
Place-Based Planning – Letter of Intent
Eola Hills and Amity Hills-Walnut Hill Groundwater Limited Areas –Polk and Yamhill Counties

Submitted by the Eola-Amity Hills American Viticultural Area Association
Key Project Partners: Yamhill Soil and Water Conservation District, Eola-Amity Hills Winegrowers

Association, Regenerative Design Services, LLC, and private landowners.

A. Cover Letter
Dear Ms Burright,

We, the members of the Eola-Amity Hills Winegrowers Association (representing an American 
Viticultural Area as recognized and defined by the U.S. Government), propose to act as core convener or 
co-convener for OWRD Place-Based Planning funding to produce a comprehensive water plan for our 
region. At the present time our partners include the Yamhill Soil and Water Conservation District, please 
see their letter of support in Attachment C-1, and Regenerative Design Services, LLC. We are still 
pursuing additional support from other groups and private citizens, and we are willing to share the 
convener role as necessary and expedient to our cause. For communication purposes, Kevin Chambers, 
Chair of the Education Committee of our group, will serve as point person. 

Executive Summary
We propose the contiguous Eola-Amity

Hills/Walnut Hill Groundwater Limited Areas as the
study area. This region is seeing increased residential,
agricultural and industrial development. There are three
water districts primarily serving areas on the valley
floor, but virtually all tax lots in the hill areas are
dependent on water captured on-site. The Eola-Amity
Hills are a diverse topography with ample opportunity to 
catch rainwater from rooftops, surface water, and a
populace capable and interested in exploring the full
suite of options available. The place-based planning
process represents an ideal fit for approaching the
dependence on limited groundwater in an integrated,
inclusive way that invites all inhabitants to participate in 
this integrated and timely process.

The Eola-Amity Hills area comprises about 230 square
miles on the west side of the Willamette Valley
between Salem and McMinnville, Oregon. Please see
the map (produced by the Yamhill County Soil and
Water Conservation District) above with major
drainages identified. This is the total area designated as
Groundwater Limited Areas, and it is this precise
geography that we propose for this study. The area is roughly equally divided between Polk County to the 
south and Yamhill County to the north. The total area has three relatively distinct parts of roughly equal 
area: the Hills, the East Plain and the West Plain. The area is largely rural, and agriculture is the principal 
occupation. Since 1980, a robust wine grape industry has developed in the hills leading to the creation of 
many wineries as well. Additionally, blueberries, hazelnuts and nursery stock have become very 
significant agricultural crops over essentially the same time period. In addition to berries, nuts and 
nursery stock, the plains still support cereal grains, grass seed, dairies, livestock and specialty seed 
production. All this has led to increasing irrigation pressure and when coupled with a rapidly growing 
human population, water has become a significant challenge for the region.

Kevin R. Chambers, 23620 SE Franquette Dr., Amity, OR 97101, cell: 503-437-4212, randr@viclink.com
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Place-Based Planning – Letter of Intent
Eola Hills and Amity Hills-Walnut Hill Groundwater Limited Areas –Polk and Yamhill Counties

B. Description of Convener
Our group represents about 3,000 acres of land ownership, a wine, food, and place-based culture that is 
always at the ready to improve stewardship. Initial outreach has produced positive, cohesive results, and 
the value of water is patently obvious to this agrarian culture. Initially, our interest in applying for OWRD 
Place-Based Planning funding was stimulated by conversations among some concerned citizens. Once we 
became aware of funding to study our challenges, we reached out to the Eola Amity Hills Winegrowers 
Association (hereafter EAHWA). Kevin Chambers, currently serves as chair of this group’s Education 
Committee, as such he invited Cameron Smith, owner of Regenerative Design Services LLC to speak to 
the group about water challenges, place-based planning and see if the group was interested and willing to 
act as a convener for the application. The support for the application to seek funding to study our water 
issues was strong. So we reached out to other organizations to seek additional support and cooperation.

Thus far, we’ve reached out to numerous private citizens, mostly farmers in the region, including Sam 
Sweeney, Phil Olson, David and Deolinda Coelho, Bob Schaffer (General Manager of Noble Mountain 
Tree Farm, we believe they are the largest private landowner in the study area) and others. In addition, 
we’ve reached out to the City of Amity, Palmer Creek Irrigation District, Perrydale Water District, 
Yamhill County Soil and Water Conservation District (hereafter SWCD), the Yamhill County 
Commissioners and the Polk County Commissioners among others. We have letters of support as 
attachments to this letter from some of these groups. It is possible that one or more of these entities may 
serve as the core convener or co-convener once our outreach efforts have matured.

