
Problem 
There was a backlog of about 7,000 water right 
permit applications. Many applications have 
been pending for 10 years or longer because 
the majority are for water in water-short areas 
or areas of the state where no water is 
available.   

Causes 
• Obtaining a water right is a complex and lengthy 

process. Applicants were not made aware of the time, 
expense and complexity of obtaining a water right 
decision. 

• There was no process in place to periodically check with 
applicants to verify their continuing interest in 
obtaining a water right. 

• The application intake process needed to be 
streamlined to make it easier for applicants and better 
meet staff needs.  

• Information about water availability (or lack of) was not 
readily accessible to applicants. 

Solutions 
• Provide a pre-application conference to potential 

applicants.  As a result, potential applicants have a 
better understanding of whether they need a water 
right or can get water another way. If they can get water 
another way, the process is streamlined for the 
applicant, and we eliminate an unnecessary application. 

• Check in periodically with applicants to see if they still 
need a water right or want to withdraw their 
application.  This simple customer service approach has 
helped reduced the backlog. 

• Scan new applications the day they are received and 
make available to regional staff using SharePoint. This 
accelerates application intake to better manage a five-
day statutory requirement for Ecology to collect 
additional fees if required. 

• Develop an investigator’s manual to improve 
consistency for the application review process around 
the state and speed up decision making.  

• Develop and update 62 maps showing water availability 
across the state. 

• Developed an on-line tool for applicants to estimate 
their fees before submitting an application. 
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Results 
• Reduced the net backlog by 400 applications as 

of July 2012.  

Next Steps 
• Update the data tracking system manual to 

ensure consistency in permit processing and 
data entry across regions.  

• Make more use of preliminary permits. 
Preliminary permits are a way for Ecology to get 
information we need to make a decision on a 
permit that wasn’t provided at the time of 
application. This process allows the applicant up 
to three years to submit the necessary 
information. It also provides a process for 
Ecology to cancel the permit if the applicant 
does not follow through with the terms of their 
preliminary permit. 

• Create new components to add to our standard 
application that will help collect as much 
information as possible upfront. This will speed 
up the application process. 

• Send applicants a reminder notice before their 
development deadlines are due, instead of 
sending them a letter once they are past due. 
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