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How to Read This Report
The evaluation report is written to honor the perspectives
of the people involved in the Willamette River Initiative over
the past decade. This is an overview of how the document
is organized and some tips for how to navigate it:

Structure
This report is structured in multiple parts:
1. Introduction – to provide a brief orientation to the
work of the WRI and a context for the report;
2. Methodology – to explain the key questions
guiding the study and the strategies for data
collection and analysis;
3. Findings – to communicate the most significant
insights from the data;
4. Strategy – to illuminate the uniqueness of the
approach taken by the WRI; and
5. Recommendations – to provide a synthesis from the
field of ideas about the best ways forward.

Findings
The findings are categorized into four sections based on
the focus areas of the WRI: A) healthy river, B) alignment,
C) strong foundation, and D) diversity, equity and
inclusion. While we sought to categorize the findings
into the focus area in which they were the best fit, there
is a significant amount of overlap between the findings
in these sections. One idea may represent an aspect of
impact in multiple focus areas. For example, there are
findings about collaboration in each focus area because it
was a prevalent theme throughout all of the data.
The findings in each section are preceded by an overview
of the impact the WRI intended to have and the key
questions the evaluation sought to explore related to the
intended impact. At the end of each section of findings,
there is a conclusion that summarizes what the findings
reveal about the intended impact.

Themes
The sections of this report provide detailed descriptions
of the findings as evidenced in the data. Each of these

findings represents dominant or pervasive themes.
Each theme represents the perspectives of a significant
number of interviewees. In the cases where an aspect of
the finding was unique to a particular group or groups
of interviewees (e.g., practitioners, environmental
leaders of color, etc.), we specified the particular group
to which it applied.

Quotations
The quotes within the findings and strategies are included
as illustrations of the perspectives. They are individual
examples of what we heard more broadly. We have
included them in this report to provide the reader with a
sense of the texture and personality of the finding. Quotes
are the words of one person but represent the sentiments
of multiple interviewees or survey respondents.

Strategy
In the section on strategy, our aim is to provide the
reader with the most significant and transferable
insights about the approach taken by those leading the
WRI. These insights are organized according to various
functions of the WRI and the roles the WRI played in the
work – leading, convening, and funding, among others.
This section is not meant to provide a history of the
strategy or a comprehensive account of everything WRI
accomplished, but rather to give insight into why the WRI
had the success it had and achieved what it achieved. We
gave emphasis to the aspects of the approach that were
particularly unique and consequential.

Recommendations
The ideas in the recommendation section are the result
of the shared work of stakeholders and participants
through four separate, regional convenings to discuss
the implications of the findings. These recommendations
are a synthesis of the thinking of participants in response
to the data. They are co-created by people who have
been significantly involved in the WRI. As such, the
recommendations represent the collaborative thinking of
the network of participants about the future work for the
health of the Willamette.
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Guide to Often-Used
Words in This Report
Community-Based Organization
A public or private nonprofit organization that is representative of a
community or a significant segment of a community and works to meet
community needs, often providing educational or related services to
individuals in the community (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services).

Diversity, Equity and Inclusion
These three concepts are distinct, but are often discussed together.
Diversity is the range of human differences, including but not limited
to race, ethnicity, nationality, religion, socioeconomic status, education,
marital status, language, age, gender, sexual orientation, mental/physical
ability, and learning styles. A diverse group, community, or organization
is one in which a variety of social and cultural characteristics exist (The
National Multicultural Institute).
WRI adopted Meyer’s definition of Equity, which was “the existence
of conditions where all people can meet their full potential.” As a
principle, equity acknowledges that there are historically underserved
and underrepresented populations, and that fairness regarding these
unbalanced conditions is needed to assist equality in the provision of
effective opportunities to all groups (UC Berkeley Initiative for Equity,
Inclusion, and Diversity).
Inclusion is the act of creating environments in which any individual or
group can be and feel welcomed, respected, supported, and valued to
fully participate (UC Berkeley Initiative for Equity, Inclusion, and Diversity).
Throughout this report, “DEI” is used as a shorthand for diversity, equity and
inclusion. It should be noted that interviewees responded to questions about
DEI using their own definitions of these terms, and a unified definition was
not established by WRI or provided to participants of this evaluation.

The WRI
Equity
Statement
We envision a river
health movement
that is effective and
relevant to all the
Willamette Basin’s
diverse communities,
and where the
benefits and impacts
of river health are
shared equitably
among all.

Floodplain
An area of low-lying ground adjacent to a river, formed mainly of river
sediments and subject to flooding. Like many river systems, the Willamette
has been greatly altered to support human interests like flood control and
agricultural irrigation. WRI funded projects to restore the natural functions of
the Willamette River floodplain, such as reestablishing floodplain forests and
reactivating old, disconnected side channels.

T H E W I L L A M E T T E R I V E R I N I T I AT I V E : A N E VA L U AT I O N O F I M PA C T

5

Leader
In this report, the term “leader” refers to the breadth of people involved
in the WRI that were interviewed or surveyed for this study. This includes
executive directors, board members, program staff, contractors, and others.
Where it is relevant to the discussion, the evaluators specified the role a
leader holds, the sector they represent, or the community they are a part of.

Mainstem River
In this report, the term “mainstem” refers to the Willamette River itself, while
“tributaries” refers to the smaller rivers that flow into the Willamette. Because
the WRI had different strategies for the mainstem Willamette River and its
tributaries, but the tributaries are also part of the Willamette River system,
“mainstem” became a useful term to distinguish between the two programs.

Mainstream Organization;
Dominant Culture Organization
These terms refer interchangeably in this report to environmental conservation
organizations that are historically white-led, employ a majority-white staff,
use Western science as their primary knowledge system, and/or are built on a
Eurocentric view of the environment and people’s relationship with it.

Restoration and Restoration Practitioner
In this report, “restoration” refers to the work of reestablishing natural
features like trees, logjams, or connections between smaller river channels—
features that had been removed or degraded through human activity.
“Restoration practitioners” in this report refers to the nonprofit organizations,
government agencies, contractors, and other partners that carry out the work.

Riparian
Term describing the area where a river or stream meets land. A main focus of
WRI’s investment was removing invasive weeds and reforesting streambanks
with native trees and shrubs. Riparian plants provide food and shelter for
wildlife, as well as shade to cool the water of rivers and streams. Willamette
native fish species, such as salmon, need cold water to thrive.

Tributaries
The rivers and streams that flow into any other river or stream; in this report,
“tributaries” refers to the smaller rivers flowing into the Willamette River.

The Willamette
River Basin
The area of land
that drains into the
Willamette River. The
Willamette River Basin
includes all of the land
that drains eventually
into the Willamette,
much of which first
drains into a series of
smaller streams and
tributary rivers. In this
report, “basin-wide”
refers to activities or ideas
relating to the entire
Willamette River Basin.

Watershed
Also known as a drainage basin; an area of land that drains into a particular body
of water. Because water flows downhill and downstream, actions in one area of a
watershed can affect the health of the water and land throughout the watershed.
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Part 1: Introduction

In July 2008, Meyer Memorial Trust launched a long-term initiative
to improve the health of one of the largest, most iconic freshwater
sources within Oregon’s borders: the Willamette River.
Through the Willamette River
Initiative, Meyer intended to
build on the extensive scientific
research done on the river, help
expand the capacity of nonprofits
and landowners to pick up the
pace and scale of river restoration
work, and form partnerships to
leverage resources. This report
shares findings and insights from
an in-depth evaluation of Meyer’s
Willamette River Initiative (WRI),
which concluded at the end of
2019 after more than 11 years,
$20 million in grants, and a robust
programmatic strategy aimed at
building a strong community to
support Willamette River health
into the future.

Restored nesting habitat for western
pond turtles at the Willamette Confluence
Preserve near Eugene

Meyer and the Willamette
Meyer Memorial Trust is a private foundation that works towards a vision
of a flourishing and equitable Oregon. Meyer was established in 1982
through the bequest of Fred G. Meyer, founder of the Fred Meyer chain
of retail stores in the Pacific Northwest. For decades, the Trust supported
a wide range of charitable purposes across the state of Oregon. In the
mid-2000’s, Meyer’s trustees looked for ways to have meaningful impact
in focal areas of high need and importance, and they launched initiatives
focused on K-12 education and affordable housing. As an Oregoncentric funder, Meyer saw the opportunity for a third initiative: to restore
an iconic home river with deep cultural and historical significance. The
Willamette is Oregon’s largest river and is located entirely within the
state’s borders. Two-thirds of Oregon’s population lives within an hour
drive of the Willamette. The river basin produces 75% of the state’s
economic output. And, it was a river on the recovery: after decades of
pollution that made it toxic to fish and people, efforts to clean the river
had started to show a difference. The Willamette was a river worth
saving, and Meyer saw potential for one of the state’s largest private
foundations to make a significant impact.
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The Need for a
Willamette River Initiative
What is the unique role for a private foundation in improving the health of a
large, complex river system? This was a key question for Meyer as it shaped
the Willamette River Initiative. Taking stock of the moment revealed great
potential to identify gaps and build on existing supports for watershed health
in Oregon. The state already had a major funder in this space, the Oregon
Watershed Enhancement Board (OWEB), and a number of nonprofits and
agencies working on watershed health. Scientists had produced a strong
foundation of river knowledge, including the Willamette River Basin Planning
Atlas. The atlas projected population growth, land use changes, and possible
restoration actions by 2050, virtually spelling out what would be needed to
achieve a “Conservation 2050” vision in the Willamette River Basin. Yet, while
laudable efforts took hold in the Willamette’s tributaries, they were often
disconnected from each other, which diminished their benefits. Meanwhile,
actions to restore river health along the main channel of the Willamette were
nearly nonexistent. Meyer and OWEB recognized that communities would
need more support to truly tackle the system-wide issues of water quality and
habitat health in the Willamette, and the two funders formed a partnership.
OWEB and WRI each committed to fund restoration projects, and WRI
also made significant resources available for a different type of need:
organizational capacity. Capacity funding meant the creation and retention
of staff positions that could focus on setting long-term restoration goals
that targeted ecologically vital areas. It gave groups the ability to develop
partnerships with other organizations and agencies, build relationships with
riverside landowners, improve their restoration methods, and create multiyear action plans—big-vision strategic activities that often weren’t possible in
the grant-to-grant existence of most groups at the time.
WRI identified another need: connecting knowledge with practice. By
funding data collection and research, WRI aimed to support the creation of
tools, such as maps, tracking systems and scientific studies, to improve the
understanding of current conditions in the Willamette, boost the community’s
ability to prioritize where to work and what actions to take, and to monitor
progress and changes in river health over time.

Oregon’s Restoration
Funder: the
Oregon Watershed
Enhancement Board
Oregon voters passed a
ballot measure in 1998 that
allocated a portion of lottery
funds to support watershed
restoration, prompted in large
part by crisis-level low salmon
returns in the 1980’s and
‘90’s. The state created OWEB
in 1999 to administer the
new funds, and momentum
grew behind the idea of
bringing together neighbors
with diverse interests—
from environmentalists and
agricultural landowners to timber
companies and federal public
land managers—to find common
ground and take action together.
In the years following OWEB’s
creation, many communities
formed voluntary, non-regulatory
watershed councils to help
Oregonians take care of local
streams, rivers, wetlands, and
natural areas.

Lastly, the WRI saw a big gap hampering progress in the Willamette:
coordination. Agencies at every level of government and dozens of nongovernmental organizations each held a piece of the Willamette health
puzzle, and yet no one group or basin-wide management authority existed
to connect their efforts. To boost alignment, WRI held regular convenings
to foster dialogue and shared learning on a variety of topics, sometimes
brought forward by WRI and sometimes in response to community members’
feedback. By bringing people together, often across sectors that didn’t yet
intersect meaningfully, WRI sought to build trust and collaboration, align
groups around a common vision and shared goals, and, ultimately, build a
networked community for a healthier Willamette.
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The WRI
Approach
WRI set out
to improve
watershed health
in two areas:
the mainstem
Willamette River
and the major
tributaries that
feed into it.

With a grants budget of roughly $2 million per year over 10 years, WRI elected
to concentrate on the less-resourced areas outside of the Portland metro area,
south of Willamette Falls at Oregon City. The thinking was that narrowing the
focus and geographic range, rather than dispersing funds more broadly, would
enable dollars to travel further and make a more meaningful impact.

On the Mainstem
Through extensive research and input from agency and university leaders,
WRI’s early architects identified the mainstem Willamette as an area with great
potential and need for restoration. The Willamette’s path had been altered by
more than a century of flood control efforts large and small, from artificially
hardened banks to massive dams in the tributaries that dramatically changed
how the river flowed. Agriculture, including many large-scale farms, made
up much of land ownership along the Willamette River. The Oregon Parks
and Recreation Department (OPRD) was a significant landowner as well, with
more than 100 Greenway properties along the Willamette acquired through
a campaign started in the 1960’s. Out of sight and out of mind to most, but
not to neighboring landowners, these properties lacked sufficient resources
for maintenance and became overrun with invasive weeds. Meyer and OWEB
began working together in 2008 to support the gamut of needs that would
inspire restoration work on the mainstem, including on OPRD greenway
properties and private farmland. Despite the new funding source, it took a
couple of years for land trusts, watershed councils and other organizations
to gear up enough to move into this new territory, where the project scale,
duration and level of risk were far greater than in smaller tributary streams.
In 2010, the Bonneville Power Administration (BPA) joined the funding
partnership, adding a federal funder to the mix. BPA, the entity responsible for
marketing and selling power generated from federally-owned hydroelectric
dams, was required by law to fund habitat improvement to mitigate the
damage to salmon populations as a result of the dams. As the most flexible
of the funders, Meyer provided early project development funding essential to
get groups ready to access OWEB and BPA project implementation funding.

increased capacity over long-term

The
WRI
Recipe

increased project funding
increased knowledge
increased coordination
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In the Tributaries
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To build out the tributary
strategy, Meyer partnered with
the Bonneville Environmental
Foundation, a Portland-based
nonprofit, to bring their innovative
Model Watershed Program to the
Willamette. Through a competitive
application process, Meyer selected
seven watershed councils to join
the Willamette Model Watershed
Program. BEF worked with each
council to create a 10-year action
plan, where they identified high
priority areas to work and created
targets for watershed health in
each area. Meyer committed 10
years of annual capacity grants to
each council, which could be used
flexibly in pursuit of their 10-year
targets. Beyond capacity funding,
this cohort of councils worked with
BEF and each other to improve
habitat restoration practices and
create a shared system to track
their progress. The cohort met
monthly to troubleshoot, learn
together, and streamline their work
to boost both effectiveness and
efficiency. BEF also supported the
cohort to explore and test ways
of working together more deeply,
including shared staff positions
and back-office functions. For
the first six years of the WRI, the
Model Watershed councils received
dedicated restoration project
funding from OWEB through its
partnership with WRI.

Coburg

Eugene Springfield

7
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BEF’s Unique Role in the WRI
Bonneville Environmental Foundation served as an essential partner throughout
the course of the Willamette River Initiative. In its unique hybrid role as both
WRI grantee and backbone organization, BEF provided vital technical support
for restoration practitioners and additional capacity for convening, coordinating,
and aligning efforts across the basin. WRI’s connection with BEF began with the
Willamette Model Watershed Program, which BEF directed in partnership with
WRI through an annual grant from Meyer. Over time, BEF’s role broadened to
support relationship building and collaboration among groups working both
within the Willamette’s tributaries and on the mainstem Willamette.
BEF provided a path for organizations to address system-wide challenges that
couldn’t be dealt with at the individual group level. BEF staff gave informed
technical advice, and they brought in new research and ideas that individual
practitioner groups may not have had time to seek out, or synthesize the
meaning of, on their own. They guided restoration groups in exploring how
collaborative efforts and common goals could support them in building
resilience and increasing the scale, pace, and effectiveness of their work. BEF
also served as a creative problem solver to fill capacity gaps in the system—for
instance, paying upfront costs of planting materials and providing small loans to
partners until public funding for projects came through.
Over the 10+ years of the WRI, BEF established deep working relationships with
many organizations. These experiences provided a human dimension and new
insight into the inner workings and unmet needs related to staffing, funding,
and project implementation in the Willamette Basin. This knowledge was
invaluable in shaping WRI strategy. In its unique role, BEF had a major impact
on the WRI’s ability to align efforts and build a strong foundation for progress
toward a healthier Willamette River system.

Bonneville
Environmental
Foundation
The Bonneville Environmental
Foundation is an Oregonbased non-profit organization
that works to address critical
water and climate challenges in
North America by developing,
testing, and promoting new
and entrepreneurial initiatives
and programs that restore
healthy rivers and streams and
support a stable climate. It was
founded in 1998 to support
watershed restoration programs
and develop new sources of
renewable energy.

C OL L AB OR AT I V E G R OW :
F R OM C O OR DI NAT ION T O C OM M U N I T Y
As the pace of habitat restoration picked up in the first few years of WRI, BEF saw
a need and an opportunity. Multiple organizations ordering thousands of plants
from a limited number of native plant nurseries meant that nurseries couldn’t
always meet the need—and that some restoration groups came up short on the
diversity and number of plants they were counting on. To address this, BEF took in
plant orders for multiple groups well in advance and initiated growing contracts
with local nurseries. The program has enabled cost and supply efficiencies, helped
ensure genetic diversity of plants, and smoothed the impacts of plant shortages
across groups. The Collaborative Grow program has distributed over five million
native plants for habitat restoration since 2012 and now serves over 20 partner
organizations in the Willamette Basin. Working together to tell a unified,
compelling story of Willamette restoration, Collaborative Grow has leveraged
close to 1 million dollars in funding for partner organizations since 2016, much
of which comes to groups as unrestricted dollars. The partners also convene
to share learnings and plan together for the future, given the important role
that riparian corridors play in climate adaptation and migration.

What started as a way to
gain more certainty for
growers and restoration
practitioners has grown
into a collaborative
community.
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Across the Basin
While grantees geared up to improve river health on the mainstem and in the tributaries,
WRI identified a third funding strategy: Basin-wide Impact. Recognizing that many drivers
within the system affect river health beyond individual restoration projects, WRI sought
to support groups in developing capacity and tools to act in a more unified way and push
for systemic changes across the entire Willamette River Basin. Basin-wide impact projects
ranged from communications and public policy work to scientific research and monitoring.
WRI also funded some localized demonstration projects that had the potential to be
replicated elsewhere in the basin.

Communications and
Public Engagement
Projects to rally support and spread
the word.
Examples:
• The film Upriver, which told
the story of Willamette’s
revival through interviews and
underwater visuals
• An education and outreach
campaign developed by the Clean
Rivers Coalition, a network of cities,
utilities, and others working for
water protection in a unified way

Collaborative Efforts
Grants that support coordinated
efforts and partnership-building.
Examples:
• Support for the Willamette Aquatic
Invasives Network, a network to
control invasive weeds that spread
by water and degrade habitat
• Funding a coordinator for the Upper
Willamette Stewardship Network,
a partnership of six conservation
groups in the Eugene area

Demonstration Projects

Policy

Projects to test and share new
ideas or methods.

Advancing policy priorities
to improve the health of the
Willamette River system.

Examples:
• Building the business case for
investing in watershed health
projects in the North Santiam
• Testing herbicides to determine the
most effective and safe application
methods for water quality

Research and Monitoring
Building the base of knowledge
and developing systems to track
change over time.
Examples:
• Research on the status of native
and non-native fish populations
• Data collection and mapping of
the Willamette River’s cold water
refuges, vital patches of habitat for
salmon amid a warming climate
• Supporting ‘Willamette Slices,’
a framework to track trends
in ecological health and help
prioritize restoration
• Developing a streamlined
monitoring approach to measure
and communicate progress on key
river health indicators

Examples:
• A project to interview
stakeholders, convene an advisory
committee, and choose ten policy
priorities for the Willamette
• Projects to advance the ten policy
priorities, including:
• A stewardship plan for
Oregon Parks and Recreation
Department to prioritize
management of Willamette
Basin parks
• A project to explore how
wastewater treatment utilities
might fund habitat restoration
as a way to meet Clean Water
Act requirements
• A basin-wide collaboration of
drinking water providers to
identify shared priorities and
take action to protect drinking
water sources
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WRI the Convener
As a program, WRI was equal parts grantmaker and convener. WRI developed several
strategies for bringing people together and connecting them, the most well-known being
the Within Our Reach conference. The inaugural Within Our Reach took place in 2010, and
WRI continued to host the conference four more times in even-numbered years. Within
Our Reach was a space for big vision conversations about the Willamette’s future, and
WRI designed it intentionally to be a multi-sector event that connected people regardless
of affiliation around the question: How do we, as a community, work towards a healthier
Willamette? Other convenings kept this conversation going on a smaller scale in various ways
throughout the initiative, further amplifying the work funded through WRI’s grantmaking.

Within Our Reach

Grantee Meeting

Report Card

This 2-day event brought
together watershed
restoration professionals,
researchers, government
agencies, students,
funders, and community
leaders to learn from guest
speakers and one another,
build relationships, and
strategize for a healthier
river system.

The biennial grantee
meeting alternated
years with Within Our
Reach. Structured like
a retreat, it became a
consistent venue for
grantees to celebrate
accomplishments
with their peers, learn
together, and help steer
WRI’s strategic direction.

In 2015, WRI released the
Willamette River Report
Card, the result of over
a year of meetings with
university, federal, state,
tribal, and municipal
partners to take stock of
existing data about the
river and determine what
the data tell us about the
river’s health.

The Riverprize came
early on in the WRI and
helped the community
rally around a river that
had attracted global
attention.

Topic-Specific
Convenings
WRI supported many smaller
convenings on specific
topics, including restoration
tools and practices,
public engagement and
storytelling, monitoring,
inclusive environmental
education, and working
with unhoused people in
natural areas.

I N T E R NAT IONAL R E C O G N I T ION
In 2012, the Willamette River received the Thiess International Riverprize, an annual
award by the International RiverFoundation in Australia that recognizes excellence
in river management. Meyer applied and accepted the award on behalf of the many
groups and individuals that had worked to improve Willamette River health for
decades. The Riverprize came early on in the WRI and helped the community rally
around a river that had attracted global attention. As one component of the cash
prize that came with the Riverprize, WRI initiated a “twinning” partnership with
the Rio Laja watershed in Guanajuato, Mexico. Several learning exchanges between
restoration practitioners and educators in both basins helped steer the WillametteLaja Twinning Program to an area of shared importance for both regions: migratory
bird education for youth. The twinning program became self-sustaining and
moved outside of Meyer in 2018. For many WRI grantees beginning to explore
what diversity, equity, and inclusion meant in their work, the twinning project
brought about new relationships with the Latinx community and led to a deeper
appreciation of the importance of inclusion and cultural relevance in their work.
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A More Equitable WRI
WRI limited its focus to these areas until the fall of 2015, when it adopted
a new goal: to advance diversity, equity and inclusion within the larger
Willamette restoration movement. WRI adopted this goal in tandem with a
larger evolution at Meyer Memorial Trust. Meyer set out to change its internal
culture and realign its programs to better accomplish its mission of “working
towards a flourishing and equitable Oregon.” While Meyer took a year off from
grantmaking during this reset, WRI considered how to bring in a new focus on
diversity, equity and inclusion roughly two-thirds of the way into an existing
program without pausing its grantmaking. As in much of the freshwater
conservation field in the U.S., WRI’s grantees were majority-white, culturally
mainstream organizations. As Meyer’s learning progressed, WRI staff began to
understand how the very frame of the Initiative—its goals, its strategies, the
way it defined restoration—came from a white dominant culture view of the
river and people’s relationship with it. With only three full years of the program
remaining, WRI sought to take some meaningful foundational steps and spark
a shift that would continue long after the initiative’s conclusion. This new focus
needed listening and relationship-building as a first step to understand where
to begin. WRI had conversations with a wide variety of people for guidance on
developing this new strategy, which grew to include three focal areas.

Learning Cohorts
for WRI Grantees

Projects that Advance
Inclusion and Equity

WRI partnered with the Center
for Diversity and the Environment
(CDE) to provide an immersive
learning experience for grantees.
CDE led a total of four cohorts
from 2017-2019, with each cohort
taking part in immersive retreats,
webinars, one-on-one coaching
sessions, and a final capstone
day over the course of a year. For
most participants, it was the first
time they had thought deeply
about how diversity, equity and
inclusion intersects with watershed
restoration work.

WRI funded a number of projects
that were focused on education
related to Willamette River
ecology. WRI did not start out
funding education, but listening
to the community made it clear
that leadership development for
youth of color and indigenous
youth was a high priority for
those communities. WRI also
funded 15 organizations and three
collaboratives to pursue internal
organizational change work in
pursuit of diversity, equity and
inclusion goals.

Center for Diversity
and the Environment
CDE is a Portland-based nonprofit
that works nationally to harness
the power of racial and ethnic
diversity to transform the U.S.
environmental movement into an
equitable, inclusive and diverse
coalition of people at work on a
wide array of environmental issues.
CDE develops leaders, catalyzes
change within institutions, and
builds alliances through a threepillared approach: immersive
learning, organizational consulting,
and community building to
galvanize individualized efforts
into a powerful, collective
force to bridge the racial divide
that continues to bisect the
environmental movement.

Capacity Building for
Community-Based
Organizations
In 2017, WRI commissioned Gladys
Ruiz Consulting to conduct an
assessment of culturally-relevant
education, and it revealed a major
gap: across the basin, educators of
color and indigenous educators whose
work related to Willamette River health
largely didn’t know one another or
see their work as connected. WRI
supported Bridging the Gap, a cohort
of community-based educators led by
Gladys Ruiz Consulting, to convene
regularly, share project learnings and
experiences, and explore ways in which
they could support one another.
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Creation of a New
Willamette River Network
As Meyer’s original 10-year commitment to the Willamette approached its
end, WRI asked its community for learnings from the Initiative and their
hopes for the future. This conversation was a natural outgrowth of Meyer’s
investments in the Willamette: What could it look like to continue and expand
the convening and coordinating functions of WRI? Was there a need for a
basin-wide network in the Willamette? What would that network look like,
and what roles would it play? Beginning with this feedback, WRI convened a
diverse advisory group to envision how to build on the successes of the WRI
in order to grow and deepen collaboration, leverage resources, and catalyze
impact in the basin. While some considered this to be a design for “WRI
2.0,” it would be different in key ways. It wouldn’t be based inside of Meyer
or backed by $2 million per year in Meyer grants. It would be communitydriven and grounded in diversity, equity and inclusion from the start. It would
leverage the capacity and collaborative muscles built by the field over the
course of the WRI. From 2017-2019, the 17-member advisory group helped
shape the vision for a new Willamette River Network, an organization that
would coordinate a network of individuals, organizations, and regional
collaboratives, while also raising the profile of the collective work to attract
new funding and resources to the Willamette. The advisory group approved
a blueprint for a new Willamette River Network in fall 2018 and continued
to advise on recruitment of a founding board in 2019. The Willamette River
Network began to form with a vision of “a healthy Willamette River system,
where people and rivers thrive together.” Meyer committed $1 million over
four years to help the new Network get established.

It would be
community-driven
and grounded in
diversity, equity
and inclusion from
the start. It would
leverage the capacity
and collaborative
muscles built by the
field over the course
of the WRI.

Portland People’s Climate March in 2017,
organized by Oregon Just Transition Alliance
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Part 2: Methodology

This section describes the methods used to evaluate the impact of
the WRI. It describes the focus of the inquiry, research questions
explored, sampling strategy, and the qualitative and quantitative
methods used for data collection and analysis.

Focus of Evaluation
This evaluation focused on gathering data to inform
three primary questions:

Question 2: What are the key catalysts
of the WRI’s impact?

Question 1: What is the nature
of the WRI’s impact?

The evaluation is also designed to discover the
critical catalysts causing the impact in the Willamette
River Basin. By describing the factors and features
contributing to the WRI’s potency, this evaluation
provides insight into the kinds of strategies,
interventions, characteristics, and environments that
gave the WRI a unique influence and effect. These
insights not only inform the future of the collective
work throughout the Willamette River Basin but also
contribute to the consideration of how similar kinds of
initiatives can maximize impact elsewhere.

This evaluation is designed to capture and communicate
findings from both quantitative and qualitative data
about the impact of the WRI on the following categories
of intended impact:
A. Healthy River – The idea that the Willamette River
Basin is healthier as a result of the WRI.
B. Alignment – The idea that people and programs
are aligned, coordinated and integrated as a result
of the WRI.
C. Strong Foundation – The idea that people and
organizations have greater capacity and are better
able to continue their work into the future as a
result of the WRI.
D. Diversity, Equity and Inclusion – The idea that
conservation and restoration work is inclusive of all
communities in the Willamette River Basin and is
actively working toward more equitable outcomes
as a result of the WRI.
We interviewed WRI staff and a set of 12 key
stakeholders through scoping interviews to identify the
categories of intended impact. We also developed key
questions to help guide the design of the inquiry. These
categories of intended impact are at the beginning of
the findings throughout this report.

Question 3: How might the WRI’s
impact inform the future?
As the WRI sunsets and the new Willamette River
Network (WRN) is in the formative stages, the lessons
learned from this evaluation will provide meaningful
insights to support the work moving forward. In
addition, there are key questions about the future that
this evaluation addresses:
A. How do we encourage more comprehensive,
consistent, and durable effects throughout the
Willamette River Basin?
B. How do we build on the successes of the past to
maximize impact moving forward?
C. How do we involve people more broadly and
inclusively to co-create the future of this work?
These questions, among others, are designed to inform
the strategy for the future of the Willamette River
Basin and help illuminate ways this evaluation might be
applied to the work in the future.
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Evaluation
Methodology
To answer the primary research questions, we designed
a convergent mixed-method evaluation focused on
the dimensions of intended impact for each of the
focus areas: 1) Healthy River, 2) Alignment, 3) Strong
Foundation, and 4) Diversity, Equity and Inclusion.

Qualitative Data Collection
and Analysis
For the qualitative portion of the evaluation, we
designed an in-depth interview protocol to gain data
about the structural, qualitative changes resulting from
the WRI. We used a purposeful stratified sampling
technique to select a representative sample from the
broad population of stakeholders who have been
involved in the WRI. The WRI staff identified a list of
approximately 200 participants who had been involved
in the WRI at various stages and in various ways since
its inception. Our sample size was 96, drawn from the
following strata of this population:
• Degree of Involvement – People from three levels
of stratification: those who were regularly and
consistently involved in multiple aspects of the WRI
over time, those who participated meaningfully but
not necessarily consistently or widely, and those who
participated only sporadically or on the fringes.
• Type of Involvement – Participants ranging from
members of the Willamette Model Watershed
Program who received significant, consistent
funding over a 10-year period to those who have
been involved in specific programs or events to
those who have been consultants helping to design
the strategy of the WRI.
• Sector – People from a variety of sectors who
are involved in restoration work, including
restoration practitioners, restoration contractors,
nonprofits, and those in local, regional, state,
and federal government.
• Geographic Region – Participants from each of the
regions along the Willamette River Basin from the
headwaters to the confluence.
• Length of Involvement – People who have been
involved with the WRI for a variety of time spans,
from those who have been involved in the Willamette
since before WRI’s inception to those who have
become involved only recently

We convened semi-structured, one-on-one interviews
lasting between 45 minutes and one hour in length.
We collected interview data through notetaking and
the Otter web-based or mobile application to record
and transcribe voice meeting notes. We then analyzed
the data inductively using thematic analysis. Each
interviewer identified themes from their interviews,
and then the interview team compared and developed
common themes from the entire data corpus. The
interview team identified the overarching and interinterview themes that emerged from the full scope of
the data analysis to illuminate the collective insights
and discoveries. We examined the dynamics among
the themes, causes and catalysts of the themes, new
or surprising insights related to the themes, and
relationships between the themes that were revealed
in the data. We then determined the most significant
and meaningful discoveries and brought them
forward as findings.

Quantitative Data Collection
and Analysis
For the quantitative portion of the evaluation, we
designed a questionnaire to collect data on changes that
have occurred as a result of the WRI. We administered
this instrument to the same population of approximately
200 people that we used for qualitative sampling. We
received 53 responses to the survey, a 26% response
rate. The data were analyzed primarily using measures
of central tendency, looking principally at the mean
responses for each item. We identified key insights,
patterns, and gaps within the data and incorporated
these discoveries into the related findings. The most
significant insights from the quantitative data are
described in the findings.

Limitations
Limitations of the evaluation include the following:

Timing
The evaluation was conducted at a time when the WRI
was issuing its final grants after more than 10 years of
providing consistent, reliable funding to many of the
organizations whose staff and leaders we interviewed
and surveyed. It was clear that people felt a deep
connection to both the WRI’s investments and the
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people who were a part of it. It was also clear that
people were uncertain about the future as the transition
to the Willamette River Network was just taking shape
at the time of the evaluation.

a comprehensive list of every aspect of impact. This
approach undoubtably has caused us to overlook some
elements of the impact along the way.

Given this timing, we suspect some responses may
have been skewed by a combination of fear of the
unknown and a sense of nostalgia. A recurring theme
throughout the interviews was a concern about future
funding and convening. This is reflected in almost every
section of findings. In many cases, people also struggled
to articulate the less positive aspects of the WRI where
gaps existed, or improvement was needed.

