
Chehalis Basin: Flooding, People and Fish 
For the first time, in over a  
century of catastrophic floods and 
years of study, there is broad 
agreement for the next steps to 
reduce flood damage, enhance 
salmon populations, and support  
the prosperity of communities in  
the Chehalis Basin.  

 

Frequent Floods Are Getting Worse and the Damage Is Increasing. Major floods in the Chehalis River Basin 
have occurred about twice each decade, causing loss of human life, loss of livestock, and damage to homes, businesses, 
farms, roads and railways. The worst floods on record have happened recently, with major, “100-year” floods in 1990, 
1996, 2007 and 2009. The economic damages of the 2007 flood alone were estimated at more than $900 million. 

The Chehalis Is the Second Largest River Basin in the State, Rich 
in Natural Resources. The natural resources of the Chehalis Basin have 
supported Native Americans for centuries and continue to provide value to 
all people of the Basin. Despite degradation of natural habitats, salmon, in 
particular, still play a major cultural, recreational and economic role. In 
2004, one of the best years for returning salmon in the last decade, tribal 
and non-tribal fishers harvested over 80,000 salmon. The protection and 
restoration of salmon habitat is a primary goal for many in the Basin. 

Local Leaders Have Pulled Together to Improve Conditions 
Now. Since the 2007 flood, Basin leaders have been engaged to determine how do reduce the damage from floods. 
Progress has been made in preparing for future floods; regulations have been changed to restrict development in flood 
areas; the flood warning system has been improved; and new tools, such as a hydrologic model, have been developed to 
better understand flooding in the Basin and the potential impacts of flood damage reduction projects.  

A Basin-wide Strategy Can Protect Communities along the River and Enhance Salmon Runs. In 
recognition that the time for decision making has come, Governor Gregoire asked a work group to develop a Basin-wide 
strategy for moving forward. That work group includes the Chair of the Chehalis Tribe (David Burnett), the Chair and Vice 
Chair of the Chehalis Basin Flood Authority (Cosmopolis Mayor Vicki Raines and Thurston County Commissioner Karen 
Valenzuela), a Grays Harbor farmer who heads the Washington Dairy Federation (Jay Gordon), a Chehalis attorney and 
community leader (J. Vander Stoep) and the Governor’s Natural Resources Policy Advisor (Keith Phillips). With 
facilitation from the UW/WSU William D. Ruckelshaus Center, the group reached consensus recommendations, which 
also have the full support of the Chehalis Basin Flood Authority. The recommendations set forth a two-year, twofold, 
Basin-wide course of action to:  



1) promote real improvements through 
a series of smaller-scale projects now, 
and 2) complete the analysis needed for 
decisions to be made about the best 
mix of additional large and small-scale 
projects to significantly reduce flood 
damages and improve salmon runs in 
the future. 

Governor Gregoire endorsed the 
group’s recommendations and her 
proposed 2013–15 budget directs $28.2 
million in capital funds to implement 
them. These important investments will 
lead to reductions in flood damage, healthier ecosystems, and more reliable transportation routes for future 
generations. They include: 

  CONSTRUCT LOCAL FLOOD DAMAGE REDUCTION PROJECTS NOW ($10.7 MILLION) 

Prioritized projects will protect key infrastructure throughout the Basin to deliver a measurable reduction in damages 
from major floods. Examples include: protection for the Pe Ell and Montesano wastewater treatment plants and the 
Bucoda drinking water well, protection of shorelines and roads at Mary’s River Lumber and Satsop Business Park and 
protection for homes and businesses in Cosmopolis and Aberdeen. 

  COMPLETE DESIGN ALTERNATIVES FOR LARGE-SCALE FLOOD DAMAGE REDUCTION PROJECTS ($9.2 MILLION) 

Preliminary feasibility studies on a potential large, upstream water retention structure have been done. The next steps 
are to refine the engineering designs, further evaluate dam safety, identify more specifically the implications for water 
quality and quantity and for fish, and complete an economic benefit assessment. Even with an upstream water retention 
structure, I-5 would require additional flood protection investments in Chehalis and Centralia, and there is a need to 
complete evaluation of I-5 protection alternatives. 

  CONSTRUCT MULTIPURPOSE PROJECTS THAT BOTH REDUCE FLOOD DAMAGE AND BENEFIT FISH ($4.3 MILLION) 

A coordinated, Basin-wide salmon restoration and enhancement program will be developed to identify and begin 
construction of projects that can increase flood water storage and other natural flood-plain functions and improve fish 
habitat. 

  REDUCE RESIDENTIAL DAMAGE ($1.8 MILLION) 

Funding is provided to implement a program of buyouts and flood proofing and to help local communities better 
manage their flood plains. 

  ENSURE SUCCESSFUL IMPLEMENTATION ($2.2 MILLION) 

Active project management, ongoing government-to-government coordination with tribal nations, and technical and 
permit assistance from state agencies will ensure that all projects and programs related to the Chehalis Basin are 
successfully coordinated and implemented.  

The members of the work group are happy to answer questions or provide further information 
about their recommendations. They can be reached through facilitator Jim Kramer at  

(206) 841-2145 or jkramer.consulting@gmail.com. 

mailto:jkramer.consulting@gmail.com

	(  Construct local flood damage reduction projects now ($10.7 million)
	(  Complete design alternatives for large-scale flood damage reduction projects ($9.2 million)
	(  Construct multipurpose projects that both reduce flood damage and benefit fish ($4.3 million)
	(  Reduce residential damage ($1.8 million)
	(  Ensure successful implementation ($2.2 million)

