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Four alternative 
approaches offered

BY MARCY STAMPER

How do you want the county 
to look in the future? How many 
houses and commercial build-
ings can your neighborhood 
accommodate? Should land be 
preserved for agriculture and 
open space? What steps does the 
county need to take to manage 
water and wildfire risk?

Now that Okanogan County 
has released a new draft of its 
comprehensive plan, county 
residents have an opportunity 
to weigh in on the fundamental 
qualities that define their lifestyle 
and drive the county’s economy. 
The plan is accompanied by an 
analysis of the environmental 
impact of this proposed approach 
to growth.

At 58 pages, the new plan 
includes sections on water rights, 
transportation and essential 
public facilities. Many sections, 
including those on water quality 
and quantity and wildfire, have 
been revised.

The updated plan and environ-
mental impact statement (EIS) 
are the culmination of six years 
of work after the county’s last 
comp plan, adopted in 2014, was 
successfully challenged in court 
for not adequately addressing 
water quality and quantity, wild-
fire risk, and agriculture.

The plan begins with a vision 
statement that affirms the coun-
ty’s “pride in our Native Ameri-
can heritage, and pioneer and 
mining history.”

Although the plan is a blue-
print for development for the 
entire county, it notes at the out-
set that the county’s diversity 
guides local preferences and 
lifestyles. “Okanogan County is 
vast and beautiful. The diverse 
and rugged natural environment 
has fostered a range of historic 
use and distinct communities,” 
the plan says in the vision state-
ment. “This plan supports the 
opportunity for the residents of 
geographically and culturally 
distinct areas to develop sub-
area plans that reflect their com-
munity values.”

The plan currently contains 
two sub-area plans with unique 
guidelines — one for the upper 
Methow Valley, and one for 
the Methow Valley as far south 
as Gold Creek. Some in the 
Methow Valley have advocated 
extending the special plan for the 
Methow Valley further south to 
Pateros to encompass the entire 
Methow watershed.

The plan contains provisions 
for other regions to develop their 
own local approaches to develop-
ment.

All-purpose guide
Comp plans are used as the 

basis for all land-use planning. 
That includes the zone code, 
which directs where building 
can take place, how close your  

See COMP PLAN, A2

Revised 
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comp plan 
ready for 
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Water bank would lock up Columbia basin
Local officials 
oppose private 
‘water grab’

BY ANN MCCREARY

A novel concept proposed by 
a private investment company 
would create a new water bank 
that would allow the company 
to acquire water rights any-
where within the vast Columbia 
River basin in Washington state, 

including tributaries like the 
Methow River.

Crown Columbia Water 
Resources LLC has applied for 
an “area-wide water permit,” 
that “would make water avail-
able for long-term loans and 
leases throughout the Colum-
bia River Basin,” according to 
the Washington Department of 
Ecology, which must approve 
creation of the new water bank.

Ecology recently sent a let-
ter requesting input on the pro-
posal to hundreds of local, state 

and federal officials, tribal lead-
ers and other stakeholders in 
the Columbia River basin in 
Washington, which occupies 
the entire south-central portion 
of the state from the Okanogan 
Highlands to the Pacific Ocean 
on the Oregon border. 

“This is a new approach ... a 
much larger scope,” said Joye 
Redfield-Wilder, a spokesperson 
for Ecology.

The untested concept has 
prompted concerns about 
potential speculation in a scarce 

public resource by a Wall Street-
backed company.

The application from Crown 
Columbia is being considered 
by Ecology’s Office of Colum-
bia River (OCR) as a way to 
“streamline access to water 
supply in the Columbia River 
Basin” under a single water 
rights permit, according to a fact 
sheet from OCR.

Crown is asking “to appro-
priate public waters from all 
surface water and ground-
water in hydraulic continuity 

with surface water, within the 
mainstream or tributary of the 
Columbia River within Wash-
ington State at the instantaneous 
rate of 49.9 cubic feet per second 
(cfs) for the purposes of irriga-
tion, domestic and municipal 
water supply,” Ecology said in 
its letter to public officials and 
stakeholders.