We took a human-centered approach to this evaluation.
We focused the data collection on capturing the views,
reflections, and perspectives of people. We relied heavily
on in-depth interviews which rendered a perspectival view
of the impact of the WRI. The strength of this approach
is to emphasize the experience, or phenomenon, of the
WRI. Interviews invite people to communicate their sensemaking of the work. They prompt people to think about
their experience and communicate the important points of
their own observations and interpretations. They capture
the synthesis of people’s thinking.

Attribution
One of the hallmarks of the WRI was its collaborative
nature. We heard throughout the interviews and survey
responses that the WRI modeled collaboration in much
of its work. Because of this, “the WRI” meant different
things to different people. Interviewees did not often
specify which partner or program created the kind of
impact they described. To some, the WRI was everyone
who was working on the river; it was the collection of
people who made up the experiences they had with the
WRI in its many forms.
While our intent was to evaluate the impact of the
funding provided by Meyer Memorial Trust, it was
difficult to distinguish who, specifically, was responsible
for impact in our analysis and interpretation of the data.
In some cases, it was clearly Meyer funding, training or
convening that created this kind of impact. In others,
it may have been the work of BEF, which served as
the backbone organization for the Willamette Model
Watershed Program and numerous other restoration
supports through grant funding from Meyer. In sections
about diversity, equity and inclusion work, it may have
been the work of CDE or the Bridging the Gap project
led by Gladys Ruiz Consulting.

Scope
Over ten years of funding and leadership through the
WRI produced innumerable effects. The number of
people involved, the scale of conversations, the volume
of decisions and implications of those decisions created
a cascading impact. The scale and scope of the work
has been massive. Consequences of the initiative are
rippling outward in ways unintended and unrecorded.
As lengthy as the following discussion is, we are still
only briefly describing the impact of the WRI. Our
intent is to provide a high-level summary of the most
significant areas of impact and not attempt to discuss

Perspective

A limitation to the human-centered approach to
data collection, however, is the variable reliability of
people’s perceptions. People construct their memories,
which makes absolute representation elusive. People
apply filters of their own values, relationships, mental
models, and expectations to their sense-making. People
sometimes see only in part and remember only in part
as well. This produces a rendering of impact that is
mediated by the view of the beholder. This is both a
strength and a limitation.

Evolution of Strategy
Over the decade of strategy development, the WRI
evolved. Strategy developed and changed over time.
As a result, people experienced an array of influence
as the initiative evolved. Since this evaluation is not
designed to be a history of the WRI, but rather a study
of the impact of the WRI, some of the insights from the
findings are based on the view from this point in time.
We were looking for the impact of the work at the 10year mark. As a result, this study does not adequately
capture lessons from the various steps of progress along
the way. Instead, it renders the impact of the initiative at
this point, the closing of the initiative.

Perspectives of the Evaluators
The evaluation team is comprised of those with expertise
primarily in social science instead of environmental
science. Our perspectives are skewed toward the
human aspects of impact, which we have attempted
to communicate in the following discussion. We are
relying on work of the WRI and BEF to communicate the
corollary data on the environmental impacts through the
monitoring and evaluation work underway.
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Part 3: Findings

This section provides an in-depth discussion of the most significant
insights, or findings, discovered through the data. Each finding
includes a description and interpretation of the data as well as
examples of qualitative and quantitative data that support the finding.

Intended Impact A:
Healthy River
Goal: The WRI sought to improve the health of the Willamette River
Basin. To that end, the initiative provided long-term funding support
for projects that increased channel complexity in the river, improved
floodplain function, increased floodplain forest and riparian plant
cover, and improved fish and wildlife habitat.

Dimensions
The aim of the WRI was to achieve outcomes in the
following dimensions of intended impact:
A. Scope, scale and pace of restoration
• How did the WRI affect the ability of the system
to develop and meet restoration goals?
• What changed in the scope, scale, and pace of
the strategies?
• What positive trends has the WRI caused or
contributed to in river health?
B. New and innovative solutions (designing new
strategies, applying innovations)
• What emerged as innovations and new practices?
• How did the practice of restoration evolve
through the WRI?
C. Coordinated action for long-term solutions
(increased focus on long-term issues)

• What shifted in the long-term focus of activity?
D. Increase knowledge and understanding of river
conditions and restoration methods
• What was learned through the WRI that
advanced the field?
• How has the WRI unlocked doors to enable
organizations to get other funding?
E. Increased quality of interventions (better strategy,
better interventions, better implementation)
• How did the WRI affect the quality of
conservation activity in the system?
• What are the durable shifts of approach and
methodology resulting from the WRI?
The following findings represent the most significant
insights from the data.

• How did the WRI affect the ability to look into the
future and plan for longer-term work?
T H E W I L L A M E T T E R I V E R I N I T I AT I V E : A N E VA L U AT I O N O F I M PA C T

19

1. Raising the Bar
A. Increased Confidence for a
More Expansive Impact
Practitioners and organizations are developing
the capacity and confidence to take on largerscale projects.
The data reveal that the WRI gave people and
organizations the ability to take on large-scale projects
they had not previously thought possible. Through
survey data, 82% of respondents say the WRI has made
a considerable or tremendous difference in increasing
the scale and scope of their work (see Figure 1). One
survey respondent commented, “WRI has enhanced the
restoration community’s ability to connect and get the
work accomplished at a pace and scale beyond anything
that has come before.” Another said,
WRI has shifted the approach and scale at which we
do habitat restoration. It gave us the capacity to do
more on the types of projects we were already working
on, and it also enabled us to expand our programmatic
offerings to other needs in the watershed.
Interview data show people shifting their mindset
from a scarcity mentality to an abundance mentality.
Before the WRI, the challenges of finding adequate
funding required practitioners to keep scale modest and
expectations manageable. Capacity was limited. Leaders
feared taking risks to acquire new staff without the
certainty they would be able to employ them beyond
the lifecycle of a particular project.

Figure 1. To what extent has the WRI made an
impact on your ability to increase the scope
and scale of your work?
25

46%

Number of responses (n=50)
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15
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Another interviewee characterized this shift as a move
to a “can-do” mentality. He said,
We changed from [thinking] the river is something
that’s too big to tackle. The mainstem is too messed
up. There’s no aligning vision for it. [That’s changed]
to a can-do mentality that flipped that on its end and
said, “No, it’s actually not too big. It can be done,
and we do have a process for taking it on.”
As a result of the WRI, organizations have been more
willing to recruit the personnel they need, assured by
knowing there was long-term funding that could be
utilized to hire and retain staff. This led to a greater
inclination to initiate more significant and ambitious
projects. One interviewee said, “What was possible in
terms of scale shifted. At the beginning, a big riparian
project might have been 10 acres and by the end, a
500-acre project didn’t seem insurmountable.” When
asked to identify the most significant achievements of
the WRI, one survey respondent commented, “[We
moved] thousands of acres of lands onto a conservation
and restoration trajectory that previously was not an
option.” Another said,
Before the initiative, there just weren’t a lot of
large-scale projects. There were a lot of little ones
that were adding up to impressive numbers in some
cases. But then we saw some of the biggest projects.
Every year you’d hear of another project that was
another order of magnitude to what we were used
to. Those were big for just resetting the bar for what
we can get done as a conservation movement.
Once people saw achievements bigger than what they
had previously thought was possible, optimism became
infectious. Early successes with larger-scale projects were

6%

Not at all

Significant and consistent funding through the WRI
brought a sense of security, reducing the anxiety many
practitioners had about resourcing their day-to-day
operations. As anxiety decreased, capacity to accomplish
more expansive goals grew. People became more
confident to take on more work and aim to achieve
more substantial results. One interviewee described
this shift saying, “There’s a fear of scarcity, but I think
there’s less of a scarcity mindset now. People see what’s
possible when you actually do have some flexible,
consistent, predictable resources, where they might have
said, ‘It’s never going to happen.’”

Some

Consider- Tremendous
able
amount
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accompanied by a significant number of smaller-scale
projects as other organizations were motivated and
encouraged to aim higher. One interviewee said,
[With] this dedicated funding and this focus on
shared learning and building this community of
restoration practitioners, I think there’s a higher level
of confidence that we can do these projects and we
can implement them, and we know what’s going to
work, and we know how much they’re going to cost.
Another said,
It wasn’t that suddenly people were just like, “Oh,
it’s important to do restoration projects.” I think a
lot of people already knew that it was important.
But without the funding, organizations and private
landowners just can’t afford to do it.

In addition to working more effectively on each project,
people developed the capacity to create a project
pipeline that enabled them to prioritize a wide range of
projects designed to achieve the most significant impact
at a landscape scale. One interviewee likened this to
a city’s process for infrastructure development. The
interviewee said,
It’s like [how] a city has a five-year Capital
Improvement Plan. The City of Portland says, “I need
to update that sewer. I need to replace that play
structure in a park. I’m going to plan for that in 20year increments, and every five years this is how I’m
going to allocate the money. [This project gets] done

Figure 2. To what extent has the WRI made
an impact on your ability to be more
strategic in pursuing projects?

An important impact of the WRI was to lift the gaze of
everyone working for the health of the river and elevate
the expectations and vision for what might be possible.

25

Significance
Number of responses (n=49)

When there is a scarcity mindset within a system, people
are inhibited in their ability to imagine a full range of
possibilities for the future. With sufficient resources, the
system can be imbued with an expansive vision and the
possibility for an elevated and amplified response may
be substantial. The WRI demonstrated what is possible
to achieve through a concentrated effort over ten years
by providing capacity, confidence and a reason to adopt
ambitious aims.
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B. Improved Quality of Interventions
Practitioners are planning and implementing
projects of higher quality aimed at
long-term impact.
The security of long-term, stable funding allowed
organizations to approach project planning strategically,
with an eye toward long-term impacts. Nearly three
out of every four survey respondents (73%) report that
they are considerably or tremendously more strategic in
pursuing projects as a result of the WRI (see Figure 2).
Through the WRI, people were able to plan better and
work more effectively toward strategic outcomes. One
interviewee said, “[Since WRI], the practitioners or
partners working on the ground can envision a project.
And they can phase it in such a way that it’s actually
implementable. They can look at it from the perspective
of design.”

6.1%

A little

Some

Consider- Tremendous
amount
able

this year.” I think the watershed groups have been
able to start doing that. That’s how you do effective
infrastructure development. That’s what WRI is doing
here; building natural infrastructure.
The impact of the WRI extended beyond project
planning and management, however. It affected specific
restoration approaches and strategies. One interviewee
talked about the expanded impact of the WRI programs
on riparian and stream work, and the various ways
different components of the field, such as a growing
contractor base, increased native plant production by
nurseries. In addition, this interviewee spoke of the WRI
contributing to the upskilling of project managers. He
said, “I think what now seems like a fairly typical project
along the main stem or in the tributaries was a big reach
at the start of that program.”
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People described seeing a shift to adopting planting
practices that promoted more efficient and expeditious
revegetation. The Rapid Riparian Revegetation (R3)
approach was one that many people enacted. One
interviewee said,
Technically, there’s definitely been a lot more R3
planting. OWEB and some other people really liked
that type of planting. It works really well in some
places. [I’ve] definitely seen a lot more of that in a
technical field.
Interviewees also noted that having a skilled and reliable
group of restoration contractors was an essential
element of their ability to scale with quality. These
contractors were invested in the restoration work and
had extensive experience as well as an eagerness to
learn new approaches. Their expertise was invaluable
to project quality and completion. One restoration
contractor said, “I believe that we can always do it
better.” One interviewee reflected,
I don’t want to overstate this, but it is not too much of
an exaggeration to say that there is now a floodplain
restoration industry around the mainstem Willamette
and its major tributaries that didn’t exist 15 years
ago, even 10 years ago. There are people who have
created firms that have a recurring stream of clients
for [their] work. Some of those people are farmers.
They are farming floodplain vegetation on lands that
farmed more traditional crops before this work.
The WRI advanced the improvement of practices and
interventions throughout the field, in many ways and
through many partners and practitioners.

Significance
The WRI demonstrated that quality of strategy,
approach, and interventions across a system can be
improved. The notion that a system-wide effort can
“raise all boats” over time has, to a great extent, been
exhibited through the WRI.
The complexity of such work on the health of the
river, which includes an array of actors in an array
of professions, requires a multi-dimensional set of
interventions over time. The improvement in quality
was not only the explicit strategies enacted during the
ten years of funding but also the implicit expectations
of the level of quality everyone anticipated. This finding
suggests an enduring legacy from the work for a high
level of strategy and action in the future.

C. Raised the Sightline
People are elevating their gaze to see the
Willamette River Basin as a holistic system.
In the years before the WRI, there was a greater
focus on micro-communities and micro-geographies.
Practitioners focused exclusively on a watershed, a
small region, or a particular type of restoration project
rather than looking at the Willamette River basin as a
whole. As organizations developed greater capacity and
became better aligned, projects became more holistic
and considerate of the big picture: the entire Willamette
River Basin. Nearly 85% of survey respondents report
the WRI has made a considerable or tremendous
difference in having a vision for the health of the river
that is bigger than their own work (see Figure 3), and
nearly 3 out of 4 (72%) survey respondents attribute
WRI to making a considerable or tremendous difference
in expanding their vision for river health (see Figure 4).
One interviewee said,
It helped me to think bigger and put together the
puzzle in terms of greater collaboration and how
my agency fits in. The scale and interconnectedness
of habitats, partners, resources, knowledge and
successes are bigger, and WRI is the glue that holds it
all together.
People and organizations are connecting the dots
between their work and the work of others in the field.
Through the WRI, they have embraced more fully the
idea of one interconnected ecosystem. One interviewee
said, “It goes back to this whole idea of teaching
people to view the river as a system and not just as
disconnected parts. It’s looking at the whole picture to
identify what’s happening.”
Organizations moved out of isolated thinking (focusing
on a particular geographical issue or area) to integrated
thinking (seeing how single, isolated parts fit into the
whole). One interviewee described this mindset shift:
In a river system so large, it’s easy to feel like your
work is pretty isolated. But [then] you look holistically
at the entirety of the basin, and you realize that,
for the most part, you’re all working towards the
same goals, and what you do at one project site
will impact another project site 5, 10, 20 miles
downstream.
Another interviewee echoed this and emphasized the
energy that came to their work from having this kind of
reach. The interviewee said,
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Figure 3. To what extent has the WRI made an impact
on your ability to have a vision for the health of the
river that is bigger than your own work?
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Figure 4. To what extent has the WRI made an
impact on your ability to expand your
vision for river health?
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It was really exciting to be a part of something that
you could see your organization, or any particular
organization, could plug into and contribute to
something that wasn’t just going to allow us to
do more work, but to really have an impact on the
basin scale. Predictability and the scaling, longterm and large scale, are what the Willamette River
Initiative is to me.
The WRI helped people shift their focus from the work
immediately in front of them to a picture of the river as
a whole and the vision for a strategy that would affect
the health of the river as a whole system.

Significance
One of the most dramatically significant outcomes
of the WRI was its effect on the mindset and ‘way of
seeing’ among people involved in the work. As a result
of a raised sightline, people were able to see their role in
the big picture and, therefore, make decisions, engage
with others, develop strategies, and invest resources in
light of the whole system. A shift in perspective such as
this has ripple effects throughout the system, improving
the ability of everyone to work together and increasing
their desire to accomplish a collective impact bigger and
better than anything they could do when disconnected
and working in isolation.

D. Created Efficiencies
Improved alignment and coordination of
restoration is leading to greater efficiencies and
reducing the cost of restoration efforts.
As the WRI efforts toward alignment and coordination
began to have traction in the community, the restoration
industry began to see the cost of restoration efforts
decrease in some areas. The coordination among
funders and among practitioners led to a more
streamlined approach for seeking and competing for
restoration dollars.
One interviewee used the example of scaling up the
Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP) as
an illustration of the WRI’s influence on coordination
among funders. CREP is a funding stream through the
U.S. Department of Agriculture and Oregon Watershed
Enhancement Board which incentivized landowners to
restore riparian habitat and protect surface water quality
on agricultural lands. The interviewee said,
The Calapooia - South Santiam turned [CREP] into
what I call CREP-on-steroids. They ramped up the
effort and figured out how to scale it up in terms
of the contract growing – getting the nurseries that
grow the plants, getting landowners lined up, and
figuring out how to talk to the landowners and get
them to want to do it. They just got so much done
in those couple of watersheds over several years.
[It’s] just outstanding work. Certainly, having funding
through the Model Watershed Program was part of
what allowed them to think bigger and problemsolve at a larger scale.
In addition, there were some procurement and process
efficiencies. The cost of supplies, for example, decreased
due to strategic alignment in project planning and
supply ordering. One interviewee said,
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That’s one way in which this kind of contribution
from WRI put in place a cycle of better science
targeting where to invest [time and effort],
which then helped decrease the per-acre cost of
restoration. It enabled a lot of work to get done by a
lot of people in a lot of locations.
Another interviewee described the impact of alignment
on the cost of purchasing native plants for project
implementation. This interviewee said,
We were able to secure plants at a lower rate.
Bonneville Environmental Foundation aligned a
bunch of native plant nurseries and were able to
reduce the cost because everyone in the Willamette
region was ordering plants from them. And when
you have that amount of bulk ordered, you can do
it for cheaper, because you have the guaranteed
income coming in.

Significance
In a few critical areas, the WRI was able to increase
the scale and coordination of work which produced
efficiencies and savings for the restoration and
conservation field in the Willamette River Basin. These
efficiencies released resources, time, and energy for
a focus on strategic work more broadly throughout
the system. One of the effects of the development
of efficiencies is the way people now think about the
work. Instead of thinking only about what is needed
to fulfill a particular project for a particular team, there
has been some movement toward thinking about what
is needed more broadly and how scale might affect
the ability to generate better and more cost-effective
ways to resource the work for everyone. Many of these
changes in the way the work is being done are likely to
be durable and sustainable.

E. Elevated Expectations
The anticipation of what is possible in the
Willamette River Basin is expanding and
elevating for people.
As organizations took on larger-scale projects in
more strategic and collaborative ways, the standard
for achievement was raised to a much higher level.
One interviewee said, “A lot is possible with flexible,
consistent resources. The conservation vision in
Willamette Futures is doable. This showed what
progress can be made. The world of possibilities is much
broader.” Another said,

There’s a higher level of expectation among
everyone of what we can do when we have the right
partnerships, when we’re able to cobble together
the funding that we didn’t have before. The bar for
achievement and conservation impact is a lot higher.
In addition to raising the scale and quality of projects,
expectations were also elevated for how the work is
done. Collaboration was of central importance from
the inception of the WRI. The working assumption of
the WRI was that a healthy river system could not be
achieved by organizations working in isolation. Nearly
all of the interviewees cited increased and improved
collaboration as one of the most significant changes
that has occurred as a result of the WRI. Interviewees
described a shift away from competition and a
significant improvement in the depth and breadth of
collaboration. This recognition of the value of and need
for collaboration was another way that expectations
were elevated among nearly all of the interviewees. For
example, one said,
We met monthly for almost 10 years, talking about
what’s going on, the shared struggles and how you
want to make the program work and help grow.
That builds a strong cohort. Different types of
collaboration are going to come out of that. You’ll
see that now with the Upper Willamette Stewardship
Network, and the Mid-Valley group is in the process
of forming. That’s the trend with funders, but I don’t
think people are doing it just because the funders
say so. It’s because people really, genuinely saw the
benefit. I think that’s been huge for us, not just the
cross-connections, but the culture change.
Expanding the scope of who is involved in the work
of river restoration is another critical area where
expectations about the scale of participation have been
uplifted. In order to effectively accomplish their goals,
practitioners have reached out and partnered with a
broad array of organizations and individuals to promote,
support, extend and enhance their work. Throughout
the in-depth interviews, people reported new and
stronger relationships developing with landowners,
community members and organizations, educators and
education programs, officials from city, county, state and
federal agencies, and scientists, among others.
In addition, the WRI added a goal in late 2015
focusing on diversity, equity and inclusion within
Willamette River Basin restoration efforts. This new
goal elevated the importance for practitioners and the
restoration community at large to meaningfully engage
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underrepresented communities in their work. One
white environmental leader expressed the benefit to the
health of the river of changing expectations to be more
inclusive of diverse people and perspectives:
You and I might have a really simple idea of how we
should replant the edge of a river somewhere. But if
we included the local tribes and maybe the Hispanic
group that lives right in that community, they might
have a very different idea. In the past, that has not
been incorporated into the thinking. [The diversity,
equity and inclusion work] will definitely expand
options of how the work is going to be done. It will
certainly bring new opinions, new ideas.
As a result of the WRI’s ten years of leadership in
the field, there is a widespread sense of anticipation
and expectation for more significant outcomes in
the Willamette River Basin and for a high level of
engagement that is deeper and more inclusive. One
interviewee summarized the substantive impact of the
WRI on expectations for restoration overall:
They set a high bar for what you could do if
you had $2 million a year for 10 years...I think
that’s meaningful, because it sets a kind of fiscal
benchmark. We had $2 million a year. What might
we actually be able to accomplish? We have an
answer to that.

Significance
The level of anticipation and expectation for what kind
of accomplishment is possible was elevated substantially
through the WRI’s stable and flexible funding and critical
leadership through personnel and programs over the
course of a decade. There is a catalyzing effect when
expectations are raised. The data demonstrate that
people rise to the level of expectation, developing better
strategy, engaging with others better, working at a
higher level to advance the cause.

And yet…
F. Challenges Remain for Promoting
System-Wide Quality Improvement
People are continually facing the need to
improve practices and quality of interventions.
Whereas the data show a widespread perception of the
improvement in the quality of interventions through
WRI, this progress was not made without difficulty. In

some cases, there were challenges replicating success
across the system.
One of the barriers that people faced was the inflexibility
of federal agency requirements and the variability in
how federal programs were administered throughout
the region. In the case of the CREP funding described
above, federal offices in certain counties prohibited
nongovernmental organizations from receiving the
funding, which limited the replication of the successful
practices in those counties. One interviewee said,
I tried to use the enhanced CREP or CREP-onsteroids example, where they hit a home run there
in Calapooia- South Santiam. But we haven’t
really been able to replicate that [other places].
It’s disappointing. Even though a group of people
figured out how to do something as well as it can
possibly be done, it hasn’t become the norm.
Some practitioners also did not think the R3 planting
approach was appropriate to meet the unique needs
of their watershed and described their struggle with
not adopting the approach. There were some who
expressed resentment about an over-prescribed
approach to defining quality and achieving this
definition of quality may not have been possible in every
context. One interviewee shared,
We were having to buck the system. It always felt a
little bit strange from the standpoint that with the
Model Watershed approach, each of us would be
really looking to develop the methods that worked
for our watershed and focusing on what we needed
to do and then sharing what we learned with one
another. It ended up feeling more like we should be
falling into step rather than really sharing with others
what we were learning about our methods.
Influencing the practices of an array of organizations
with variability in capacity and context is a difficult
endeavor. The WRI’s work demonstrates some of the
complications involved in an attempt to advance the
practices of many across a complex system.

Significance
This finding illustrates the inherent challenge of
improving quality throughout a complex and varied
system. A balance must be struck between push and pull,
compliance and invitation, requirements and inspiration.
This also highlights the importance of a flexible approach
to ensure that leaders are able to effectively improve
quality given their unique constraints and opportunities.
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G. Restrained Expectations
for the Future
People fear that progress will be difficult to
sustain without ongoing funding.
As the WRI sunsets, people are concerned that
standards might begin to slip. Many are worried
adequate resources will not be available in the future
to maintain the progress that has been made in river
health. One interviewee shared an example:
Green Island has been an area where there’s been
a huge infusion of funding and resources to restore
the property. Once that restoration is complete,
we have money set aside for the long-term care
and stewardship of that place. But is it going to
be sufficient? Especially as the climate changes, as
populations change, and as our management of
place changes. Maybe there’s public access there in
the future. Are we going to have the resources that
ensure that the benefits of the restoration work are
still there? We have a commitment to do that. We
have to. The answer has to be yes. But I think the
proof is going to be 10 or 20 years down the road.
Or 50, 100 years down the road.
Another said,
Once [the bar] is higher, it’s hard to go back. So now
everyone is forced, even as funding is diminishing,
to dig a bit deeper to find what is that new
funding mechanism or get a lot better at cultivating
individual donors. People are asking themselves how
we can keep the bar that high?
Although they recognize the progress that had been
made for river health, many wonder if a return to some
of the previous approaches might be necessary in the
future due to lack of funding. One interviewee alluded
to a reduction in the scope and scale of projects that
may already be underway as practitioners transition away
from the consistent, secure funding that WRI provided:
I think some organizations have even begun to
pivot to work in the tributaries where it’s easier
because a lot of times, there’s more public land
and not as valuable farmland. I worry that without
the dedicated project money for work along the
mainstem of the Willamette, folks are not going
to prioritize it and just focus on working in the
tributaries where it’s easier to get projects done. They
are cheaper per acre, on average, to do.

Despite these fears, there is a prevailing belief that the
restoration community and the state of the river are in
a much better place than they were prior to the WRI. If
the progress stalls, even if things fall back, the bar will
remain higher than it was a decade ago. One said,
I think I have open questions about whether the
momentum that was accomplished during WRI will
continue. I hope it does. And even if it doesn’t, I’m
still absolutely convinced that we’re leaving things in
the Willamette in a much better position than they
were in 2008.

Significance
One of the key areas for attention going forward
will be to provide the kinds of encouragement
and reinforcements to keep progress moving. This
might include ongoing support, encouragement,
and celebration for steps of progress to increase the
visibility of lessons learned, developing strategies, and
essential accomplishments. Slipping backward can be
disheartening for people. The psychological outlook
among the people of a network, as the data from
previous findings have shown, is a critical element to
momentum, engagement, and behavior.

H. Cautious About Life After the WRI
People are less optimistic about river health
due to the uncertainty about both funding
and coordination.
People’s optimism about the health of the river is
tempered to a significant degree by uncertainty about
the future. Their concerns stemmed largely from the
discomfort of the unknown. Uncertainty about the
future of the Willamette River Network was one of their
chief reasons for caution.
Uncertainty about the WRN loomed large in the
interviews partly because interviewees were in the midst
of transitioning through the sunsetting of the WRI. At the
time of the interviews, many were negotiating their final
funding cycle with the WRI. Several reported being in the
process of applying for new grants. They were feeling
uncertain about what funding priorities would look like
for the new WRN, and wondered if the health of the river
would remain at the forefront. A majority of interviewees
expressed that they trust the process and people involved
in the new WRN but are reining in their expectations due
to the uncertainty. One interviewee said, “I’m cautiously
optimistic and hopeful. Everyone is on pause as the board
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and staff for WRN gets hired. We’re all taking a deep
breath right now. It’s wait and see.”
Another said,
It is yet to be seen if this momentum can be carried
forward. Sustained funding and continued outreach
and facilitation will be critical. The Willamette has a
long history of large-scale conservation efforts that
have burned out after initial enthusiasm wore off
(e.g., Greenway efforts).

Significance

Throughout the interviews, another aspect of the work
that came up repeatedly was the amount of time it
takes to see change in the river. Interviewees repeatedly
used qualifiers such as “We won’t know this for at
least another 20 years,” and “I guess our children will
know if we did a good job” when they talked about the
health of the river. This sense of inadequacy to make
timely change, coupled with how far there is to go,
seemed to lead people to moderate their expectations
for what progress could be made and what they could
celebrate as their success.

A fundamental challenge is that the people working to
advance the health of the river do not have direct control
over coordination across the system. Leadership is essential
for a system such as this. Projects need coordination.
People benefit from someone taking responsibility for
shepherding, facilitating, or catalyzing the shared efforts.
Going forward, significant attention will need to be given
to the leadership of the field and networks of people
involved in the work throughout the basin.

Significance

I. Concern About Environmental
and Contextual Changes

A. Seeing Improvement

People worry about the specter of
environmental, population, and policy
developments that might impede progress.
Interviewees also expressed concerns about possible
threats to environmental health that have the potential
to negatively impact both the process and outcomes
of their work and, ultimately, the health of the
Willamette River Basin. They described potential effects
of population growth and climate change, including
increasing water temperature, proliferation of invasive
species, and declining bird populations, among other
negative trends. One interviewee matched the tone and
level of concern of many:
There’s a lot politically that’s happening at the state
level, making it easier to create permit development
in wetland areas. And that is such a mistake. I think
that because we are a growing state, we’re making
some of the mistakes that we should be learning
from other places like Houston and Louisiana. So
that is really concerning.
When asked about hopes for the Willamette River
Network in the next five years, one survey respondent
commented, “At this point, I just hope we don’t see
any extinctions in that time frame. In the face of climate
change, I am pessimistic that the [Meyer Memorial Trust]
investments will bear sustainable fruit.”

In the face of uncertainties, those who are working
for the health of the river will need to be fortified in
their courage and capacity to face the deleterious
consequences of climate, public policy, population
growth, and other forces beyond their control.

2. Facing the River
People are better able to recognize positive
changes in river health.
The data reveal that people have a growing recognition
of positive changes in river health through the collective
and organized work of the WRI over the past decade.
Many of the improvements cited in interviews were
casual indicators based on personal observation rather
than hard data. For example, interviewees talked about
an increasing number of people recreating on the river.
One interviewee said,
Twenty years ago, most people wouldn’t think
about swimming in the Willamette in Portland. But
that is a pretty routine thing these days...People are
beginning to understand that it’s not as polluted as
people might have thought years ago. I think we’re
making inroads.
Practitioners are seeing and celebrating results from
the projects implemented in the early years of the WRI.
One interviewee said, “I love going out in the field and
seeing 40-foot trees that I was the project manager of
getting in the ground.” Another said,
We all knew that there was going to be a great
impact once WRI was wrapped up. I don’t think any
of us anticipated just what that would look like.
Whether it’s looking at the exponential increase in
numbers of acres restored or river miles engaging
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with a floodplain – all those metrics are great. But
getting out on the ground and just seeing how
much it’s changed even in only 10 years, which on a
restoration scale is not very long, is humbling.
There is a growing recognition that the negative
perception of river health existing both within and
outside of the restoration community may not
reflect the actual state of the river. Things may be in
better shape than most of the public recognize. One
interviewee said,
The [Willamette River Report Card] was eye opening
in that I hadn’t thought the river would rate quite
that high, to be honest with you. Part of that is
because I’m seeing it from little pockets of my area
that I work on and some of the areas I work on are
pretty trashed. It felt good to know that the work
that we’re doing collectively has had such a strong
impact on river health.
Another said, “We have so much room for optimism.
So many aspects of this river are in pretty darn good
shape, considering all the people, all of the historical
transformations, all the limiting factors.”
There are some who view progress less optimistically,
even questioning the veracity of the Willamette River
Report Card. There are many who hold a strong belief
that much of the impact on the greater ecosystem is
still to come and extends beyond the river itself. One
interviewee said,
The benefits of the work will help with climate
resiliency in the future. As our watershed changes, as
our rainfall changes, as our snow changes, every one
of these projects is going to add value in ecosystem
services for the greater basin.

Significance
The WRI is helping people see the river in fresh and
more optimistic ways. It has made a difference in even
the casual perspective people are bringing to the river.
Optimism is a powerful motivator. It provides energy for
people to coalesce and take on a challenging mission
together. The WRI helped people get in touch with their
“wins” and be encouraged by their progress.
Also, a sense of contribution tends to propel people
forward. The experience of impact often helps people
overcome their hesitancy and magnify their interest and
engagement. When those working on the health of
the river see a perspective like the Report Card, which
for many described the river as being healthier than
they anticipated, they are encouraged that their work is
contributing to positive progress in river health.