We understand that water issues do not know property boundaries and if we are to be ultimately 
successful we need to have broad-based support and cooperation. Thus our efforts are to be as inclusive as 
possible of individuals, organizations and government entities. We are working in a spirit of cooperation 
and compromise to build the broadest base of support possible for our combined efforts. We think 
anything less is not likely to be successful.

At the point of writing this letter of intent, the EAHWA has agreed to serve as convener. This group has 
been in existence since 2008, and presently represents the interests of growers who own nearly 3000 acres 
of wine grapes and 30 commercial wineries in the study area. To demonstrate that this group is capable of 
applying for, receiving and managing grant funding, they are presently coordinating a $20,000 Travel 
Oregon grant for an Entryway Signage Project in the study area. Additionally, we raised $20,000 in 
matching funds to execute the signage project. .
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Place-Based Planning – Letter of Intent
Eola Hills and Amity Hills-Walnut Hill Groundwater Limited Areas –Polk and Yamhill Counties

C. Integration, Partnerships, & Stakeholder Engagement
At the time this is being written we are actively working with Yamhill County Soil and Water 

Conservation District, the Eola-Amity Winegrowers Association, and we have written support from 
Yamhill County, and are awaiting responses from a number of other stakeholders including the Palmer 
Creek Irrigation District, as well as other farmers and landowners. We are continuing outreach and 
stakeholder engagement efforts. Cascade Environmental Group has also been contacted for help in the 
process and has been involved in the past with the Yamhill Basin Watershed Council. In summary, we 
have received support in the private and public sectors that is increasingly broad based, and that we 
expect to continue to grow that support in the near term. Please see Attachment C-1 for examples of 
support already received. 

As stated later in section E, our approach to this effort is open and collaborative, seeking to build 
effectiveness and credibility in the process through bringing diverse and balanced interests to the table. 
Meaningful, non-threatening engagement is our proposed approach. We intend to use the framed 
geography defined in this effort to focus the collaborative efforts and unify engagement around what we 
all share: the land we live on and the water we are dependent upon for health and livelihood, now and for 
the future.

We will do this and ensure a transparent and open process by shaping the convener role around 
the principles outlined by OWRD, knowledge of local needs, and firming up the role after the Letter of 
Intent due date in order to provide the maximum time possible for stakeholder input and consultation with 
the public and its agencies. Please refer to section B for detail on our approach to the convener role.

We are very fortunate for the make-up of residents and interests nested within our defined 
geographic area. The demographic includes hydro-geologists, skilled foresters, multi-generation farmers, 
two members of the Yamhill SWCD board, many successful business people, a wine industry that takes 
concern and initiative in long-term issues such as water, multiple individuals that have community-
organizing experience including planning and grant-writing, agricultural businesses of various sizes, and a 
general community that can identify with each other through their reverence for their landscape and what 
it provides. We would like this process to draw upon the skillsets and expertise of our own community 
and ensure that resources are well spent and yield mindful, comprehensive, substantial, and relevant 
results.

For examples of working with varied partners and conducting successful public outreach, this 
document and the effort behind it provide a demonstrable example of our capability. Being that it is not 
complete, we have others to provide. Many individuals in this total group have a depth of experience in 
work that provides experience for supporting this process. The Eola Amity AVA represents many folks 
with a variety of work backgrounds that involve team-based, collaborative approaches to problem-
solving, from private business, to university research, to public agency work, to community-building, 
non-profit work, and so on. The Yamhill Soil and Water Conservation District has many examples of 
relevant work they’re involved in on their website. Please see Attachment C-2 for further elaboration. 

We intend to further detail examples from within the community that demonstrate the ability to 
work with varied partners and conduct public outreach in an attachment that will follow this letter 
submission.
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Place-Based Planning – Letter of Intent
Eola Hills and Amity Hills-Walnut Hill Groundwater Limited Areas –Polk and Yamhill Counties

D. Statement of Need
The specific physical challenge in the Eola-Amity Hills is that it is a limited groundwater area 

with no current alternative water supply source. Land use patterns currently have a fragmenting effect in 
the hydrologic landscape, speeding up entropy in the hydrological system, sending runoff to its lowest 
point quicker, decreasing the natural ability of the landscape to hold onto moisture during periods of no 
precipitation, and the removal of canopy-interception of moisture. Human habitat residential or otherwise 
is spring or well-dependent. The general challenge to solving this is having the resources to assess the 
total picture and what can be done. Can demand on aquifer-source water supply be alleviated by 
diversifying supply sources? What are the alternative supply options, and what are the cost-benefit trade-
offs, short- and long-term? 

