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Will we have the water our farms need to continue and 
thrive for the next generation and beyond? That question 
is the main reason farmers formed the Watershed 
Improvement Districts and the Ag Water Board.  There are 
also other important questions. Will we have the water 
needed for chinook salmon in particular to recover? And 
will the water we have be clean enough and cool enough to 
support that recovery? Water quality is involved because 
there are some who have worked against the future of 
our farms by claiming farms are polluting water. 

Farmers are addressing the issues surrounding water 
quality effectively. The facts are now on the table for all to 
see. Yes, farms can pollute. But farmer stewardship with 
an effective regulatory backstop is not only preventing 
much potential pollution, but in some cases, such as 
nitrate in groundwater, contributing to improvements.

Quality is one issue, but what about water quantity? Is 
there enough water in our streams and rivers to support 
farming and fish? While some have publicly claimed 
farmers are using far too much of our water, the facts 
show otherwise. If all the water needed for irrigation 
was taken from the Nooksack and tributary streams, we 
would only use about 1% of the annual flow, and less than 
5% of the flow in the dry summer months. Most of our 
water comes from a massive underground aquifer which, 
while lowered somewhat in the dry summer, is filled to 
overflowing (flooding!) almost immediately when the fall 
and winter rains return.

Farmers are on the front lines in this important issue. Not 
only have we been aggressive in restoring stream habitat, 
we also led in improving streamflow in the fish-bearing 
streams such as the Bertrand.

We believe this is just the beginning. We are working with 
fisheries experts, tribal fisheries leaders, state officials and 
the community in processes aimed at restoring salmon 
runs, while protecting farmland and our communities 
from floods. Strong progress is underway in improving 
habitat, water quality and stream flows needed for 

recovery. Unfortunately, pressure is now being applied by 
some to the Department of Ecology that could result in 
the loss of irrigation water for many, if not most, of our 
farmers.

The Washington State Department of Ecology is considering 
our region for a process called adjudication. This is a 
lawsuit filed by the State against water right holders to 
determine who would have the legal right to water and 
who does not. Since the 1970s, Ecology assured farmers 
they would be able to receive legal rights to water, and 
farmers registered their requests for those rights. Many 
farmers are still waiting.

We believe that when properly allocated and managed, 
there is more than sufficient water for our fish and our 
farms. Should adjudication be approved, fish as well as 
farms will be the victims. The voluntary and cooperative 
efforts that have proven helpful in fish restoration and 
protection would cease, and farming as we know it in 
Whatcom county would decline and ultimately end. Drive 
our farms out of business by limiting irrigation water, and 
the land will be converted to homes, businesses, industrial 
parks and shopping centers. 
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The Bertrand augmentation project shown here is a highly 
visible example of how farmers work to protect and enhance 
fish habitat. Efforts to prevent farms from access to needed 
water will harm fish.
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One look at the urban streams and rivers in the Puget Sound will show that this is where 
habitat is degraded.  This is where fish fail to thrive and grow. Why take an action that 
would destroy farms and stop the progress underway to recover fish, replacing our 
farms with more urban sprawl?

This is without question the most crucial issue for the future of our farms. Never 
has your involvement in and support for farm advocacy groups like Whatcom Family 
Farmers and Save Family Farming been more important. We must make it clear to the 
community and our government leaders what is really at stake here –– and the agenda 
behind this mistaken effort to control water rights. Discord and contention is the last 
thing we want. But, losing our farms and the progress underway to work amicably 
together to improve fish returns will harm our community and fish most of all. We will 
encourage Ecology to do the right thing to restore fish, including the crucial step of 
preserving farming. 
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Scott Bedlington, third generation 
seed potato farmer, is the president 
of the Ag Water Board.

Sumas WID www.sumaswid.com

The Sumas WID Board pays close attention to water quality monitoring data. They sponsor 
at least one annual farmer meeting where the data is shared and discussed. A water quali-
ty alert letter was sent to livestock owners this fall. We closely review all the water quality 
monitoring data collected each month and have made many landowner contacts alerting 
our neighbors to potential water quality issues. Improvements have been documented. 
SWID contributed to two drainage improvement projects both financially and by obtaining 
a 5 – year Hydraulic Permit from WDFW for these type of projects. DID #15 is using our 
permit to improve their drainage. Work on Pangborn Ditch and DID #15 system was provid-
ed. The SWID Board adopted a 2020 Budget and Assessment rate of $5/acre. Alan Sytsma 
was elected to replace the loss of Rod Perry and Terry Lenssen was reelected to another 
term. We are thankful for the long history of contributions from Rod and the Perry family 
to farming and wise management of our natural resources in the Clearbrook area.

Brad Rader, berry farmer, is the 
president of Sumas WID and vice- 
president of Whatcom Family Farmers.

South Lynden WID  www.southlyndenwid.com

 The South Lynden WID is working closely with the Floodplains by Design program at 
Whatcom Public Works to identify river management projects that benefit both farms and 
fish. The State has awarded $500k towards projects of this nature. SLWID and the AWB have 
indicated interest in participating but only if these projects are helping to solve farmers 
concerns as well as providing improved fish habitat and flows. WDFW’s fish screening 
program worked with our farmers to install fish screens that meet new requirements for 
surface water diversions in fish bearing streams. They can provide costshare assistance to 
farmers to install these screens. The Whatcom Conservation District is helping to make this 
program workable. The Board is exploring how we can cooperate with the existing drainage 
districts in our area to advance a more proactive drainage maintenance program. Regular, 
annual ditch mowing and spot cleaning under our 5 –year hydraulic permit is more desirable 
than occasional dredging projects. The SLWID Board set their 2020 Budget and Assessment 
rate based on $6/acre. Landon Van Dyk and Rod VandeHoef were reelected for three-year 
terms. 

