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Moses Lake is called a desert oasis.

The central Washington city sits on the shores of a like-named expanse of fresh water situated in the dryland
of Grant County. Nearly 30,000 people live in an area supported by agriculture as the base of the economy.

More than 90 major industries and businesses contribute to growth in the area and bolster the city as a
distribution and shipping hub in the Columbia Basin, exporting everything from sugar, potatoes and frozen
foods to rocket propellants and silicon.

The expansive lake hasn't kept the city from experiencing water issues. In fact, the city draws from the Grand
Ronde aquifer at a rate that has reportedly caused the levels to drop more than three feet each year.

City leaders aren't fretting yet.

City engineer Jerry McFaul said the decline hasn't impaired use and "other issues are screaming louder right
now."

The City Council has not made it a priority to curb the perceived problem.

"We're not running out of water, and there hasn't been any rationing,” McFaul said. "(Council members are)
aware of it, but don't have the time to deal with it.

“If it's not broken, it's not a problem. For the majority of people in Moses Lake it isn't a problem because they
turn on the spigot and water comes out.”

Pendleton, Ore., sits about two hours south of Moses Lake. This dryland city of about 17,000 people was built
around agriculture, but the economy has been converted by manufacturers, service-based industries and
tourism. Manufacturing companies have flocked to Pendleton in the last 15 years to set up shop, making flour
products, travel trailers and truck mirrors.

The city is the largest in northeastern Oregon and acts as a hub for retail trade. It also is the home of the
Pendleton Round-Up, the area's annual rodeo event.

Pendleton city officials jumped into action in 2003 after watching the aquifer drop more than three feet a year.
Their goal was to ensure the growing population would have ample drinking water in the future.

"We wanted to maintain this oasis," said Pendleton Public Works Director Bob Patterson.

Pendleton and Moses Lake are just two of hundreds of communities throughout the Northwest that are dealing
with declining aquifer levels throughout the 63,000-square-mile Columbia River Plateau. Moses Lake is
perched on the plateau's northeast edge, while Pendleton is positioned in the southern region. The Pullman-
Moscow area is on the plateau's eastern border.

Pendleton and Moses Lake, along with many other municipalities, get their water from aquifer sub-basins
within the expanse of the plateau. The intricate aquifer system encompasses a substantial area of southeast
Washington, northern Oregon and a portion of western Idaho and lies between the Cascade and Rocky
mountains, split by the Columbia River.

McFaul said the sub-basins in the Moses Lake area have experienced a decline of about 105 feet in the last
30 years. Irrigation and the area's growing population have a lot to do with the drop. Some landowners object
when new municipal wells are drilled near their property, fearing there will be competition for water as the city
expands.

"There's a lot of, 'Not close to me, because it's my water,' " McFaul said.
But the decline in Moses Lake has not slowed development.