Another water challenge worth mentioning is economic and financial. Developing a water 
resource on an individual site is expensive. Accounting for the future in the short-term carries a trade-off 
in time and cost that is cheaper in the short-term to externalize. Having funding and resource help to 
integrate the shared water challenge in a broader diversity and balance of stakeholders is needed. It also 
helps in legitimizing a collaborative process in the eyes of many who would otherwise be less inclined to 
participate. Also, it addresses a relationship need between the State of Oregon and its citizens with regard 
to water supply: Water supply is publicly owned by the State and the People of Oregon, and therefore it 
makes sense for private landowners to have public financial support in footing the bill for planning and 
development.

When faced with the available choices and relative costs, it is most often cheaper in the short-
term to drill a well versus alternatives such as rainwater collection, out-of-stream surface water 
impoundment, re-use of greywater, and landform-level planning. This economic dilemma results in a 
marketplace that incentivizes well-drilling over gravity-collected rain and surface water. Right now 
rainwater collection is expensive due to storage: It costs on average $1/gallon. That is very expensive in 
the short-term, particularly when catchment potentials and demand get into the five-digit range and 
higher. Two landowners in the Eola-Amity’s have collectively spent $100,000 on rainwater collection this 
year for a total of 100,000 gallons of storage. The prohibitive potential of this cost could be aided in (a) 
planning that results in tank storage order volumes that qualify for volume discounts in addition, and (b) 
cost reduction through grant funding and subsidy.

Ground-water withdrawals for public and domestic supplies are expected to continue to increase 
to keep pace with the growing rural and suburban population of the area. The more populated areas (West 
Salem and McMinnville) obtain water from streams outside the area; however, the smaller towns and 
cities in the area rely entirely on ground water developed from wells and springs. Most of these smaller 
towns and cities, as well as water districts utilizing ground water to serve suburban areas, anticipate 
enlarging their water systems to meet the needs of a growing population.

The groundwater limited designation in these areas creates a challenging conundrum, because 
virtually the entire study area is either zoned for ag/forestry or exclusive farm use; ironically no ground 
water can be used for farming because it constitutes a prohibited commercial use. Thus farmers can only 
dry farm, use stored surface water or must depend on an irrigation district. There is a good deal of 
consciousness-raising that needs to take place as an early part of this process. Palmer Creek, which 
originates from Larson Spring high in the Eola Hills, forms the foundation for the Palmer Creek Irrigation 
District on the east valley plain. This important irrigation district also sources water from several deep 
wells on the east valley plain, as well as supplemental water from the Willamette River. Thus, even 
though the entire Eola-Amity Hills is a groundwater limited area, the largest stream flowing east from the 
hills does support a major irrigation district!

Please see Attachments D-1 and D-2 for further background and discussion. 
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Place-Based Planning – Letter of Intent
Eola Hills and Amity Hills-Walnut Hill Groundwater Limited Areas –Polk and Yamhill Counties

E. Proposed Approach
Our approach is literally place-based, starting by using the climate and landform as a basis and 

framework for dialogue and planning. By using the physical landform within the defined geographic area 
we include all stakeholders, the ecology, and hydrology their water realities are nested within. This 
approach embodies the principles inscribed in Planning Step One: Collaboration-Building by including 
the physical existence of climate, landform, water, access/roadways, structural elements, soils, vegetation, 
property lines/cadastral/legal elements, people, and their activities. It literally creates a physical 
framework around the hydrology, ecology, society, and economy, naturally including the total picture.

This is the very basis and foundation of our proposed approach: Developing a comprehensive 
understanding of the above-mentioned dimensions that all hinge on, are connected to and by, and affect 
the water resource. By literally grounding the process in its place, the collective perspective and vision 
founded upon the base landform that all share, we maximize the relevance to all that will be affected by 
this process. This also leaves the approach itself open to the public process, consensus decision-making, 
and acceptance by the stakeholders.

This approach will make Planning Step 2: Characterize Water Resources, Water Quality, and 
Ecological Issues comprehensive by seeking to include all water from raindrop, to surface water, to 
groundwater in the research analysis. We are concerned with and want to understand how the geometry of 
human habitat interacts with the water cycle, how it can be shaped to generate resilience and health in the 
water cycle, and how to economize this (the how-to-economize part is outlined in the next section). 
Science is increasingly indicating that groundwater, soil moisture, biomass, and ground- and canopy-
cover play elementary roles in the frequency of precipitation and the balance of hydration throughout the 
landscape. As mentioned in part C, we have a great human-ability resource present in the stakeholders 
here to be able to look at these issues in-depth and understand the above-mentioned aspects at a cost that 
is reasonable to the people here, and the granting agencies we are applying with. In Step Two we account 
for surface-water and groundwater quantities, changes, interactions, and dynamics in their totality – 
including erosion factors. Previously the approach at the broad-scale, across property lines has been quite 
fragmented and the hallmark of conventional development. The fragmented approach that can be seen in 
the intersecting geometries of topography and tax lot lines has resulted in the quantity and quality issues 
we are now facing.

