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Discussion: 

Current condiƟons: 

Mr. VanderKooi opened by staƟng the purpose of the meeƟng was to discuss a path forward concerning 
the drought declaraƟon. He acknowledged that the basin is in drought, but that the drought thresholds 
specified by the IJC orders were not met this year, by a narrow margin. The Okanagan Lake net inflow 
was 198.8 thousand ac-Ō, just above the 195 thousand ac-Ō threshold. Currently, Osoyoos Lake levels 
are within the normal operaƟonal limits. The Okanagan Lake criteria were not met in large part due to 
the efforts made by the Okanagan operator to maintain water in a known drought year.  

IJC orders and the board’s scope: 

Dr. Warwick Sears raised concerns about underlying problems with the IJC operaƟng orders and how the 
Zosel Dam operator (Ecology) is managing lake levels. She is concerned that the operator is making 
decisions without considering the watershed condiƟons and without seeking board and binaƟonal 
community input. She also idenƟfied a mismatch between an engineering perspecƟve focused on lake 
levels and the watershed perspecƟve which includes conflict prevenƟon and resoluƟon. She would like 
for the board to have discreƟon to respond to basin condiƟons. While these concerns may be addressed 
by a future watershed board, the issue may arise again before a watershed board is in place.  

Mr. Hutchinson noted that the board has done a good job of providing a conservaƟve approach to 
managing lake levels. The board idenƟfied the potenƟal for drought condiƟons early on and issued 
condiƟon 8 so the operator could store water. Now the operator has decided to lower levels to within 
the normal, condiƟon 7 bounds. Under the current orders, the board does not have the authority to 
order the operator to hold back water. A future watershed board might consider this as part of its scope.  



Col. Sanborn raised concerns about extending the board’s authority beyond the authority granted by the 
IJC Order, though this could be adjusted in the future.  

Lake level impacts: 

The board further discussed the ways in which holding back more water would cause harm and benefits 
given current condiƟons, as well as what the board would like to see from lake level operaƟons going 
forward. Ms. McKortoff stated that residents do not mind high lake levels because they are concerned 
about water availability. Keeping the lake level higher would benefit fish by protecƟng them from high 
water temperatures, boat launches, food producƟon, and firefighƟng. Dr. Warwick Sears added that 
benefits include the ability to meet irrigaƟon needs through an irrigaƟon season that may run through 
the end of October, retaining the flexibility to release water later in the season for ecological flows, 
avoiding watering restricƟons, and being able to respond to changes in the amount of flow received 
from Okanagan Lake. Dr. Warwick Sears reiterated the desire to store more water. 

Ms. Michelsen found informaƟon on downstream instream flow requirements that are not being met 
and have not been met all summer. Raising lake levels at this point would likely cause downstream 
problems for irrigator intakes and fish. 

Operator communicaƟons: 

Ms. Michelsen asked for more informaƟon about Ecology’s operaƟons over the past month, as well as 
how they are making decisions. 

Mr. VanderKooi noted that lake levels are impacted by the decisions of two lake operators: the Okanagan 
Lake operator and Zosel Dam operator, even though the board’s scope only encompasses Zosel Dam 
operaƟons. 

Mr. Hutchinson and Ms. Dunn reported on conversaƟons with the Osoyoos Lake operator in early and 
late July. The operator seemed confident that addiƟonal storage beyond the normal levels was not 
needed, and that enough water would be received from Okanagan Lake releases to maintain 
downstream instream flow requirements, though the specific nature of those requirements was not 
discussed.  

The board idenƟfied a need to improve communicaƟon with the operator. The co-chairs and secretaries 
will schedule a call with Ecology to learn more about their operaƟonal decision-making and to provide 
further informaƟon about the drought concerns expressed by the board. 

Drought declaraƟon decision: 

The board needs to be mindful of the opƟcs of rescinding the drought declaraƟon because drought 
levels are high within the basin and drought is a big concern to residents. The board does not want to say 
that this is not a drought. 

Dr. Warwick Sears stated that the drought declaraƟon maƩers more than the lake level being high, so the 
declaraƟon should not be rescinded. 

Mr. Allis clarified that the drought declaraƟon does not need to be publicly rescinded. AddiƟonally, he 
offered that the board could make the argument that the CondiƟon 8 drought criteria were met given 



the uncertainty in how net inflows are measured and the closeness to the threshold. If the board 
chooses to follow this path, they will need to write a leƩer to the IJC to explain this reasoning. 

Two opƟons were idenƟfied: 

1. Rescind the drought declaraƟon and conƟnue within the normal operaƟng band. 
2. Request IJC approval to conƟnue drought operaƟons. 

The board agreed that asking for a CondiƟon 10 variance is not a good opƟon. Dr. Warwick Sears 
moƟoned to conƟnue drought operaƟons and Ms. McKortoff seconded. The board will reach a 
consensus by email. The co-chairs and secretaries will distribute a pros and cons list for each opƟon, and 
solicit board consideraƟon and voƟng on the opƟons.  



The following table was circulated to the board on August 13th. 

 

Option Expected Operation at Zosel PROS CONS 

Rescind the Drought 
Declaration/Operations 

 Narrower lake elevation 
bounds (911 - 912).  

 There may be no change to 
operations since Osoyoos is 
already within these 
bounds. 

 Follows the Orders. 

 Limits the allowable upper and 
lower bounds of Osoyoos Lake 

  

 Messaging around rescinding 
IOLBC drought is not preferred 
since a drought IS ongoing 
(however, rescinding does not 
have to be a public act). 

 The lake operator will not have 
the flexibility to drop lake levels 
lower than the normal bounds to 
balance water needs late in the 
season. 

Request IJC Approval to 
Continue Drought 
Operations 

 Wider elevation bounds 
(910.5 - 912.5).  

 The operator could: 

o Continue current 
operations. 

o Reduce outflows and 
store more water to get 
to the upper bound. 

o Release more water and 
drop the lake to the 
lower bound. 

 The Okanagan Lake net inflows 
were very close to the drought 
criteria 8.b.i. threshold, and 
arguably within the range of 
uncertainty for that 
measurement. 

 Flexibility to release more 
water in support of 
downstream in-stream flows. 

 Consistent messaging in the 
basin – i.e., there is a drought 
in the watershed and Osoyoos 
is following the drought plan. 

  

 Allows the applicant wider 
operational latitude which 
means lake level could rise (not 
preferred due to lower 
downstream flows) or levels 
could drop farther than under 
normal conditions (not preferred 
around the lake, unless with 
binational consultation). 


