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BY RICHARD McGUIRE
Osoyoos Times

With a new order for 
operation of the Zos-
el Dam now finalized, 
Osoyoos Mayor Stu 
Wells hopes there will 
be further internation-
al co-operation on the 
management of Osoyoos 
Lake and the Okanagan 
watershed.

The International Joint 
Commission (IJC) for-
mally issued the new Or-
der of Approval on Janu-
ary 31, less than a month 
before the existing 25-year 
order which the new one 
replaces was to expire.

The new order, which 
was signed off in mid-
January by outgoing 
Washington Governor 
Chris Gregoire, makes 
minor changes to per-
mitted lake levels and 
also requires better com-
munication about the 
dam’s operation through 
a website.

The current Zosel 
Dam began operation at 
Oroville, Wash. in 1988 
and is operated by the 
State of Washington.

Because it controls the 
level of Osoyoos Lake, 
an international body 

of water, its operation 
is controlled by the IJC, 
which is made up of Can-
adian and American ap-
pointees.

Wells says he’s happy 
with the new terms on 
water levels and im-
proved communications, 
but he’s hopeful that fu-
ture co-operation can 
lead to a broader Inter-
national Watershed In-
itiative (IWI).

“I would like to see 
that enacted,” he said, 
noting the Okanagan 
Basin Water Board (OB-
WB), whose board he 
chairs, would also like 
an IWI.

The agreements have 
always dealt with the 
quantity of water, Wells 
said, but he would like to 
see a focus on the quality 
of water as well.

He’s encouraged by 
acknowledgement of the 
role of the fish hatchery 
and salmon migration in 
the new order, as well as 
by recent trans-bound-
ary co-operation on con-
trolling milfoil in Osoy-
oos Lake.

The process of re-
newing the orders for 
Zosel Dam began in 
2000 and led to studies 

and public meetings. In 
July 2012, public hear-
ings were held in Oro-
ville and Osoyoos, which 
heard from residents 
concerned about water 
levels and lack of com-
munication about oper-
ations of the dam affect-
ing levels.

As a result of concerns 
raised in those hearings, 
the IJC recommended 
that the maximum level 
of Osoyoos Lake be 912 
feet in non-drought years 
and 912.5 in drought 
years – six inches low-
er than the previous 
913-foot drought-year 
limit.

The new orders also 
change the formula for 
determining drought 
years and non-drought 
years. The new formula 
takes into consideration 
both the flow of water in 
the Similkameen River 
and the volume of water 
in Okanagan Lake.

“The lake level be-
ing that half foot lower I 
think would appease a lot 
of people,” said Wells. 
“With high lake levels 
people lose their beaches 
and you always have ero-
sion as an issue.”

Wells is encouraged 

by a new condition in the 
orders requiring time-
ly publication on a web-
site of the current status 
of dam operations and 
planned operations.

The public hearings, 
he said, underlined the 
desire for more informa-
tion, especially for boat 
owners who are caught 
by surprise when lev-
els change abruptly and 
without notice.

“We definitely need 
better communication,” 
said Wells, adding there 
are plans for both the 
water board and the 
Town of Osoyoos to pro-
vide information about 
lake levels on their web-
sites.

Although the new or-
ders establish maximum 
controlled lake levels, 
Wells emphasizes there 
are often long periods 
when levels exceed 913 
feet and can’t be con-
trolled by the dam.

At these times, the 
gates of the dam are fully 
open, but the volume of 
water entering Osoyoos 
Lake is greater than what 
can leave as a result of 
high volumes of water in 
the Similkameen River 
just below the dam.

As IJC signs off on dam agreement, 
mayor wants larger watershed initiative
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