Building Healthy Watersheds through Collaborative Partnerships:
Restoring the Tualatin River Watershed


The Intertwine Alliance, a coalition of 160+ public, private, and nonprofit organizations, builds its success of conservation over large landscapes on collaborative partnerships between these organizations. With the goal of understanding the impact, depth, and benefits of these partnerships, The Alliance and its partner advisory group commissioned a research team from Portland State University’s Institute for Sustainable Solutions to look at the value of collaborative partnerships. The study focused primarily on “Tree for All” (TFA) and the work it has done to improve the health of the Tualatin River watershed. Over the past 30 years, the Tualatin River, which flows through Washington County, Oregon, has experienced a transformation from being one of the nation’s most polluted waterways to a place that functions more as the complex ecosystem it once was, with wildlife and bird populations returning and streams reconnecting to their floodplains. This transformation was made possible through a series of collaborative partnerships supported through the TFA program, which then catalyzed additional resources and partners into a broad landscape conservation program working across the entire Tualatin River watershed. This study was done with financial support from: U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, dedicated to working with others in the conservation of fish, wildlife, plants and their habitats; and Clean Water Services (CWS), a special-purpose utility district responsible for wastewater collection and treatment and storm water services within the urbanized portion of Washington County.  

Although all TFA projects include some type of restoration component, the activities emphasized vary from project to project. Some are focused primarily on getting trees in the ground or replacing invasive species with native vegetation; others have strong and long-term environmental education components. We selected three restoration case examples for in-depth study, and supplemented these with three mini-case studies of other TFA projects. We added two more mini-case studies of partnerships that are not part of the TFA program so as to capture a greater diversity of partnership types. It is important to remember that the handful of TFA projects we looked at are just a few of the more than 700 projects in the watershed. Likewise, the two additional partnerships we looked at are just two of the dozens of partnerships that make up The Intertwine Alliance. We collected data for the case studies and mini-case studies through semi-structured interviews with 34 key informants and from information gleaned from project documents, news articles, and government reports. 

Key findings

Our team’s field observations revealed that the collaborative partnerships engaged in restoration in the Tualatin River watershed have had significant positive impacts on environmental conditions. Importantly, the impacts have been transformative rather than incremental, working across more than 25,000 acres and restoring more than 120 river miles. Anthropogenic simplified ecosystems now look and function more as the complex ecosystems they once were, with wildlife and bird populations returning or increasing and streams reconnecting to their floodplains. 

The case studies make clear that restoration would have taken much longer to accomplish without partnerships or would have covered much smaller areas. In some instances, without partnerships, it is likely that restoration would not have occurred at all. 

· Without the incentives provided by Clean Water Services, Natural Resources Conservation Service, the Tualatin Soil and Water Conservation District, and Farm Service Agency through the rural land owner incentive program, the number of farmers participating in stream bank restoration programs would have increased at a much slower rate. 

· Because property ownership is split between two landowners in the Jackson Bottom Wetland, a partnership involving CWS and the City of Hillsboro was vital to getting the work done. 

· That Tualatin River National Wildlife Refuge has become a model of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Urban Refuge Program is attributable to the close and long-term collaboration between USFWS and the Friends of the Refuge, as well as important partnerships with other groups such as the Tualatin Soil and Water Conservation District, CWS, Friends of Trees, Tualatin Riverkeepers, TFA, schools, and many others. 

· In the absence of partnerships, the Tualatin Hills Park and Recreation District would have lacked both the human and financial resources needed to restore significant portions of public land along Fanno Creek. 

A unique feature of Tree for All is that a series of autonomous and very loosely connected collaborative partnerships focused on restoration have, in aggregate, succeeded in achieving significant improvements in ecological conditions over much of the Tualatin River watershed. This has happened despite the absence of a formal watershed-wide restoration governance body, and the absence of highly formalized project planning and implementation structures. Some of the likely contributing factors to the success of individual TFA partnerships, as well as their success in aggregate, are described below.

Presence of a “driver” that prompted innovation: A key factor behind the success of the TFA partnerships is that Clean Water Services and other stakeholders in the Tualatin River watershed had regulatory requirements to improve water quality. This prompted CWS to create and initiate the TFA program, an innovative approach to reducing in-stream water temperatures which grew into the broader landscape conservation program. For TFA, the driver was a regulatory one, but in other contexts the drivers might be a major natural disaster, such as an earthquake or flood, or a pressing social issue, such as widespread homelessness.

Presence of organizational cultures conducive to collaboration and experimentation: An important factor in TFA’s success at large-scale conservation is an organizational culture within CWS that values and rewards collaboration. The willingness on the part of CWS leadership to take risks that many other utilities faced with similar pressures to improve water quality have been reluctant to take has also been important. District staff are proactive at reaching out and listening to others, and, equally important, value and know how to “lead from behind.”