B. Increased Appreciation of the River
People are developing a greater connection to
and joy in working on the river.
The data show that people are developing a greater
appreciation for and connection to the river within the
restoration community and beyond. The increasing
knowledge about the river, the intentional focus on
the river, and collaborations that brought organizations
together in shared projects led people to value the
river in ways that were meaningful to them. One
interviewee spoke about the freshwater mussel studies
they had been conducting in collaboration with various
watershed councils:
Working together toward a common cause of
researching this endangered creature that’s in the
water that we know has an effect on water quality is
something that all of us are working on. This is pretty
primal. It’s really getting your hands dirty on a project
together and sharing the joy of that effort and the
accomplishment that comes along with it.
Interviewees also expressed a desire to extend that
appreciation of the river outside of the restoration
community. One interviewee said,
A lot of our researchers working on Willamette
issues have always had a deep connection to the
river. Being able to dive a bit deeper into that work
certainly strengthens that connection that we have.
We’re hoping (and WRI was certainly working with
groups to reach out to the public) to get people to
forge that same sort of connection and strength
with it. I would love to see many of those efforts
continue.
Another interviewee shared,
Ten years ago, the Willamette River was not a
centering force of our organization. I think the
passion and emotion and care and stewardship of
the planet just between our staff and the board that
have been here over the last 10 years has definitely
been heightened. It carries a lot more weight for us
because it’s part of our story now. What I hope is
that as it’s part of our story internally. It’s also part
of the story we share with everybody through our
website, through everything. The rivers are a big part
of our narrative. And so I hope that we have inspired
a lot of our constituents or the communities that
we work with or that interact with us that become
personally more engaged and passionate about the
river through our narrative.
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Interviewees also reported seeing more people getting
out and enjoying the river. The mindset of some of
the public about the river is changing. People are
now seeing it as a valuable recreation resource. Some
attribute that to the work of the WRI over the past 10
years. One interviewee described the change in how
people are interacting with the river:
It’s that gradual transition from seeing the
Willamette as a place that we eventually use for
the sewer outflow, compared to society’s interest
in drinking water and recreation. I think across the
board, people are recreating more than they were 10
years ago.
Another described that the Willamette is becoming a
travel destination:
From the day I started, without a doubt, there are
way more people using it [the Willamette River]. But
you also have groups like Willamette Riverkeeper
who really push recreation on the Willamette.
Riverkeeper and the State Parks worked hard to have
it turned into a nationally designated recreation trail,
a water trail. And with that, they were published in
several nationwide magazines. People are coming
from all over.
As the positive press and people’s direct experience with
the river grows, people are beginning to focus more on
the river in their work and lives. Interviewees repeatedly
emphasized a growing perception that the Willamette
is worth the time, effort, and investment of the general
public, partners and funders. One said,
Knowing that we have support, investment, and a
partnership for a long period of time, it gave people
not just the interest, but the faith that there could be
some good work done. The Willamette was a system
that was worth investing in.
A restoration contractor summed it up saying, “I fell in
love with what I was doing. I fell in love with the why.
I now ask myself, ‘What am I doing for the salmon?’”
Many shared this contractor’s sentiment that the work
of the past ten years has fostered a greater appreciation
for the river.

Significance
For a critical mass of people to work collectively
toward a shared vision of a healthy river, there needs
to be passion, heart and emotion. Evidence from this
evaluation shows many reporting a deeper emotional
connection to the river over the past decade. This area
may be one that can be leveraged for the future.

C. Cross-Pollinated Ideas
People are learning from each other and
identifying opportunities to make restoration
more efficient and effective.
The data show that the WRI fostered both formal and
informal sharing between organizations. Convenings
like Within Our Reach provided a platform for regular
updates on ongoing efforts and an opportunity for
people to build relationships and learn from each other
informally as well. One interviewee described the impact
of these conferences:
[Within Our Reach] was a really good way to catch
up, not just on old relationships but also passing on
the knowledge in new relationships. It’s nice to have
a lot of the [Army Corps of Engineers] and the USGS
stuff given to us in that format. Of course, we could
go download the 500-page report, but it’s nice to be
able to just go up to them and say, “Hey, what about
this? What about this?” When the geomorphologist
takes their 500-page report and puts it into 40 slides
with pictures, that’s way easier for me.
This learning further fostered collaboration efforts and
systems-level thinking. One interviewee said,
I thought there was some good work that came
out of [the WRI], specifically for riparian restoration
work. That was primarily folks applying lessons
learned on the ground, sharing that information with
colleagues, and then taking those lessons learned
and collaborating on a basin scale for aspects of that
work, specifically the collective stock planting and
ordering. The partnership that developed out of the
WRI is a definite success.
This sharing of information and learning had a direct
impact on practices used on the ground by practitioners
for restoration projects. Interviewees described the
value of the relationships developed through the WRI to
support success on the ground. One said, “By bringing
people together you have unintended cross-pollination.
People didn’t know each other existed. [You say to
others,] ‘You actually have the tool I need even though I
didn’t know you or the tool.’” Another said,
[It] gets back towards the fact that there is this
atmosphere of collaboration and encouragement of
communication amongst different groups that have
really been facilitated by the WRI, and it has been
proven useful in our work, certainly, to collaborate
with other organizations tackling similar problems.
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Significance
Peer-to-peer learning increases the quality of knowledge
by ensuring the inclusion of multiple perspectives
informed by education, experience, and life and cultural
history. This kind of participatory learning makes
knowledge exchange more meaningful and sustainable.
Peer-to-peer learning affects more than the quality of
knowledge. It develops healthy and enduring habits of
curiosity, interdependence, and mutuality throughout
the system. This strengthens the work more broadly and
develops a stronger, more resilient ecosystem of learning
where ideas are shared from various sources and people
are not dependent on one source for learning.

D. Accessing Better Knowledge
People are developing a better understanding
of scientific data.
One of the key results of the WRI was to create better
understanding and knowledge exchange throughout the
system. The WRI helped fund research on the status of
fish populations, native vegetation, floodplain processes,
and cold-water habitat areas in the mainstem. These
projects informed strategic thinking and advanced
the development of best practices through a better
understanding of science. One interviewee said,
Meyer has made some big investments that allowed
us to bite off some important and meaty scientific
projects that provide baseline understanding for this
floodplain. No other funder was really going to step in
and do that for a river as big as [the] Willamette for all
of the coupled human and ecological issues. The state
of our science was in a pretty terrible shape.
A survey respondent described that the progress made
over the past ten years has set the system up to be more
strategic in the future:
If we were starting WRI right now, with the science
understanding, organizations, and everything else
that is presently in place, I would recommend more
strategic investments for science and restoration. But
that is not where we were 10 years ago.
The data reveal that organizations were hungry for
better measures and a shared method to evaluate
progress with others. Many smaller organizations had
previously lacked the capacity and skill sets to access,
understand, and accurately interpret highly technical
scientific data. One said,

It’s really hard for the smaller organizations, the
ones implementing the projects, to be collecting
and analyzing data in any kind of meaningful way
that’s going to impact what they do. Having these
focused and dedicated monitoring projects with a
strong outreach and communication component to
them is invaluable.
One interviewee echoed the challenges smaller
organizations face in this area and went on to discuss
the potential role for the Willamette River Network
moving forward:
There’s a definitive need to share the work that
folks are doing and the results in a coherent and
professional way. This is often beyond the capability
of individual organizations. And so, there’s a
potential role for the network there as an accessible
synthesizer of data and information, being able to
disseminate that to a wider audience in ways that
individual organizations can’t and sometimes won’t.
Improving the ability of those working in the Willamette
River Basin to access better data is a significant
achievement of the WRI. Access to critical, up-todate, and comprehensible information about the river
increased the ability of people to ask the right questions
and make more strategic decisions. It enabled them to
prioritize projects more strategically. One practitioner
said, “Having better data allows people to say no and
focus their efforts as easily as they’ll say yes. Sometimes
saying no is more important.” A scientist said, “It
sort of pushes us farther down the road with a better
understanding. We’re better able to ask the right
questions and better able to design studies that are
going to be more important because we’ve been able
to learn more about the system and how it works.” A
partner said, “[There are] plenty of organizations that
have been thinking deeply about what they’re doing
and what they value and how this new knowledge helps
them better understand the system.”

Significance
To advance the health of the river, the highest quality
of information and understanding of if and how they
are advancing river health is essential. Elevating the
quality of knowledge that is accessible throughout the
network of stakeholders is critical to their ability to make
strategic choices about projects, implement projects
effectively, and collaborate effectively. This finding
reveals, in particular, that the convenings of scholars,
researchers, and academicians provided access to
knowledge people would have missed otherwise.
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And yet…
E. More Focus and Attention Is Needed
More needs to be done to focus the public’s
attention on increased care for the river.
Although people are seeing the river with greater
focus, the interviews reveal that people feel there is
much more progress needed. Interviewees expressed
frustration that there are many people who still do not
have a significant connection to or value for the river
despite their best efforts to educate and advocate on
behalf of the river. One interviewee said, “I hope we
get better at celebrating the river, being on it with each
other, and in it with each other.”
Interviewees also struggled to articulate to others the
progress being made in the health of the river. In fact,
few people directly talked about specific changes they
had seen in the river. They would describe what they
had done for the health of the river or general changes
they had observed in the river, but few were able to
articulate specific differences in river health as result of
their activity due to a lack of data available and the long
time horizon to see ecological change. One interviewee
identified this gap:
I feel we need to be able to quantify the benefits
to people, from a healthy river, beyond the fish and
wildlife benefits. We need to be able to show people
how every one of these projects improves water
quality, groundwater recharge, and flood reduction.
When asked what WRI had not yet accomplished that
could have been achieved, one survey respondent
commented:
We should follow up on report card indicators
that scored poorly, such as temperature, fish
consumption, toxics, flow targets, flood plain
conditions and others. Where are the opportunities
to improve these indicators?

Significance
The strategies for the future may need to include a
substantial and strategic effort to build an emotional
connection to and love for the river. This might be a
lever that is currently recognized, but under-utilized.
In addition, the natural science orientation of the work,
joined more recently by work on diversity, equity and
inclusion, could benefit from being joined by some
of the leading-edge research in social science to help
catalyze and mobilize public support for issues.

F. Identification of Key Indicators
and Metrics Is Required
Monitoring efforts need a sharper focus on
persuasive indicators.
The data indicate a concern among interviewees for the
heavy emphasis people place on fish, specifically salmon
populations, as a primary indicator for overall river health
and a goal for project outcome. From the perspective of
some interviewees, focusing on fish populations as key
indicators make it difficult to see progress in the shortterm. Many factors affect fish populations. Interviewees
expressed a need for more effective indicators to give
both a clear signal of progress in the short term and
provide broad enough metrics to indicate progress in
other species and restoration priorities in addition to
salmon. One interviewee said,
Salmon populations justify the work, but it’s a
lagging indicator. We need to focus on all [the]
things that need to happen in order to see real
change in salmon long term. I worry that the
project plans have chosen speed rather than natural
processes that are important for other species too.
Another interviewee commented,
It’s really challenging if you’re going to anchor
your success on the number of fish that get past
Willamette Falls because I think it’s bigger and
broader than that. I think that short term signal
is extremely noisy. Even if we’re not seeing large
numbers of fish coming back to the extent that we
would be able to correlate one acre of restoration
equals 10 more fish past the dam, I think the efforts
are well served.
One interviewee offered an alternative metric that may
be more effective to keep people’s attention and garner
support for restoration work:
Drinking water is the most important thing that people
pay attention to, yet all we talked about is fish. How
about you bring that drinking water component in and
then actually get more buy-in? The efforts we’re trying
to do to actually help protect and enhance drinking
water quality.

Significance
Attention to what really matters is essential for any
leadership effort. More work needs to be done
throughout the network to identify which indicators
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should be given most attention and how all involved
can focus on the most critical measures. Evaluation
is leadership. Identifying meaningful metrics is a way
of attracting and holding people’s attention to what
matters most.

G. The Challenges of Monitoring
Adopting monitoring as an ongoing, collective
practice has been challenging for people.
The difficulty of getting clear and meaningful data to
monitor and evaluate progress is a substantial theme
in the data. Interviewees were clearly struggling to
identify appropriate and useful metrics. When they
did identify useful measures, the data were often very
difficult and time-consuming to collect, requiring skillintensive practices like snorkel surveys. To many, current
monitoring methods are too difficult to maintain.
Also, survey data reveal people’s caution in claiming
measurable improvements in the river. Only slightly more
than half (57%) of the respondents report considerable
progress on being able to make measurable
improvements in the river as a result of WRI (see Figure
5). One hypothesis is that the health of the river has not
been improved, but this conclusion is not supported by
the broader data. However, among the overwhelmingly
positive perceptions of impact from WRI through the
stakeholder survey, the item related to measurable
improvements was one of the substantially lagging.
One survey respondent said, “We don’t seem to have
measures of success for what a restored Willamette

Figure 5. To what extent has the WRI made an
impact on your ability to make measurable
improvements in the river?
42.6%

Number of responses (n=47)
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A little

Many interviewees spoke about the challenge of
monitoring progress. One said,
Like a lot of monitoring, the monitoring done for
this initiative hasn’t been very useful. A lot of it was
developed almost too late. In the case of BEF, work
was already underway. It was almost, “Oh, we need
to monitor. What are we going to monitor?”
A challenge of seeing measurable progress, noted by
interviewees, is the length of time it takes to see change
in natural systems. While changes may be occurring
in a shorter time frame, the substantive changes
that practitioners care about likely will not be seen
for decades. In light of that challenge, developing a
workable and meaningful way of measuring progress
will be critical to the work going forward.

Significance
Evaluation is as much about leadership and strategy as
it is about monitoring. The data do not reveal a clear or
common understanding of the critical areas to evaluate.
This leaves people either in a highly specialized natural
science framework or a vague notion of improvement
that is grounded mostly in outputs instead of outcomes.
For the efforts throughout the basin to reach their
full potential for impact, further work will need to be
done to develop a simple, elegant, and meaningful
monitoring strategy.

A. People are Caring for Themselves
While They Care for the River
Practitioners are poised to bring a healthier
version of passion for improving river health.

0%

Not at all

The long-term plan of stewardship in order to
eventually see, measure, and experience the impacts
of this 10-year effort on [the] central tertiary
question of ‘Willamette health’ appears incomplete.
The jury is still out on how to make sure the 10
years that has been invested is effective long beyond
the program window, let alone to ensure that
momentum is not lost on adding new projects and
important uplift work to the list.

3. Mobilizing the People

31.9%

15

River would look like.” Another respondent said,

Some

Consider- Tremendous
able
amount

Throughout the interviews, it was clear that the people
who are involved in this work are incredibly passionate
and committed to making a difference in the Willamette
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River Basin. Interviewees expressed that passion was
a precondition for getting involved in this demanding
work. One interviewee said,
Whether or not we always agree on things, people
want to see changes and want to make a difference
out there. A lot of them are doing it on tiny little
budgets and small paychecks. There’s a lot of passion
for the river.
While this passion and dedication are inspiring, it
can take a toll on the people involved. Interviewees
described a culture of self-sacrifice that caused people
to trade their wellbeing for the benefit of the river.
The WRI funding shifted this culture by enabling
organizations to hire more people and develop a
support system, removing some of the unhealthy
pressure. One interviewee said,
What do people love now that they didn’t love
before? I think it’s legitimately themselves. It’s not
that they didn’t have self-love before, but now there
is a mechanism and a culture and practice around
self-care and around communicating needs. Now
you can be vulnerable. You can have a dialogue with
the people around you, your supervisor, and your
partners across and in other organizations.

Significance
The data overwhelmingly indicate that people deeply
care about the river and their work for the river. There
is an absence of data about people engaging simply
in a transactional way. One of the impacts of the WRI
was in providing the ability for people to engage their
passion in a more balanced and healthy way. If the
adage “healthy people do healthy work” is germane
to conservation and restoration work, then the degree
to which WRI has influenced the health of people may
extend to an even healthier outcome for the river.
The wellbeing of the people, and their goodwill, are
powerful attributes that can be leveraged as the next
ten years are defined.

B. Stronger Bridges With Landowners
Practitioners are developing relationships with
private landowners by achieving shared goals.
Prior to, and in the first few years of the WRI, it was
thought to be too challenging to access privately
owned land and engage landowners. There was
a pervasive belief that private landowners were
uninterested in getting involved in restoration efforts.
In some cases, projects were held up or complicated by
landowner resistance.

In turn, private landowners were skeptical that the
conservation projects would create meaningful change.
For many landowners, the river is tied to both their
heritage and their livelihood. It is not that they did not
care for the river; it is that they had seen many projects
fail to achieve the long-term change they wanted to see.
Through the WRI, many organizations were able to
increase their capacity and add staff positions focused
on engaging landowners and building relationships in
the agricultural community. One interviewee said,
As a scientist, I can circle places on the map that
I think have all the geographic and hydrologic
characteristics of places that we should preserve
and protect if your values are x, y, z. Meyer actually
provided the funding to organizations to go out
and connect with those folks and see if they had an
interest in acquisitions or easements.
The WRI funding gave practitioners the time to work
with landowners to understand the landowners’ needs,
design projects that were mutually beneficial, and
deliver on shared goals. One interviewee said,
The general consensus was that we’d get further
faster in the early years if we started restoration
projects on publicly owned lands rather than
privately held lands. And in part that thinking at
the time was because there had been nothing
like WRI. There was no existing pipeline of private
landowners and watershed councils/land trusts,
who are all poised and ready to go. If somebody
said, “Here’s a million dollars, go do a restoration
project on privately owned land,” the alignment of
planets wasn’t in place to do that. Because nothing
like WRI had existed.
Much was learned about the interest and willingness
of landowners to join the efforts. Interviewees reported
that significantly more projects were implemented on
private lands during the middle years of the WRI. One
interviewee said,
We learned a lot about willing landowners
that there were non-traditional partners on the
landscape that were willing to partner, maybe even
give up some of their land in order to improve
both their working landscape and the greater river
system and water quality.
Another said, “There was a lot of landowner mistrust.
Landowners were heavily scrutinized by their neighbors.
Meyer’s consistent funding enabled us to do what we
said we were going to do. Two to three years later,
landowners were coming to us.”
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Significance
Without establishing partnerships and working
relationships with landowners, restoration initiatives are
only partially effective. Developing relationships with
private landowners gave practitioners the opportunity
to access significant areas of land that were previously
off limits to restoration. Together, practitioners and
landowners were able to achieve mutually beneficial
restoration outcomes. Strengthening and sustaining
partnerships with landowners will be essential for
continued watershed restoration. This is an area that
warrants ongoing attention and strategy in the future.

C. Creating Champions for the Work
Practitioners, landowners, and the next
generation are becoming champions for
restoration in their circles and beyond.
The WRI gave practitioners the capacity to deepen
relationships with key groups that could champion river
restoration. The data reveal that people are embracing
restoration work with sustained commitment and zeal
as a result of the WRI. One interviewee said,
We not only have a better practitioner base, but we
also have those successes on the ground that will
continue to tell the story and continue to create
champions for the work outside of practitioners
alone. This includes every private landowner that’s
been affected and everybody that’s been on a tour.
The reach of the work is greater.
Small changes and successes in the agricultural
community have begun to spread and lead to more
people getting involved and more privately-owned
lands made available for conservation. Ideas have
spread through communities, landowner to landowner,
creating champions for the work beyond the circle of
practitioners. One practitioner commented,
I always say that it’s a huge success when a
practitioner from the conservation community isn’t
telling the story anymore. Instead, it is success when
the landowner is telling the story of the farmer, the
grazer, the agricultural community, and the water
quality community.
Education efforts are helping to develop a new
generation of champions among youth as well. One
interviewee described how the younger generation is
building the skills of restoration work:
I have kids that were middle school kids coming
through and education sites where high school kids

were teaching the lessons to these middle schoolers.
Now the middle schoolers have become the high
school students that are in charge. They are teaching
the lessons to the next crop of middle-schoolers.
There is a passing-the-mantle of stewardship to the
next generation and seeing that happen is cool.
Champions are also being created among the practitioners.
As practitioners leave and move on to new positions in
the restoration field or elsewhere, they are spreading the
message about the practices and approaches they learned
through the WRI and helping others improve and embrace
collaborative restoration work.

Significance
An endeavor as expansive and complex as the health of
a river needs an accompanying expansive and diverse
set of leaders to move the work forward. WRI has
succeeded in advancing a network of champions. The
impact on people is an essential ingredient in ensuring a
lasting impact on the environment.

D. Leveraging the Funder Community
Private, state and federal funding partners are
working together toward a common aim.
A remarkable achievement of the WRI was the impact
of three funders working in collaboration, focused on a
common aim of the health and vitality of the Willamette
River Basin. Even though the WRI was a Meyer
initiative, the whole of the WRI benefited greatly from
the coordination of three different kinds of funders:
private (Meyer), state (Oregon Watershed Enhancement
Board), and federal (Bonneville Power Administration).
Together, they forged an alliance to advance the work
of organizations, leaders, professionals, researchers,
practitioners, contractors, public, and more. In this way,
much more was accomplished together than could have
been accomplished by any single funder alone.
The unique contribution of the WRI to the funding
group was primarily in the kind of funding it provided.
Since Meyer was a private funder, it was able to be
flexible, nimble, and responsive to meet needs that
filled in critical gaps, bridged unforeseen barriers,
and provided timely resources for unanticipated
opportunities. One said,
[WRI] was able to fund the parts of projects that
had to span over a longer time frame or support
staff capacity for outreach or do early project
development if it was on the human side of things
– like building relationship with landowners. If [WRI]
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wasn’t there to fill in with the flexible funding, a
lot of those projects wouldn’t have been possible
or successful because people needed the ability to
maintain their work through the years. [WRI] was
able to plug in wherever they needed.
In this way, the WRI provided a critical element to the
strategy among funders, being able to step in and keep
projects moving smoothly in coordination with funding
from the state and federal funding partners.
The interdependence of this approach of leveraging
the funding power of multiple funders also produced
unanticipated vulnerability when one of the funding
partners changed strategy midway through the project.
The disruption proved difficult to navigate for the
environmental leaders and the funders alike.

Significance
The WRI demonstrated the power of harnessing multiple
kinds of funders—private, state, and federal—to work
together on a significant cause for the region. Seeing

what can be possible provides an example for the future
of funding. One of the most interesting features of this
finding is the way each funder engaged differently, but
in a coordinated way, throughout the project. This took
considerable trust and cooperation among the funders,
and this trust and cooperation was fostered by the
strength of relationships and communication.

And yet…
E. Lacking Public Visibility and
Ownership
Considerable work is needed to build the kind
of public care and commitment necessary to
sustain meaningful progress.
Tools such as the Willamette River Report Card have
been effective for increasing both practitioner and public
understanding about the state of the river. A survey
respondent noted the Report Card and Within Our

MOV I N G F R OM S I P T O F I P
Meyer and OWEB’s original funding partnership spanned
from 2008-2014 to scale-up river restoration on both the
Willamette mainstem and on the seven tributaries that were
part of the Willamette Model Watershed Program. (BPA
joined the partnership for the mainstem as a federal funder
in 2010). OWEB, Meyer and BPA joined together in a single
grantmaking process run by OWEB called the Willamette
Special Investment Partnership (SIP). OWEB piloted SIPs
in two places: the Willamette and the Deschutes Basin in
Central Oregon. Once they were established and successful,
OWEB recognized that as a state agency, it needed to
provide the opportunity for any river basin in Oregon to
apply for a SIP. Therefore, in 2014, OWEB announced that
it would end its two SIP pilot programs and launch a new
competitive grant program known as Focused Investment
Partnerships (FIP). The FIP would build upon the strategy
of long-term, dedicated funding that was part of the SIP,
but with new requirements for partnership and ecological
focus area. With support from Meyer and OWEB, Willamette
restoration practitioners formed a working group to
formalize their partnership and narrow their focus area
to meet OWEB’s new FIP goals for native fish habitat. The
Willamette FIP application was successful, and in 2016 the
newly formed Willamette Anchor Habitat Working Group
secured a commitment from OWEB of approximately $7.1M
over six years to implement a slate of projects developed
and prioritized by the working group. Once the new

Willamette FIP grant was approved, Meyer and BPA renewed
their funding partnership with OWEB on the mainstem.
The new FIP structure gave more ownership over a shared
conservation vision to the restoration community, and it
gave the working group funding certainty over many years,
which helped with long-range planning and sequencing
of projects. However, OWEB’s prioritization process, which
identified the mainstem and three Willamette tributaries (the
Clackamas, North Santiam, and McKenzie) as high priority
for native fish habitat and therefore eligible to apply, had
unintended impacts on the Willamette Model Watershed
Program. Several Model Watershed tributaries were deemed
ineligible or middle priority, making them less competitive
for a FIP application. Ultimately, the FIP application working
group landed on the mainstem Willamette River as a focal
geography because it included the most partners with
previous SIP investments. While resulting in a successful
application, this meant that the Willamette Model Watershed
tributaries that had been funded under the SIP would no
longer receive dedicated funding from OWEB to implement
projects they had developed with Meyer capacity support. As
Model Watershed councils adjusted to this change and began
to apply for grants through OWEB’s competitive process,
Meyer provided a modest amount of restoration project
funding in addition to ongoing capacity support to help
councils complete work that was already underway.

T H E W I L L A M E T T E R I V E R I N I T I AT I V E : A N E VA L U AT I O N O F I M PA C T

35

Reach were among the most significant achievements of
the WRI, commenting, “These sorts of communication
and consensus tools reach a broad audience in a mostly
non-technical and easy to understand manner.”
And yet, there is still work to do. Many public
misperceptions about the health of the river remain.
One interviewee said,
We’re still fighting the battle that the Willamette is
polluted. People still have the idea from their parents
and grandparents. We haven’t addressed that with
the public. It’s really pretty good water quality for a
river this large. The Willamette Report Card didn’t
get enough press and there wasn’t enough followup to help people understand that a B- is pretty
good, especially when it started out [much worse].
While many interviewees mentioned the benefits of
the Report Card as a helpful tool, it was also frequently
commented in interviews that there was no follow
up after the Report Card was released. One survey
respondent said, “The Report Card was a good idea
that needed a bit more juice. It was a one-time shot
that garnered some press and attention, but that
could have been more effective if it continued getting
updated.” Many expressed hope that the effort will
be revisited and updated. One interviewee said, “[The
report card is] a really good metric and a very shareable
communications tool for everyone. But it’s dated now,
and I would love to see it redone.”
Others echoed the need to share the story of the river
and the work being done. One interviewee said,
[There has] been an ongoing conversation within
the network about how we reflect and represent
what’s happening in our little backyard but also tell
the bigger story. What people want to hear isn’t just
what’s going on in our backyard. It’s more about
these bigger themes like getting outside or walking or
swimming in swimmable, fishable, drinkable rivers.
When asked to comment on what components of the
WRI’s approach were ineffective, one survey respondent
said, “We should tell a better story about what was
accomplished. [Meyer Memorial Trust] gave millions
in grants to groups in the Willamette Basin to do
good works. What happened as a result?” Another
respondent shared their hope for telling the story as the
WRI transitions to the Willamette River Network, saying,
“I hope the Network continues to find ways to tell the
story of the impact of WRI, its partners, and the broader
Willamette conservation community.” In sharing their

hopes for the future, one survey respondent said, “We
need to continue to make progress and increase the
awareness of the general public. We cannot expect a
greater level of protection if the public, in general, isn’t
in favor of it, electing leaders that implement it.”

Significance
Developing a broader group of stakeholders will
be essential to build on the progress that has been
made and reach the full potential for community
engagement and river health. Some of the interesting
public work like the report card, youth engagement
programs, and community tours is worth extending
and amplifying in the future.

F. Significant Sub-Sectors
Are Still Unmoved
The general public and government are not
taking action to the degree that is needed.
Although new groups have been mobilized to support
and promote restoration, there are still some key groups
that are not engaged to the degree they could and
should be. Interviewees identified the general public
as a missing piece in restoration work. Interviewees
described the public appreciating and recreating in the
river more, but also expressed they have not seen this
translate into advocacy or action to the degree that they
would like or expect.
Interviewees described different approaches to getting
the kind of action they believe is needed from the
general public. Some thought the motivation for people
to take action would start with connecting with and
using the river. One interviewee said,
I definitely think that communication with the public
about water quality [is a struggle]. We need to push
that message to get out there a lot more. I think if
people know the river’s in better shape than it used
to be, then they’ll use the river. And when they use
it, they’re going to love it.
Other interviewees thought that people already care
about the river and they need tangible ways to take
action. One interviewee noted that the key is not just
fostering a love of and dedication to the health of the
river but providing avenues for active participation. This
interviewee said,
[We need to recognize] that in order to have this
work go on, it’s not just that we need a couple
of really big funders to participate, it’s that we
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need a lot more people to care and to participate.
They already care. That’s the thing that I think we
learned; that people already care about the river.
It’s just creating more of a venue for how they can
participate in this work. That’s what we really need in
order to sustain these efforts.
Regardless of their viewpoint on the degree to which
people already care about the river and the approach to
get them to take action, interviewees universally agreed
that given the scope and scale of the Willamette and
the existing restoration challenges, there is a continual
need to expand the community of people who care.
The government sector is another group that people
mentioned had not fully embraced restoration
work. Interviewees talked about both a lack of
understanding of restoration work and a lack of
recognition of the critical role restoration practice and
practitioners play. One said,
I think recognition from government that
[watershed councils are] providing for public
services and funding them accordingly is important.
If they’ve developed the ability to have a capital
improvement plan, they’re doing 20-year system
plans just like a watershed utility might. They’re
just like a Clackamas water environment services,
but they don’t have a rate base. Why? Because
they’re providing that natural infrastructure. So
why wouldn’t you make it into a utility, so it has
that steady stream of its own revenue? Otherwise,
you’re going to be asking them to do impossible
work, which will lead to chasing money.
Another spoke about the impact of our current federal
politics on environmental and restoration work and how
it was affecting their funding sources:
The hands of some of the federal agencies are tied
right now. Politically they can’t really do anything
to rock the boat, or it could be worse. Then a
lot of the state agencies get their funding from
federal partners, so state funding is also drying up.
There are only so many dollars, and those dollars
continue to shrink.

Significance
While the WRI made a variety of investments to explore
and encourage broader engagement in river restoration,
it appears these investments have not gained traction
or have gone largely unrecognized by the public and
government. Interviewees expressed that recognition
by and engagement of the public and government was

an area where little or no investment had been made
by the WRI, and they also noted that this was an area
that desperately needed investment. From here forward,
there will need to be robust strategies for involving a
wider array of proponents, leaders, and funders to help
move this work forward. This finding underscores the
importance of having a diverse ecosystem of people
involved and invested.

G. Challenges of Maintaining
Momentum with Landowners
Landowners participating in the WRI value
maintenance of projects above all else, and
funding limitations may undermine their
continued support.
Landowners who were interviewed considered ongoing
maintenance of projects as their highest priority. Projects
that were not completed or not maintained over time
were viewed by landowners as being worse than not
doing the project at all. One landowner said,
We’ve spent a bunch of money trying to work on
certain invasive weeds. There’s no way we’re going
to get a handle on them. You can treat them one
time, but if you don’t have the money to come back
and treat them the next year and then next year, and
the next year, and maintain it, there’s no point in
spending that money in the first place.
When asked why he thought there wouldn’t be
maintenance, this landowner went on to say that
with the WRI sunsetting “there’s no money, there’s no
commitment, there’s no dedicated funds to do it.”
Across the board, landowners emphasized the importance
of having dedicated, consistent funding to maintain projects
and saw this to be the greatest benefit of the WRI. One
landowner described a project where he required funding
for ongoing maintenance to be included in the contract
for the WRI-funded conservation easement on his land. He
emphasized the importance of ongoing maintenance both
for habitat health and farmers’ livelihood:
When we did [our conservation easement], we said
the main thing is that it has to work. The funding has
to be there to take care of it for as long as it’s there.
It’s not just to take a restoration area and plant it
and walk away because, being farmers and all of our
neighbors are farmers, we farm downstream from
this. If you let noxious weeds and different things take
over, it gives the environmental industry part of it, the
habitat part, a bad name. It gives us a bad name. It
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costs us and our neighbor’s money. We wanted it to
be something that everybody could be proud of.
In this case, it was the WRI’s flexible funding that
supported years of back and forth between lawyers that
enabled this landowner to feel proud. Not surprisingly,
landowners are skeptical that this kind of expensive and
time-consuming work, which they see as critical to the
effectiveness of projects on their land, can continue.

Significance
Relationships are not static, just as people are not
static; they need constant nurturing and investment.
The concern among interviewees, that landowner
relationships will suffer as the WRI sunsets, appears
to be a legitimate one, because relationship-building
with landowners is resource-intensive and often
undervalued by funders in favor of more tangible
restoration projects on the ground.
This finding illuminates that dedicated, flexible, longterm funding is a prerequisite for the kind of outreach
and relationship-building needed to develop and
sustain landowner relationships. This will require a
disciplined, long-term approach by restoration funders.
This finding also implies that practitioners will should
develop a strategy to ensure that landowners also have
ownership over these projects and support ongoing
maintenance as well to ensure the longevity of these
restoration accomplishments.

Conclusion
The aim of the WRI was to achieve progress in the
following dimensions of impact related to improving the
health of the Willamette River:
• Scope, scale and pace of restoration
• New and innovative solutions: designing new
strategies, applying innovations
• Coordinated action for long-term solutions: increased
focus on long-term issues
• Increase knowledge and understanding of river
conditions and restoration methods
• Increased quality of interventions: better strategy,
better interventions, better implementation
The findings in this section reveal significant progress in
many of these dimensions, and yet there are a few areas
for improvement as well.

Scope, scale and pace of restoration
The findings reveal that the WRI made substantial
progress in the scope, scale and pace of restoration. The
WRI’s investments raised expectations for all that could
be achieved toward improving the river’s ecological
systems. They created the conditions in human systems
to support developing and meeting significant and
ambitious restoration goals.
The flexible and consistent funding the WRI provided,
in addition to the relationships it helped to cultivate,
enabled practitioners to have greater capacity and
confidence to take on larger scale projects. It helped them
overcome the scarcity mentality resulting from limited
project-based funding. It broadened their perspectives
and enabled them to see the bigger picture of their work
and how it connected to the larger river system.
Interestingly, much of what we heard in response to
questions about river health was about people. This
speaks to one of the most significant impacts the WRI
made in the river system: building bridges between
people. Developing relationships among the many people
concerned about and working toward river restoration
was a critical catalyst in expanding the scope and scale
of restoration by helping people see the river system and
all the players in it as a whole. It reduced disconnection
among restoration projects and isolation among people.
This human side of river restoration is also an area
where people saw significant room for improvement.
They expressed a need for new people to be brought
into the work. They are concerned about maintaining
the valuable relationships that have been developed
through the WRI moving forward. In particular, people
saw the two areas of (a) sustaining the relationships
with landowners and (b) making a stronger case for
the general public and government’s support as areas
needing additional investment of effort and resources.
Despite wanting greater public attention given to
the river, interviewees noticed an increase in public
interaction with the river. They observed more people
recreating on the river. They heard about more people
recognizing improvements in river health. They also
reported having a lack of useful data and limited
communication tools to focus people’s attention on the
river. They wanted to be able to communicate progress
in river health to others.