The 49.9 cfs, or 36,126 acre-
feet per year, “is the maximum 
quantity Crown is seeking to 

See WATER BANK, A3
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The Liberty Bell High School cross country team got its first taste of competition in a meet last weekend at Moses Lake, where Mountain Lion freshman Leki Albright 
 — wearing green jersy No. 1903   — took first place the girls’ 2-mile race. For more sports coverage, see page A7.

Methow Recycles names 
Lightner executive director
Confluence 
Gallery to seek her 
replacement

BY NATALIE JOHNSON

Methow Recycles announced 
last week that longtime Execu-
tive Director Betsy Cushman 
will be succeeded by Sarah Jo 
Lightner, currently the execu-
tive director of Confluence 
Gallery in Twisp.

“It’s an organization that’s 
completely beloved by the 
community and used by the 
community,” Lightner told 
the Methow Valley News last 
week.

A news release on the hire 
from Methow Recycles cited 

Lightner’s experience in non-
profit organizations, her years 
of business ownership and 
“enthusiasm for the organiza-
tion’s mission.”

“Sarah Jo’s impressive 
work at Conf luence Gal-
lery and her energetic vision 
for the future of Methow 
Recycles really won us over,” 
said Missy LeDuc, Methow 
Recycles board president, in 
a statement. “The board, staff, 
and I are very eager to work 
with Sarah Jo to expand our  
mission.”

The nonprof it  Methow 
Recycles was founded in 2001 
and prioritizes both recycling 
and, especially in recent years, 
waste reduction measures.

See RECYCLES, A3

Mental health pros see more 
anxiety, depression at schools
Counselor stresses 
increased support 
for students

BY NATALIE JOHNSON

The COVID-19 pandemic 
and social distancing that came 
with it – a necessity for staying 
physically healthy until vaccines 
are widely available – has taken 
its toll on many adults’ mental 
health.

But children and teens are 
also facing an increase in rates 
of anxiety and depression, 
brought on by losing the struc-
ture and social connections pro-
vided by school for much of the 
past year.

“A lot of anxiety, heightened 
anxiety, particularly social 
anxiety,” said Sean Fitzpat-
rick, a school-based mental 
health counselor at Okanogan 

Behavioral Healthcare (OBHC) 
assigned to the Methow Valley 
School District, of what he is 

See MENTAL HEALTH, A2
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divert at any one time,” accord-
ing to Ecology. The amount is just 
below the threshold – 50 cfs – that 
would require an analysis of envi-
ronmental impacts under the State 
Environmental Policy Act. 

Under the area-wide permit, 
Crown Columbia would place 
water rights it has acquired into 
the new water bank, with the 
rights deeded to Ecology under 
the state’s Trust Water Program 
to be used for instream flow and 
to provide mitigation for new uses 
anywhere in the Columbia River 
basin. Crown Columbia could 
then lease or sell mitigation cred-
its for water rights for new uses, 
such as irrigating dryland farms, 
that are offset by the water held in 
the bank.

“Crown is requesting a place of 
use of the entire basin as a means 
of contemplating future water right 
acquisition into the proposed water 
bank,” according to Ecology.

Concerns and questions
The sweeping proposal has 

raised questions and concerns 
locally, prompting a formal objec-
tion from Methow Valley Citi-
zens Council, which said Crown 
Columbia’s application, filed in 
October 2020, is incomplete and 
should not have been accepted by 
Ecology.

Okanogan County Commis-
sioner Andy Hover is among the 
hundreds of elected officials and 
agency representatives in 24 coun-
ties invited by Ecology to consult 
on the application.

“My position, and the other 

(Okanogan County) commission-
ers’ position, is that we’re opposed 
to a big corporation coming in and 
applying for water rights,” Hover 
said Monday (March 1). “They’re 
not actually making the applica-
tion correctly. They’re not giving 
Ecology a point of withdrawal or 
place of use,” he said.