Landon Van Dyk, dairy farmer and 
berry farmer, is the president of 
South Lynden WID.
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Drayton WID www.draytonwid.com

The Drayton WID Board developed 2020 Action Items as: 1) Continue to work on new and 
existing water supply options, 2) Continue to monitor water quality and identify areas with 
chronic water quality violations, 3) Working with farmers on legal avenues to move water 
around…spreading, piping, water bank, transfers, 4) Public relations…use Family Farmers 
to dispute misinformation about farming, 5) Habitat – encourage restoration, culvert re-
placements, buffers and other practices that benefit fish habitat, and 6) Address areas in 
Water Law that hinder conservation and BMPs (i.e. relinquishment, year-round closures, 
water use calculations). Drayton’s major project has been cooperating with the PUD and 
Birch Bay Water and Sewer District on projects that could bring additional water into our 
WID. These projects have the potential to add several thousand gallons per minute of wa-
ter from existing PUD supplies or deep aquifers. We are likely to be a pilot project under 
the Drainage Based Management program where continued work on identifying custom-
ers for this water and developing practical means to move the water will be addressed.  We 
just completed work on a 5-year Programmatic Drainage Permit and have been actively 
engaged with DID #7 on coordinating drainage improvement and mitigation projects.

Rod Tjoelker, Dairy farmer, is the 
president of the Drayton WID.

Bertrand WID www.bertrandwid.com

The Bertrand WID is one of the pilot areas to develop a Regional Water Supply Plan. AWB 
has received an Ecology grant to advance stream augmentation and surface to ground 
water conversion projects in the pilot areas. We expect that Drainage Based Manage-
ment principles will be advanced in these pilots. We are hopeful that this will develop the 
agreements and law changes we need to manage water more effectively for both fish and 
farmers. We are monitoring developments on the updated Nooksack in-stream flow rule 
that Ecology is working on. We expect this to be completed by the August 1st deadline 
established by the Legislature. Work on replacing a tidegate on the Duffner Ditch system 
is progressing with the intent of completing it in 2020. This project will benefit both fish 
and drainage. The BWID provided support for the bank stabilization project north of the 
W. Badger bridge last summer. The Board reviews water quality data each meeting looking 
for areas where we might affect improvements. The BWID Board adopted a 2020 Budget 
and Assessment rate of $6/acre and Mike Schoneveld was reelected to another term on 
the Board. 

Vern Vande Garde, retired dairy 
farmer and current berry farm man-
ager is the president of the Bertrand 
WID.

The North Lynden WID Board is pleased that water quality within our WID continually 
gets better and better. The Board enjoys great support from Erika Douglas at the What-
com County Pollution Identification and Correction (PIC) program and the team at the 
Whatcom Conservation District. The Fishtrap system has been rigorously monitored for 
the past three years and our Board uses that data to isolate areas where we can make 
improvements in land management. NLWID cooperated with the University of British Co-
lumbia on an aquifer mapping project in our WID. This information will help us in the fu-
ture as we identify recharge potential of the various soils and crops in our area. The Board 
approved a 2020 Budget and Assessment rate of $6/acre and Kevin Te Velde and Kevin 
Engelsma were reelected to 3 year terms. 

Larry Stap, dairy farmer, is the presi-
dent of North Lynden WID, serves on 
a state ag committee and is president 
of the state farm advocacy group, 
Save Family Farming.

North Lynden WID www.northlyndenwid.com
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Ag Water Board
204 Hawley Street
Lynden, WA 98264
(360) 354-1337
info@agwaterboard.com
www.agwaterboard.com

Ag Water Board

Laurel  10:00 a.m.  Second Monday
Bertrand 2:00 p.m.  Second Monday
Sumas  1:00 p.m. Second Tuesday

South Lynden 3:00 p.m.  Second Tuesday
North Lynden 10:00 a.m. Third Tuesday
Drayton 3:00 p.m. Third Tuesday

WIDs Meeting Schedule

Laurel WID www.laurelwid.com

The Laurel WID continues to work with the Ten Mile Clean Water Project, the Whatcom 
Conservation District, and Ecology on water quality monitoring and landowner educa-
tion. Improvements in water quality have been demonstrated which reinforces these 
efforts. A letter was sent to livestock owners advising them about the ways to reduce risk 
of runoff as the fall rains began. The WCD has developed a DNA Reference library to help 
identify local fecal sources. There is opportunity for further DNA work by freezing sam-
ples to be analyzed when funds are available. Cost is currently $250/sample. The experi-
ment with installing ZAP units around the County to provide real time water quality data 
has not proven successful. Meg (WCD) noted that conductivity meters may eventually 
provide much of the information that the ZAPs had promised to do. Drainage work on 
the Ten Mile near Chasteen and Ten Mile Roads has improved drainage dramatically. We 
invite farmers to bring their drainage concerns to the WID so we can prioritize projects 
by early spring. The Board approved a 2020 Budget and Assessment rate of $6/acre and 
Roger Blok and Leroy Plagerman were reelected to 3 year terms. 

Mike Boxx, berry farmer, is the pres-
ident of the Laurel WID, serves on Ag 
Water Board.