New and innovative solutions
People widely reported trying something new as a
result of the WRI, but making progress in the area of
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innovation was less clearly seen in the data. While
people learned from each other and adopted more
efficient and effective practices, they did not report
developing substantially new or experimental practices.
They did, however, express that they were implementing
practices in a more collaborative way and recognizing in
new ways the interconnectedness of their work both at
the ecological and human level.

Coordinated action for long-term solutions

Increased quality of interventions
Significant steps were taken to improve the quality
of interventions. The WRI affected the quality of
restoration by enabling people to engage collaboratively,
see the bigger picture, and think beyond the short-term
and project-focused funding. It also increased people’s
understanding of science and best practices. Because
of these shifts, people were able to develop better
strategies and increase the quality of their projects.

Developing a more collaborative way of doing
work and sharing the lessons learned through
the WRI mobilized people to coordinated action.
People had a better understanding of what was
happening across the river system. This awareness
enabled them to think and plan from broader, more
complete perspectives and create project pipelines to
prioritize and sequence projects over the long term.
Coordinated action created greater benefit for the
whole river system.

The WRI also created some durable shifts of approach
and methods in the restoration community. Through
Within Our Reach and the Model Watershed Program in
particular, the ability of people to design and implement
effective interventions has improved. Although some
program improvements have been difficult to replicate
widely due to differences in political and ecological
contexts, these shifts have helped to increase the
efficiency and effectiveness of restoration work.

One of the greatest benefits of the WRI in this
area was flexibility of funding. It filled the gaps left
by other funding sources and facilitated greater
coordination among funders. This enabled projects
to be planned effectively and gave practitioners time
to ensure project success. The WRI’s partnership
between private, state and federal funders also
helped to make funding more accessible.

Overall, the WRI has laid a strong foundation for longterm improvements in river health. And yet, there is
uncertainty and concern about what life after the WRI
will look like. People have seen the scope, scale, and
pace of river restoration accelerate. They have seen
improved practices and projects across the restoration
community. They have also seen strong relationships
and greater coordination across the system. Still,
people worry that both the quantity and quality of
projects will decrease without the WRI as many key
factors contributing to the success of these projects
are scaled back. Their concern is compounded by
the uncertainty of future political and environmental
factors such as changes in government administration
and climate changes.

Increased knowledge and understanding of river
conditions and restoration methods
Through the WRI, people gained a better understanding
of where to make the most effective investments
in projects. The data show substantial increase in
knowledge and understanding. However, improved
understanding was seen primarily not in scholarly or
academic advancements but rather in the translation of
science to application and the sharing of information
and ideas among various groups of stakeholders.

Summary

In the pursuit of increased knowledge, monitoring was
as a challenge. People struggled to identify and measure
the best indicators to effectively represent the scale and
pace of change and guide their future work. Recognizing
that many of the changes in river health take generations
to be fully realized, the lack of meaningful and useful
indicators of progress was a significant barrier to both
seeing and communicating river conditions.
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Intended Impact B:
Alignment
Goal: The WRI worked with agencies, nonprofits, and other key
Willamette River Basin stakeholders to increase collaboration to
improve watershed health.
In pursuit of this goal, the initiative supported efforts to improve
alignment of priorities for Willamette River health and develop
coordinated efforts for a healthier river.

Dimensions
The aim of the WRI was to achieve outcomes in the
following dimensions of intended impact:
A. Shared purpose (common vision, common goals)
• How did the WRI affect the development of a
common vision for the future?
• How has the WRI influenced the alignment and
priorities of stakeholders (policy, planning and
implementation)?
B. Relational and social interconnectedness (trust, social
dynamics, interdependence)
• What shifted in the social ecology of the
network?
• In what ways do people know each other better,
interact with each other more openly and
authentically, and trust each other more?

D. True partnerships and collaborations (shared
approaches, shared resources)
• What shared work is emerging, moving from
“one-offs” to collaborations?
• In what ways are individual organizations joining
in on the work of others?
• What has moved from competition to
cooperation?
E. Healthy, functioning network
• What is the nature of involvement and
engagement of the network?
• What are the durable habits of participation and
mutual ownership?
• What has changed in the social dynamics of the
network?

C. Integrated and synergistic practice (cohesive and
systematic thinking and acting)
• What has changed in how people connect their
work to the work of others?
• How has practice been modified to an integrative
and systems approach to restoration?
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1. The Common and
Connected Vision
A. Common Vision for the Future
People are rallying around a common vision
of a healthy Willamette River Basin.
Interviewees often spoke of having a unifying vision,
a sense of a “one Willamette” as a result of the WRI.
The data indicate that the WRI was instrumental in
creating this coalescing, grand vision for the Willamette
River Basin as a whole rather than individual parts. In
describing what worked best about the WRI’s approach,
one survey respondent said,
These kinds of initiatives with real financial support
have the potential to do incredible things, which
the WRI has indeed done in partnership with the
restoration community. Without a vision, we often
work in our own silos and can miss opportunities to
make every dollar and idea go farther, which is sorely
needed.
Another respondent focused on this collective vision as a
major achievement of the initiative:
The most significant achievements [of the WRI]
include facilitating broad based strategic discussions
among a holistic variety of stakeholders, helping
to align our collective goals, and facilitating
partnerships and collaborative efforts where
mutual goals overlap. Creating a broad vision for a
healthy Willamette across the watershed. Creating
momentum and enthusiasm among stakeholders to
work better together toward that vision.
Another interviewee noted that creating a shared and
common view of the work does not always come easy:
“WRI did a great job of including a broad array of
stakeholders and supporting challenging conversations
toward development of more unified goals and vision.”
Interviewees also discussed the mindset shift toward a
more common vision through collaborative work. For
example, one interviewee said,
[A mindset shift toward big picture thinking]
eventually takes me into the network and scope
of other organizations and how we’re fostering a
more collaborative vision working together as we
move into the future. That might also be looking at,
for instance, resources and who brings what to the

table. How can we share, or identify roles where we
can work together more effectively, and be more
sustainable with either capacity, physical resources,
or financial resources so that we can move forward
and not be redundant in our efforts?

Significance
Establishing a common vision, informed by a shared
understanding of purpose, priorities, and approaches,
was one of the most substantial outcomes of the WRI.
This was a fundamental and remarkable achievement of
the WRI. When people share a vision collectively, there
are important and strategic implications. People work
together more. People coordinate their efforts better.
People plan more strategically in light of the whole
vision and effort. People see their part in light of the big
picture. This finding reveals an extraordinarily important
shift in outlook and mindset that will have ripple effects
for years to come.

B. Alignment of Priorities
People and organizations are working together
to determine priorities and align them to best
serve the Basin.
As networks grew and collaborations developed, people
and organizations were able to align their priorities
within the larger, basin-wide, picture. Nearly 3 out of 4
surveyed (70%) report the WRI making a considerable or
tremendous difference in people aligning their priorities
to other stakeholders (see Figure 10). When asked about
the most significant achievements of the WRI, one
survey respondent commented, “[WRI connected] all
of the ‘pieces’ - individuals, organizations, geographies
- to create alignment and vision for one resilient,
healthy river.” Another said, “Without a Willamette
River watershed council or other singular organization
committed to the river, WRI created a space for each
organization to support the river in a way that aligned
with the distinct mission of each partner organization.”
This theme was present throughout the interview data.
One interviewee said,
In a lot of ways, WRI led the way with broad scale
partnerships and showed what’s possible if folks
are willing to work together toward common
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Figure 10. To what extent has the WRI made an
impact on your ability to align your priorities
with other stakeholders?

People are understanding their role in
relationship to others.
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The data show that as collaboration increased,
organizations were clearer about how their work fit into
the work of the whole system. A collective recognition
of how individual projects intersect and influence the
larger system began to emerge and resulted in a more
communal approach to strategic decision-making.
As a result of WRI, leaders of organizations were making
better decisions based on an understanding of what
others were doing. One said,

5

0

C. Making Decisions Based
on the Work of Others

Some

Consider- Tremendous
able
amount

goals. That lesson has fundamentally changed our
long-term planning on how we’re identifying and
prioritizing our work.
Gatherings such as Within Our Reach were instrumental
in bringing people together for this work. Interviewees
also highlighted the importance of work together
happening between gatherings. One interviewee shared,
The conferences, and then the follow up working
with organizations in between, have helped me
to change my mindset to think about not just my
programs in their own bubble, but how do those
programs fit into the bigger picture? How am I
connecting the dots between all these different
facets of the work that we’re doing?
Another said,
I think that sense of community has been really
important, and probably in ways that we don’t
even realize. Folks have been able to make
connections at those conferences, or in some of
those workshops or other venues that Meyer has
hosted. It’s a way to lift up certain discussions or
conversations that may be emerging priorities and
help folks focus on things that otherwise, without
those connections, may not happen.

Significance
One of the primary goals of the WRI was to encourage
a network within which people were thinking together,
developing strategy together, and working together in a
smart and coordinated way to advance the mission and
cause. The findings reveal that substantial progress was
made toward helping people become more aware and
aligned with each other.

WRI as a whole, Meyer as a funder, has been a pretty
effective means of trying to get a pretty disparate
group of people to seek a more coordinated way of
approaching the problems and solutions that exist on
the Willamette.
Another said,
That you can actually agree, as a diverse group, on
strategic locations for investing in something like
conservation and restoration is an accomplishment.
It is not only an accomplishment of WRI, but
certainly an accomplishment that WRI supported and
encouraged and helped bleed out.
An example of this development is the increased
amount of coordinated strategies that have emerged.
Survey responses show that nearly 3 out of 4 (73%) of
those involved in WRI have made significant progress in
developing shared approaches to the work (see Figure
11). One survey respondent commented,
I think the most significant achievements of WRI is
the coordination and collaboration that has taken
place throughout the Willamette Basin in regard to
restoration activities. I think the WRI has helped pull
organizations out of their own silos and focus on the
bigger picture.

Significance
This finding, which reveals the presence of greater
interconnectivity among those in the work and the
development of shared approaches to the work,
provides evidence of one of the critical aspirations of
the WRI. People’s decision-making is being informed
and modified by an understanding of what is happening
more broadly throughout the basin and where the
greatest needs and opportunities lie.

T H E W I L L A M E T T E R I V E R I N I T I AT I V E : A N E VA L U AT I O N O F I M PA C T

42

Figure 11. To what extent has the WRI made
an impact on your ability to develop
shared approaches?
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D. Shifting from Siloed to
Systemic Action
People are working in concert with others to
serve the larger system.
Through WRI’s alignment efforts, individuals and
organizations began to take action based on their new
understanding of the interconnectedness of the work
and how each piece is connected to the whole. Just
as many of those working in the tributaries began to
incorporate basin-wide thinking into their approach,
organizations have come to work together as part of
a larger network and collaborative effort rather than
focusing solely on their own piece of the puzzle. One
interviewee said,
We all had a tendency to be very siloed and do our
own little work in our own little niche, and do our
own little thing, and kept our heads down and work
really hard. But [we realized] how much more we
could do when we work together, which does take
a little bit longer because you have to sit around and
talk and do the planning. It is definitely easier to do
it by yourself, but more impactful to do it together.
People have come to better understand that everything
they do affects the entire web of the work throughout
the Willamette River Basin. One interviewee said,
I think the efforts of WRI have encouraged people to
think not just about the project that they’re working
on, or what’s immediately in front of them, but also
ask, “How can the work I’m doing inform others?”
Or, “How can it benefit others that are doing the
same or similar work in other parts of the basin?”

I think Meyer has done a really nice job of helping to
make those connections for folks.
Another said,
WRI, like nothing else I have seen, has truly
connected people and organizations who are
working on very different aspects of the Willamette
Basin floodplain issues – literally from the mouth of
the river where organizations are working on urban
issues and contaminants at the mouth of the river, all
the way up to watershed councils working on teeny
tiny tributaries and coastal range headwater streams.
For interviewees, WRI helped them shift away from
acting territorially and instead conceive their work more
systemically. In several cases, organizations were willing
to step back their own projects to help advance the
projects of other organizations. One interviewee said,
“There’s common ground now. This is for the entire
river. There’s less territoriality.” Another said,
We’re thinking about our efforts like we think about
the river. We’re thinking about our efforts like a
system. When we put our capacities together, or our
financial or physical resources together, the most
effective effort is going to take place. I think those
conversations were really hard before because people
were competing for dollars. They were also looking
at the work that they did on a more territorial basis. I
really don’t feel that anymore.

Significance
Moving people from independent action to common
action offers possibilities to expand the impact of the
work. It enables people to develop better strategy and
take smarter action. It also helps boost momentum. This
finding suggests an important development throughout
the system of stakeholders as a result of the WRI.

And yet…
E. Still Struggling to Compete
Collaboration efforts are uneven
among organizations.
This shift away from a competitive climate did not
apply to everyone. Organizations that did not receive
funding, particularly through the Willamette Model
Watershed Program, continue to struggle to compete
against organizations that did receive funding. While
interviewees from these organizations expressed
gratefulness for receiving non-monetary benefits

T H E W I L L A M E T T E R I V E R I N I T I AT I V E : A N E VA L U AT I O N O F I M PA C T

43

through the WRI, their sense of being overlooked
remains. Some continue to harbor resentment. One
interviewee said, “It’s hard to compete when you’re
competing with somebody that has extra capacity
support and you’re struggling to keep the doors open.”
One survey respondent commented, “We were one of
the organizations that did not [receive Model Watershed
capacity funding] and it did make it difficult sometimes
to keep up with those organizations that had the extra
flexibility and funding.”

Significance
This finding reveals that competition is difficult to
overcome when funding is involved and when choices
of recipients need to be made. Given the encouraging
findings about alignment in the preceding findings, it
should not be assumed that there are not those who
feel overlooked and undervalued by the WRI. Whenever
selections are made, there is bound to be some who are
disappointed and disenfranchised. Going forward, this
dynamic should be considered.

F. Ongoing Disconnection and Isolation
Despite progress toward alignment, some
organizations may be regressing to familiar
geographies and partners.
The data reveal persistent areas of disconnection and
isolation among those working in the Willamette River
Basin. Some interviewees reflected on the relative
strength of familiar and proximal relationships compared
to the larger system. While this could be interpreted
negatively given collaboration was a central focus of
the WRI’s investments, this may also be a sign that
the organizational learning that has occurred over 10
years of collaborative work has led people to determine
the appropriate scope and scale that is most efficient
and effective for their capacity and priorities. One
interviewee said,
An inherent challenge of working at this big of a
geography is that people are going to feel closer to
those that they are [geographically] closer to. I don’t
think that’s necessarily any failing on the initiative’s
part. It’s just not done, and I don’t think it will ever
be done. It is something to continue to work at and
think through how to continue to build trust and
relationships across a big geographical scope.
Another interviewee said, “It’s great that there are these
collaboratives popping up across the state. I’m always
surprised by how much animosity there is between

Portland, Salem, and everyone else.” It could be that
regional collaboratives may be a more effective form of
convening to reduce the tension and accomplish more.
There is also concern that with the sunsetting of the
WRI, people will retreat from the basin-wide approach
to the work. One interviewee said,
I’m hoping that this Willamette River Network can
somehow serve in the role of a quasi-watershed
council that is helping to prioritize work and bringing
in new supporters and landholders and project
partners in a strategic way that isn’t just haphazard.
I’m worried without the dedicated restoration dollars
along the Willamette that there’s not going to be
the same prioritized strategic approach to doing the
work along the mainstem.

Significance
Finding the right scale for practical and strategic
collaboration is important for groups to work efficiently
and effectively, particularly as a primary funding source
is sunsetting. However, it will be important to pay
attention to the dynamic of regression and make sure
the network does not retreat from the difficult work of
collaborating broadly and at scale.

G. More Work to Be Done
in Coordinating Efforts
People and organizations still lack coordination
resulting in duplicative efforts.
While most interviewees spoke of an aligned vision
for the Willamette, some suspect that the appearance
of alignment may actually have been a function of
many different ideas pointing in the same direction
without true coordination. Survey data show that
nearly half (47%) of those involved in the WRI perceive
no substantial difference in the ability of people to
coordinate their work with others to such a degree as to
ensure non-duplicative efforts (see Figure 12).
This insight reveals a need for further work throughout
the network to ensure a depth of cooperation that
would influence decision-making in areas where there is
overlap and duplication. To continue momentum toward
cooperation and coordination, some recognize the
importance of ongoing attention to relationship-building
and trust-building. When asked what WRI did not
accomplish, one survey respondent commented, “[Our
working group was] just starting to make threads of
connection and understand what we all need to support
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Figure 12. To what extent has the WRI made
an impact on your ability to ensure
non-duplicative efforts?
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each other. But time has to settle in to cement trust,
compassion, obligations, and reward.”

Significance
Whereas there is substantial evidence that many have
made progress toward greater coordination, survey data
clearly indicate that there is more work to do in the
future to streamline work and avoid duplication.

2. Team Willamette

and organizations with others in the restoration field
and beyond that they would not normally meet. This led
to the development of relationships and partnerships
between practitioners within the watershed restoration
movement. This also helped connect watershed
restoration practitioners with other Willamette Basin
stakeholders outside of the nonprofit sector including
scientists, government agencies, cities and utilities, and
private sector interests. One interviewee said, “The
science group, statewide NGOs, service delivery are all
working together. They have common priorities. They’re
now aligned. I don’t think there was a system for that
before WRI.” Another said,
There’s a lot more demonstrated collaborative
experience now among watershed councils, land
trusts, state agencies, federal agencies, the people
who occupy those liaison roles among those groups.
They know each other. They’ve worked together.
They’ve created contracts to buy land to purchase
conservation easements, to co-fund those expenses
to do multi-million dollar, on the ground restoration
projects that involve moving hundreds of thousands
of cubic yards of soil and planting millions of plants.

Figure 6. To what extent has the WRI made an
impact on your ability to develop strong
relationships among people working for the river?
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A. Building Interconnectedness
Across Sectors

The data reveal that relationship-building among those
working toward the health of the river is one of the
most significant impacts of WRI. Almost all (86%) of
survey respondents report that the WRI is making a
considerable or tremendous difference in developing
strong relationships among people working for the
river (see Figure 6). One survey respondent commented,
“WRI reached out and brought stakeholders across
the region together including farming, gravel industry,
government, non-profit, and education.” Another said,
“[The WRI] has brought together numerous partners in
a very cohesive and non-duplicating fashion.”
Through, as one interviewee put it, “regular meetings
on a regular basis,” the WRI helped connect individuals
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The data show relationships to be one of the most
significant and enduring impacts resulting from the
WRI. One interviewee said, “I wouldn’t have recognized
the importance of interconnectedness without WRI.”
The importance of interconnectedness came through
in the interviews at both the interpersonal level and
the ecological level. The connections between the
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people allowed them to see the bigger picture of their
work, play to each other’s strengths, and, ultimately,
understand the effects of their work on the larger river
system. Another interviewee reflected,
That feeling when you are aware of yourself as a
puzzle piece that’s fitting into a larger puzzle...that
you’re really well fitted into this spot, and you’re
working with others who are also fitted into their
spots, and you’re making something that’s greater
than the sum of the parts; that’s a really cool feeling.

Significance
Building a strong, interconnected web of people who
are working together in alignment is perhaps one of the
most profound impacts of the WRI. There is strength
and resilience when people are connected in meaningful
ways. There is a force of influence and achievement
when people join together and work together for a
common cause.

collaborate and cooperate with others (see Figure 7). Just
over 3 out of every 4 among those surveyed (76%) report
that WRI has developed strong and resilient partnerships
(see Figure 8). For example, one said,
Now, not only do we have a shared thinking
about the Willamette and some practice with the
mechanics of our shared roles in stewarding it, but
we also have ten years of institutional connections
forged by action on the ground, relationships built
through face-to-face time and getting our hands
dirty together, and organizational cultures that have
evolved to look beyond our watershed boundaries
for shared, basin-wide opportunity. These elements,

Figure 8. To what extent has the WRI made an
impact on your ability to develop strong and
resilient partnerships?
25

B. Leaning into Collaboration

People have made significant strides in their ability to
join together and collaborate as a result of the WRI.
Interviewees spoke about feeling constantly overburdened
and overworked in their work. However, through the
development of collaborative capacity through the WRI,
people began to recognize the value of connecting
and working with others to maximize and multiply
their efforts. Survey data show that almost all (84%)
respondents attribute the WRI for making considerable
or tremendous difference in the ability of people to

Figure 7. To what extent has the WRI made
an impact on your ability to collaborate
and cooperate with others?
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People are seeing the importance of dedicating
time and energy to collaboration.
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while imperfect and absent of many essential voices,
provide a strong relational and cultural foundation
upon which to build and grow toward greater
ecological and health achievements in the future.
The mindset shift toward prioritizing time and energy
for collaboration was a theme throughout the
interviews. One interviewee said,
[It is] going from this perspective of “I need to get
every minute of my staff time covered. If you as a
partner ask something of me and it’s not being paid
for by a grant, then I can’t do it,” to having a little
bit more ease with the question of what is going to
benefit all of us. It’s time well spent, even if we don’t
know precisely how that’s going to play out in terms
of where the money is going to come from.”

Consider- Tremendous
able
amount
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Interviewees view the progress toward collaboration as
a critical element for providing resilience through the
network that will serve them well for the future. One said,

The data show that developing trust between people and
organizations, if sustained over time, leads to stronger
collaborations and more strategic decisions and project
planning. Through the WRI, organizations demonstrated
a greater comfort level working with others who were
previously seen as competitors. One interviewee said, “I
think the change is that it feels like there is more trust,
because the WRI has not forced, but really encouraged
people to work in a collaborative manner that other
funding streams don’t really take into account.”
Another said,
Folks are really communicating about their projects
and what their needs are. They’re putting their
feelers out. Are there others that can contribute to
this? How can we work together on whatever our
common ground is to make this project happen?

Significance
The significance of interconnectedness is seen not only
in the relational web, but in the partnerships that are
generated through those connections. If the vision
of a healthy Willamette River Basin is to be realized,
actors cannot work in isolation, and neither can
organizations. Collaborations are a critical feature and
necessary condition to making progress at scale needed.
Developing and nurturing habits of collaboration
among the stakeholders in restoration and conservation
throughout the Willamette River Basin is one of the
most significant outcomes of the WRI.

C. Expanding Individual Networks
People are developing networks to provide
individual and organizational support.
Through the WRI, organizations and individuals have
developed and strengthened their professional networks.

25
44%

42%

20
Number of responses (n=50)

Even if some of the formalized partnerships go by
the wayside without Meyer’s financial support, I
think it’s going to be the same people at the table.
Those collaboratives might shift, or change names, or
formalize, or deformalize, but the day-in and day-out
practice over the past 10 years of being together—not
forced to work with each other but highly encouraged
to collaborate and to get to think about the bigger
picture beyond just a single organization—is going to
serve us all very well into the future.

Figure 9. To what extent has the WRI made
an impact on your ability to build networks
with other stakeholders?
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Survey data reveal that almost all (86%) attribute WRI for
making considerable or tremendous difference in people
building networks with other stakeholders (see Figure 9).
One survey respondent commented,
The collaborations and partnerships that have come
out of WRI are considerable. Many of us now look
at other conservation organizations, less through the
lens as competitors for the same grant dollars, and
first as partners in a greater community effort. This
program has also resulted in many of us (including
me personally) developing a lot of professional
friendships with some really amazing people.
Through networking, people were learning about the
practices of others and discovering who they could seek
for ideas or inspiration. One interviewee said, “If we
have questions, our list of human resources—who we
can call and ask or plan or reach out to—has grown
so much because of this.” Another said, “People
are more willing to pick up the phone and ask each
other for insights or suggestions.” Still another said,
“[Networking is] uplifting and makes people feel better,
like they have more tools in their toolbox. People then
take new relationships or new tools, new perspectives
back to their organizations.”
One interviewee compared the experience of
collaboration with WRI to previous work:
Where the former watershed nonprofit I worked
with was located, there were very few environmental
groups and we didn’t have capacity dollars to
draw from. We were all really small. We all worked
closely together to build each other up. It’s been
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encouraging to see that’s the case in Oregon for the
large part. There may be a little more competition
here and there that I’ve seen, but I think it’s nice to
see that we still work closely amongst one another,
both within the Model Watershed Program but also
in the larger Willamette Basin in our sub-watersheds,
and within the Willamette with other environmental
groups outside of watershed councils, too.

Significance
The intention of the WRI was not to create
dependencies on the networking function of the WRI,
but rather to catalyze interdependencies that would
endure after the WRI had sunsetted. The data suggest
that regional networks have been forming. These
provide the kind of support needed to sustain the work.

Significance

E. Reducing Competition

The individual networks that nourish and sustain
people are essential to healthy and strategic work.
Individual networks are significant in mitigating
isolation and neutralizing unhealthy competition.
They promote inspiration, accountability, and an
elevation of quality practice.

People’s shift to a collaborative mentality has
decreased competition.

D. Multiplying Regional Networks
People are developing regional networks in
service to advancing common goals.
As a result of individual networks, convenings like Within
Our Reach, the Model Watershed Program, the Center
for Diversity and the Environment learning cohorts,
and other ways of modeling networking, people have
developed regional networks. Among these are the
Upper Willamette Stewardship Network, the Confluence
in Corvallis, and Mid-Valley River Connections.
One interviewee said,
The Upper Willamette Stewardship Network [is] a
subcomponent...of the WRI recipients who really
want to focus on restoration, but also some of the
diversity, equity, and inclusion elements that make
sense to work on together. It makes it more feasible
together, from a regional perspective, to address
those as a partnership. I don’t think that would have
happened had the WRI not been there, because
the number of meetings to talk about, “What can
we do together? How can we leverage each other’s
strengths and funding to do things?” was really
advanced by the WRI.
Another said,
[T]he model watershed [councils] in the midWillamette have now formed the Mid-Valley River
Connections to help maintain that peer to peer
learning that we had in the Model Watershed
[Program]. We’re now moving forward with
this group so that we could find ways to share
capacity. And to keep communicating and have
that networking.

The WRI has resulted in a mindset of greater mutuality
and less competitiveness throughout the system of
stakeholders. Through providing long-term, secure
funding, modeling of ongoing convenings, and
encouraging work together, the effect has been a
reduced need for organizations to compete. The data
show an increased sense of trust and decreased need
for competition. One interviewee said, “WRI took
all these do-gooders that are on the same side, who
were competing, and made them more efficient,
forthcoming, and collaborative.” Another interviewee
said, “Fundamentally, it comes down to limited resources.
There’s a competition for a very finite amount of funding.
When that is removed, people are more willing to share
not just knowledge, but staff resources as well.” Yet
another said, “You’re protecting your own projects,
you’re protecting your own work, and you’re lacking
an element of trust. WRI facilitating broader and more
inclusive partnerships helped people move past that.”
One interviewee recognized the benefits to competition,
but only in balance with a collaborative approach:
[There is] always going to be a competitive aspect,
some of that is good. Competition leads to better
projects and proposals. But that can’t be the end-all
be-all. There has to be an element of shared work
and shared responsibility.

Significance
For collaboration to take hold, the need and impulse
to compete between the key stakeholders must be
reduced. This sense of competition, although not fully
expunged, has been substantially decreased for many.
This signals that there should be momentum for more
mutual support, engagement, collaboration, and
cooperation heading into the future.
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And yet…
F. Challenges of the Social Dynamic

G. Challenges of Funder Relationships

The social dynamics of working together
are complex, leaving some people feeling
disenfranchised.

Changes to funding partner priorities
are disruptive.

Human endeavors are complicated, often messy.
Relationships are challenging to maintain in even the
best environments. While many interviewees attribute
the people-centered approach of the WRI as one of the
causes of its many accomplishments, some described
seeing a culture of selectivity, with an inner and outer
circle and with the benefits primarily given to those on
the inside and those having good relational connections
with the WRI staff. One interviewee said, “Sometimes
you’ll have the ‘who’s in’ and ‘who’s out,’ the ‘haves’
and ‘have nots.’” A people-centered approach works
well for those on the inner circle but can leave others
feeling that they are on the outside. To a few in the
sample, the decisions appeared capricious. One said,
Sometimes it would be competitive and sometimes
it would just be the person who was in charge at
the time saying, “Oh I like that, here’s some money
to go do that.” People thought, “Well, how do I get
money? And why did it go to those people?” Some
of that stuff was really challenging.
Many interviewees, particularly those who had
less formal involvement, were hesitant to answer
questions about the impact of the WRI, expressing a
belief that they were not the person to ask or saying
that they were on the outside of the work and had
only a small perspective of the whole to share. In
some cases, their reluctance to speak related to the
timing or length of their involvement. Whatever the
reason, this dynamic in some of the interviews reveal
that some perceive themselves to be more on the
outside of the work than on the inside.

Significance
This finding underscores the challenge of the human
dynamics in this work. Those who lead need substantial
emotional and social intelligence. Relational acumen
appears to be as critical to leadership as content
expertise in the work of conservation and restoration.
This finding also signals the need for ongoing
diagnostics and assessments for the cultural aspects
of those belonging to a network of people and
organizations who work on the river.

During the initiative, there was a time when some
were challenged by a shift of focus on the part of
the Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board, one of
Meyer’s core funding partners from the beginning of
the WRI. In coordination with Meyer, OWEB provided
dedicated annual funding for participants in the
Model Watershed Program, as well as projects on the
mainstem Willamette. OWEB reorganized the program
that provided this funding just over halfway through the
WRI, and the new focal area included only the mainstem
Willamette. This refocusing left many WRI grantees
working in the tributaries outside of OWEB’s targeted
funding areas and priorities. One interviewee said,
I would say we’re pretty disconnected from
mainstem work for a variety of reasons. Number
one is a whole anchor habitat structure for funding
and prioritizing mainstem projects. That defined
boundary for where work is going to be done in the
mainstem and what’s going to be prioritized and
funded doesn’t mesh well with locally
derived priorities.
Another expressed some frustration with the shift,
saying, “The tributaries are important too. Our best
habitat for what they’re wanting to improve is not in
their geographic scope. Where you can make the most
impact in some areas is just outside the scope of where
they’re looking.”

Significance
Mounting a coordinated approach by multiple funders
in an initiative of this scale is rife with challenges.
Among the most significant is the unpredictability and
susceptibility to changes of governance, leadership,
and policy. The challenge expressed in this finding
resulted from a change in state policy that regulated
the approach of one of the key partners, OWEB.
Even though the changes were experienced by some
organizations as substantial challenges, the system of
organizations as a whole proved remarkably resilient
and adaptable.
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H. Challenges of Sustaining
Relationships

helping the whole network become increasingly more
resilient in the future.

People worry about sustaining relationships
without dedicated funding to provide time and
resources needed for fostering relationships.

I. Challenges of Proliferating Meetings

Interviewees confirmed time and again that it is the
relationships and partnerships built during the WRI era
that will endure in this next phase. Yet there is also a
prevailing concern that the collaborations will recede if
the WRI is not holding space and encouraging people
to prioritize the time required. As one interviewee said,
“It’s not going to rise to the top if someone doesn’t do
it for us.” Another said,
If WRI isn’t helping to champion that work and we’re
left to our own devices, that could be a challenge
for people to stay connected outside of their
organization. I think there are some long-standing
collaborations ahead of us. But I also think that we
tend to float towards the things that are easiest and
most familiar to us.
Many are holding hope that the Willamette River
Network will carry on elements of this work. One survey
respondent commented,
I hope that the WRN is not limited in its imagination
on how big it can go. That it will see the value in
investing in the existing relationships who have
taken risks and sacrificed much in order to realize the
successes of the WRI, in addition to identifying and
welcoming new partners, new priorities, methods,
relationships and dreams into the complex tapestry
of values that comprise river and watershed health.
Another respondent shared,
My primary hope is that the strength of relationships
does not diminish. We need strong relationships.
We need optimism. We need leadership. I hope the
Network staff, along with leaders from within other
organizations, can step forward and lead this effort
into the future.

Significance
Since the strength and vitality of relationships among
those in the WRI network have been essential to the
success of the project, ongoing care for the social
fabric and interconnectedness of the environmental
leaders involved in the WRI will be critical going
forward. Seeing the work of the WRI through the
lens of a social movement might open possibilities
for sustaining relationships well beyond the WRI and

People are struggling to find the time to
participate fully in the many partnerships and
networks that have developed.
Network development has contributed to a healthy
interface and interconnectivity of people throughout
the network, but it has also produced an unanticipated
demand on people’s time. While almost all of the
interviewees saw the value and benefit of many
organizations working together on an issue toward a
common purpose and aligned goals, some expressed
concern and confusion about the number of networks
that were developing and the overlap in the networks’
goals. One interviewee expressed,
If you did a Venn diagram of the Willamette and all the
networks, it’s very confusing. It’s a lot to track, what all
of these networks and collaborations are doing. It needs
to be streamlined. I don’t participate in a lot because
there are so many meetings.