A critical mass of collaborative-minded partners: That TFA has resulted in restoration taking place in the Tualatin River watershed at a pace and scale well beyond initial estimates is attributable in large part to the emergence of a critical mass of collaborative-minded partners. These include not only CWS, but many other organizations such as Metro, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Tualatin Hills Park and Recreation District, Tualatin Soil and Water Conservation District, Friend of Trees, the Tualatin River Watershed Council, local city governments, and many others. These partners have collaborative mindsets as well as staff and upper-level managers willing to take risks. A key element of this culture of collaboration is that participating organizations are willing to listen to prospective partners, learn what their needs are, and work together to identify mutually beneficial solutions. 

Presence of a common mental model developed through a consensus process: A key element undergirding the cumulative successes of TFA projects is the long process of multi-stakeholder watershed planning that took place in the 1990s and early 2000s. That process helped create a generally agreed-upon mental model of the Tualatin River watershed among diverse stakeholders--a mental model that is reflected in the consensus-based 2005 Healthy Streams Plan’s restoration priorities, which continues to guide restoration choices for TFA participants today. 

Partnership composition conducive to complementarity: The TFA partnerships described in this study had more or less similar structures, generally consisting of the following elements:

1) A land management or natural resource agency or non-profit organization led the project, generally providing access to land, some funding, project administration, and in most cases, technical expertise; 

2) CWS provided funding, plant materials, technical expertise in restoration ecology and hydrology, professional restoration contractors, and, in some cases, access to land; 

3) Friends of Trees provided training for volunteers, regional outreach to recruit volunteers, coordinated planting events, and in some cases, provided limited funding. 

4) Community groups, such as neighborhood associations, “Friends” groups, and local non-profit organizations, who recruited volunteers for planting events and generated political support for restoration activities. 

5) Schools and after-school programs that provided students to participate in volunteer plantings and, in some cases, wildlife or plant monitoring activities.

Together, CWS and the lead organization typically contribute a significant amount of funding which the partnership then leverages to obtain additional funds from a variety of sources. Importantly, in all of the TFA partnerships, each partner brings a different set of skills, resources, and professional and social connections to the table. Having access to this diverse set of assets enables the partnerships to accomplish their objectives efficiently and effectively. 

Partnership composition conducive to social connectivity: An advantage of the partnership structure described above is that it has been conducive to connecting sectors (public-civil society-private), jurisdictions (city-special districts-federal-regional), and scales (site-level, sub-watersheds, watersheds, ecoregions), with variations depending on which sectors, jurisdictions, and scales need to be taken into account to accomplish the project. The long history that many of the participants have in working together on watershed issues, and the trust and familiarity they have developed through those processes, has lent further strength to many of these connections. 

Connections into and engagement with the local communities: Common to all of the cases is the active participation of groups with connections within local communities. These groups have taken on responsibility for outreach to landowners or prospective volunteers. Regionally situated bridging groups, such as Friends of Trees and SOLVE, have played a key role mobilizing volunteers regionally, some of whom are willing to travel to project sites in the Tualatin River watershed to participate in planting events. However, these regional groups typically work through local groups, such as the Tualatin Riverkeepers and local neighborhood associations, to mobilize local volunteers. 

Stable funding: The TFA program is catalyzed by funding in the form of a portion of the fees paid by utility ratepayers, which in turn leverages additional resources. This has provided a solid and stable financial foundation that, together with approval from the CWS Board and upper-level management, has made it possible for CWS staff to engage in what is, in essence, a watershed-wide landscape conservation endeavor working across rural and urban communities. As the program grew, millions of dollars were contributed by other TFA partners, which helped it grow into a cost-effective large-scale program.  

Summing up

[bookmark: _GoBack]The study supports the assertion that partnering enables organizations to more effectively achieve their goals. Although some restoration likely would have occurred in the Tualatin River watershed without the presence of a collaborative partnership network, it would have happened at a much slower pace and smaller scale. In all of the cases included in our study, no one of the partners acting alone would have the resources, skills, knowledge, and connections needed to make the project successful. However, joining forces enabled them to mobilize and put into action all of the pieces needed to achieve their objectives. 

Additionally, in each of the cases we found that the collaborative projects provided multiple benefits to the broader community that encompassed much more than environmental improvements. Just a few of these benefits are: health benefits associated with a cleaner environment; mental health benefits associated with connecting community volunteers with nature; educational opportunities for schools and their students; and lower green space maintenance costs, freeing funds up to support the provision of other services. Investments in collaborative partnerships in the Tualatin River watershed have yielded a stream of benefits to a broad segment of the area’s population, and further investments are likely to yield equally good returns.
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