“They want a water right to 
then put in trust, but you have to 
… establish a use, and then put 
it into trust. If you are asking for 
a groundwater right you have to 
inform Ecology where you’re 
going to be pulling the water 
from,” Hover said.

“They are trying to grab any 
and all water rights to put into 
their portfolio in order to sell it 
downstream,” Hover said. “How 
can they ask for water out of 
our basin when we already have 
junior users whose water rights 
get curtailed?”

The concept of an area-wide 
water right “is so novel we don’t 
know how it will be imple-
mented,” said Twisp Mayor Soo 
Ing-Moody, who guided the town 
through a years-long struggle 
to replace lost water rights. “It’s 
my hope Ecology doesn’t act too 
hastily, since it is such an unprec-
edented request.” l

“Our community is aware of 
the potential implications. Once 
this happens, there may not be any 
control locally about how it’s used, 
or where it’s going to be used,” 
Ing-Moody said.

“Privatization of water, a public 
resource, is not something we in the 
Methow support at all,” said Mary 
McCrea, a retired water attor-
ney and former chairman of the 
Methow Watershed Foundation. 
“Crown is a for-profit manager of a 

public resource. They are speculat-
ing using the public’s water.”

Water banking operation
Mark Peterson, a Wenatchee 

attorney representing Crown 
Columbia, has described the com-
pany as a “water banking opera-
tion” that holds a portfolio of water 
rights to use for mitigation for 
future uses.

Crown Columbia Water 
Resources is affiliated with a larger 
corporation called Petrus Part-
ners Ltd., based in New York City, 
which invests in real estate and 
farmland. Through its affiliate, 
Crown West Farm Group, Petrus 
owns 8,000 acres of farmland, 
according to the Petrus website.

In 2015 Petrus formed Crown 
Columbia Water Resources LLC, 
a water banking company with 
an address in Spokane. Crown 
Columbia controls 50,000 acre-
feet of water in the Columbia-
Snake River Basin, according to 
the website. About half of Petrus’ 
investment capital has come from 
retired partners of Goldman, 
Sachs & Co., the website states.

Crown Columbia was previ-
ously involved in water rights 
transactions in the Methow Val-
ley, when the company attempted 
to purchase water rights in 2018 
from a Winthrop rancher who 
owned surface water rights from 
the Chewuch River.

The application received more 
than 80 comments from indi-
viduals and government agencies 
opposed to the transfer. Many 
worried that water rights used 
locally for irrigation would be 
transferred downstream and lost 
for use in the Methow Valley. 
Attorneys for Crown Columbia 

withdrew the application in 2019.

Objection to permit
In its letter of objection to 

Crown Columbia’s area-wide 
water permit application, Methow 
Valley Citizens Council (MVCC) 
said the application fails to pro-
vide specific information required 
by statute to be included when the 
application is filed, and instead 
refers to a Trust Water Agreement 
with Ecology to respond to ques-
tions on the application.

That agreement was amended 
in October 2020 and includes lan-
guage stating that “Crown intends 
to apply for one or more new miti-
gated area-wide permit(s) appurte-
nant to extensive lands adjacent to 
the Columbia River.”

MVCC was joined in its 
objection by Okanogan High-
lands Alliance and the Center for 
Environmental Law & Policy. 
“Crown’s application is insuffi-
cient on its face” and should be 
returned to Crown for the required 
information, they assert. “This 
must be done to allow the public 
and interested parties to under-
stand the application.”

According to Office of Colum-
bia River, the area-wide permit 
sought by Crown “will reduce 
much of the individual administra-
tive costs associated with process-
ing water rights, adding efficiency 
and flexibility to their use.”

“OCR has been tasked by the 
Legislature to aggressively pursue 
… creative ways to make water 
available,” said Ecology spokes-
person Redfield-Wilder. The area-
wide permit “is another tool to 
respond to water shortages and 
to protect streamflows and future 
uses,” she said.