This will also allow Planning Step 3: Quantify Existing and Future Needs/Demands to unfold 
comprehensively. Previous area efforts, for example the 2008 Yamhill County Water Supply Analysis, 
account for future demands based on estimates that don't account for climate-migration potentials, the 
Cascadia Subduction Zone seismic potential, nor the recent studies put out by NASA showing we are 
likely heading for a long-term regional drought. What can we expect in the scenario that the American 
Southwest continues to see increasing drought and heat in terms of in-migration to Oregon and even this 
study area? What kind of water systems will be viable when the overdue subduction earthquake hits and 
what would be the access to potable water in such a disaster? In the current situation, every property is an 
‘island’ with its own well. In a disaster situation, some wells would likely still be useful, but others not. 
These are crucial questions to ask before we spend resources to address and develop solutions that are 
relevant and comprehensive for our specific human habitat.

In Planning Step 4: Develop Integrated Solutions for Meeting Long-Term Water Needs, our 
approach accounts for integration by providing a holistic, landform-based framework that includes 
efficiency and conservation measures, built and natural storage, water-rights considerations, non-
traditional water supply strategies and techniques, infrastructure, watershed and habitat restoration, 
instream-flow and water quality needs, and monitoring.

There are many questions to answer for this step, and as stated above, we aim for a holistic and 
comprehensive foundation built through the first three steps in order to ensure the fourth step is done with 
excellence. Some of the many questions that will be explored in this process are as follows: How much 
precipitation falls on the area? What are the dynamics of surface water throughout the year? Can surface 
water runoff be slowed down, captured, stored, and released during precipitation-limited times for in-
stream and out of stream uses? How can we increase efficiency and conservation from catchment to end-
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Place-Based Planning – Letter of Intent
Eola Hills and Amity Hills-Walnut Hill Groundwater Limited Areas –Polk and Yamhill Counties

E. Proposed Approach (continued)
use? How can we stack the functions of water use in order to develop multi-purpose systems that integrate 
diverse needs? How much roof surface area is there in the landscape? How much rainwater can be 
captured, stored and released through the drier periods? How can we improve the water-holding capacity 
of our soils? What is the potential for groundwater recharge and general landscape hydration in a broad-
plan scenario as described above? Can we reasonably balance the hydration/dehydration extremes through 
planning and design?

Planning Step 5 is dependent on the quality of execution and thoroughness in the prior four steps. 
This is why a comprehensive approach that fleshes out the whole picture in the greatest detail possible is 
crucial to our resources being spent wisely and effectively. It is worth noting that it may make sense on a 
cost, logistics, and development timeline basis to identify a section or multiple selected sections of the 
Eola-Amity’s to pilot that could be used to develop a representative and replicable model to be expanded 
to the larger area.
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Place-Based Planning – Letter of Intent
Eola Hills and Amity Hills-Walnut Hill Groundwater Limited Areas –Polk and Yamhill Counties

F. Anticipated Results
We anticipate that the proposed approach will result generally in eliciting the greatest potential 

for abundance in the total water resource from surface water to groundwater, for the benefit of all life 
nested within the place, including the robust health, integrity, and longevity of the hydrology itself.

Anticipating the results at this point must remain open-ended, as we are still in the process of 
collaboration-building. In honor of transparency and a fair process, we have ideas, but remain 
indeterminate until the balance of stakeholders have come to the table and the convener role is defined 
and accepted by the group.

Until then, we do have some ideas that we anticipate may result in a more reliable, robust, and 
resilient water resource that serves multiple functions, ecological, social, economic, and hydrological, for 
present and future generations. The Eola-Amity's is a significant foothills topography with numerous 
areas that lend themselves to economically and logistically favorable development of out-of-stream 
surface water impoundments. There is also roof surface area on both residential and commercial buildings 
that represents a significant opportunity for rainwater catchment. Generally speaking, there is an 
opportunity to slow down runoff that would otherwise be lost to lower orders of surface flow during times 
when surface flow is in excess, and release it through the drier months. Perhaps the use of out-of-stream 
surface water impoundments could help to rapidly recharge the perched aquifers in the hilly regions of the 
study area.  

