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Water Facts about Summit Lake
• Two miles long and just over one-half mile wide at its widest point.

• Maximum depth of about 100 feet deep

• 5.6 miles of total shoreline

• Surface area is 511.2 acres

• Average depth of 53 feet

• Water volume of Summit Lake is about 27,000 acre-feet of water (~8.8 billion gallons of water)

• Summit Lake’s watershed covers about 2.9 square miles

• The Summit Lake Community Association (SLCA) is delegated by Ecology and WDFW to maintain the 
lake level via a small dam located at the Kennedy Creek outlet of Summit Lake.

• A 1954 Thurston County Superior Court Order directed Predecessor agencies to Ecology and WDFW 
to construct and maintain the flow control dam.
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Summit Lake Outflow Dam – 
the headwaters of Kennedy Creek



Summit Lake Dam managed by SLCA
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• Court Order 28006 (November 29, 1954) decrees the proper and certain water level is the level reaching 
1.5 feet on a stadia gage located on the piling forming a portion of a certain described pier located at 
the Kennedy Creek outlet from Summit Lake.

  1.5 feet elevation referred to in the decree is the elevation of the top of the concrete 
 center pier at the outlet structure currently present at this location. 

On an annual basis, SLCA gradually removes flashboards from the outlet structure once fall rains have 
begun and the outlet discharge has materially increased, typically by October 1st. 

Conversely, as water levels drop the flashboards are to be reinstalled in the structure, such that the 
decreed level will be reached and maintained by April 1, again as much as practicable. 

Once installed, the boards shall remain in place throughout the summer months (June through August) to 
help assist with sustaining the decreed water level in the lake.

SLCA since 1976, SLCA volunteer member(s), have been removing and replacing the boards in April and 
October per the 1976 Department of Ecology letter.  
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Department of Ecology
Water Resources Program

MISSION:
We manage water resources to benefit all Washingtonians and to protect the natural environment 
for current and future generations.

VISION:
Our state’s water resources support thriving ecosystems and communities on the face of climate 
change.

The Water Resources Program works to support sustainable water resources management to meet 
the present and future water needs of people and the natural environment, in partnership with 
Washington communities.



6

• Historically, Washington residents have enjoyed an abundance of water, but water availability is no 
longer a given.

Population growth and economic development are fueling increased demands for water.  
•  - which are often in conflict with the need to restore stream flows to save fish from 

 extinction, and 
•  - the pressures of climate change and warming temperatures increase the need to address 

these challenges.

• WA is now the 13th most populated state in the US.

• As competing demands and environmental threats to water resources loom larger than ever, there 
is increasing public awareness of water supply issues across the state. 

• Ecology is committed to meeting the challenges and working creatively and collaborative to address 
current and future water needs of people, farms, and fish.

A New Reality…



So, just what is a “Water Right”?
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•    A water right is a right to beneficially use the water, not to “own” the water.

• You need a water right if you plan to use any amount of surface water (from 
a river, stream, spring, or lake) for any purpose.

•   You will need a water right if you plan to use groundwater (from a well) for  
any use, with these exceptions:

• single or group domestic uses of less than 5,000 gallons per day
• industrial uses of less than 5,000 gallons per day
• irrigation of lawn or non-commercial garden, a half-acre or less in size
• stock water

  [Some watersheds have more restrictive amounts than 5,000 gpd]

If you receive your water from a utility, you don't need a water right as long as your 
provider has the necessary rights.

http://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=90.44.050


The answer must be “yes” to all four of the following questions for 
each application for a water right:

1. Is the proposed use beneficial?
2. Is water available, BOTH physically and legally?
3. Will existing water users will not be impaired?
4. Is the proposed use not detrimental to public welfare?

While these questions appear to be “easy” to answer, in reality they are not.  
• Legal availability is driven by the prior appropriation doctrine (“first in time, 

first in right”) which generally means, the older the water right one has, the 
better (as long as one continues to use the water…)

• Impairment means that downstream uses cannot be impaired by upstream 
uses (especially if those upstream uses are junior in time to the downstream 
use(s).

• The minimum flows established in the Kennedy-Goldsborough Instream Flow 
Regulation (WAC 173-514) are considered to be water rights with a priority 
date of 1984.

8

Four-Part Test 
applied to water right applications



Stages of a Water Right
which can take years/decades to fully “realize”

Stage Purpose

Application Establishes intent to 
appropriate

Permit Authorization to develop

Proof of Appropriation Water put to beneficial use

Certificate Perfection of water right



Water Right Claims
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There was a time in state government when individuals could submit a form back to Ecology, during a “claims 
registry period”. 

The periods were 1979, another period in 1985, and most recently in 1997 to mid-1998, where a property 
owner, farmer, homeowner, business industry, municipality, could file a report or form to Ecology claiming 
that they used water from this source for surface water prior to the effective date of the state surface water 
code of 1917 or from this groundwater source, from this well, prior to the 1945 groundwater law. 

So, they’re claiming this right, and that in that claim they’re claiming that there’s a continuous use of water 
from that date. 

Claims are as old as the early 1900s from various municipalities or power generation groups that have been 
upheld as valid claims because they’ve continuously used that water. 

Only a Superior Court can determine the validity of a claim. There are roughly 170,000 claims already in 
Washington, in our database throughout the state. The vast majority of them are already permit-exempt 
wells, on groundwater permit-exemption.



Geographic Boundaries used for Water Management in WA?
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There are 62 “Water Resource Inventory Areas” (WRIAs) in WA
63 if one includes the Columbia mainstem 

Ecology has Four Regional Offices

Summit Lake is in WRIA 14



Current total of Summit Lake Water Rights

                             ~415 current water right holders (either Certificates, Permits or Claims)

                     193 Indoor Use Only    -  Water rights issued since 1984 the permit only indoor use    
                                   Permits    (each with an annual quantity (Qa) of 0.34 AFY or ~303 gallons per day)

                      140 Domestic Supply  -  Water rights issued before 1984 that permit both indoor and outdoor     
 Permits              irrigation uses    (most assigned 1.0 AFY )

                        82 Claims                    -  Those with Claims (claiming water use before the 1917 state surface water       
                                               code). Only a Superior Court Adjudication can determine if such claims are valid. 

                       Total: 415 water rights around Summit Lake
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Water Right comparison with two other nearby Lakes

Black Lake

197 Groundwater Claims
  19 Groundwater Certificates
  30 Surface Water Certificates
  12 Surface Water Claims   
    1 Pending New Application
    2 Pending Change Applications
_____
261 Active Claims, Certificates, 
Applications

Nahwatzel Lake

50 Groundwater Claims
16 Surface Water Claims
  9 Surface Water Certificates
  2 Pending New Applications
____
77 Active Claims, Certificates and 
Applications
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Pending Water Right Applications
For New Appropriations of Water

Pending number of water right applications:

Summit Lake (all requesting water from the Lake)                                                    9

All of Kennedy-Goldsborough Watershed (WRIA 14) (including Summit Lake)               30                                              

Ecology SW Region (20 separate Watersheds [WRIAs 10 through 29]              528      

Statewide Number of Pending Water Right Applications                                  3,328 



Questions?
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