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Jim Osiensky is frustrated.

The University of Idaho hydrogeology professor often has more questions than answers in his area of
research, which includes the study of the complex basalt aquifers throughout the Palouse Basin. The aquifers
are the only source of natural potable water for residents of the Palouse, but little is known as to their size
beneath the Earth.

The Palouse region is littered with researchers, ecologists, activists, municipal leaders and residents who have
guessed on the unknowns, such as which communities are tapping the underground water, the source of
recharge and the volume of the area's main aquifers, the deep Grand Ronde and the shallower Wanapum.

How the Palouse Basin interacts with the 63,000-square-mile Columbia River Plateau poses even more
questions. The intricate aquifer system was created by a molten basalt flow about 17 million years ago and
encompasses a substantial portion of southeast Washington, northern Oregon and a portion of western Idaho.
It also lies between the Cascade and Rocky Mountains, split by the Columbia River. Oregon cities such as The
Dalles, Pendleton and Umatilla draw from the basalt system, as do Yakima, the Tri-Cities, Walla Walla and
Spokane in Washington. Moscow is the farthest eastern city included in the plateau and makes up the Palouse
Basin, along with Pullman.

Some researchers speculate that the Palouse Basin - which makes up only a sliver of the larger plateau - is
not affected by water users in other portions of the aquifer, but that hasn't been substantiated either.

“There are a lot of hypotheses, but the frustration is that we just don't know much," Osiensky said. "There's a
lot of gray area.”

Draining the tub

Osiensky uses a bathtub analogy to help people visualize the Palouse Basin. The bathtub's faucet is like water
coming into the basin through recharge or conservation efforts, while the drain is equal to wells drawing water
from the ground.

"Most basins ... have an inflow and an outflow. Before man, the recharge likely matched the outflow,” he said.
“When man gets involved and starts drilling wells, you mess with that natural balance. Now, we've got the
drain open and the faucet running and a bunch of straws in there pulling water too."

Osiensky said the hills and curves of the Palouse Basin make it hard to determine how far the aquifers extend
into the Earth, and what barriers may prevent the flow of water. A dry well in one location doesn't necessarily
mean the aquifer in that section is dry.

"One foot over, there may be water," he said.

Despite the questions, researchers know residents in Pullman and Moscow are the main users of both the
Wanapum and Grand Ronde aquifers. The Grand Ronde is believed to be dropping anywhere between six to
18 inches a year depending on rainfall, recharge and how much is pumped from wells. The Wanapum is in
stable condition because its use has declined since the 1950s.

Steve Robischon, executive manager of the Palouse Basin Aquifer Committee and assistant director of the
Idaho Water Resources Research Institute, said the towns of Moscow, Pullman and Palouse draw an
estimated 2.8 billion gallons of water annually - that averages out to about 150 gallons per person, per day.
Most residents don't use that volume, and the average is skewed by large water users. Most of the data that
leads to the estimated use is provided from wells operated by WSU, the University of Idaho, Pullman and
Moscow.

"That brings up the question of what is happening outside these wells." Robischon said. "Is there water leaving
the basin? If there is, we need to worry more."






