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The Walla Walla River water has for thousands of years conveyed large quantities of aggregate from the 
Blue Mtns. into the valley.  Without limitations, such as those brought on by development, the river 
distributed those gravels from one side of the valley to the other.  As an existing channel became filled, 
the river moved one way or another.  Although the volume of bed load varied from year to year and 
from one reach of the river to the other, this was a perpetual sequence.  Those gravels are about 15 feet 
deep in the vicinity of the old east side gravel pits. 
 
Today the river continues to move a great volume of bed load.  Development has restricted the capacity 
of the valley to take on the regular deposition of large quantities of river gravels.   While at the same 
time we have not planned for any alternate routes for the river or places for deposition of the bed load. 
 
Development along the river has compounded the problem by changing the river capacity to carry 
aggregate down into the valley.  We encroached over the years, with bridges, dikes, old cars, bull dozed 
rock, rip-rap or whatever is within reach.  Each encroachment increases the rate of flow.  The bed load 
capacity of moving water is increased fourfold when the rate of flow is doubled.   Conversely, any 
obstruction or reduction in gradient slows the river and reduces the capacity to move the bed load.   
Some of those are places of natural change in gradient.  Deposition occurs.   Any disturbance of the 
naturally deposited river gravels makes an abnormal volume of river gravels available to the river for 
transport.  Each swath of a bull dozer upsets the balance of movement of the bed load.  Bull dozed piles 
are more susceptible to erosion than naturally deposited bed load.  Each disturbance causes another. 
 
We have consistently altered the rate of movement of the bed load.  At the same time there is no 
apparent plan to address the problems created by uncontrolled deposition.    The river is no longer a 
“natural” flowing stream.  We spend millions in our effort to control the flow of water while we are 
doing little to manage the bed load.   The water of the Walla Walla River, in some places, has no place to 
go.  The situation at the Joe West Bridge upstream of Milton-Freewater over the last 20-30 years is an 
example.  The recent high water in 2020 demonstrated what bed load movement can do. 
 
It does not appear that anyone agency in charge of addressing these issues.  Nor has there been a plan 
for the last 100 years.  We have over that time individually expanded our developed acreage along the 
river.  Some for farming, some for bridges, some for homes and out buildings.   In the name of 
development, we have encroached upon the area available for a healthy floodplain.   The construction 
of the “flood control” dike system from above Milton-Freewater nearly to Tum-a-lum is the single most 
aggressive encroachment.    
 
Do not confuse bed load management with aggregate mining.  Yes, aggregate may be removed, but for 
the purpose of river management rather than a commercial aggregate source. 
 
Optimum flood plain enhancement for the river means adding bed load management to our tasks.  
Without management of the bed load, our investment of time, energy and dollars will be wasted. 
 
Admittedly, bed load management is only a part of flood plain enhancement. 
 