Significance
The challenges for the future will be to build a
networking strategy that is rightly sized and paced for
the realities of the work. For example, the positioning
of Within Our Reach as an alternating year conference
appeared to be an appropriate pace and frequency.
Strategists can assume that since collaboration is
necessary, any and all collaboration is preferred over
non-collaboration. This finding reveals that more is
not necessarily better. There will need to be careful
consideration given to what kinds of meetings, with
whom, with what frequency, and at what scale is
optimal to sustain relational connectedness and not
inhibit productivity.

J. Not Yet a Culture of Collaboration
Despite significant progress, collaboration is still
not the norm for some.
There are areas where collaboration has not taken
hold. While most interviewees talked about people’s
mindsets shifting “from competitive to collaborative”
and that they are better able to see how their work
fits into the bigger picture, there is still work to
be done to make collaboration the primary way
of operating on a day-to-day basis. For many,
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collaboration appears to be not yet a part of the
DNA of people and organizations. For example, one
interviewee described,
I think that sometimes we just hold on to this idea
of each organization being really distinct, more than
we need to from a collaborative perspective. [We
need to] loosen that up a little bit and just recognize
that the crediting of each organization, that’s not as
important as the shared impact that we’re creating. I
do think that inhibits collaboration.
Another key leader in the work voiced the sentiment
that, in retrospect, Meyer could have been even
more intentional about urging, structuring, and even
incentivizing people to move beyond their individualized
work and embrace a more collaborative way of interacting.

Significance
Building a culture of true collaboration often requires
substantial reconstruction of personal and organizational
identities. The data show the transition is not an easy
one for many. Even though the idea of collaboration is
often quickly embraced in concept, it is more difficult
in practice. It requires numerous, varied, and ongoing
supports to realize.

Conclusion
The aim of the WRI was to make progress in the
following dimensions of alignment:
• Shared purpose: common vision, common goals
• Relational and social interconnectedness: trust, social
dynamics, interdependence
• Integrated and synergistic practice: cohesive and
systematic thinking and acting
• True partnerships and collaborations: shared
approaches, shared resources
• Healthy, functioning network
The findings reveal that the WRI made a substantial
impact in all of these dimensions and established a
foundation for this area to continue to evolve over time.

Shared Purpose
The findings indicate that the WRI was instrumental
in creating a coalescing vision for the Willamette River
Basin. This unifying vision created a sense of a “one
Willamette” that enabled people to see themselves as
making a contribution to the whole basin rather than
isolated in their individual tributaries or projects. This

common vision led to less siloed and more systemic
work. People saw the bigger picture of what was
happening in the basin, and that perspective gave them
the ability to work with others to set more strategic
common goals. Although people talked about having
a common and compelling vision, they did not usually
articulate the vision with much specificity.
The WRI also helped to create greater alignment in the
work by bringing people together. The relationships
developed through the WRI’s convenings such as Within
Our Reach and the Model Watershed Program enabled
people to prioritize their work based on their common
understanding of the needs of the larger basin and the
strengths of other organizations.

Relational and Social Interconnectedness
One of the most significant areas of impact was in
building a sense of community among the vast array
of stakeholders involved in restoring the Willamette.
The WRI brought people together and helped them
see that they were in this together. It deepened
existing relationships and expanded the development
of new relationships.
People valued and benefitted from these relationships
both personally and professionally. The relationships of
trust and friendship developed throughout the basin
led organizations to come together and create regional
networks of support and collaboration. These networks
were designed to sustain the learning and relationshipbuilding that happened through the WRI and provide
a support system for the organizations to weather the
changes and challenges of the future.
One of the challenges of this relational work is the
complexity of social dynamics. Building and sustaining
relationships is hard work. Developing effective
collaboration and formal networks is even harder.
Along the way, some people struggled with the
social dynamics.

Integrated and Synergistic Practice
The common vision and shared relationships fostered
by the WRI helped to shift people’s thinking from siloed
to systemic. People are now focusing on how they can
contribute to the entire river system rather than an
individual tributary or project. The strong relationships
they developed give them the ability to reach out, learn
what was happening throughout the basin, and step
forward or back as appropriate to do what was best for
the broader system.

T H E W I L L A M E T T E R I V E R I N I T I AT I V E : A N E VA L U AT I O N O F I M PA C T

51

As people developed a greater understanding of what
others were doing, they began making decisions in
coordination rather than in conflict. They saw how
their projects intersected and influenced others. They
adapted their strategies and practices to ensure the
greatest benefit.
Despite making great strides of progress in this area,
there are still some pockets of isolation and competition.
Some are concerned that disconnection will grow as the
WRI sunsets.

True Partnerships and Collaborations
The WRI created a commitment to collaboration. Many
people have embraced partnerships and are investing
time and energy in collaborations. They have developed
a “Team Willamette” mentality, seeing that they are in
this together, working toward common goals. People
are becoming less competitive because they are focusing
on how much they can accomplish together.
People attribute much of this shift from competitive to
collaborative to the long-term, stable funding that WRI
provided. Many expressed concern that people will revert
to a more competitive mindset as funding becomes more
limited in the future. People also expressed that there
is ongoing work to be done to make collaboration the
natural and instinctive way of operating.

Healthy, Functioning Network
The many regional and issue-focused networks that
have formed as a result of the WRI are a testament to
the value of building and strengthening relationships
and collaborations. The WRI gatherings have provided
a way to create new networks of support and
collaboration. These networks provide a way to sustain
the benefits of the WRI into the future.
While almost everyone touted the value of these
networks, some people are also experiencing a degree
of burnout due to the many networks that have
emerged. The time and effort that it takes to engage
these networks was viewed as burdensome by some.

Summary
To a great extent, progress has been made on all of
the primary dimensions of this intended impact of
alignment. The areas of vulnerability are primarily
seen in the durability, consistency, and resilience of
the mechanisms for alignment both now and into the
future. Particularly in the areas of integrated practice
and true partnerships, the interviews reveal concern
that progress will not be sustained and will erode in
time from lack of funding, attention, and convening.
Fostering true partnerships in the future will be
essential to capitalizing on the gains of the past
decade in alignment.

Salamanders depend on clean water, and their presence
tells us about stream health in the Willamette Basin

T H E W I L L A M E T T E R I V E R I N I T I AT I V E : A N E VA L U AT I O N O F I M PA C T

52

Intended Impact C:
Strong Foundation
Goal: The WRI aimed to build a strong foundation for future long-term
efforts to protect and restore the Willamette River and its tributaries.
The initiative provided long-term capacity funding to increase its
partners’ organizational strength and supported efforts to increase
shared knowledge, build a more integrated restoration community,
maintain reliable data about the river, increase funding, and ensure
funding stability for river health efforts.

Dimensions
The aim of the WRI was to make progress in the
following dimensions of a strong foundation:
A. Identity (strong sense of shared identity and shared
narrative that is bigger than the sum of its parts)
• What kind of identity has been developed
through the WRI?
• What is the story people are telling themselves
and others now, and how is that different than
when the WRI started?
B. Organizational capacity (the human and capital
resources, internal systems, policies and practices
necessary to achieve mission)
• What can organizations do now that they
couldn’t do before the WRI?
• What kind of enduring and sustaining capacity
has been built in organizations through the WRI
that will outlast the WRI?
C. System strength and resiliency
• How has the strategy for gathering people and
inviting participation in the work developed
through the WRI? How is the network of people
better able to weather change and challenge?
• What systems, both formal and informal, have
been developed throughout the network to
support, sustain, and advance the work?

• How has the will, interest, and decision-making
ability of the system and its actors been developed?
• How has the funding landscape changed to
support river health?
D. System culture and momentum (espirit de corps,
movement, attitudes, mindset)
• What has changed in how people think about
conservation in the Willamette basin?
• What about the culture of the people, network,
and communities changed through WRI?
• What have the dynamics of culture (shared
purpose, relational norms, and systems)
developed through the WRI?
• What kind of “glue” is holding the work together?
E. System self-regulation and learning (peer-topeer learning, feedback, decision-making, and
evaluating progress)
• What has developed for shared learning,
monitoring, exchange of insights, shared
measures, etc.?
• What has been developed to sustain the
direction and ongoing learning throughout
the range of actors?
• What has developed for sustaining the work
into the future?
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1. Practitioners
Developed a
Strategic
Orientation

Significance
Having the capacity to think and plan strategically
reinforced collaboration and enabled practitioners to
work together to raise the pace and scale of restoration
to a level they had not previously thought possible. This
also enabled practitioners to take on projects that would
have the greatest benefit for the river as a whole.

A. Adopting a Strategic Mindset

B. Gaining Time

Practitioners are thinking strategically rather
than opportunistically.

Practitioners shifted their time from chasing
money to being strategic.

One of the greatest benefits of the WRI’s consistent
funding, seen extensively throughout the interview data,
was the opportunity funding afforded for organizations
to think strategically. Interviewees shared that the WRI
funding allowed them to dedicate staff time to evaluate
options and build a pipeline of projects designed to
make a significant impact. They described how the WRI
funding allowed them to take time to reflect on the
successes and challenges of projects and to promote
continuous learning. They were able to seek data to
inform their decisions, reach out to their peers to learn
from their experiences, and work with their partners
to determine what could be accomplished most
effectively by whom. Interviewees expressed gratitude
and relief at having the time and space to think beyond
a specific project’s timeline and keep their eye on the
ultimate goal of their efforts, the health of the river.
One interviewee captured these sentiments: “We’re
doing what we couldn’t do before; we’re stepping back,
taking a breath and being more strategic.”

One effect of the WRI was to afford leaders the
opportunity to get beyond a fixation on funding and
be able to think strategically. Interviewees shared that
what enabled them to dedicate time to strategic thinking
was that they no longer needed to spend as much time
seeking funding for small projects. Many interviewees
described a one-to-one correlation between the amount
of time they previously spent chasing money and the
amount of time they could now spend making strategic
decisions and planning beyond the current project. They
talked about the challenges of balancing grant deadlines
with project deadlines, allocating their salaries between
several small projects, and tracking and reporting all the
different kinds of data each funding source required. All
these requirements for small grants took a significant
amount of time and reduced what practitioners could
dedicate to the projects themselves, much less to the
long-term strategy of their organization. Coupled with
the worry of finding funding to pay their salaries, these
pressures caused interviewees to experience tremendous
stress. Having one main funding source they could rely
on year after year provided a welcome respite. As one
interviewee put it, “Flexible money for capacity reduced
how much people had to hustle. Now, people are scared
of losing that.” Another interviewee who previously
worked for a watershed nonprofit in another state shared,

In contrast, interviewees described their approach prior
to the WRI’s funding as being opportunistic. The projects
they adopted were those tied to funding rather than
projects that would make the most significant impact
on the health of the river. Several interviewees reported
feeling frustrated by the inefficiency of focusing their
time and energy on several small projects that received
little funding and generated little return on investment.
This approach felt insufficient given all that they needed
and were impassioned to accomplish. One interviewee
described the shift that occurred because of the WRI
funding: “This enabled me to work on more focused
projects. I’m focused more narrowly on significant
projects on the Willamette now instead of scattering
across properties at a cursory level.”

The capacity that the Model Watershed Program
brings, in conjunction with the OWEB council
support grant, allows our organization to dedicate
time and resources to making progress on the
ground. In my former watershed nonprofit, we didn’t
have those resources. And we were, of course, very
scrappy as a result. Something that we had to always
worry about and focus on was bringing in projectrelated money because we didn’t have capacity
money to draw on. It was just always a constant
struggle of keeping positions funded, keeping
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the lights on. Now, I have the capacity to work to
stabilize the nonprofit, even build the nonprofit, like
build out DEI programming, build out our programs
to a greater extent, because we’ve had the capacity
to do so. And our watershed council as a result
is very stable, in terms of governance, in terms of
board engagement, and in terms of the sustainability
of the organization as a result.

Significance
Having additional time to think strategically and build
the organizations achieved a primary intent of the WRI
to create a stable, sustainable system of restoration
organizations. However, this may also have created
some dependency that poses a risk for the future as
the WRI sunsets. Indeed, the fear of having to “hustle”
or “be scrappy” again, and the time that would take
away from thinking strategically, surfaced repeatedly
in the interviews. The opportunity to think strategically
instead of operationally will be a primary challenge
going into the future.

C. Fostering a Basin-Wide Strategy
Practitioners are determining strategies at the
regional or basin-wide level rather than at the
local level.
The interviews clearly revealed that strategic thinking
was not only developed at the organizational level,
but at a regional and basin-wide level as a result of
the WRI. Interviewees shared that their strategies for
projects were often developed in collaboration with
local and regional partners rather than in isolation
as they had previously done, resulting in basin-wide
strategies. They attributed this shift away from a siloed
approach and to a basin-wide approach to the time
afforded them by stable funding to coordinate with
partners. One survey respondent commented, “WRI
facilitated collaboration across several organizations
focused on specific sub-regions and provided the
funding capacity to collaborate. This was an excellent
approach to addressing some of the larger issues facing
the Willamette.” Another noted the effectiveness of
the WRI’s approach in “reaching out and fostering
the network of the vast numbers of individuals and
organizations across the basin.”
Collaborative planning made practitioners more
strategic, enabling them to understand each other’s
work better so they could determine who could most
effectively implement different components of the
project. This expansive understanding, in turn, allowed

practitioners to use the resources that were available
to the greatest benefit. One interviewee said, “There’s
greater trust. We have productive conflict and can
choose the best use of limited resources.” Another said,
[There’s a] behavior that is less siloed to each
organization, and more open to the idea of
leveraging skills and leveraging the different
strengths of each organization to get a broader
purpose served. There were a lot of people that
had that vision ten years ago, and have that kind
of mindset, but I feel like it’s more of a common
understanding of this all hands-on deck approach.
Now, when we have full meetings or conferences
with the entire system together, we are thinking
from the headwaters to the confluence. That
common ground that everybody’s coming from is
that this is for the entire river.
Regional networks developed from a recognition of
the value of collaboration and the value that each
organization can bring to accomplishing common
goals. They make decisions as a network that help them
achieve more collectively. For example, one said,
In the Upper Willamette, we’ve created the Upper
Willamette Stewardship Network. We just hired our
first shared staff position and have gotten a couple of
shared grants to do work that none of us individually
could get funding or do on our own. The genesis
of the Upper Willamette Stewardship Network was
based on the spirit of partnership that was created
through the WRI and so I see that as us realizing
that we needed something larger in geographical
scope, something that was more supportive and
collaborative, and that would benefit all of us.

Significance
Thinking and acting strategically at the basin-wide or
regional level helped to create efficiencies by ensuring
resources could be applied most effectively. The formation
of regional networks creates tremendous opportunity by
creating a forum for regional strategy development in the
future and will help to ensure that these efficiencies, and
the benefits from them, can be sustained.

D. Adopting Collaborative Strategies
for the Sustainability of Individual
Organizations
Practitioners are thinking strategically about
the use of collaborations to sustain their
organizations over the long term.

T H E W I L L A M E T T E R I V E R I N I T I AT I V E : A N E VA L U AT I O N O F I M PA C T

55

An example of this is the formation of three regional
networks. While these networks were formed in part to
continue the collaboration that the WRI had promoted,
they also helped the participating organizations function
in collaboration and partnerships, sharing resources with
other organizations in regional coordination to open
doors to more opportunities. It became clear that these
networks were a path to sustainability, particularly for
the watershed councils that were a part of the Model
Watershed Program and had the most to lose (i.e.
significant annual capacity funding from Meyer and
programmatic support from BEF) with the sunset of the
WRI. One interviewee described the rationale for their
network’s formation this way:
We don’t want to merge because we would lose
the specific identity, geographic and other identities,
the specific relationships we’ve built in our sub
watersheds. But we do see the value in sharing
resources, maybe sharing staff, maybe sharing
equipment, certainly sharing planning. And that’s
what really drove the Upper Willamette Stewardship
Network’s formation: the recognition that it’s
going to be tough for us all to continue to get this
baseline support and get project support unless we
can demonstrate to each other and to the funding
community that we’re all pulling in the same direction.
Another described,
We’re realizing that we need each other. Because
we can’t do it by ourselves. If we’re all trying to
do outreach that’s great, but we all can’t afford an
outreach coordinator. We want to do these different
things, but how can we work together to get these
tasks accomplished and things done? We all need
these things to happen for ourselves, so how can we
work together to do it more efficiently?

Significance
The formation of regional networks is testament to the
power of the relationships that have been developed
through the WRI. Organizations’ dedication to working
together, to collectively ensure the long-term health of
their organizations and the river, is evidence that the
WRI has accomplished much of what it set out to do in
relation to collaboration and alignment. Organizations
working collectively have a greater appeal for funders,
and thus a greater draw for ongoing funding, which in
turn creates increased resilience to face the challenges
of the future.

And yet…
E. Much Sustainability Strategy is
Still Missing
Many organizations do not yet have an effective
strategy for sustainability.
As the WRI sunsets, it appears that many organizations
have not yet developed a robust sustainability strategy
for their organization. While some have addressed
sustainability in part by helping form regional networks
and others have further developed their fundraising
capacity and relationships with donors, many were
unable to articulate a clear strategy for how they will
secure the future without WRI funding. Over half of
the survey respondents (53%) report that the WRI
did not substantially help them build resource and

Figure 13. To what extent has the WRI made an
impact on your ability to build resource and
funding models to sustain your work?
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The collaborative approach to restoration, modeled and
promoted by the WRI through consistent convenings,
consultations, and dialogues, has informed the
approach of many organizations to plan for their own
sustainability. Practitioners reported developing strong,
trusting relationships across the basin that will help
sustain them and their organizations going forward.
As they were thinking more strategically about their
work, the purposeful and productive collaborations and
strong relationships converged, and they began to take
a strategic orientation toward each other. They began
to explore how these collaborations and partnerships
can be used to help ensure the long-term sustainability
of each organization and, ultimately, the system of
organizations advancing the health of the river.
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Figure 14. To what extent has the WRI made
an impact on your ability to communicate
the value of your work to the public?
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funding models to sustain their work (see Figure 13).
In addition, over half (55%) report that WRI has not
substantially helped them communicate their value to
the public (see Figure 14).
Organizations face a number of barriers to thinking
strategically about sustainability. Some have dedicated
their strategic thinking to getting projects on the ground
for so long that they find it difficult to pull back from
project implementation. Others are trying to overcome
unhealthy ways of thinking about sustainability that are
limiting their ability to develop effective strategy for the
future. One interviewee said,
One struggle that I’ve encountered since coming to
the council is working with staff specifically in order
to continue to make the council more sustainable.
The council had a historical habit of not writing in
enough staff time within grants in order to carry out
projects. [It’s] that historical thought of in order to be
competitive for grants, you have to be as efficient as
possible. But in reality, you undercut staff time and,
and make it so you don’t have enough staff time to
carry out a project.
Regardless of what is holding them back, this lack of
sustainability planning threatens the strategic capacity
that organizations have developed over the past ten
years through the WRI. One survey respondent wrote,
“It seems that many non-profit groups were becoming
reliant on funding that was short term. Many of these
efforts were for additional staff positions which may
or may not have long term secure funding.” Another
respondent reflected,

I wouldn’t say this was “ineffective,” but I think with
an initiative with a known end date, a lesson to draw
is to have more thought and planning to the overall
arc of the initiative in terms of capacity. In response
to the WRI and the goal of increasing the pace and
scale of restoration—which it definitely did—groups
ramped up and worked hard to increase the pace
and scale of restoration and seize the opportunity
of the available funding, but I think in retrospect,
more could be done from the beginning to think
about how to sustain or manage that capacity and
prepare for the transition when the initiative ends.
Maybe incorporating [funding for organizational
development and capacity building] earlier in the
initiative is a way to accomplish this - or more group
trainings offered throughout the process, particularly
with a focus on shared capacity issues, the way
the Model Watershed Program worked with the
Nonprofit Finance Fund.

Significance
Despite a multi-year ramp down of the WRI funding,
many leaders have not developed or enhanced their
fundraising capacity to a degree that will enable them
to compensate for the loss of such a significant funding
source. While some strategies have been developed to
ease the return to less reliable project-based funding,
this may be a difficult transition for many. Leaders could
benefit from continued assistance in building strategic
fundraising capacity and developing approaches to shift
the funding landscape to fill this gap in capacity funding.

F. Gap in the Funding Landscape
Funders have yet to adapt to the WRI
sunsetting, and new funders have not yet
stepped in to fill the gap.
From the perspective of many, funders have not yet
developed strategies to fill in the gap of the WRI
funding. As people talked about the future of the
Willamette River Basin after the WRI sunsets, many
shared fears that the funding landscape would not
adapt to take up the space the WRI had filled. In
particular, they doubted that many of the funders
remaining could provide the flexible, consistent
funding that is so critical to building capacity,
catalyzing collaboration and achieving significant
results for the river. One interviewee said, “This is
a large-scale effort, and it’s going to need some
sustained help to continue that trajectory.”
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In particular, the Willamette River Network seemed
nebulous to many. At the time of these interviews,
the Willamette River Network’s staff positions had yet
to be filled. People were hopeful about their future
direction and fearful of everything they did not yet
know, including funding priorities and approaches
to grantmaking. This uncertainty has produced
anxiety among those in the field. For example, one
interviewee expressed,
The Network remains a bit of a mystery to me. I
think that may be by design. But I think there is huge
potential there, and a need for organization around
collaborative efforts. I’m hoping that maybe we’ll end
up with more capacity than we had through WRI.

Significance
As the Willamette River Network forms and determines
a path forward, people’s fear of the unknown will
likely decrease substantially. This evaluation provides
a significant opportunity to encourage funders to
make a long-term commitment to funding capacity by
demonstrating the results of what consistent, flexible
funding can do for organizations and the river.

2. Enriched Relational
Ecosystem
A. Strategic Relationships
People are building a meaningful and strategic
web of relationships.
The legacy of the WRI is a developed and highly
enriched relational ecosystem. Relationships were a

Figure 15. To what extent has the WRI made an
impacton your ability to make your
partnerships more strategic?
25
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Interviewees described that before the WRI, there were
“fiefdoms” where organizations focused exclusively on
their local geographies. They were isolated by both the
landscape and a competitive mindset with organizations
applying for the same limited funding. This mindset
shifted with the WRI funding. These changes helped
people develop mutual understanding, find common
ground, and over time, build meaningful and strategic
relationships that enhance the capacity of everyone
involved in a project or partnership. One interviewee said,
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River floodplain. The money alone is not enough,
it was funding paired with a vision of inclusivity,
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organizations to become stronger and to form
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the ecosystem work that was funded is terrific,
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organizations to carry out this work into the future
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capable of growing in the future. Strong, resilient
organizations are the foundation of river restoration
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expanded this foundation.
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in almost any form was valuable for them personally
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and bettering the land, and just different watersheds
and tackling different pieces at once. And that piece
of working together versus working in competition
to one another, particularly with the five councils in
the middle. That, I think, is remarkable.
Interviewees expressed gratitude for the depth of
relationships that they had developed. Through the
WRI, they described having a professional and personal
network of support that extends across the basin and
is essential to their success. Data reveal that these
relationships are not easy to sustain, but they are
productive. One interviewee said,
There have been big changes in how people show
up in a room together. There’s more listening and
the ability to productively challenge each other’s
positions. There’s more humility and genuine interest
in thinking differently. It’s not just landowner
outreach anymore; it’s the whole community.
People talked about the value of mentoring
relationships that were developed through Within Our
Reach and the Model Watershed Program and how
those relationships accelerated and enriched their
work. One interviewee said,
I think one of the things that I didn’t expect before
coming on was just how close-knit that group was.
And it’s something that was a pleasant surprise
for me coming on with this program, even nine
years down the road. I was also surprised at how
welcoming everybody was with me being brand
new. And a lot of the folks have been around for a
lot of the WRI or large chunks of it.
Another interviewee emphasized the importance of the
trust and support that characterizes these relationships:
“We know who’s who and who’s working on what.
We’re learning from each other’s projects. It gives
us reassurance; we have each other’s backs. This
has engendered trust and reduced the competitive
mindset.”
Another interviewee described how the WRI’s approach
created the “space” for people to develop these
trusting, enduring relationships:
So much comes back to making the space for
partnering and so much of the work that’s done is
based on relationships and trust and creating a space
for these people to get together. Allowing them to
create their own relationships – you’re going to see
the results play out longer. The impact is great and
longer in time than the 10-year investment itself.

All of this helped people to see their relationships as
strategic assets that could help them accomplish more in
their work and make their work more enriching. One said,
I think the definition of partnership is broader
than who your neighbor is to deliver a restoration
project. You looked at other folks that could be
thought partners, that help you get access to engage
communities you’ve had a really hard time accessing,
that someone might have an idea and innovation
that you might be able to adopt. So it’s less
provincial...the world of possibilities is much broader.

Significance
The relationships that were developed as a result
of the WRI were one of the most significant
accomplishments of the initiative. As much as
anything, these strategic relationships hold promise
to be an enduring legacy to promote ongoing
productivity throughout the network.

B. Landowner Engagement
Practitioners are developing the capacity for
effective landowner engagement.
Among the most important relationships that
interviewees discussed developing through the WRI
were relationships with landowners. Historically, these
relationships had been challenging and, at times,
adversarial. In some cases, practitioners avoided working
with private landowners before the WRI. Practitioners
and landowners both described being discouraged and
frustrated with these relationships. Practitioners knew
that working with landowners was critical. They also
knew building healthy and meaningful relationships
would take significant time and this was time they
did not have. Landowners felt practitioners didn’t
understand or care about their needs because they
weren’t taking time to reach out and meaningfully
engage them in conversation and planning.
Interviews revealed that the WRI funding enabled
practitioners to dedicate the time needed to forge these
relationships and engage landowners as true partners,
creating shared conservation goals. As practitioners
and landowners came to know each other better,
their perspectives about each other began to shift to a
more understanding, positive, and hopeful view. One
practitioner expressed,
Before the WRI, we didn’t have the capacity to have
conversations with landowners. We thought we were
never going to be able to shift their view. When WRI
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started, we studied the tributaries and started having
conversations with landowners. Once we started
building relationships, we realized they care.
Practitioners and landowners also discovered which
approaches to working together were best. For example,
one landowner spoke of learning about the importance
of voluntary conservation:
You know, my opinion of some of these governmentfunded restoration efforts was very low, mainly
because we have some local ones that were just
disasters, just a total waste of money. People were
able to put money in their pocket, walk away and [the
land would] just look like heck for years. But what
they’ve done is more voluntary. Now, you see these
chunks of ground like ours. There are quite a few of
them happening now that haven’t happened in the
last 50 years. It’s a lot better approach to do things
together rather than force it on somebody else.
This new view of cooperation, coupled with
practitioners’ increased capacity to move quickly, make
progress on projects, and demonstrate the capacity
to maintain projects over the long term, helped to
transform some of these relationships into mutually
beneficial, productive partnerships. One practitioner
described the change the WRI funding made to these
relationships in this way:
The biggest change is in the nitty-gritty: how we
do our projects. We changed how we did habitat
restoration through our partnerships with farmers.
There’s always been tension between conservation
and agriculture, but we developed shared goals and
now we can learn from each other.

Significance
Demonstrating capacity to accomplish and maintain
projects was critically important to overcoming
landowner skepticism. Equally important was investing
the time to build relationships, understanding the
landowners’ perspectives, and establishing common
ground. To sustain these relationships into the future,
practitioners will need to have the time and resources
to both implement and maintain restoration projects
and relationships.

C. Expanding the Circle
People are developing cross-sector partnerships.
Through the WRI, people are placing an increasing value
on cultivating relationships outside of the environmental

field. Participants came to believe engaging with people
from other fields provides new perspectives that help them
see the bigger picture and address the systemic issues
causing environmental degradation. Exposure to those
outside of their field of practice allowed them to adopt a
more proactive and expansive approach to conservation
and restoration. Interviewees repeatedly talked about
“expanding the circle” to develop relationships and
partnerships with non-environmental groups including
those in health care, food security, economic development,
and education. One interviewee said,
It’s a fairly closed silo in the environmental
community. We need to work across a larger sector.
We’re narrow in our ability to address environmental
issues. It’s still low on people’s priority list. We need
cross-sector partnerships and communications to get
more people involved.
Being exposed to diverse viewpoints and expanded
spheres of relationships through the WRI helped to
ensure the success of projects. One interviewee said,
You know, our organization has taken on pretty
significant projects. But when you add up all of the
[Willamette River Basin], it’s quite a number. With
each of those projects, in terms of connections like
partnerships and collaborations, we’ve been able to
develop stronger relationships with organizations
like Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife. We are
now working with the City of Salem. It’s allowed us
to get to know other agencies and other industries
more deeply. We’ve reached out to a gravel operator,
for instance. We’ve done some private landowner
outreach to some farmers in the area. It’s kind of
broadened the scope of who we’re working directly
with on some projects. That’s been really helpful.
People talked about the Within Our Reach conference as
one of the key catalysts for developing new cross-sector
relationships and partnerships. It brought together and
provided a forum for a diverse group of people and
partners to look at systemic issues, discuss the practical
implications of them in workgroups, and see where their
work intersects.

Significance
Developing cross-sector partnerships enables
practitioners to improve the quality of their work
through the enrichment of multiple perspectives from
multiple disciplines. Practitioners can also keep their
fingers on the pulse of what is important to those in
other fields so they can frame their work in the context
that matters to others.
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And yet…
D. Relationships May Erode

E. Landowner Relationships are Fragile

People express concern that these relationships
will be difficult to maintain without WRI funding.

Landowners’ commitment to restoration
depends on consistency and maintenance.

Despite the fact that nearly every interviewee described
the relationships that they developed as invaluable to
accomplishing their goals, they also questioned whether
these relationships would continue in the absence of the
WRI funding. Interviewees were cautiously optimistic;
they emphasized the strength and importance of these
relationships while expressing uncertainty about the
future of these relationships.

The relationships between landowners and practitioners
developed through WRI have helped to accomplish
much, but these relationships are largely utilitarian
to landowners. Landowners value these relationships
because they have been able to create change on their
properties and the land surrounding those properties.
So far, in the minds of many landowners, those changes
have been maintained.

Many are anxious about not having time to dedicate
to these partnerships since they have to refocus their
energy on seeking funding. In addition, the departure
of several key staff throughout the basin have left
people uncertain about future partnerships. One
interviewee said, “Collaborative planning takes more
time. Relationships take time to develop. A long-term
investment in relationships needs long-term, stable
support.” Another interviewee said, “I hope we
continue to have strong teamwork and collaboration.
I fear that competition will build up if not meeting
regularly and positions change.” Still another said,

As the WRI sunsets, practitioners and landowners alike
are concerned that practitioners will not be able to
dedicate the significant time and money required to
maintain the effectiveness of these projects into the
future. In all likelihood, there will be some tension
or dissolution in the relationships with landowners
given priority landowners place on maintenance. One
landowner said,

It’s a lot easier [to work together]. And people are
a lot more eager. The question I have is, What’s
durable? If resources don’t stay where they are, how
durable is that? And I suspect, given what you’re
seeing on some of the networks that are forming in
the Upper Willamette group and the Mid Valley group
that the scale will help to make it durable. Whether
we’re able to keep Portland groups connected to
Eugene groups, that’s more of a question mark.

Significance
The time, resources, and impetus needed to build
trusting and understanding relationships that can
support the work of collaboration should not be
underestimated. The relationships engendered through
the WRI did not happen casually or spontaneously.
It took time, resources, and intention to forge the
productive relationships they now enjoy. The question
of what holds people together is a significant one
for the enduring legacy and ongoing potency of the
work through the WRI. Insights from research and
community-based knowledge about how to sustain
productive relationships over the distance will be
essential for the future of the network.

[One of the land trusts got some land and] some
of it made sense to protect and some of it was a
big chunk of farmland, but they’re planning on
converting the farmland to prairie. And the reality
is that restoring a prairie and then maintaining it
takes a huge amount of money. And that’s taking
dollars that I think could be better spent somewhere
else on a higher priority thing than trying to convert
something back from agricultural land. It is going
to take continuous maintenance indefinitely, and
without any dedicated funds to do it.
When landowners express hesitancy for engaging in
projects, they say it is because they have repeatedly
experienced partners failing to understand their
needs, involve them in decisions, or deliver the desired
outcomes. One landowner said,
We’ve had a lot of agencies, come out and want
to do studies. They want to study the frogs and
they want to study the eagles and the turtles
and everything and we’ve always gone for it. No
problem. But in all that time, never once have they
come out and asked us our opinion, the people
who actually live here. And I think that’s something
that we, in agriculture especially, probably don’t
emphasize enough that we need representation.
As an industry, we’re probably some of the best
environmentalists there are. We’ve got to have
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economics involved too. We have to make money to
be able to afford to take care of everything, and the
more money we make, the more technology we can
afford to do a better job.
This landowner also expressed that there was a
difference between past experiences and the project
he worked on with a land trust as part of the WRI.
The project with WRI gave him the opportunity to be
involved in decisions about the land that they acquired
from him. He also offered this solution to help reinforce
the bridges that had been built with landowners as a
result of the WRI: “Be out there talking to landowners.
Go to landowner meetings, there are hundreds of
farmers there. When you talk back and forth, you come
up with new ideas.”

