52
acres mostly forest. Twao levels with partially finished basement for 2158
sqft. 3 BRs, 2 BAs, solar panels, wrap around deck, attached 2 car carport,
2 level storage barn & machine. Beautiful setting! RMLS 18148177

EASTSIDE $748,000: Solid custom one level/one owner ranch home
on the Eastside. 3 BRs, 2 BAs, 2353 sqft, nicely manicured, landscaped
& wooded 2.47 acres. Peek of Mt. Adams! Unique features: floor to
ceiling rock fireplace, sunroom w/skylights, quartz countertops,
stainless steel appliances, large garage/shop. RMLS 18571859

MOSIER $738,000: Mt. Adams/River View from this Custom Ranch
home in the hills of Mosier. House totally renovated and enlarged in
2002 with quality & craftsmanship in mind. Mountain & river views
from the living, dining, kitchen areas and the woods is the focus
elsewhere. Features: cherry, granite, heated floors, gas appliances
&more. RMLS 18474415
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The success snowballed. The old ditches lost 50 percent of their capacity
to leaks. More pipes meant 50 percent more water into the turbines, yielding
more revenue. More revenue allowed the district to centralize its pumping
into one main pump, which took 1,400 small pumps offline, saving 1.5 million
kilowatt hours per year. With clean, pressurized water coming from one cen-
tralized pump, farmers like Siragusa could switch to micro sprinkler systems
that are more efficient, leaving even more water in the irrigation system for
fish, hydro and growers during droughts.

“Our flow is dead-on steady,” Perkins says. “That’s a huge selling point
for farmers and for hydro because consistent flow means consistent revenue.
It handles the debris, too. We now use half the water as we did 30 years
ago for the same 6,000 acres. In 30 years our hydro has earned almost $50
million, all of which stays in the district to pay to pipe nearly 70 miles and
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Modernizing irrigation systems allows farmers to install efficient micro sprinklers, /eft. Julie 0’Shea,
right, is executive director of the FCA, which is expanding into a larger office due to its growth.

do upgrades. Combined, FID and MFID generate about 18 percent of the
county’s power needs.”

Jerry Bryan and the FID team knew the Farmers Screen was a game
changer. But they weren’t out to cash in personally. The screen had been
developed for the public good so when they applied for a patent in the
early 2000s, they assigned the patent to Farmers Irrigation District. Seeing
the potential for widespread application of the screen, Bryan and FID cre-
ated the Farmers Conservation Alliance (FCA), a non-profit entity tasked
with marketing the Farmers Screen to other districts. They hired Julie
0°Shea as FCAs executive director.

SDoWet Operate a vehicle or machinery under the influence of
marijuana. For use only by adults twenty-one years of age or
older. Keep marijuana out of the reach of children.

CARSON HOT SPRINGS
RESORT & SPA

Enjoy the benefits of our mineral
rich water by soaking in our public
pool or private tub, get a massage,
golf, dine, or stay the night for the
ultimate spa experience.

509-427-8296
carsonhotspringresort.com
372 St. Martin Springs Rd. - Carson

RIVER DRIFTERS

Perfect for families, groups, and
friends with trips for all ages and
abilities. Guided rafting on the White
Salmon, Deschutes, Clackamas Rivers,
and more! Last minute reservations
okay. For updates and specials follow
us on Facebook and Twitter.

800-972-0430 » riverdrifters.net

SKAMANIA COUNTY

BRIDGESIDE

Fast, friendly family dining for
breakfast, lunch and dinner, plus
spectacular views of the Gorge and
Bridge of the Gods.

Burgers « Sandwiches « Salads « Soups
Baskets « After 5 menu « Desserts
Gift shop « Historic artifacts
541-374-8477 « bridgesidedining.com
745 NW Wa Na Pa St. « Cascade Locks

BEST WESTERN PLUS
COLUMBIA RIVER INN

Stunning views, spacious guestrooms
on the Columbia River at the Bridge
of the Gods. Close to waterfalls and
outdoor activities. Complimentary
hot breakfast, pool, spa, fitness room.

541-374-8777 « 800-595-7108
bwcolumbiariverinn.com
735 WaNaPa St. « Cascade Locks

SKAMANIA COUNTY CHAMBER OF COMMERCE: 167 NW Second Avenue, Stevenson, WA 98648 » 800-989-9178 * skamania.org

It took years for O’Shea and the small FCA team to address endangered
species concerns for fish, finally resulting in federal approval for the Farmers
Screen in 2011. Since then FCA has evolved into much more than a distributor
and evangelist for the Farmers Screen.

“In Oregon we have roughly 70,000 diversion points for irrigation,”
(O’Shea says. “In the western states there are about a million. Eighty percent
of our diverted water goes to irrigated agriculture. If those diversions don't
have a functional fish or debris screen, all the debris gets clogged in this
system, along with millions of fish being trapped.

“We were out talking to farmers and irrigation districts about installing
the Farmers Screens, but we realized that these irrigation systems are 100
years old. We started our Irrigation Modernization Program to advise irriga-
tion districts on full-scale modernization and then we advocate for funding,
which can be hundreds of millions of dollars.”

Thanks to success in the field and subsequent grants, FCA went from

four to 25 employees in the last two years. It is currently expanding into the
old Sheppard Building in downtown Hood River.

“Our success is because we build solutions that benefit both ag and the
environment,” O'Shea says. “People think we’re audacious and bold but
we're working toward some serious goals.”

Siragusa’s orchard sits just downstream of the main diversion point for
FID — a diversion blown out by the 1996 flood. Back then, FID was just
another irrigation district working with old plumbing. Now it's a working
example of how modernization can save water, fish, farms and growers.

“We're one of the most progressive water districts in the West,” Siragusa
says. “It started out as a fix for our problems but now they're taking it down
the road to solve other people’s problems. We're proud of that.”

David Hanson is a writer, photographer and video producer based in Hood River. Find his editorial
and commercial work at ModocStories.com and weddings at CascadiaStudios.com.
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