“The development of a water 
bank may provide a defined, 
quantifiable and available source 
of water for future irrigation and 
land use,” said Holly Myers of 
OCR. “Changing and retiming 
individual water rights can be 
costly and difficult to maneuver 
for individuals, making the bank-
ing mechanism a simpler process.”

New uses under the area-wide 
permit “would have to be per-
mitted and those uses tracked,” 
Redfield-Wilder said. The permit-
ting process for new uses would 
include applications, verification 
of proposed mitigating rights to 
offset new uses, reports of exami-
nation and development of permit 
provisions such as telemetered 
data to track water use. Crown 
will also be required to submit 
quarterly reports to ensure com-
pliance with provisions of the area-
wide permit, Ecology said.

According to information 
from Ecology, Crown Colum-
bia proposes to “seed the (water) 
bank and provide mitigation for 
the area-wide permit” with three 
water rights in its portfolio totaling 
1,377 acre-feet per year.

The process of deeding those 
rights to Ecology is not complete, 
and they must be confirmed to be 
available and valid, said Myers. 
The locations of the mitigation 
water rights are the Wenatchee 
River, Lake Chelan from Ste-
hekin, and Walla Walla, on the 
tributaries and from the conflu-
ence of each with the Columbia 
River to the mouth, according to 
Ecology.

The area-wide proposal “builds 
in a mechanism to add water rights 
over time and space – the main-
stream and upstream tributaries, 

for instance. This makes the area-
wide approach unique,” Myers 
said. “Each new trust water right 
placed in the bank will go through 
the standard public notice process, 
and at that time Washingtonians 
will have additional opportunities 
for protest or comment.”

Crown Columbia will be 
required to show that new miti-
gated permits, when offset by 
the mitigating rights held in trust, 
will not impact other existing 
water rights and instream flows.  
Crown will also agree to “man-
age its portfolio of water rights to 
facilitate the preservation of water 
rights to the county” where the 
rights originated, Ecology said.

The Crown Columbia bank will 
offer counties an opportunity to 
acquire up to 25% of the water it 
owns in each particular county at 
the same cost incurred by Crown 
for its acquisition, according to 
OCR’s fact sheet. The Trust Water 
Agreement provides that Crown 
will prioritize its water marketing 
to counties where the water rights 
originate “in order to meet local 
demands.”

Public comment on the pro-
posal is closed. Notice of the water 
right application was published in 
newspapers of record in 22 of the 
24 affected counties in December 
and January, and notification was 
the responsibility of the applicant, 
Redfield-Wilder said.

Ecology is in a consultation 
period with specific stakeholders 
and is investigating the Crown 
Columbia application prior to pre-
paring a Report of Examination. 
The report will be made avail-
able for public review and may be 
appealed to the Pollution Control 
Hearing Board.

sures.

Building a legacy
Cushman has been the exec-

utive director of Methow Recy-
cles since 2001, but announced 
last year her intention to retire 
this spring.

Under her leadership, the 
nonprofit has grown to include 
more than five employees, an 
11-member board, 40 volunteers 
and a $350,000 operating bud-
get. In 2020, the organization 
saw a 10% increase in recycla-
bles dropped off over the previ-
ous year.

“Betsy has over the last 25 
years poured her entire life into 
it and has been very dedicated 
to the mission of making how 
we see our waste part of our 
society,” Lightner said. “And for 
me the exciting thing is I get to 
take over from a founder, which 
is really big work. I know how 
much energy is put into creating 
something.”

“I am thrilled that Sarah Jo 
will lead Methow Recycles into 
its next chapter,” said Cush-
man, in a statement. “I have so 
much respect for her skills and 
contributions to the community. 
I expect the strength of both 
organizations to shine during 
this transition process and am 
excited to watch how Methow 
Recycles evolves in the years to 
come.”