Significance
Progress to involve landowners in river restoration has
come slowly but is significant, nonetheless. A great deal
more work is yet to be done to solidify and advance
the engagement and contribution of landowners. The
trust and mutual understanding fostered by ongoing
engagement will be critical to securing and sustaining
the progress that has been made and advancing that
progress into the future.
One of the critical components to advancing this
work with landowners is the time, energy, care, and
consistency needed to build the kind of relationships
that will endure. One said, “You have to know farmers
to work with farmers and get them engaged in the
work; it’s about hearts and minds of people, not just
water and fish.” This means that work with landowners
must be about more than the technical aspects of the
restoration projects, but about the development of
partnerships. This requires more from the field than
simply the management of projects.

I think it will be hard to maintain that sense of
stewardship because the Willamette River doesn’t
have its own Watershed Council. All tributaries have
the watershed councils that have little snippets of
the mainstem. I’m hoping that this Willamette River
Network can somehow serve the role of some kind
of quasi watershed council that is helping to prioritize
work and bring in new supporters and landholders
and project partners in a strategic way that isn’t
just haphazard. I’m worried without the dedicated
restoration dollars along the Willamette that there’s
just not going to be the same prioritized strategic
approach to doing the work along the mainstem.

Significance
This finding suggests that the ecological work of
conservation and restoration cannot be done effectively
without substantial attention to the social, emotional,
and mental ecology that holds together the partners
involved in the work. If this is true, then the future vision,
strategies, and feedback loops will need to focus on
sustaining the relational “glue” that holds it all together
for people. Another implication of this finding is the need
to give attention to, or even study the dynamics of, the
kinds of interventions and practices that hold people
to the work. How might these be utilized appropriately
to keep intact the network and system that has been
developed over the past decade? A further implication
is that funding can be a powerful catalyzing force if it is
combined with the kind of leadership for convening and
coordinating that the WRI has exemplified. When done
well, funding has a way of coalescing people to a cause.
The WRI played this role for the network. There will need
to be some thought given to the agencies or personalities
that can act as the rallying point.

Figure 16. To what extent has the WRI made
an impact on your ability to build
momentum for the future?
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People are concerned about a future without
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common vision.
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will happen when the glue that the WRI provided goes
away. One interviewee said,
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Figure 17. To what extent has the WRI made an
impact on your ability to persist through
challenges and setbacks?
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G. Resilience is Only Moderately
Affected
People’s ability to persist through challenges
and setbacks is only moderately improved.
The survey data reveal a perception among the WRI
stakeholders that momentum is building for the future
as a result of the 10 years of concentrated investment
by Meyer Memorial Trust, with over 2 out of 3 (68%)
respondents reporting that WRI made a considerable
or tremendous impact in building momentum for the
future (see Figure 16). The durability of what has been
developed is less certain. 10% fewer (58%) respondents
see a substantial difference in their ability to persist
through challenges and setbacks as a result of WRI (see
Figure 17).
For example, one interviewee, in anticipation of the
sunsetting of the WRI expressed concern about the
ownership going forward:
I haven’t heard anyone step into that void and say,
“Yes, we will now host Within Our Reach.” And
my guess is those recurring convenings are going
to be something that will also sunset. And that’s
another way in which we will be going back to the
circumstances that existed before WRI when there
was no anticipatable gathering of people who cared.

Significance
Building capacity that is sustainable and that can
weather the challenges of operating effectively year
after year is daunting. Even with a ten-year stretch of
stable funding, subjects viewed their ability to withstand

difficulties in the future to be only moderately improved.
Although this finding is not entirely discouraging,
because a little over half of survey respondents report
making substantial progress, this is one of the least
strong responses among the areas of the WRI’s impact.
This insight reveals the difficulty of working in the
here-and-now in a way to also invest in the years-tocome. Building resilience for the future is extraordinarily
difficult when there is pressure and expectation to
produce something quickly to justify the investment
and show early progress. The expectation from funding
partners to do both of these things simultaneously
is contradictory. Grantees understandably need
to demonstrate progress in the programs they are
implementing. They also need to develop resilience
for the future. The anxiety for the future, expressed by
many subjects of this study, reveals an ongoing need to
build capacity for sustainability and effectiveness.

3. Developing a
Culture of
Innovation,
Iteration, and
Learning
A. Data-Driven Decisions
People are sharing data and using it to make
strategic decisions.
Data is important to this work, and access to data is
critical to making the work effective. People are using
both formal and informal data to make strategic project
decisions, prioritize tasks, and work more effectively.
Having data about what is working and what is not
working helps them stay focused and provides rationale
for decision-making, a way to say “yes” and “no.” One
interviewee said, “Don’t try to do everything; we can’t
be all things. Data helps us find out what we’re good at
so we can invest in the best ways.”
Access to data for smaller organizations seemed
to be especially critical. Interviewees from smaller
organizations spoke about their challenges with
collecting data for themselves. Smaller organizations
often do not have the time or capacity to collect data,
and they rely on larger organizations to provide the
data they require. Interviewees spoke of the value of the
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WRI funding research and supporting its dissemination
broadly across the basin. This function of the WRI
– gathering, curating, and communicating data –
helped them overcome the limitations of their smallorganization perspective. One interviewee said,
[Having data] allowed us to be speaking the same
language. It’s hard for these smaller organizations
that are implementing projects to be collecting
data in a meaningful way and, even if they could
collect it, share it with others in an organized way.
No one has the capacity to do it. Having a focused
and dedicated monitoring effort with a strong
outreach is invaluable.
Interestingly, although interviewees spoke extensively
about the value of data, they said very little about
interacting with the monitoring data. Instead, they
talked more broadly about sharing lessons learned,
knowing whom to call, and asking people about
what is working and not working. They spoke mostly
of informal means of interacting with data. One
interviewee said,
If I was starting a project, I could just call him
and say, “Hey, have you ever tried this whatever
method?” And he might say, “Yeah, it worked
great,” or, “It was a terrible idea, we wasted time
doing it, don’t do it.” So that was one of the things
where the resources came together pretty quickly.
Field knowledge was really good.
This primary focus on informal data rather than
formal data may be due to the heavy concentration
on information sharing and knowledge exchange
among those in the network. It may also be related to
challenges with adopting effective monitoring processes
and procedures (see Finding 9D).

Significance
This finding underscores the value of continuing
to provide research data to people on the ground,
paying particular attention to the access of smaller
organizations, as well as to convene opportunities for
people to exchange knowledge and learning informally.

B. Calculated and Courageous Risks
People are becoming more comfortable with
taking risks in strategy and implementation.
As a result of the WRI, people are becoming increasingly
comfortable with taking risks to achieve greater benefit
from their work. There is modest but persuasive

evidence that people are trying out new approaches,
thinking outside-the-box, and experimenting on a larger
scale, prompted by their involvement with the WRI.
These experiments have the potential to yield significant
benefits. They also put organizations at greater risk
of failure. In the face of risk, some practitioners are
becoming more comfortable with pushing through
their own limitations. One interviewee said, “WRI has
given people a chance to take risks on project scales. It’s
rewarding to take risks and see the net benefits.”
The interviews show that the strong relationship
between organizations and the WRI staff had a catalytic
effect for encouraging smart risk-taking. Participants
credit the honest, authentic relationships they have with
the WRI staff for their willingness to step outside the
lines of common restoration practices. They described
being able to call the WRI staff and talk something
through to ensure they were thinking through all the
angles before making a decision. They also expressed
appreciation that the WRI staff would rarely discourage
exploratory thinking. Instead, WRI staff would give them
questions to think through and connect them with
people who might be helpful. Overall, they were most
thankful that if something did not go well, they were
not penalized or scolded. They could discuss with the
WRI staff what went wrong and chart a new course for
the future. This emboldened them to be more creative
and less afraid of failure. One interviewee said,
There’s a lot of flexibility in that they can be
adaptable. Given project demands, you know, over
the course of implementing over five to seven years,
different challenges may come up and Meyer seems
to have been very nimble in terms of how they’re
able to adapt the dollars that are already committed
to a project for maybe scope of work changes or
other things like that.
Another interviewee echoed this sentiment and
emphasized the importance of the trust that developed
between WRI staff and practitioners that enabled them to
try things out, adapt, and learn. The interviewee said,
I get very head down [in my watershed] and it’s hard
picking my head back up and seeing what’s going
on over here and remembering to reach out and call
folks. And I’ve been thinking differently. I’ve been
just trying to think out of the box. I think Meyer
was really great about encouraging honesty with
failure, reflecting on lessons and learning from them,
being able to acknowledge where stuff just didn’t
go right. We didn’t make the mark and here’s why

T H E W I L L A M E T T E R I V E R I N I T I AT I V E : A N E VA L U AT I O N O F I M PA C T

64

Figure 18. To what extent has the WRI made
an impact on your ability to develop new
and innovative approaches?
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we think so and here’s how it will shift. And I think
other funders are growing in terms of a culture of
being able to say, you know, “We missed it, and this
is why.” You know they’re not going to yank the
funding out because this didn’t work out.
Survey data also reveal that all respondents report
making at least some progress in developing new and
innovative approaches as a result of the WRI (see Figure
18). 60% report the change to be significant. However,
among the areas of impact reported in the survey, this
was a lagging response, revealing an area of less growth
than others. These data suggest that while driving
innovation was a success of the WRI, it could also be an
area for future attention.

of the WRI, they are also reflecting more critically on
their work. They are asking more formative questions
to ensure they are filling their role in the river system as
best they can. One interviewee said,
It very much felt to me like a culture of innovation.
What are you doing? What do you want to do? How
can we do that in the most efficient way? Connect
whatever dots – funding, partnerships. There was
a culture that they cultivated within the Willamette
River groups, that was in some ways saying the
Willamette is worth it.
Interviewees shared that they are also developing a
deeper understanding of the river system as a whole
and all the stakeholders who are part of it. As their
understanding grows, it creates an iterative cycle
of questioning and learning. Better understanding
leads to better questions, and better questions lead
to better understanding. Improved approaches and
strategies are a result.

Significance
The shift in mindset from solely accomplishing tasks
and simply completing projects to improving, iterating,
learning, and evolving as a primary way of seeing and
processing the work is an enormous achievement.
This change of mental outlook affects the posture and
approach of people to the work and results in a ripple
effect of growth and development throughout
the network.

Figure 19. To what extent has the WRI made an
impacton your ability to establish effective
monitoring and evaluation strategies?

Significance

C. Getting Curious
People are asking big questions to evolve
their work.
While people are seeing the bigger picture of their
work and building supportive relationships as a result
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This finding demonstrates the importance of the
funder relationship as stage-setting to innovation. The
data reveal that the emphasis on learning and the
posture toward curiosity set by the WRI was profoundly
significant for encouraging a culture of candor and
responsiveness to failure instead of simply compliance
and face-saving. The posture that was modeled by the
WRI was critical in setting expectations for learning
through innovation.
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And yet…
D. Monitoring and Evaluation
Are a Challenge
People are struggling with implementing
monitoring and getting useful data.
Throughout our interviews, people talked little about
monitoring and evaluation. When they did, they spoke
of frustration or disappointment. Survey data reveal that
2 out of every 3 respondents (66%) perceive that the
WRI has made no substantial difference in the ability of
people to establish effective monitoring and evaluation
strategies (see Figure 19). People talked about spending
significant time collecting data that was not useful to
them and that the data that would be most helpful
was often extremely difficult to collect. Many also said
that there was a lack of strong monitoring and data
collection systems to help facilitate gathering and sharing
meaningful and useful evaluation data. One practitioner
said of the database created through the Model
Watershed Program to track projects and partners during
the course of WRI, “The Confluence Database was super
helpful and very frustrating. A lot of time was spent
in development and now it’s gone. Once it got to be
helpful, it’s gone.” One survey respondent commented,
Monitoring at a scale that would allow us to answer
crucial questions sooner [was not accomplished].
Arguably this is a task with many other stakeholders
needed, and [there was] some key funding dropped
by key players to cripple the efforts that were once in
place. If we’d all known there was going to be such
a gap, we could’ve prioritized accordingly.
Another respondent said,
I think the monitoring and data collection is an area
that was less effective for the Model Watershed
Program. I understand the inherent challenges and
complexities of attempting to set up a repeatable
monitoring protocol with the goal of having 10
years of consecutive, high quality data. I also
understand that few other collaboratives were
attempting longer-term data collection of this
scope and scale at the time (and probably still now
as well). Nevertheless, I think there was a missed
opportunity to not only finish collecting the data
(collection was suspended in 2016 or 2017 aside
from temperature) but to analyze the data and
create visualizations to help tell the story of the
impact our work has had.

Ensuring quality of data collection proved difficult for
many interviewees. They described having challenges
ensuring the quality and consistency between projects
and practitioners due to a lack of capacity and skill
sets. For example, one interviewee said, “There’s also a
data collection problem. People collecting the data had
different levels of skill. Quality control was not good.
Some things were chosen where it’s not realistic to be
able to detect a change ever.”

Significance
It is encouraging to see that monitoring and evaluation
are important to people. This topic was rarely absent
from interviews. However, the high level of appreciation
for monitoring and evaluation data was matched with
a high level of frustration over the challenges and the
lack of progress to ensure durable habits for all involved.
These areas need further development to be made
accessible, practical, meaningful, and sustainable.

E. The Disruption of Iteration
Practitioners are struggling to adapt projects
plans based on new data.
While many interviewees spoke about the significant
impact the WRI had on connecting practitioners to the
most recent and germane data and research, there were
also challenges associated with the continuous influx
of new data. People were planning projects years in
advance. When new data surfaced, it was occasionally
disruptive to their planned approach or strategy. This
posed a challenge to the continuity of the projects as
people sought to pivot the direction of their project to
align with the newest research. Theories that were held
in the project design stage were sometimes disputed by
new data. For example, one interviewee said,
Aquatic invasive weeds create these low oxygen
environments that native fish can’t really inhabit. The
idea was that they’re in these off-channel habitats
which native fish like to use. If we can remove them,
then we’ll be creating more habitat for native fish.
Well, now we’re starting to get data coming in that
means aquatic plants actually provide shade to these
off-channel habitats, which keeps the water relatively
cool. When we’re removing those, a lot of times
we’re just creating these warm water, slow-moving
off-channel habitats. It’s really great for invasive fish
like bass. And that’s not what we’re trying to do.
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Yet there was recognition that the benefits of
iteration outweighed the challenges. The interviewee
went on to say,
But if we’re actually wanting to have an impact, it’s
really important that we are in dialogue with the
evolving science on all of this. I think Meyer has done
a really good job, along with others, of supporting
that dialogue and working to support partners who
are engaging with the monitoring and adaptively
managing their projects to take that into account.

Significance
Although practitioners value new scientific information
and learning, the ability to change a project plan is
time-consuming and energy-intensive. It can also make
their original path seem like wasted effort. This causes a
conflict for practitioners who want to be implementing
the most effective restoration practice, but struggle
with predetermined timelines and resource allocation.
This may warrant exploring more nimble approaches to
project planning and implementation to strike a balance
between these competing priorities.

4. Closing the Gap
Between Knowledge
and Practice
A. Connected to Research
People are tying restoration practice to
scientific research.
Throughout the interviews, people expressed
appreciation for the work that the WRI has done
to connect research to practice. They value Within
Our Reach and other convenings as a way to share
relevant and timely scientific research with implications
for practice. Scientific data that had previously been
unknown or inaccessible to practitioners, was curated
by the WRI and presented in a practical and user-friendly
format. One interviewee said, “Science has become
a part of this too. There’s a whole Willamette Basin
perspective that’s tying restoration practice to research
on how the Willamette works, anchor habitats, etc.”
Another said,
There’s been some great research projects that
have been done that have informed restoration
planning and specific restoration treatments at

sites. I think we still need to work on making that
linkage stronger between the science community
and the practitioners. That’s something we’re actively
working on.

Significance
The WRI gave people greater access and exposure to
research. People deeply valued the way the WRI curated
relevant and timely information that helped people
gain understanding in critical aspects of the field.
Interviewees reflected on the value of this feature for
developing their practice, enhancing their contribution,
and advancing the restoration work happening
throughout the Willamette.

B. Science is Relational
Practitioners have better relationships with
scientists and scientific data.
Through the WRI, relationships between scientists and
practitioners improved. Practitioners described getting
to know the scientists personally at conferences and
then working with them in the field which helped
practitioners “learn through experience rather than
reading a paper.” This hands-on, relational approach
provided opportunities for researchers and practitioners
to interact and share information.
Practitioners said that these relationships helped them
make strategic decisions for project planning and
implementation. One practitioner said, “The WRI has
connected us to technical researchers like never before.
We have one-to-one connections. They understand our
realities. They go out on the river with us. We’re not just
reading papers.”
Scientists also reported that their relationships with
practitioners helped them to learn what information is
needed and relevant on the ground. One scientist said,
I’d say that we’ve shifted our science away from
just being technical, wonky, minimally useful to:
What are the key questions that people need to
know to better understand it? How do we right-size
the science? How do we get this out into people’s
arms? How do we make this useful? How do we
communicate this? What are the appropriate time
scales and communication venues?
Interviewees expressed that Within Our Reach was
particularly helpful in encouraging relationships between
scientists and practitioners. They described having a
better understanding of science and valuing the face-to-
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face interaction that helped scientists and practitioners
feel like they were on the same level. One said,
That’s another one of those things that came about
through the convenience of Within Our Reach.
Always made sure there were a series of sessions
during that day and a half or two-day conference
that were about sharing what’s new and known in
the science that was relevant to habitat conservation.
And prior to WRI, there just wasn’t a place for that
to happen in person.

Significance
One of the clearest insights from the data about the
causes and catalysts of progress over the ten years of
the WRI is the extent to which face-to-face interactions
between key stakeholder groups, if they are guided,
oriented, seeded, and reinforced within the sector, are
enormously important to make progress.
A great deal of the success of the convenings and
projects, including fostering productive relationships
between the research and practitioner communities,
is attributed to the relational acuity of the WRI team.
This insight signals the importance of selecting leaders
for the work going forward with relational capacity,
emotional intelligence, a sense of interpersonal savvy,
and genuine care for people.

C. Interweaving Natural and
Social Science
Scientists and practitioners are developing a
greater appreciation for including social science
in restoration.
People are developing an increasing awareness of
the interconnectedness between natural science
and social science. In particular, natural scientists
described a shift in their perspective about the value
of social science in informing the decision-making
process for restoration projects. They are realizing
that the precepts of natural science are, in many
cases, significantly modified by personally held beliefs
and perspectives. One scientist said,
[I’m] realizing that science doesn’t drive decisions. It’s
people’s values and perceptions. Science is only a tiny
part of the decision-making process when folks are
making decisions about what to do on their land, or
what actions to take to improve the floodplain. It’s
helped me be more aware of that and communicate
differently. Not perhaps be arrogant and assume that

science drives everything. Because it doesn’t. I’m
maybe more open-minded.

Significance
For this work to become integral to communities, the
social science elements of the work will need to be
engaged as seriously and with as much attention as are
the natural science elements. This initiative will need to
be seen through the lens of community development
and movement-making. The strategies will need to be
as astutely social as they are environmental.

And yet...
D. Struggling to Keep Pace
Scientific discoveries are outpacing the ability of
restoration practices to adapt.
Although many practitioners report increasing
their understanding of scientific data and building
relationships with scientists, they are also struggling to
keep pace with scientific discoveries and discover how
to best integrate it into their practice. One interviewee
said, “It feels like the sciences evolve faster than the
restoration planning is able to keep pace with, and
there’s a bit of a disconnect there.”
Some practitioners who felt as though they have been
able to successfully integrate the latest of science into
their work expressed frustration that the sunsetting
of the WRI limits their ability to use their refined
practices. One said, “We’ve dialed in the techniques
now, but [now that WRI funding is gone] there are no
projects to use them.”

Significance
The WRI brought the worlds of the researcher and the
practitioner closer together and increased the capacity
of both through providing opportunities for interaction
and sharing. The concern expressed in this finding is
important for the field to stay attuned to. Creating the
conditions for both research and practice to improve and
innovate over time will depend on establishing a regular
cycle of learning from one another and adapting.

E. Disconnection Between Ways
of Knowing
A disconnect remains between Western
science, traditional ways of knowing, and
restoration practice.
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Many interviewees are struggling to rectify the
perceived conflict between their long-held belief
in traditional Western science and other ways of
knowing. White environmental leaders have seen
Western science as the definitive authority to
guide their restoration practice. As they have been
introduced to different ways of knowing that are
rooted in culture, tradition, and lived experience, white
leaders are questioning not only how they know what
they know, but also the nature of their relationship
to the river they are working to conserve and restore.
One indigenous environmental leader explained the
divergence between Western beliefs and indigenous
ways of knowing this way:
White people see the environment as other.
[Indigenous people] are not thinking about our
connection to the landscape, but our landscapeness.
We’re the water. We’re the land. It’s our genetic
connection. Humans have shaped the environment
from the beginning, and it has shaped us.
Negotiating this conflict takes attention at the
individual, organizational and systems levels.
Interviewees described that many of their partners seem
to value Western science above other ways of knowing.
They acknowledged that it will take a concerted, longterm effort to help others see value in honoring and
creating space for multiple ways of knowing.

Significance
The struggle to understand and embrace other ways of
knowing is pressing for many white leaders and scientists.
As they work to make their organizations more equitable
and inclusive, creating a welcoming space that honors
different ways of knowing will be critical.

5. Developing Leaders
for the Field
A. People Power
The restoration field is seeing an increase in
high-quality personnel.
Throughout the interviews, people credited the WRI
with helping to attract highly qualified people to the
conservation field. One survey respondent commented,
“[The initiative was] well-funded to hire knowledgeable
staff to support and further WRI’s mission.” Another
noted that the investment in staff, specifically those with

project management capacity, was one of the things
that worked best about the WRI approach.
People talked about how those with talent and skill
were drawn to the inspiring vision of the WRI. They
also talked about relatively new professionals entering
the field and benefitting from the capacity building
that has been established, strengthening the field for
years to come. One interviewee said, “Many people
have grown up during the WRI era. This is all they
know.” Another said,
It feels like things have been professionalized to a
certain degree that I don’t think necessarily existed
10 years ago. It just feels like a really professional
space, that there’s a lot of really qualified,
experienced folks doing this work. And they are
there because the Willamette River Initiative was
asking them to do it. And so that’s not going to go
away. Those people are still in these roles and have
the skills that they probably didn’t have 10 years ago,
and I think that is going to be an enduring asset for
all of us in the basin.
One of the most significant advances in skill sets is
in the area of project management. In the minds of
interviewees, the WRI attracted and developed project
managers of a higher quality than had been seen
previously. An increase in the capability of project
managers holds promise for increased productivity
throughout the sector in the years to come.

Significance
Increasing capability is accompanied by an increase in
productivity, an expansion of support, the elevation of
practice, and the draw of talent. All of these appear to
be a consequence of elevating the skills of staff in the
field through the past ten years of the WRI.

B. Developing the Next Generation
of Leaders
New leaders are being developed to advance
the work into the future.
As a result of the WRI, the capacity of leaders has been
developed. While people expressed some concern
about losing key leaders through the transition from
the WRI funding, they also voiced hope for the future
of the field. They see many competent, inspiring and
dedicated leaders emerging through this work. One
interviewee said,

T H E W I L L A M E T T E R I V E R I N I T I AT I V E : A N E VA L U AT I O N O F I M PA C T

69

Meyer funding and the Meyer projects allowed me
to make some strategic hires. And those people are
the future. Their hearts, their minds, their science,
and their spirit of service are the best of the best.
As a result of those investments, those projects that
Meyer funded, I was able to help build the team.
Strong leaders will be critical to sustaining the benefits
of the relationships, collaboration, and capacity after the
WRI sunsets. One interviewee said,
I’ve been through a number of these efforts where
there’s a big push, and then if you don’t have the
leadership pushing this, it starts falling apart. I
think that’s probably one of the benefits of what
this did. It built leaders through this whole 10-year
process that I think there’s enough leadership now
in the Willamette that it will sustain itself. At least,
that’s my hope.
Some interviewees recommended that specific capacities
need to be developed in this next generation of leaders
to tackle the challenges of the future. Most significantly,
people talked about the next generation of leaders
needing a greater focus on advocacy and public policy.
One said, “We need the next generation of political
leaders to focus on land use, water allocation, and
infrastructure.” Another interviewee expressed the
importance of policy in future conservation work:
There are many reminders of the forgetfulness of
people and the vulnerability of political things. The
public good versus individual freedom. It reminds
me that we can’t do this in isolation of policy. We
need to be more involved in policy work: floodplain
development policy, transportation and water
infrastructure. How did the WRI set us up to be more
active in these conversations?

Significance
The future of the work on the Willamette will be driven,
in large measure, by the capability of the leaders who
are holding the vision and shouldering the responsibility
for the work. This makes conservation and restoration
a human endeavor as much as it is an ecological one.
Building the next generation of leaders will be invaluable
for the success of the work in years to come.
The particular leadership capacities that have taken
the system to where it is currently, however, may
be incomplete for what is required in the future.
Building capacity in people to do policy work, as the
data illustrated, may be one example of how a new

competency, as part of a competency model for the
future, might enable people to be more strategic about
leadership development.

And yet…
C. Concern About Keeping Leaders
People worry that talented people will leave
the restoration field with the absence of the
WRI’s funding.
People report seeing a turnover in personnel in the
field as the WRI is ending. They are concerned that
this trend will increase as the WRI funding sunsets and
priorities shift back toward fundraising. Many people
express worry that more leaders will move on and the
field will struggle to attract new, high-quality staff as
they anticipate salary decreases moving forward. One
interviewee explained,
There’s a little bit of constricting in terms of what
groups are even willing to take on in terms of the
restoration work. There are concerns about the
staff that may or may not be available in the years
to come. I think it was super important and critical
that those capacity investments were made. But
now, it seems like there’s a lot of folks that are sort
of grappling with how, at this juncture, to deal with
some of the uncertainty of what’s ahead in terms of
those investments winding down.
Another commented,
I think there’s going to be a challenge around keeping
as many project coordinators and project managers
employed doing work along the Willamette because
there’s just not going to be the restoration dollars to
do it. Or at least it feels that way.

Significance
Since people are the driving force for this work, a
human capacity strategy should be considered in
the architecture for the future. This might include
developing a repository of wisdom and knowledge of
people who are leaving, some way of capturing lessons
from people who might hold critical knowledge and
encouraging retention of high-quality personnel through
incentives beyond the financial.
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D. Limited Pool of Specialists
Practitioners are concerned about the limited
pool of restoration contractors which creates a
bottleneck for projects.
People attribute the WRI for creating a trusted pool of
contractors who know how to effectively do the work.
They expressed, however, that there were too few
knowledgeable and reliable contractors to implement
projects. One interviewee said,
There’s not enough capacity in the contractor world
to do all the work. So that was the main problem that
we faced with the rest of the Willamette group. We’re
all sharing the same contractor and all the work needs
to happen at the same time. Necessarily, some people
are going to get left out, or the work isn’t going to
happen at the right time, and in so much of what we
do the timing is critically important.
There is also concern that these limitations may be
exacerbated by the uncertainty of the future of the
WRI. Restoration contractors are eager to take on
more projects and expand their capacity. However,
they also expressed concern about the uncertainty
of future projects and what that might mean for the
current workers. One contractor said, “Today most
of our attention is focused on what happens next.
The personnel ask me, ‘Hey, why are we not starting
new projects?’” Both restoration contractors and
practitioners fear that the lack of new projects and
uncertainty about future projects may lead to highquality workers leaving to find other work. This will
leave contractors with even less capacity should projects
ramp up again in the future.

Significance
Limited capacity in the contractor pool has restricted
the ability of practitioners to reach their full potential
for projects during the WRI. Compounding this, the
number of restoration workers has the potential to
decline further as projects scale back and workers must
find other employment. Involving restoration contractors
in planning on a regional or Basin-wide scale could help
them gain the foresight to build their capacity to match
project needs and timing.

E. Advocacy and Policy Gaps
People’s capacity for advocacy and public policy
needs further development.
People are concerned there is a lack of capacity
individually and collectively to address policy issues that

impede conservation and restoration. According to
interviewees, public policy has not been a focus for the
WRI and people expressed hope that it would be a more
prominent focus for the Willamette River Network moving
forward. One interviewee said, “There’s a huge issue in
Oregon. It’s part regulatory and part political and cultural.
There’s conflict between agriculture and ecology and we
need to figure out ways of agriculture and conservation
collaborating.” One survey respondent talked about the
need to balance policy, advocacy and restoration efforts:
The basin faces many challenges that will be influenced
by governmental policies. There are a lot of models
of collaborative watershed groups that have had
greater policy impact, but perhaps less in the way of
restoration accomplishments. We will need both going
forward, and perhaps a greater emphasis on this in
addition to all of the other good work would have
been a valuable achievement.

Significance
For this work to be effective amidst growing
environmental risks and supported for the duration
of long-term interventions, there will need to be
substantially more commitment to advancing river
health in public policy. Currently the findings reveal a
significant gap in the skills, capacity, and experience
needed to secure the kind of public official support and
public policy change required. Addressing this gap will
need to be a priority for the future.

6. Shifting to a
Human, Social,
and Community
Perspective
A. Human and Environment
Practitioners are seeing people as allies,
not adversaries, of the environment.
There is an apparent tension in the conservation field
between protecting and restoring nature and having
people interact with it. From one perspective, damage
has been done to the environment through human
exploitation. Keeping people out of natural spaces
is one way to minimize environmental damage. One
interviewee said, “I was surprised when I got into this
work by the orientation toward natural resources.
Humans are seen as an annoyance.”
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There is evidence that this perspective is shifting as
people in the conservation field realize the importance
of people connecting with, recreating in, enjoying,
working, and stewarding the environment. As an
example of this shift, one practitioner said, “Before, I
wanted to keep people out of ecology, but now I realize
the need to shift to active involvement of people. They
need to have visceral connections to the river, and we
need to hear their vision.”
Additional evidence of this transition can be seen in the
deepening commitment to diversity, equity and inclusion
among majority white conservation groups that is
happening as a result of the WRI (see Finding 12A).

Significance
If the engagement of communities, particularly
historically marginalized and underrepresented
communities, is essential for the outcomes of
watershed restoration to be realized, then the core
strategies will need to engage people in an inclusive
way. This will mean reaching beyond the mainstream
conservation field to include community elders and
cultural leaders, civic leaders, social scientists, and
representatives from sub-groups of people, like
educators, clergy from faith communities, and social
business leaders, among others, to co-create the
community engagement components to the work.

B. Contextual Conservation
People are developing a greater understanding
of the social context of their work.
People have a greater understanding of and
recognition for the social context of restoration work.
As they gain a deeper understanding of the systemic
issues affecting conservation and restoration, they
see their work as part of the social fabric of their
communities. For example, one interviewee said,
“[We’re] not just counting fish or pools or pieces
of wood. [WRI] broadened the understanding that
there’s a community piece and a human piece that
wasn’t fully there before.”
One of the most significant areas of new
understanding is a greater awareness of the historical,
communal, and familial context of work with
landowners. One interviewee said, “There have been
generations on the river. There’s a historical context
and family relationships that we need to understand
to be effective.”

Through the WRI, people are better able to see
their role in the human systems that are at play in
restoration and conservation work. In particular,
staff and leaders from majority white environmental
groups are beginning to view themselves as part of
the river system rather than as external actors to it.
One interviewee said,
It’s inherent in folks that are doing this watershed
restoration work to think about the systems level
first and the personal level last. Meyer has helped
to flip the script on that. These systems emerged
because of individuals and if you want to make
systems change you really have to start with
yourself or it’s not going to be sticky.

Significance
While many people have always seen the river within
its social ecology and history, this finding signals a
very important shift for some from seeing the river in
isolation to seeing it within the context of its social
ecology and history. Restoring the “sense of place”
to restoration and conservation work opens new
horizons for engagement. It also produces all kinds
of complexities that require relational skill, cultural
sensitivity, and community acumen to navigate well.

And yet…
C. The Threat of Dissipating Relational
and Human Connectedness
People are concerned that relationships will
fade without intentional convening.
The Within Our Reach conference and other convenings
by the WRI are attributed by many to helping them
stay connected to the human side of their work. In
particular, scientists valued this opportunity to hear from
practitioners about the human outcomes and needs
that they are often less connected to as researchers.
Uncertainty about the future of Within Our Reach
and other convenings such as the Center for Diversity
and the Environment learning cohorts leads people
to wonder if they can maintain this connection in its
absence. When asked about their vision for the future
of this work, people repeatedly speak of their hope that
the relevant, relational approach to learning and sharing
stories about the human outcomes of this work that
occurred through Within Our Reach continues.

