
 
 

FACTS ABOUT WATER USE  
ON WASHINGTON STATE UNIVERSITY’S  

PALOUSE RIDGE GOLF COURSE 
 

About Palouse Ridge Golf Course 
 
In 2004, WSU president Lane Rawlins (now retired), made the decision to upgrade the WSU 
golf course, from a 9-hole student-oriented facility to an 18-hole “state of the art,” “world 
class” golf course & club.  The golf course proposal is controversial, largely because of its 
water usage.  As described below, water supply in the Pullman-Moscow region is at risk 
because of a persistent, decades-long decline in the water levels of the Grande Ronde 
Aquifer – sole source of water for the region.  Increased use of large quantities of Grande 
Ronde water for a golf course depletes community water supply and hastens the date when 
water is not available for basic human needs.  As indicated in the figures below, the new 
WSU golf course will use substantially more water in the future than in the past. 
 
About the Grande Ronde Aquifer 
 
The Grande Ronde Aquifer is the primary source of water for the cities of Pullman, 
Washington and Moscow, Idaho, the University of Idaho, and Washington State University.  
The Grande Ronde is a problematic source of supply, however, because water levels have 
declined at a rate of about 2 feet per year for several decades.  (See Figure 1).  The current 
state of knowledge about the Grande Ronde Aquifer is inadequate, and no plan exists to 
reverse the downward trend in water levels. 
 
Figure 1.  Grand Ronde Aquifer water level trends in WSU’s test well (1935-2007). 
 

 
Source:  Palouse Basin Aquifer Committee, Pumping and Water Levels (May 2007).



Water Use on the WSU Golf Course 
 
Water usage on the new WSU golf course is expected to at least double that used on the old 
golf course and may be seven times as large as previous usage.  See Figures 2 and 3. 
 
Historically, the old WSU golf course used an average of 15 million gallons per year for 
irrigation of 35 acres.  WSU has frequently stated that the old course used 30 million gallons 
per year, but newly-discovered pumping records indicate usage was significantly less. 
 
WSU’s Capital Planning department states that the new golf course is projected to use 
between 30-55 million gallons per year for irrigation of 110 acres.  However, irrigation 
engineering documents indicate the golf course could use up to 125 million gallons per year 
– seven times the usage of the old golf course and up to one-sixth of the water usage for 
the entire campus. 
 
Additionally, the golf course reservoir, a 2.6 acre pond, will lose 2 million gallons per year to 
evaporation. 
 
The golf course operator (an outside contractor) will not be required to pay a consumption-
based rate for water or electricity costs associated with pumping water, thus eliminating a 
prime incentive to conserve.   
 
In the last several years WSU has reduced its water use by replacing the steam plant and 
making other usage improvements.  Unfortunately, rather than maintaining reduced water 
usage to stabilize water declines in the Grande Ronde Aquifer, WSU is using its water 
savings as justification to dramatically increase usage on the new Palouse Ridge Golf 
Course.   
 
Figure 2.  Comparison of water usage on the old and new WSU golf courses according to recently 
disclosed WSU files.  New golf course water usage totals approximately 125 million gallons per year. 
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Source:  WSU.   
Old golf course 
usage figures derive 
from average of 11 
years of pumpage 
data (1995-2005).  
New golf course 
usage figures derive 
from Kuhn 
Associates (WSU 
irrigation 
consultants) 
projections for the 
new 110-acre 
course.  See 
Attachments 1 & 2. 
 



Figure 3.  Comparison of water usage on the old and new WSU golf courses utilized in WSU 
presentations.  According to WSU, water usage for the new course totals approximately 62 million 
gallons per year, about half the water use projected by WSU irrigation consultants. 
 
 

 
 
Source:  Annual City of Pullman & WSU Project Review & Coordination (n.d.) 
 
 
 
Are Other Water Options Available? 
 
In a word, no.  WSU’s golf course engineer examined other potential sources of water for 
the golf course and all have come up short: 

o Surface water runoff is seasonal and would not provide a consistent supply during 
summer months. A storage reservoir to capture spring run-off would be too large, 
and would lose substantial water to evaporation. 

o Reclaimed water is not available.  WSU has tried to obtain funding to reclaim water 
from the Pullman treatment plant, but has run into obstacles, including the need for 
protection of existing water rights and instream flows in the Palouse River.  

o Shallow aquifer irrigation is too uncertain to be reliable and WSU lacks water rights.  
 

 
For further information contact: 

Center for Environmental Law and Policy 
P.O. Box 9007, Spokane, WA 99209 
(206) 547-5047 or (509) 939-1290 

 
More information can also be found at www.columbia-institute.org/wsu/WSUhome/home.html. The 
Center for Environmental Law & Policy is a public interest organization dedicated to promoting 
sustainable and equitable use of the freshwater resources of western Washington and the Columbia 
River watershed.   
 
 



 
 



 