In summary, we anticipate the process to (a) develop and integrative and collaborative process 
that represents the balance of stakeholders, (b) informs us on what we can do above the ground and below 
it to replenish groundwater supplies and augment surface hydration, (c) develop a strategy that is 
acceptable to the stakeholders and appropriate for the place, and d) develop a plan that is ecologically, 
economically and socially sound. Please see attachment F-1 for a list of anticipated short- and long-term 
outcomes.

It would be our hope that the model we develop could serve equally well to focus the constituents 
of other groundwater limited areas in the state. It’s interesting to note that 5 of the other 10 groundwater 
limited areas in the Willamette Valley are also areas of significant wine grape acreage: Cooper Mountain-
Bull Mountain, Parrett Mountain, Chehalem Mountain, Sherwood-Wilsonville and the South Salem Hills. 
Both the Parrett Mountain and Chehalem Mountain areas are part of the Chehalem Mountain AVA 
(federally designated American Viticultural Area). If our project proves to gather broad support, these 
other areas may be able to significantly benefit from our model. 
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Place-Based Planning – Letter of Intent
Eola Hills and Amity Hills-Walnut Hill Groundwater Limited Areas –Polk and Yamhill Counties

Part G: Request for Resources
Initially we are estimating the cost of this to be $233,100 for three years, but we may be able to 

save considerably by using existing data, such as the Eola Hills well monitoring that took place in 2008-9. 
However, as of this writing, we’ve not had time to review and evaluate the existing data. Estimating the 
total cost versus a precise request of what actual monetary resources are needed is difficult given the 
potential for in-kind contributions in facilitation and technical support that may or may not be available 
from Polk and Yamhill County Soil and Water Conservation Districts, the county governments, municipal 
governments, watershed councils, non-profit organizations, and in-kind contributions from our own local 
capacity.

This being the case, the costs we can be most sure of and can gain precision in shoring up are 
collaboration-building and convening costs. There are quite a few meetings to be had on this subject. We 
propose that the initial efforts be focused on raising the consciousness of all residents and business 
owners that they live in a groundwater limited area, and what this means with regard to groundwater use. 
Once this effort is complete, we propose to engage as many citizens and groups as possible in discussions 
to build consensus and collaboration toward improving the storage and use of water. This effort, coupled 
with the data provided by professional resources, will provide the basis for developing a comprehensive 
water plan for the region.  

The above-mentioned factors in mind, we estimated what we think costs could get to per 
OWRD’s request. We are certainly flexible, are willing to accept less, and in all honesty can most likely 
get more done with less money from OWRD, especially when considering other possible sources of 
finance in the context of the area size, the economic value it represents, and the role water plays in 
maintaining this economic value.

OWRD staff and Cameron Smith have both spoken with non-profit foundations about potential 
financial support water planning efforts and these potential funding sources need to be explored in step 1 
as well, as they could provide expanded capacity that could prove essential to developing a 
comprehensive understanding, approach, and process.

The 25 percent match/cost-share could come from a variety of sources and in-kind contributions. 
This also needs to be further explored, and will be in December and thereafter.

Lastly, as stated in the last paragraph of the proposed approach, it may make sense on a cost, 
logistics, and development timeline basis to identify a section or multiple selected sections of the Eola-
Amity’s to pilot that could be used to develop a representative and replicable model to be expanded to the 
larger area.

Please see the attached proposed budget, attachment G-1.
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Eola-Amity Hills Place-Based Planning Budget 
Step 1: Consciousness Raising and Collaboration Building

Function Rate Quantity Total Notes
Facilitation $500/day 20 $10,000 Tom Hicks quote. He ran the Conflict Resolution Master's program at UofO. 
Engagement $35/hr 400 $14,000 Meetings with stakeholders, professional services & agencies. Reporting & grant writing. 
Administrative $30/hr 400 $12,000 Calling, correspondence, record-keeping & administrative support. 

$36,000 Total cost estimate

Step 2: Water Resource Characterization
Review existing data
Quantify rainfall, aquifer capabilities and in-stream flows
Testing and monitoring of springs and wells
Ecological monitoring $116,000 Total cost estimate provided by Cascade Environmental Group.
Administrative $30/hr 100 $3,000

$119,000 Total cost estimate

Step 3: Quantify Existing Needs and Project Future Needs
Water demand analysis $64,000
Administrative $30/hr 30 $900

$64,900 Total cost estimate 

Step 4: Develop Integrated Solutions
Technical services $500/day 24 $12,000
Administrative $30/hr 40 $1,200

$13,200 Total cost estimate

$233,100 Total cost estimate for Place-Based Water Plan, including in-kind contributions
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