T H E W I L L A M E T T E R I V E R I N I T I AT I V E : A N E VA L U AT I O N O F I M PA C T

72

Significance
Within Our Reach and the other work of convening
by WRI came up time and again as having great value
for people. They hope connectedness will continue
long after the WRI. Without this convening, or its next
incarnation, the fear of many is that much of the strong
foundation in the human dimensions will be lost. There
will need to be considerable attention given throughout
the transition and into the future about how to sustain
the vitality of relational connectivity through the next
generation of convenings.

Conclusion
The aim of WRI was to advance the following
dimensions of a strong foundation:
• Identity (strong sense of shared identity and shared
narrative that is bigger than the sum of its parts)
• Organizational capacity (the human and capital
resources, internal systems, policies and practices
necessary to achieve mission)
• System strength and resiliency
• System culture and momentum (espirit de corps,
movement, attitudes, mindset)
• System self-regulation and learning (peer-to-peer
learning, feedback, decision-making, and
evaluating progress)
The findings show considerable development in all
aspects of strong foundation.

Identity
The WRI had a significant impact on the shared identity
of the many stakeholders working toward the health
of the river. The people closest to the work came to see
themselves as a team working together for the mutual
benefit of all. They began to see the broader community
as a critical piece of their work and have shifted their
mindset and practices toward fostering individual and
community connection to the river.

Organizational Capacity
The capacity of organizations is one of the areas where
the WRI had greatest effect. The WRI built capacity
at the individual, organizational, and system levels.
People gained and deepened skills within their areas
of expertise. They also broadened their skillsets in new
areas such as fundraising, and network-building. They
developed personal and professional networks to share
information and find support for their work.

Organizations gained human capacity to do more work
more effectively. Many were able to shift from shortterm fundraising and project-focused work to more
strategic, long-term pursuits. This enabled organizations
to build new and stronger relationships and partnerships
to strengthen and expand their work. They cultivated
relationships with landowners, strengthened volunteer
engagement, created new fundraising and education
programs, grappled with challenges of diversity, equity,
and inclusion, and brought a wider range of people
closer to the river. In the final years of WRI, they grew
in their capacity to analyze how Willamette restoration
work has not been inclusive and representative of the
Basin’s diverse communities.
Individuals and organizations also developed their
capacity to work together more interdependently,
creating systems to strengthen and sustain their
capacity. They grew in their ability to trust and rely
on each other. They know better who to reach out to
when they need help.
The interviews also revealed that strategic thinking was
advanced not only at the organizational level, but also
at a regional and basin-wide level as a result of WRI.
Interviewees shared that their strategies for projects
were often developed in collaboration with local and
regional partners rather than in isolation.
The one area where people identified a significant gap
in capacity throughout the system was in advocacy
and public policy. People recognized the importance
of public policy to advance and sustain the work and
expressed concern that more progress had not been
made. They also expressed uncertainty about who will
move public policy forward in the future in the absence
of the WRI.

System strength and resiliency
The WRI’s investments in bringing people together
and building community created a highly participatory
climate and expanded the involvement of people and
organizations working to restore the river.
Among the most notable accomplishments in this area
is the engagement with landowners. The WRI enabled
people to dedicate time and energy to understand
landowners’ perspectives and work toward developing
shared goals. Landowners also valued seeing these goals
accomplished. In their view, the ability of practitioners to
maintain projects for the long-term will be critical.
As with landowner relationships, organizational
sustainability is an area where there has been significant
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progress. However, people question if the progress has
been significant enough to ensure that organizations
survive and thrive after the WRI sunsets. People see their
greatest potential for sustainability in their relationships
and collaborations. People view collaboration as a
strategy for sustaining learning, relationships, and
organizational health. They are sharing data and using
it to make strategic decisions for their organizations and
for the network. However, many organizations have not
yet developed a robust sustainability strategy beyond
collaboration.
The larger funding landscape is another area where
people have concern that not enough progress has been
made to promote sustainability. It does not appear that
new funding sources of significance have emerged to
help fill the gap that the WRI will leave. The absence
of funding has the potential to undermine other
sustainability efforts underway.

System culture and momentum
The WRI has affected a sense of shared culture and
mindset. People are thinking strategically rather than
opportunistically. They are viewing their work through
the lens of the whole system rather than their individual
part of it. They are seeing the value of collaboration and
relationships to promote and sustain their work. And,
importantly, they are recognizing that people and the
environment are interconnected and working to ensure
their work reflects that.
The connection between people and the environment
is one area where people described a dramatic cultural
shift. Not only are people seeing themselves as an
integrated part of the environment rather than an
external actor working to protect it, they are also seeing
that communities and the environment are integral to
each other’s wellbeing. Before the WRI, some people
described wanting to keep people out of the river for
fear that human contact would further damage it.
Now, they are seeing the value of developing close,
personal connections between people and the river.
People recognize this shift as a major change in how
they approach their future work, particularly with
communities that have traditionally been excluded from
accessing and benefitting from the river.

System self-regulation and learning
The WRI catalyzed tremendous learning across the system
both formally and informally. The formal convenings
that the WRI provided such as Within Our Reach and the

Model Watershed Program provided relevant information
that kept knowledge and skills fresh and spurred new
thinking. The informal relationships developed through
the WRI also provided many informal opportunities for
people to learn from each other.
One set of relationships that was particularly helpful to
foster learning was between practitioners and scientists.
These relationships created a two-way learning
opportunity, giving scientists a better understanding
of what was happening on the ground and what
practitioners need while also giving practitioners firsthand experience with the data and the people who
could clearly explain it. This yielded more useful and
accessible data. It strengthened the connection between
practice and research.
Despite the improvements in data quality and usability,
getting the right data and using it to adapt strategy for
the future remains a challenge. People cited monitoring
as a major challenge and the lack of useful data as a
barrier to improving their work. They also experienced
tension between the pace of research and the timelines
of projects. In some cases, new understanding would
emerge that required difficult adjustments to projects
already underway.
The data show that despite the challenges faced
with monitoring and the disruption of new scientific
understanding, people were adopting a more
reflective posture and becoming more comfortable
with taking informed risks in their project strategies.
As people adopted an expansive view of their work in
the river system, they reflected more critically on their
role and contributions. They pushed themselves and
others to do better.
The data also reveal that the WRI has helped to develop
and attract high quality personnel to the restoration
field. People see growth in professional skills across
the system. They see a new crop of leaders emerging
to support the work into the future. They are also
concerned about retaining these leaders amidst the
uncertainties of the future.

Summary
Overwhelmingly, people saw the WRI’s investments and
leadership in capacity as one of the greatest benefits
of the initiative. The strength, resilience, ability, and
efficacy of organizations have grown significantly
through the WRI.
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Intended Impact D: Diversity,
Equity and Inclusion
Goal: The WRI sought to advance diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI)
within the Willamette River Basin restoration efforts.
To that end, the initiative funded projects to increase understanding of
the disproportionate benefits and impacts of river health and different
perspectives and values about the river. It also supported organizations
advancing DEI and integrating DEI in their work.

Beginning in 2015, the WRI added diversity, equity, and
inclusion as a new strategic goal. The primary focus of this
goal was learning and relationship-building rather than
restoration. Because the WRI was still early in its DEI work at
this time of this evaluation and relationship-building takes
time, the findings related to people of color represent a
smaller sample size than the other goal areas. The findings
also reflect that people of color had a more limited interaction
with the WRI than other participants had experienced.

Dimensions
The aim of the WRI was to develop the ability of the
network in the following dimensions of diversity, equity,
and inclusion:
A. Individual and organizational level (personal
reflection, examining of mental models, openness)
• How are leaders, staff and their organizations
examining themselves related to equity?
• How are people embracing and being changed by
equity work?
• How has equity work changed how people see
and approach their work?
• What have been the effects of the WRI’s
training in equity and inclusion on mainstream,
traditionally white-led organizations?
B. Interpersonal level (relationships, engagement,
authentic relationship building)
• How are relationships changing as a result of the
WRI equity work?
• What kind of interpersonal change has been
catalyzed by an emphasis on equity?
• How have your organization’s interactions with
other organizations changed?

C. System level (inclusion, culture, vision, embracing of DEI)
• How is the conservation and restoration system
more equitable and inclusive than it used to be?
• In what ways has DEI become a priority throughout
the network?
• How are people negotiating what is right for the
river and what is right for people differently than
they used to?
• In what ways is the network involving marginalized
communities and communities of color as coowners of the work?
D. Effects on marginalized communities and
communities of color
• What has changed in how marginalized
communities and communities of color are engaged
in the network and its mission?
• What voices have been elevated to understand the
effects of restoration?
• What have been the effects of WRI’s strategy on
communities previously underrepresented in the WRI?
• How are people better positioned to navigate
systemic challenges and barriers to DEI?
E. Effects on Meyer Memorial Trust
• How is Meyer Memorial Trust different because of
its equity work through the WRI?
• How has the WRI changed through doing the equity
work? What have been the shifts in approach that
the WRI has taken?
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1. Centering Equity
and Inclusion
A. Gaining a Vision for Equity
People are setting their sights on a powerful
vision for a more equitable and inclusive
Willamette River Basin.
Nearly every one of the 96 interviewees in this study
expressed how the WRI helped them see a vision for
a more equitable and inclusive river system. In their
view, equity and inclusion at this scale had never been
attempted. The WRI has had a significant effect in
instilling a vision for equity not only on the stakeholders
in the Willamette River Basin but also on the greater
environmental field. One interviewee said,
WRI was instrumental in bringing the attention
of the Willamette conservation community to the
importance of diversity, equity, and inclusion to
our work. It really helped shift the lens through
which many of us look at conservation work to the
impacts the environment has on diverse communities
and how the approach of conservation and
environmental work has really disregarded people of
color and disadvantaged communities.
Centering equity in the environmental field is one of the
most significant accomplishments of the WRI. It raised
awareness and catalyzed people’s thinking about how
to do environmental work more inclusively. When asked
about the most significant accomplishments of the WRI,
one survey respondent said,
Introducing many of us to disparities in equity
and the lack of diversity in the conservation and
environmental movement... Providing training,
funding, and support to help WRI grantees (and
others) begin to address those disparities. The look
and feel of the first Within Our Reach compared
to the last Within Our Reach is testament to that
culture change.
The vision the WRI created is having tremendous
influence in how people envision restoration
throughout the Willamette River Basin. Interviewees’
vision for the future of the Willamette almost
always included elements of DEI. They see different
populations being involved in recreating on the river
and working to conserve and restore the river. They
seek to elevate the voices of those who typically had

been left out of the policies and practices to restore
the Willamette and ensure access to the benefits of
the river to those who had not previously realized
those benefits. They also described this work as being
some of the most influential work of the WRI, and they
believe that the ripple effects of this work will extend
far into the future. One said,
The DEI work that the initiative did within the last
few years, that I hope will be lasting work, has
certainly changed people. And people don’t change
quickly. And organizations change even slower. So,
to me, there is this potentially even bigger impact
for the river if what the initiative did is seed these
ideas and incentivize these groups to consider these
questions more thoughtfully. How do we make this
movement broader? And how do we combine it
with other movements that are already happening
that we haven’t traditionally aligned with? The
manifestation of that has huge potential.
This vision also created space for leaders of color
and indigenous leaders to see themselves and their
communities in the work of the river. They described
a growing recognition among mainstream dominant
culture organizations of the importance of their
communities’ involvement in conservation and
restoration. One leader of color said,
They’re recognizing that our communities care;
communities of color very deeply care. We have
long histories of working with the earth and it is
important work for our communities. We have
a reciprocal role with nature and we’re teaching
that to our kids.
An indigenous leader described being sought out by
watershed councils. The leader said, “I know something
is moving because people want to have the tribal voice
involved. They’re reaching out to me now.”

Significance
Having a compelling vision of a more equitable and
inclusive Willamette River Basin helped to galvanize
people around this goal and created space for more
people to be a part of it. Helping people truly see this
vision was the first step in laying the groundwork for
many of the other individual and organizational changes

T H E W I L L A M E T T E R I V E R I N I T I AT I V E : A N E VA L U AT I O N O F I M PA C T

76

that are described throughout these DEI findings. While
this accomplishment was significant, it is clear that
having a guiding light is only the beginning. Significant
attention needs to be paid to sustaining and extending
this vision throughout the Willamette River Basin and
the environmental field.

Leaders are reflecting on their experiences,
perspectives, and biases.
As a result of their interaction with the WRI, white
leaders, indigenous leaders, and leaders of color
are intentionally reflecting on their experiences
and developing a deeper understanding of the
oppressive forces and systemic issues at play. Leaders
of mainstream dominant culture organizations are
becoming substantially more aware of systemic and
structural oppression. They are taking this awareness
and reflecting on it in the context of their work and
lives. For example, one interviewee said,
As a result of Meyer’s focus on DEI and bringing in
these different people to the meetings, I’ve been
able to realize how narrow my perspective is. And
in science, you can get such tunnel vision. And so,
it’s just helped me be aware of how my piece of this
puzzle that I’m interested in is a narrow slice of this
floodplain ecosystem, if you will. And so maybe you
can call it a growing sense of humility and awareness,
which happens with all of us as we evolve.
While nearly all of the interviewees expressed some
degree of greater awareness and self-reflection, this was
particularly true for leaders of mainstream dominant
culture organizations who participated in one of the
Center for Diversity and the Environment (CDE) learning
cohorts, a year-long course of DEI learning and capacity
building for WRI grantees, a majority of whom were
white. These leaders credited the CDE cohort experience
with having a significant effect on their ability to realize
and grapple with their power and privilege and see their
role in oppression in their organizations and in their
personal lives. The cohort gave them a safe space where
they could reflect on their life experiences, have difficult
conversations, and struggle with people facing similar
circumstances. One white leader who participated in a
cohort said,
[I]t’s provided a really nice structure for me to
explore my privilege and what’s being called a white
supremacy culture. And that it’s okay to talk about
that. And to sit with that. And it doesn’t mean that

Respondents reporting that they
particpated in DEI work (n=30)

Respondents reporting that they did not
participate in DEI work (n=19)
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B. Raising Critical Consciousness

Figure 20. To what extent has the WRI made an
impact on your ability to challenge your biases?
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you’re a bad person because you are living in a place
of privilege. It just means you have a responsibility to
engage with it. And to be honest about it. And it’s a
lifelong journey of reckoning with that stuff.
Leaders of color and indigenous leaders are also seeing
their experiences through a different lens. This is
particularly true for participants in Bridging the Gap, a
small cohort of leaders of color and indigenous leaders
working on culturally relevant environmental education.
They described being better able to see that the
challenges their organizations and they personally have
faced are not unique to them but instead are part of
larger systemic and structural issues. One leader of color
said, “It’s changed my perspective; I see the systems
aspect now, not just my individual organization. The
[Bridging the Gap] cohort has been important in helping
us to see that it takes a combined effort to address
systems issues.”
Through developing close, trusting relationships with
other leaders of color in the cohort, they were able to
share experiences and see that they were not alone in
the struggles they were facing. One survey respondent
expressed that bringing leaders of color together to share
experiences and identify the systemic issues that they face
is one of the biggest accomplishments of the WRI:
I have also come to realize that the perception
of invisibility of Indigenous leadership in
[environmental] education policy and execution
among Councils is not merely anecdotal, it’s
accurate and quantifiable. I have learned how to
better advocate for myself and my people.
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Leaders of color, indigenous leaders, and white leaders
alike recognize that this is only the beginning for them.
They described having a long path forward to recognize
and more deeply understand oppressive systems, policies
and practices, and their role in changing them.
The WRI’s strategy to apply interventions throughout
the network to engage people on a personal and
interpersonal level have helped to create a shift. Most
of the survey respondents who reported that they
have not been involved in the DEI work of the WRI
rate their level of personal impact, their ability to
challenge their own biases, as “some,” and many more
of those who reported that they have been involved
in the DEI work rate their ability to challenge their
biases as “considerable” or “tremendous” (see Figure
20). This indicates that the WRI’s interventions make
a significant difference in the personal impact people
experience related to DEI.

Significance
A critical step to advance DEI is for people to see their
role in contributing to an unequitable system and
addressing inequity. The challenge moving forward
will be to move from reflection into action to address
systems of oppression in their own organizations and
beyond. Raising critical consciousness among groups of
leaders through Within Our Reach, the Bridging the Gap
cohort and the CDE cohort sets the stage for collective
action, which is imperative for systems change.

C. Building Support Systems
Leaders are developing support networks to
advance their work.
White leaders, indigenous leaders, and leaders of color
have been able to develop supportive relationships
through the WRI to accelerate and amplify their work.
Leaders of color and indigenous leaders expressed that
the Bridging the Gap cohort enabled them to develop
a network of leaders of color and indigenous leaders
who have been going through similar experiences and
facing similar challenges in their organizations. Through
these relationships, they are developing the capacity
to work together to overcome oppressive systems that
are creating barriers for their work and the people they
serve. One survey respondent noted that a significant
accomplishment of the WRI was [t]he ability to work
with other people of color within the watershed. “To
know that there are other people of color that are
interested in the long work of preserving our river for
today and the future.” Another said,

Making an effort to establish connections to other
people of color that want to express and share what
they are doing to make the world, and especially
this watershed, a little better in the present for
the future. Very grateful for the focus of being
intentional on making connections happen with
environmentalists, farmers, land stewards and river
activists who are people of color.
For white leaders, the collaboration and strong
relationships they have developed with their colleagues
throughout their involvement in the WRI has helped
them cultivate a supportive group of people they
can turn to. They now identify colleagues in the
conservation field who are experiencing similar
challenges with shifting their organizations to be more
diverse, equitable and inclusive. This was especially true
for those leaders who participated in the CDE cohort.
One interviewee shared,
[I]t’s one thing to learn about these types of things
and spend time with it on your own. But when you
know that all your colleagues and others, you’re
working with are also wrestling with the same
issues it creates this real sense that we can make
change. We can sit with these really hard and kind
of ugly truths about the society that we’re living in
and it’s okay to not fix it all tomorrow, or today. But
it’s not okay to just ignore it. And it feels kind of
liberating to know that everybody is having the same
conversation, even if we are not necessarily coming
to the same conclusions. We’re talking about things
that often gets swept under the rug. And in a way,
that is very focused on the work that we all do and
work that needs doing.
The WRI played an important role in bringing people
together. This was a central factor affecting both their
perspectives and their practices related to advancing
DEI. One said,
WRI and Meyer, in particular, was really a good
catalyst for bringing folks together and encouraging
the integration of diversity, equity, and inclusion in
a way that we hadn’t thought of or done before.
I can absolutely say that where we are now –
developing a strategy about how to work and
engage different groups across our service area and
even beyond – wouldn’t have happened without
Meyer as a catalyst. I think that’s the most lasting
impact of WRI. And that’s absolutely changed how
we’re developing our planning.
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I think that the most significant achievements of
WRI are the partnerships that were developed
and the DEI training. The partnerships that have
come from the WRI will last a long time and make
organizations stronger and having partners that
have undergone the DEI training along with you
makes the impact stronger by building groups of
individuals with shared goals.

Significance
By bringing people together to do this work, the WRI
created enduring relationships that will serve the
individuals and the work well. Sustaining the ability to
learn from each other and support each other will be
critical for the future.

D. Expanding Focus
Leaders are seeing a broader purpose
for their work.
The WRI’s investments in DEI prompted a shift in
thinking from an either-or mentality to a both-and
mentality in relation to their organization’s primary
focus. For mainstream dominant culture organizations
where the primary focus has been on the environment,
people are becoming a central emphasis of their
work. For people of color-led and indigenous-led
organizations, there has been an expanded kind of
thinking about their work to include a focus on broader
environmental goals.
The experience of broadening purpose is different for
leaders of color and indigenous leaders than it is for
white leaders, but it is wrought with similar challenges.
Leaders of color and indigenous leaders described
their culture and tradition as rooted in a seamless
connection between human and environment. The
expressed needs and wants of their communities
inherently include deep concern and care for the
environment, but they don’t think of or describe it as
conservation, restoration or environmentalism. A leader
of color described it in this way:
It’s a bit of an identity crisis. People of color don’t
see themselves as doing environmental work. We’re
working alongside people or empowering people
to do what they’re passionate about or to achieve
their goals. We’re creating access for people that
didn’t have access.

Leaders of color and indigenous leaders face many
external institutional and systemic barriers to expanding
their purpose. The same leader went on to describe the
challenges they are facing with redefining their work:
I’m more determined to get the system to
acknowledge that environmental justice work
doesn’t have to fit in the boxes that have been
established. There needs to be more openness to
what DEI efforts can look like in community. We’re
not water focused, but we’re still involved in the
broader picture of what it means to care for our
watershed and who’s involved.
Mainstream organizations are similarly struggling to
expand their restoration work to be more about people.
The challenges they face are primarily internal at this
stage. One white leader described the kinds of questions
they are facing internally as they seek to work alongside
local tribes:
We’re in a position to work more deeply with tribes
who are trying to regain land ownership in areas
that they lost. And the mental and internal and
organizational struggle around what do we do?
What do we call out that we stand for? What do we
really do? What do we do differently now? It doesn’t
call into question our commitment to protecting land
and water. It calls into question how do you prioritize
things? And how do you choose among all the
different things that you can do? And how do you
make sure that you are not precluding anyone from
participating in this work?

Figure 21. To what extent has the WRI helped
you think differently about what diversity
means for your organization?
Respondents reporting that they
particpated in DEI work (n=30)

All respondents (n=49)
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The survey data also revealed that more people are
expanding their thinking about who is involved in
the work. More than half (54%) of all respondents
report that the DEI work of the WRI is making either a
considerable or tremendous amount of change in their
ability to think differently about what diversity means
for their organization. Among those who report they
have been a part of the WRI’s DEI work, this number
increases to 80% (see Figure 21).

Significance
Leaders are deeply embedded in the work and
often overwhelmed by the amount of responsibility
they shoulder. Within the context of the burdens of
maintaining the current work they do, expanding
their vision to include a wider sense of purpose is an
outstanding achievement. There is already evidence
that as relationships develop between white leaders,
indigenous leaders and leaders of color, the payoff is
tremendous. One anticipated benefit is that they can
support each other in continuing to broaden their thinking
about their work to include the intersections of their work.

And yet…
E. Resistance is Real

I think the majority of the mainstream environmental
leaders who were part of the Advisory Group have
come around to see why this transition is important.
I think, for the most part, that most of them are
invested in that, and they feel like it’s a necessary
shift. But I know that there’s a handful of folks who
struggle with that, and there always will be a handful
of folks who just don’t come along.
Leaders of color and indigenous leaders described
experiencing resistance as well, but mostly from the
system rather than from individuals. Leaders of color see
resistance in the systemic issues that erect barriers for
their communities and their organizations. One leader
of color said, “Seeing that this is a system-level problem
makes me angry and sad, but it also makes me more
committed to working for change.”

Significance
This finding underscores the need for building resilience
to withstand resistance. Both support and strategy
will be needed. Convening the CDE and Bridging the
Gap cohorts could be a helpful strategy to ensure that
resistance does not undermine the valuable progress
that has been made. This would provide a venue to
share tools and techniques to work through resistance
to change and strengthen support networks.

Leaders are experiencing resistance to advancing
DEI from key partners and stakeholders.

F. Challenging Inequity is
Difficult Work

Leaders who have been working to make their
organizations more diverse, equitable and inclusive face
resistance from others who are essential to their work.
Many leaders described struggling to get their existing
partners, which are typically white-led organizations and
agencies, to understand the importance of DEI, both
strategically and morally. One interviewee said,

Leaders are struggling to change perspectives
and practices in their organizations and beyond.

It seems like a big hurdle, because [my county] is
a very conservative county. I’ve already seen some
of that pushback. How you deliver the message is
huge because you need to do it in such a way that
you’re not making them feel bad but letting them
see there’s a way we can do things that we can all
be a part of. It’s going to be a huge art in using
that new perspective with new lenses. We have
to focus on looking at what can be gained from
these new perspectives.
Members of the Advisory Group that was formed to
envision the transition to the Willamette River Network
also experienced tension when creating an equitable
and inclusive vision for the Network. One Advisory
Group member shared,

Throughout the interviews, in almost every instance
where people talked about the successes they have had
in advancing DEI, they also expressed how challenging
this work is. Their comments included, “It’s exhausting,”
“I need to do more, but it’s so hard,” and, “It was a
great partnership, but it took much more away from our
organization than we expected.”
For mainstream leaders, the challenges were mostly
focused on internal work in their organizations. Some
described difficulty getting their boards to embrace
the importance of DEI. Many found it difficult to create
and implement policies and practices using a new
and relatively unfamiliar equity lens. Progress, they are
finding, is messy. They are making inevitable mistakes
and are working to recover and learn from missteps
along the way.
For leaders of color and indigenous leaders, challenges
come from fighting systems of oppression that are
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Figure 22. To what extent has the WRI made an
impact on your ability to take steps to challenge
inequities in the field of conservation?
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withholding access for their communities. They
faced oppressive power dynamics and inequities in
partnerships that are embedded in long-held and deeply
rooted structures.
The survey data illuminate the challenging nature of this
work as well. Of the respondents who were a part of the
WRI’s DEI work, 60% reported making substantial progress
in their ability to challenge inequities in the field of
conservation. However, the ability of all survey respondents
to take steps to challenge inequities in the field of
conservation as a result of the WRI showed only moderate
change. The distribution of responses follows a typical bellshaped curve with a mean slightly above “some” (a mean
of 3.15 on a 5-point scale; see Figure 22).
Even with a significant change in awareness of
equity throughout the network, moving forward on
critical action has proven much more challenging.
Three out of every four respondents (76%) report
that WRI has not had a substantial impact in their
ability to consciously shift power to those who have
experienced greater inequities. Nearly one in five
(19%) report that the WRI has had no impact on their
ability to change their work to be more inclusive.
Even among those who have been involved in the
WRI’s equity work, half (50%) report having made
only some progress in changing their work to be
more inclusive and 60% report a lack of substantial
progress in consciously shifting power to those who
have experienced greater inequities.

Significance
Given that many, if not most, white leaders are
relatively new to this work, it is not surprising that
little progress has been made in changing the field.
The future holds great promise, but there is far to go.
This finding illuminates the need for ongoing training
and learning opportunities, particularly in the form
of a cohort that offers an environment where people
feel safe to try new approaches and have a support
network. Further work on models, exemplars, and
illustrations of equity and inclusion in action among
the conservation community would also be beneficial.
This finding also highlights a clear need for continued
support to help leaders of color individually and
collectively address the systems of oppression they and
their communities encounter every day.

G. Not Yet Working Across Lines
Indigenous leaders, white leaders and leaders of
color are working on DEI, but they are not yet
working together.
About half of all survey respondents (56%) report that
the WRI made considerable to tremendous difference
in their ability to work collectively with others to
advance DEI. However, our qualitative data indicate
that this is mostly focused on working with other
similar organizations rather than with new partners.
Throughout the interviews, leaders talked about
developing strong, collaborative relationships to advance
their work. While there are few isolated instances
of successful partnerships between mainstream
organizations and indigenous-led and people of
color-led organizations, a vast majority of interviewees
referenced working with organizations similar to
their own. White leaders talked about strengthening
relationships with other mainstream organizations while
leaders of color and indigenous leaders talked about
strengthening relationships with other leaders of color
and indigenous leaders.
Among the interviewees, few articulated the cause for
this hesitancy to work across lines. Many white leaders
may be holding back from reaching out to leaders
of color and indigenous leaders until they test some
approaches and develop confidence to create safer,
welcoming spaces for people of color and indigenous
people. The dominant culture idea of perfection may also
be holding white leaders back from engaging because
they are afraid to do it wrong. While white leaders are
starting to let go of this and embrace the messiness of
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the work, this continues to be an area for growth.
Similarly, some leaders of color believe they have some
internal work to do before they can effectively engage
with mainstream dominant culture organizations. As
one leader of color said, “We have some organizational
learning to do. We’re still learning what it takes
and understanding our value.” They also repeatedly
expressed the value of being in community with their
peers. That may provide all they need right now.

Significance
Although this finding represents an area for
improvement, it also reflects tremendous promise. Given
the disruption and change that is happening for these
leaders and organizations, it may be appropriate at this
stage to wait, not rush, and take measured steps to build
a shared community of practice in DEI with each other. It
is also possible that relationships between white leaders,
leaders of color and indigenous leaders are more likely to
succeed when they form organically, equitably and when
all parties are ready. At some point, however, progress will
require the collaborative and cooperative work between
leaders of color and indigenous leaders and white and
dominant culture leaders.

2. Moving the Field
Forward
A. Getting the “Why”
Leaders of mainstream dominant culture
organizations are increasingly understanding
why DEI is important to their work.
Leaders of mainstream dominant culture organizations
are making significant strides in understanding why
advancing DEI is important to the work in their
organizations and for the field more broadly. They
recognize that injustice and systemic oppression exists
in watershed restoration. They know that it’s the right
thing to do to promote social and environmental
justice. They also now recognize that advancing DEI is
critical to improve the health of the river and build an
inclusive movement for conservation and restoration.
One interviewee said, “[It’s] helping us learn more
about not just our organization, but ourselves, and
why diverse stakeholders and communities of color,
and indigenous people are integral to the work that
we’re doing as conservation organizations.”

Mainstream leaders see advancing DEI as a means to
build a movement for conservation and restoration as well
as to further broader social goals. Particularly for those
interviewees who had been a part of a CDE learning
cohort, the reciprocal relationship they saw between
having all people benefit from the river and having the
river benefit from people was apparent. One said,
If there’s one thing that the river can benefit the
most from, it’s broadening the movement, which
we’re all just scratching the surface of now. It’s got
a lot of us thinking, and it’s challenged us to try to
do different things and make new partnerships and
redefine how we do what we do. Even though it’s
not as quantifiable as a lot of the restoration work,
I feel like it could, in the end, be a bigger social
impact of the initiative.
Mainstream leaders also recognized that public policy
is an area that has lacked DEI attention. They believe
that including more diverse perspectives and a broader
array of voices would be invaluable to inform public
decisions to benefit the river and communities. One
interviewee said,
Elected officials respond to the expressed concerns
of the people they represent. And so, from the city
level to the state level to the county level and the
federal level, if you’ve got a diverse group of people
you represent clamoring for something, it’s way more
likely to pass. The reality is right now, there are a lot of
different interests out there. Even among traditional
interests, you’ve got your white conservation group,
and you’ve got your primarily white farmers, often
at the opposite sides of issues related to water. But if
you’ve got a more diverse representation of individuals
saying, “No, this is really important, we need to do
this,” we’re more likely to do it.

Significance
This broad recognition among mainstream leaders, of
the significance of advancing DEI to ensure the longterm mutual benefit for the river and the humans that
serve and are served by it, is encouraging. This bodes
well for sustaining the momentum for this work.
This finding also indicates that much more learning is
needed on the part of white leaders to achieve a truly
reciprocal relationship between people and the river.
While white leaders have made tremendous progress
in their thinking related to creating equitable access
to the river, the primary lens that many of them look
through is their restoration work rather than the
integration of restoration and communities.
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B. Expanding Ways of Knowing
White leaders are expanding their views of
what they know and how they know.
In a variety of ways, white leaders’ minds are being
opened to new perspectives and ways of knowing.
They are developing habits of listening first. They are
approaching new information with genuine curiosity
and openness to learning rather than discounting
information that does not affirm their ways of thinking
and knowing. One said, “As we transition to a new
phase, we need to step back with humility and a
perspective of what’s been and be open to new stuff.
Success is in the integration.”
White leaders see the importance of using authentic
and often difficult conversation as a tool to promote
learning and adopt new perspectives. One interviewee
described how a series of conversations in the Advisory
Group meetings helped the group to wrestle with
opposing views and find common ground:
There were well-facilitated conversations and diving
deep as we developed the blueprint [for a Willamette
River Network]. We were exploring people, place
and relationships to the Willamette. Everyone’s
perspectives came out…The way we were able to
unfold what equity means was important, and the
tension that came up was important too. We had
to figure out what equity meant, what systemic
change means, and wrestle with how the ways we’re
managing watershed health might be furthering and
rooted in extractive economies. Taking time to have
these discussions was important.
Interviewees also recognize the tension between
Western science and other ways of knowing. They
described resistance from some scientists and
practitioners to other ways of knowing, including
traditional knowledge such as indigenous and
culturally specific ways of knowing. For these people,
Western science was the only valid way of knowing
in the context of watershed restoration. They had
not recognized the validity of alternative forms of
knowledge. Considering other ways of knowing
challenged some white leaders’ deeply held beliefs and
values. One interviewee said,
I think it has helped bring into focus a critical eye
towards the culture that I was raised in and continue
to live in. It’s a very white dominant culture that
discounts other ways of knowing. It has helped
me begin to open my mind to exploring how it is

I know what I know, and engaging with others
from a different perspective, or a different cultural
background on their terms, and not mine necessarily.
A member of the Advisory Group described the value
of working to resolve this tension:
I appreciated where we came and that it was
rooted in conversation. We value science while
honoring other ways of knowing. The WRN has an
opportunity to bring the Willamette to a place of
honoring science along with people’s relationships
to the environment.