“We so are grateful to the 
entire team participating in 
the interview and selection 
process,” said Shirlee Evans, 
Methow Recycles vice presi-

dent. “Their expertise and com-
mitment to Methow Recycles 
and its place in the community 
is truly inspiring.”

Diverse background
Lightner is  a long t ime 

Methow Valley resident who 
was born in Missouri and 
raised in Nebraska. She studied 
agricultural economics at the 
University of Nebraska and sil-
versmithing at Oregon College 
of Art and Craft.

Lightner worked in the res-
taurant industry for 23 years 
and ran her own Creole restau-
rant for 12 years. She moved 
to the Methow Valley in 2010 
and began working at Conflu-

ence Gallery in 2015. She has 
been its executive director since 
2018. She is the mother of twin 
girls and has also built a silver-
smithing studio at TwispWorks.

Lightner said she is especially 
interested in engaging with the 
community, the problem of how 
to reuse single-use plastics and 
the possibilities of green industry. 

“It’s a huge, open-ended 
world right now,” she said.

Lightner is currently sched-
uled to leave Confluence Gal-
lery in early April, and said the 
board will soon begin looking 
for a new executive director.

“We want to make sure both 
organizations are supported in 
the process,” she said.

BY DON NELSON

Construction bids for Twisp’s 
new civic building have again 
come in much higher than the 
projected cost, creating a new 
challenge for town officials.

Three bids were received last 
week, according to information 
on the town’s website: $4.497 
million by Blew’s Construction 
of Spokane Valley; $3.998 mil-
lion by Halme Builders of Dav-
enport; and $3.587 million by 
Leone & Keeble of Spokane. 
According to the town’s bid doc-
uments, the project cost was esti-
mated at $2.835 million.

Even subtracting out costs for 
construction alternatives, which 
amount to about $200,000, the 
lowest bid would still be sub-
stantially more than the town’s 
estimate.

The bids were opened on Feb. 
24. Based on interest showed by 
contractors, Public Works Direc-
tor Andrew Denham had said 
he expected that around a half-
dozen firms would bid.

The submitted bids will now 
be reviewed over the next three 
weeks by Denham and Archi-
tects West, the Idaho-based firm 
that is designing the facility. If 
an acceptable bid is approved, 
the contract could be closed in 
early March and construction 
could begin this year.

Mayor Soo Ing-Moody said 
this week that “We are still 
working through the details of 
what it means.” The council is 
likely to discuss the bids at its 

next meeting on March 9, she 
said.

“We will need to decide how to 
move forward,” the mayor said.

This is the second time the 
town’s call for bids has drawn 
proposals well over the esti-
mated construction price. In 
May 2020, construction bids for 
the new building came in about 
$1 million higher than the $3 
million cost estimated by Archi-
tects West. That caused con-
struction on the project, which 
was expected to begin last sum-
mer, to be postponed to this year.

For most of the past year, 
Denham and his staff have been 
“value engineering” the build-
ing’s specs to bring costs down.

The new building will be 
constructed at the site of the 
existing town hall, which will 
be demolished. In addition to 
housing town administrative 
offices and police headquarters, 
the civic building is also being 
designed to serve as an emer-
gency operations center for the 
valley. Several state appropria-
tions are expected to cover most 
of the building’s cost.

At its meeting last week, the 
council approved a tentative 
agreement to lease space in the 
building at 101 North Glover St., 
which formerly housed the Fam-
ily Health Centers dental clinic. 
The space would serve as tem-
porary town offices while the 
new civic center is being con-
structed – unless the bids are 
acceptable. “Otherwise, we don’t 
need to move,” Ing-Moody said.

Twisp civic building bids  
exceed construction estimate

RECYCLES
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Photo by Natalie Johnson
Sarah-Jo Lightner will take over as executive director of Methow Recycles this spring. She is cur-
rently the executive director of Confluence Gallery.

File Photo
Betsy Cushman was a found-
er and executive director of 
Methow Recycles for more 
than 20 years.
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