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The Henry’s Fork

Drought



When there’s not enough water for farms and fish, how are we 
supposed to “conserve and protect the unique fisheries in the 

Henry’s Fork”?

What does “restoration” look like in this context?
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organizations do -

• Riparian management and restoration

• Fish passage

• Natural flow paradigm

• Efficiency in agriculture will free up 
water for fish
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Pre-2016 results

How much water are we saving? 
• Conservation groups can’t buy water in Idaho

• Buffalo River (tributary) 300 cfs minimum flow water right priority 1981

• Federal protections don’t apply in most cases

• Little effect on streamflow



Diversion has decreased Groundwater returns have decreased

Pre-2016 results



Paradox of Irrigation Efficiency
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Pre-2016 results

How many more fish/mile for each project/$ spent? 

2-3% population-level effect



Designer Flow Paradigm

• Restore the components of the hydrograph that limit 
fish populations and aquatic ecosystem function, then 
target management flexibilities that could affect those 
drivers

Science Collaboration Conservation
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aquatic ecosystem function
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throughout 

• Improve water quality
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Metric 2018-2022 average 

change

Percent 

change

$ per

Reservoir carryover +26,333 ac-ft +48% $75/acre-foot

Winter reservoir outflow +116 cfs +44% $17,000/cfs

Trout recruitment 

(downstream)

+252 fish/mile +20% $8,000/fish

Trout population (upstream) +1220 fish/mile +156% $1,600/fish

Irrigation-season reservoir 

outflow

-140 cfs -13% $14,200/cfs

Reservoir fine sediment export -160 tons -15% $12,500/ton

Conservation
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Irrigation seepage has been a major component of 

hydrologic regimes since late 1800s…
Improved water quality

Floodplain/wetland/riparian habitat

Fisheries

Flood control

“Natural” storage (no dam required)

GW for municipal/domestic use

Supply for downstream users



• Incidental Aquifer Recharge “Managed inefficiency”

Collaboration: Incidental Recharge



Irrigation seepage has been a major component of 

hydrologic regimes since late 1800s or earlier

From: Makaske et al. 2001 https://doi.org/10.1016/S0012-8252(00)00038-6
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Challenges

• The natural flow regime dies hard!

• “Less bad than it would have been”

• Resist-Accept-Direct

• Communication



Thank you & questions!

Jack McLaren/Aquatic Ecology Program Manager

 jack@henrysfork.org

Rob Van Kirk/Science and Technology Director

Melissa Muradian/Water Quality Data Consultant

Christina Morrisett/Climate Adaptation Program Manager

Daniel Wilcox/Farms and Fish Program Manager

WWW.HENRYSFORK.ORG
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