Significance
Mainstream leaders are challenging their long-held
beliefs and developing a more open mindset. They are
wrestling with and many are embracing new ideas and
ways of knowing, opting for a both-and rather than
either-or mentality. This openness will serve them well
as new, diverse partnerships and perspectives become
more prevalent in their work.

C. Shifting Strategy and Practices
White leaders are changing what they do in
order to advance DEI.
White leaders are demonstrating a deepening
commitment to identifying and implementing new
strategies and practices for DEI, personally and
professionally. Some interviewees talked about
changes in their personal and organizational priorities.
Some talked about pushing through interpersonal,
organizational and societal barriers they faced to
advancing equity and inclusion. Others talked about
increasing advocacy for their work in support of
communities of color. Regardless of the form it took,
all agreed that this commitment to shifting what they
do and how they do it is a critical step in moving DEI
forward in the Willamette River Basin and beyond. One
interviewee said,
I think really forcing people to broaden their scope
and pull their heads out of the sand around that
kind of stuff has been super impactful. It’s just
now feeling like it’s getting ingrained into people’s
actual work plans and strategies for doing their
work, and types of people who are being hired,
and joining boards. It’s a long-term strategy, but
it’s super important.
White leaders are making significant shifts in the
strategy and priorities for their work. Some of the
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interviewees who had been part of a CDE cohort
talked about the follow-up support they received from
CDE through a grant from Meyer and the WRI in which
they developed an equity strategic plan. They described
how valuable it was to have guidance to embed equity
strategies and tactics into their work. One interviewee
described changes they have made in the grants they
write as an example of their shifting priorities:
We’ve changed a lot of what the grants we have
been writing and the types of projects we’ve been
putting together. The last four grants that I’ve
written have been for continuing our diversity,
equity and inclusion work…Tribal engagement
grants, figuring out how to fund trainings for
our staff to go to DEI related trainings. That’s
the last four grants and they haven’t been for
restoration…I’ve often said a budget is a physical
representation of our organization’s priorities and
[these grants are] a direct plugin to our budget.
And what we’re seeking is revenue to do these
types of things; that shows our priorities.
White leaders are also shifting practices for hiring
and board recruitment to be more inclusive. Some
are changing how they do outreach and who in the
community they prioritize for outreach efforts. Some
are now providing training for their boards to promote
greater support for their equity work.
Another example of this shift of thinking can be seen
in hiring and office management practices. One said,
I think that what is shifting in everyone’s head is in
everything we do now, we think about [equity and
inclusion]. Every hiring decision that’s made, all of
the language that goes into outreach materials,
the way that our culture is within our office. Is
it a traditional dominant culture office, or is it a
welcoming environment where people can be real
and honest and bring their full selves to work? It’s
shifted us on our head; everything is different.
Perhaps one of the more notable illustrations of the
extent to which the ideas of equity are permeating
the field is in the personal impact it is having on white
leaders. One interviewee described the integration of
these principles into their personal life:
In the context of my broader life and the other
things I’m doing, I’ve been thinking a lot about
how to create open, welcoming environments. No
matter what I’m doing, whether it’s with youth
sports or whether it’s in my neighborhood, I’m trying

to be thoughtful and think through how can I, in
whichever group I’m working with, set up what
we’re doing in a way that brings people in and
makes people feel comfortable being part of the
process and not just sticking with the way we’ve
previously done things.
Overall, there is a noteworthy change in how white
leaders are approaching their work. When reflecting on
the most significant accomplishments of the WRI one
interviewee shared,
I feel like almost every organization or agency is
addressing DEI issues a lot more. And not just a
mission statement or equity statement. A good
example was at [a watershed council]. I was waiting
for a meeting and I noticed something on their
whiteboard. They just had a staff meeting and they
had a list of all these projects that they’re working
on. One of the things they had up there was “how
do we include equity and inclusion into all of these
projects?” It wasn’t just a mission statement or an
equity statement; they were making it real. I think
that’s one thing I’ve definitely seen a lot more of,
and I’m sure that Meyer’s changed that.
A leader of color in the field who has observed the
changes that these organizations have made described
their evolution in this way:
The leadership that a big chunk of organizations has
taken to strengthen their own strategy work and to
really integrate equity, diversity and inclusion into
their strategy, into their tactics, into their moveforward plan has been profound. And the impact
that I’ve seen is that there are a lot of people asking
really important questions. They’re moving from an
extractive, transactional white supremacy model to a
relational model. They’re paying attention to not only
what’s at the center of their community but also who
and what is on the margins of their communities. I
don’t think you can ask for much more than that.

Significance
The data reveal that white leaders are dedicated to
the cause of advancing DEI and are taking a variety
of meaningful and significant actions to achieve that
purpose. While there is significant evidence that people
are able to adopt new, more equitable strategies and
practices, these leaders expressed concern at not
knowing how to move forward in many areas (see
Finding 14F). Continuing to guide, stimulate, and
support this area may warrant further attention.
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D. Accepting Messiness
White leaders are seeing the value of conflict
and imperfection to deepen understanding and
create a welcoming environment.
Through the influence of the WRI, mainstream
leaders are realizing that some white dominant
culture professional norms are limiting their ability to
discover more equitable and inclusive perspectives and
practices. They see that the white dominant culture
norms of avoiding conflict and striving for perfection
impede their learning and ability to create a welcoming
environment. Instead, they are starting to adopt a
relational approach where discourse and imperfection
are tools to deepen learning and relationship-building.
Mainstream leaders are beginning to see the
importance of not avoiding conflict in doing this work.
They are recognizing that it presents an opportunity
for discussion that is essential to deeper learning. One
white leader said, “Conflict is important in the work,
including how you have conflict and how you move
forward. Because of conflict, things stuck more. People
got it differently.”
White leaders are also getting better at accepting
and learning from mistakes. They are focusing more
on developing relationships and seeing how to use
mistakes as opportunities to repair or strengthen
relationships rather than focusing on covering over the
discomfort of tension and difficulty. One leader of color
reflected on the changes they had observed in their
white colleagues. The leader explained, “Whatever
challenge comes up is good. It’s hard to predict, but
whenever they show up, how they’re dealt with is
the work. And relationships will get stronger because
of it.” Another agreed that being willing to make
mistakes is important and shared the difficulty they
faced in making this shift:
[The relational approach is] a bit of a struggle and
outside of our normal. Most of us are environmental
science folks or ecology people. Trying to be much
more explicit about relationships when we think
about a program or an activity or reaching out to
somebody; we need to think more carefully.
Despite these struggles, a leader of color observed
with appreciation how mainstream leaders are growing
in their ability to move through the discomfort of
conflicts and mistakes. The leader said,
What’s exciting to me is that organizations
are working to create change in a deep and
meaningful way. They’re more comfortable

understanding that this is an emergent process,
and that in order for it to be [emergent] they
need to be engaged in it…They’re learning from
mistakes, they understand that there’s no such
thing as perfect so they’re in it that way.

Significance
While the idea of messiness may seem undesirable to
many, embracing the messiness has a way of centering
relationships, when it is done with sensitivity and
openness. Human relationships are inherently untidy
and imperfect; acknowledging and working through
that is an important part of any highly relational work.

And yet…
E. Fear of Detracting from the River
White leaders express concern that shifting the
focus to DEI could take away from the core work
of advancing river health.
Despite mainstream leaders’ increasing commitment to
advancing DEI and the shifts they are making in their
thinking and action, there is still concern among some
that placing a greater focus on DEI will detract from
the focus on improving river health. For many, limited
time and resources were the primary cause for their
concern. One white leader expressed the challenges
of shifting the focus to DEI as the WRI sunsets and
funding uncertainty increases:
We’re adding to the goals right when resources are
going down. And recognizing the history of our
success was a really narrow focus. That’s why we
were successful. And now, we need to do more if
we’re going to be successful at the next stage. So,
I think that balance of being able to show up, lift
other people’s voices and leadership, and not lose
focus on the river is going to be challenging.
Another said,
The other people [we’re focusing on] are all people
who are trying to use the river in ways that they
may not have full access, and I don’t mean physical
access, but full access to the river. And so that’s good
to remember. But what do we do with that? That’s
what I want to know. And is it simply just making us
work harder to make it a river for everybody?
Others are concerned about the way people engage
with the river and how bringing more people in might
affect that. One interviewee said,
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I think we run the risk of focusing so much
on, “Hey, let’s make sure everybody has the
opportunity to ask of the river.” For a long time,
it has been a privileged white majority that has
been in the position of asking of the river and
determining what is asked of the river, and I fear
that we run the risk of just focusing on, “Wait a
minute, there are other people who should have
access to that resource and we need to make sure
that they’re in the conversation about what we ask
of the river.” The risk is that we overshadow the
more important question, “What are we giving to
the river?” What are we not just giving back, but
just how much are we willing to restrain ourselves
and what we ask of the river so that the river can
be healthy in and of itself? That’s ultimately what
my concern is.

Significance
The tension of balancing the needs of humans and the
needs of the environment reflects a white dominant
culture view of the relationship between people
and the river. It reflects a scarcity mentality and that
negotiating a balance is a zero-sum game. Some
believe giving more to people means taking away from
what is given to the river. Traditional ways of knowing
present an alternative. If human and environment are
one, investing in humans will have a multiplicative
benefit for the river. Helping people understand these
other ways of knowing may be the key to overcoming
this underlying tension.

F. Missing the “How”
Leaders of mainstream dominant culture
organizations are still struggling with how to
shift culture and practices to be more equitable
and inclusive.
For mainstream leaders, one of the most significant
barriers to progress in advancing DEI is a lack of
understanding about how to move the work forward
in their organizations and beyond. While they were
generally clear about why DEI is important and what
needs to change to make progress, and while some are
taking steps to create change, a clear view of the steps
forward is still a mystery for many. One white leader said,
I think the question for me is the “so what?”
question. There’s a whole lot of different cultures
and perspectives. And we’ve got folks here using the
river in many different ways, some of which we’re
not even thinking about. And there are places that

may or may not be a good idea and those kinds of
things. I think that’s really good. What we do with
it is what’s a little bit unclear to me. What does that
mean for how we do our work?
One white leader summarized what many shared:
I took a lot of sociology, and so I already had a
foundation of social injustice rooted in environmental
issues. And I already had an idea about white
privilege and how the structures have set us up to
be in this in the situations that we’re in. So that
wasn’t revolutionary to me. But one thing that was
interesting is that they gave me a handout of qualities
and traits of a white privilege organization and I think
they were all traits that I value, and I’ve been trained
in. That was an eye-opener. How do you get things
done if you’re not doing them that way? What are the
other methods of being successful when you’re in this
world that’s white male dominated? There’s so much
more I need to learn about other methods of moving
through these processes.
Another said,
All the work they’ve done with diversity, equity, and
inclusion I think is super impactful and generating a
lot of really awesome conversations. And honestly,
some existential crises at some organizations around
who’s at the table. What’s the Willamette going
to look like in 10-15 years from now? How do we
really, honestly engage with our past and weave
these inherent injustices into the change we’re trying
to make into the future? How do we expand our
scope to look at not just fish, or not just fish and
landowners along the river, but how do we take a
more holistic view of what’s going on and build the
world that we want to see?
In response to the survey question about what has not
been accomplished through the WRI, one respondent
expressed, “[The impact] is the idea of thinking and
doing differently outside of the Euro-centric model.
As leadership in traditionally white-led environmental
conservation organizations continue to become more
aware and racially and ethnically diverse, I believe this
is possible but not achieved.”

Significance
Despite significant progress toward shifting perspectives
and practices in this work, people need additional
support to move this work forward. Knowing what
steps to take, and how to take those steps is a challenge
for many. People may be concerned about not knowing
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how to implement changes because of the mainstream
dominant culture’s norm of perfection. While progress
has been made in shifting culture (see Finding 14D),
remnants of perfectionism may be holding people back
from trying out new approaches and accepting that they
might make mistakes.

G. Concern About Resourcing DEI Work
People are worried that as the WRI funding
goes away, they will not be able to advance
their DEI work.
Given the importance of the WRI’s dedicated funding
to advance DEI, many people are concerned that the
DEI work will fall away in the absence of funding to
support it. Uncertainty about future funding is causing
doubt about being able to dedicate staff time for
ongoing relationship development with communities of
color. One white leader said,
It’s not a one-time thing. It’s really, really easy to get
caught up in your to-do list. Everyone’s to-do list
is really, really long. And there’s always more work
than time. And if the DEI is not incorporated into
the work or at the very least discussed and brought
back to the forefront, it’s going to get forgotten,
and it’s going to all be for nothing in a year or two.
Then, it’ll be back to where it was. It takes much
more time to bring everyone up to speed than it
does for them to revert.
When asked about the same question, “Can advancing
DEI be sustained without sustained funding?” leaders
of color give a very different response. They express
that communities of color have been doing this work
without funding for years. They observe that if building
and sustaining relationships with communities of color
is important enough, mainstream leaders would figure
out a way to prioritize it. One leader of color said,
Organizations that are led by white folks will often
have a mental model that if they don’t have a
budget for this, they can’t do this work. For other
communities, this is something that is embedded
and integrated into everything that we do. That’s
usually a huge statement of privilege [to say] “I don’t
have the money to do this work.” It is a real indicator
of whether they see this as something that’s integral.
I think that’ll be a real evolutionary step. And I think
that oftentimes it gets relegated to program funding
or grant funding until it becomes a philosophical
underpinning of the work.

Another leader of color expressed,
Like all nonprofits, they need resources, but I would
point out to them that communities of color have
built community over the years without resources. It
doesn’t take resources to stay in community like that.
If folks can’t be in touch without resources, then the
relationships were transactional.

Significance
Given the reduction in funding from the WRI and the
associated uncertainty, this concern is not surprising.
This is another place where white leaders could benefit
from shifting away from a scarcity mentality. It also
illustrates that mainstream organizations must view DEI
as part of their core work to ensure that resources are
appropriately allocated to continue progress.

3. Clearing the Way
for New Influence
A. The Future Holds Hope
Leaders of color and indigenous leaders are
developing greater optimism for the future.
Indigenous leaders and leaders of color have a more
optimistic outlook for the future as a result of the
WRI. The leaders of color and indigenous leaders
interviewed in this evaluation expressed gratitude
for the resources and opportunities for learning and
community-building provided by the WRI. They are also
looking forward to a future of more equitable, diverse,
and inclusive Willamette Basin and environmental
sector. One leader said,
We have an opportunity to really build using the
building blocks of equity, diversity and inclusion, and
we’ll be faced with a lot of the same pressure that
other organizations are. We have a chance to model
how to make networks, communities, learning
communities stronger.
Leaders of color and indigenous leaders also balanced
their optimism with realism. They recognize that
building a network will not be easy. They anticipate
many challenges ahead. The work done to create the
Willamette River Network Blueprint has laid a strong
foundation. Building the Network on top of that
foundation would be a learning process that will make
everyone stronger. One leader of color said,
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The discussions over the past two years have
instilled the value of DEI into the work. Everything
isn’t figured out and it shouldn’t be. We created a
blueprint for an inclusive movement with an eye
toward equitable outcomes and process throughout.
That built a strong foundation for discussion moving
forward. There’s a strong opportunity to change
the way in which we communicate and build
relationships within restoration and around the
Willamette. The [network blueprint] Advisory Group
set the foundation for that work.
Another leader expressed the importance of sustained
attention to promote learning and a hopeful vision
for the future:
We need to continue the conversations and
discomfort around the norm. We need to bring in
an equity perspective as second nature to make
sure equity is always in there. I could realistically
see that happening. The region has a unique space
and opportunity for this. We’re farther ahead than
other places.

Significance
This optimism for the future reflects tremendous
possibility for the Willamette River Network. It would
be helpful to begin thinking about how to sustain and
build on this energy as the WRN comes together.

B. Knowledge of One Another is Power
Leaders of color and indigenous leaders are
being empowered and emboldened by their
understanding of and connection to other
leaders and organizations.
For leaders of color and indigenous leaders in the
Bridging the Gap cohort, building relationships
with one another was an invaluable experience.
They described the power of having a supportive
community based on the shared experience of facing
similar challenges and navigating similar minefields
of oppressive systems. The common experiences they
shared made this cohort a resource unlike any other.
They plan to continue to support each other. One
cohort member said, “Being part of the cohort has
been a personal blessing.”
Leaders of color and indigenous leaders developed
strong relationships in the cohort that enabled
them to be authentic in a way they could not be
in other groups. While it took time to develop, the
relationships they established were, in the words of

one, “a support group for doing this work that was
rooted in shared experiences at the personal and
organizational level.” They expressed the importance
of doing this work together. They talked about the
value of having others to validate and support them.
One cohort member said, “Bridging the Gap helped
me to be vulnerable, ask for help and to not feel
alone.” Another said, “We couldn’t interact with
mainstream environmental organizations without
connecting first.” Developing relationships with
their peers and having a safe and welcoming space
where they could openly share their challenges gave
them, in the words of one, the “chance to have hard
conversations with someone that understands.”
Among the most beneficial aspects of this cohort
was the opportunity to visit peers and observe
their programs in action. One said, “This is how
change happens, having the opportunity to become
acquainted and spread the word, having the
opportunity to see what’s going on and envision
possibilities.” Seeing the approaches of their
peers shaped their strategies both individually
and collectively. One cohort member talked about
redesigning the approach of their program based on
input from other cohort members: “My experiences [in
Bridging the Gap] have helped me shape and redirect
inquiry and curiosity about how we are a part of the
environment.” Another cohort member summed up
the value of these relationships: “Connections between
one another are critical because collective impact is
what will restore the river.”

Significance
The unique relationships developed in the Bridging the
Gap cohort underscore the value of convening and
nurturing a community for camaraderie, support, and
strategy. The value of building meaningful relationships
with others with shared experiences should not be
underestimated. None of the leaders of color and
indigenous leaders that participated in the cohort and
were interviewees in this evaluation had been a part of
anything like this cohort in the past. They expressed a
desire to continue and expand the cohort in some form
going into the future.

C. Recognizing the Contribution
Leaders of color and indigenous leaders are
understanding and asserting their personal and
organizational value.
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Leaders of color and indigenous leaders participating in
Bridging the Gap are realizing that the challenges and
issues they have faced are often due to systemic issues
instead of individual or organizational inadequacy. The
unique ability to connect and relate among this group
led to sharing experiences, seeing commonalities and
encouraging each other in areas in which they were
struggling. This manifested leaders that were better
able to recognize their worth and felt empowered to
assert themselves to ensure that others recognize it as
well. As one interviewee shared,
I’m seeing my worth more. This group has validated
my skills and I see myself learning constantly.
Because of the WRI, I can now say, “Look, you’ve got
to pay me. I’m not just giving away my time. I’m a
professional.” Before the cohort I wouldn’t say that.
This also helped leaders become more comfortable
with advocacy. One said, “We’re better prepared to
advocate for ourselves and others in the cohort.”
Another stated, “I definitely won’t stand back from
speaking up now.”

Significance
Strengthening the positioning and influential
power of leaders of color and indigenous leaders
is a significant step forward for the field of those
working in the Willamette River Basin. As leaders
of color and indigenous leaders recognize the value
of their contribution and advocate for their voice of
influence, the likelihood of social justice becoming an
elemental aspect of this work has the potential to be
greatly increased.

And yet…
D. Disparate Access to Resources
Leaders of color and indigenous leaders with
histories of advancing DEI struggle to secure the
same level of funding as mainstream dominant
culture organizations new to DEI work.
Leaders of color and indigenous leaders were thankful
to have flexible funding from the WRI to support
their needs. They contrasted the relational co-creation
process they experienced working with the WRI with
the struggle they typically face to fit into narrowly
defined funding categories to support their ongoing
work to advance DEI. The limited funding available
is often inaccessible to these organizations because

culturally specific programming rarely fits neatly into
many funders’ definitions of DEI work. One leader of
color said, “Mainstream environmental organizations
are getting money to do the DEI work that we’re
already doing, and we can’t get money for it.”
Building a funding strategy for long-term DEI work is
not easy. Leaders of color and indigenous leaders have
limited funding and, therefore, limited capacity to help
them access funding. At the same time, they perceive
that funders are making a well-intentioned choice
to help advance DEI in mainstream dominant culture
organizations, which limits the funding available to
community-based organizations.

Significance
The tensions of providing appropriate and strategic
direction for funding is a substantial challenge for
the work going forward. Funders will need to work
in partnership with leaders of color and indigenous
leaders to develop strategies to address the barriers to
funding. Funders will need to address the distribution
of resources on behalf of advancing equity.

E. Trust Takes Time
Developing trust in a context of broken trust
will take time and investment.
The notion of trust surfaced repeatedly throughout
the interviews with leaders of color and indigenous
leaders. The context for this work is one of centurieslong trauma, broken treaties, and policies and practices
designed to oppress people of color and indigenous
people and to sustain power and privilege for white
people. Given this context, it is not surprising that
developing trust among and between leaders of
color, indigenous leaders and white leaders will take
significant time and a long-term investment. For
example, one leader expressed concern with sharing
his traditional knowledge and having it shared, and
possibly misused, by mainstream dominant culture
organizations. He said, “I feel vulnerable to white
privilege. I live in a world where I’ve been working with
people in a meaningful way, but I don’t have a legal
leg to stand on [to protect intellectual property].”
Leaders of color and indigenous leaders expressed
that building and maintaining trust within their
communities can be challenging. Making progress
takes consistent recognition of and reflection on the
historical context of this work. Ongoing openness to
learning is essential. One leader said,
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It’s a huge learning process even for us. We learned
in our program that kids weren’t showing up
because tribal people don’t want to put their kids in
vans. Not that long ago, people came and took their
kids in the middle of the night, put them in vans and
they were never seen again. Of course, they don’t
want to put their kids in vans.
A leader of color described the importance of taking
time to build trust in the Bridging the Gap cohort and
the work to come. This leader said, “We haven’t been
together long enough. Change can’t happen in a oneand-a-half-year period. Systems change takes so long.
Developing trust is required. We’ve barely gotten through
getting to know you and getting to know the work.”

Significance
This finding makes clear that a long-term investment
in relationships between leaders of color, indigenous
leaders, and white leaders is required to keep moving
this work forward. It will be critical for all leaders
to recognize that spending significant time building
relationships and patience are required to set the stage
for working together.

Conclusion
The aim of WRI was to advance the following
dimensions of diversity, equity and inclusion:
• Individual and organizational level (personal reflection,
examining of mental models, openness)
• Interpersonal level (relationships, engagement,
authentic relationship building)
• System level (inclusion, culture, vision, embracing of DEI)
• Effects on marginalized communities and
communities of color
• Effects on Meyer Memorial Trust
The findings demonstrate that notable progress has been
made in this area and that the work has only just begun.

Individual and Organizational Level
The findings reveal the WRI’s focus on DEI cast a
clear and compelling vision for a more equitable and
inclusive Willamette. People now see a bigger, broader,
more inclusive membership in “Team Willamette” and
recognize the value of elevating the voices of those
who have been overlooked in the collective work for
the future health of the river.

This vision of inclusion prompted significant
reflection throughout the network by organizations
working on the river and in community. Through
the WRI, white leaders of mainstream dominant
culture organizations began to face the realities of
inequities in environmental work and community life
throughout the river basin. They began to examine the
implications of their power and privilege, rethinking
their organizational policies and practices in light of
inequities, considering how to be more inclusive in
their work. Leaders of color and indigenous leaders are
now reflecting more on the systemic issues that affect
their work and are discovering how they can support
each other better to overcome them.
Leaders of mainstream dominant culture organizations
are centering equity and inclusion in their work in a
variety of ways. They are adopting a more relational
approach and accepting that conflict and process are
tools to deepen learning and relationship-building
rather than annoyances to be avoided. They are
working to bring their stakeholders along by elevating
the importance of DEI with board members and
partners. Though most have embraced why this
work is so important, they are still struggling with
how to advance DEI in their organizations. They are
encountering resistance from internal and external
stakeholders worried that DEI work will take away from
the work of the river. They are also concerned about
how to resource this work in the future.

Interpersonal Level
The WRI’s focus on DEI has also affected the work
at the interpersonal and interorganizational level.
Through investments in the Center for Diversity and
the Environment (CDE) cohorts and Bridging the Gap,
the WRI has helped organizations work collaboratively
to advance DEI at the organizational and systemic
levels. A variety of networks have been developed to
provide support to one another in this challenging
work. For example, leaders of mainstream dominant
culture organizations who have participated in the
CDE cohorts have formed regional networks focused
on supporting each other and holding each other
accountable. In the future, they seek to engage in the
work alongside community-based organizations. Not
surprisingly, people and organizations are at different
places in the DEI journey, complicating collaboration
and unveiling relational tensions.
Leaders of color and indigenous leaders who were
a part of the Bridging the Gap cohort have also
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developed close, supportive relationships with other
leaders of color and indigenous leaders. These
relationships have helped them see they are not alone
in their struggles and recognize that many of the
issues they face are systemic and not unique to them
or their organizations. These relationships are helping
them develop supportive resources to address complex
systemic issues of inequity.

System Level
The findings demonstrate that the WRI has elevated
the importance of DEI throughout the Willamette
Basin. Broadly, leaders and organizations understand
why they should invest time and energy in this work.
They see that advancing river health and advancing
equity and inclusion are not mutually exclusive. While
many organizations are making significant progress
to integrate DEI into their organizations, doing this at
the systemic level is a much greater challenge. There
is little evidence of systemic change as a result of the
WRI at this point. It will likely take significantly more
time, ongoing interventions, and substantial support to
effect change at the systemic and structural level.

Effects on Marginalized Communities and
Communities of Color
While it is too early to say much about the effects the
WRI has had on marginalized communities, the WRI’s
investments have had significant effects on leaders

of color and indigenous leaders. These leaders have
developed a deeper connection and camaraderie
with each other to advance the work. They know
better that they are not alone. They recognize more
clearly that many of the struggles they face are
due to oppressive systems rather than their own
failures. They better appreciate their value in their
communities and collaborations and are working to
establish parameters for effective partnerships with
mainstream organizations. Most importantly, they are
hopeful for a future where their voices are centered in
the work of the Willamette.
Along with this hope, leaders of color and indigenous
leaders confirm that developing trust will take time.
It will be imperative for mainstream dominant culture
leaders to recognize this and take the time to build
trusting relationships and a safe, inclusive space to
co-create the future.

Summary
The data clearly show that the focus of the WRI on
DEI is having a substantial impact in the work of the
Willamette. White leaders are learning and changing.
Leaders of color and indigenous leaders are growing
closer and more coordinated. The priorities of DEI
have started to permeate the work of most everyone
involved in promoting the health of the river.

Children of members of the Iraqi Society of Oregon in 2017 – families
gathered with community activists to encourage public comment on the
federal plan to clean up the Portland Harbor Superfund site
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Part 4: Lessons from
the WRI Strategy

This section discusses the causes and catalysts of the WRI’s impact
that were revealed through the data and the lessons that can be
learned about what made these strategies effective. Challenges that
have arisen related to the strategies are also discussed.

Lessons from Strategy
1. Approach to People:
Human Interaction is the Glue
Description
Building Relationships Face-to-Face
Rather than depending on formal communication
channels and contractually-mediated engagements, the
approach of the WRI has been deeply and meaningfully
interpersonal. The WRI has focused on being involved
and engaged with the people within the system. Staff
of the WRI and others speak overwhelmingly about
personal interactions as they recount the work they
did. They sat at the dinner tables of farmers, walked
sites with teams from organizations, and joined
countless community meetings in the field. In addition
to strengthening the relational attachments to support
and speed the work, people experienced that “someone
cared” and encouraged progress. Building strong
relationships also helped the WRI keep a finger on the
pulse of the needs in the field. One said, “They really
got to know people and organizations.”
Going to People, Investing in People
The evidence shows that progress, to a great extent,
advanced through the WRI staff members being present.
They were regularly in the field, walking fields with
landowners, joining community meetings, showing up
onsite at watershed work. This was an expression of
leadership by presence. One said, “It was essential that

they were investing in human capacity.” The data reveal
the significance of human interaction, interpersonal
connection, mutual understanding, and the power of
trust that is forged through relationships. This happened
through ongoing, genuine, and meaningful involvement
with all kinds of people throughout the Willamette River
Basin. The WRI realized that relationship building, and the
partnership building that accompanied it, were essential
to building a network and moving the system forward.

Analysis
Strengths
• Integrated social science (the people part of the work)
with natural science (the river part of the work)
• Developed capacity throughout the human actors
• Strengthened the network of people working for a
common aim
Challenges
• Developing leadership outside of Meyer and
Bonneville Environmental Foundation for the WRI
earlier could have strengthened the human capacity
over time
• Some experienced a common human dynamic
of the people on the “inside” and the people on
the “outside,” providing a sense of interpersonal
alienation for a few even though they were deeply
committed to the cause
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2. Approach to Social Dynamics:
Building the Social Fabric
Description
Catalyzing Partnerships
In many ways, the partnerships that were initiated,
developed, and mobilized through the work of the
WRI were the critical containers for the work and the
fabric which held people together. For example, one
said, “Meyer helped to step in to instigate and fund
partnership-building. This is hard money to come by
especially if you are in a rush. They sprinkled that along
the way at critical junctures.” This was not only an
intention of the WRI, but an example of modeling as
well. The data show that it is a powerful when funders
model partnership. One said, “When funders align
themselves in partnership, we do too.”
Purposeful Convening
The regular and strategic convenings of the WRI inspired,
educated, and mobilized people. Instead of relying on
their relationships alone, the approach of the WRI was
grounded in an understanding of the power of a group
of people gathering together to share and listen, teach
and learn, think and act, and how these relational
factors provide energy, resilience, and momentum for the
mission. The data overwhelmingly point to the critical
and catalytic role “Within Our Reach” played in the
success of the initiative. One said, “Particularly in the
early days with Pam, she was able to pull together and
convene in such an effective way in those early days –
deeply engaging science and developing monitoring.”
Another said that one of the most efficacious roles
the WRI played was the “bringing together element,
bringing together people to make decisions and to
share information – to share findings and results from
all of this work.” Another said, “They brought together
scientists, regulatory people, and practitioners. Within
Our Reach gave us a chance to learn from each other
and challenge ourselves to do more.”
Network Building
Right at the heart of the strategy for change was the
WRI’s work to connect people. This was evidenced in
ways projects were conceived and implemented through
the WRI; people were consistently asked to interact with
others. This provided a social fabric throughout the work

of the project. One said, “They built the network of the
key people who were making it happen on the ground.”
This produced many effects: Ideas from one part of the
system were cross-pollinated with those from other
parts. Projects that might have been done in isolation
were run in view of others and with the advantages
of insight from others. Challenges that might have
stymied the progress of a single team or vexed the work
of a particular kind of organization became recipients
of the insight of multi-disciplinary, multi-perspectival
involvement from throughout the network.
Getting People to Talk to Each Other
About Critical Issues
One of the most critical functions of the WRI was to
invite people who would not be typically interacting
to talk to each other. This was a function of mutual
consultation, one that the WRI modeled themselves and
required of others. One said, “They would demand that
we talk to everyone else. We would start something
and they would say, ‘No, we want you to do that, but
we want to talk to everyone and ask what they think.’
And that caused us to think about things we never
would have otherwise.” Another said, “Getting people
together as long as they did, they were really good at
that. That was probably the strength of the people who
ran Meyer.”

Analysis
Strengths
• Convenings (regularity, scale of participation, quality
of who was there, etc.) were consistently attributable
as the most valuable part of the WRI beyond the
funding for many
• Relationships among people and between subsectors
with the field progressed dramatically over the course
of the decade of the WRI
• In a few cases, smaller networks were generated
regionally to mirror the experience of the larger the
WRI network
Challenges
• The durability of networks is typically tenuous over
time without the assurance of a strong convener;
many are cautious about the future
• Turnover among the key actors requires the continual
work of refreshing, drawing, establishing, and
stabilizing new iterations of the network
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3. Approach to Learning
Description
Facilitating Peer to Peer Learning
WRI provided the opportunity for people to exchange
critical research, insights, and perspectives to expand
and nourish the learning of everyone. They provided a
learning rich environment for central actors on a regular
basis. One recounted the annual training that “brought
all project managers together to talk about their work.
And then we would go out and look at sites and talk
through the issue. We would go and compare notes
and they would share various ideas and thoughts. There
were peer groups. That was hugely effective for making
progress. And that was a huge value and institutional
effort.”
Curating and Communicating Critical Content
Participants throughout the WRI’s scope of work talk
about the importance of the role the WRI played in
vetting and then sharing critical content with the WRI
network. The WRI provided ongoing enrichment to the
field with ideas, practices, and approaches, and they
also ensured content was communicated in a measured
way. Participants would have been overwhelmed if vast
quantities of information had been shared continuously.
Instead, the WRI made careful decisions about what
kinds of information to share, at what quality, and at
what pace. This was an exercise in leadership by the
WRI, helping the field pay attention to what is most
important, instead of acting merely as a channel for
volumes of information.
Holding the Learning
In an endeavor as vast and complex as the work
of conservation and restoration in the Willamette
River Basin, a critical function of the WRI was one of
holding the collective insights, marking the progress,
and keeping the learning. One said, “[WRI was a]
clearinghouse and storage for the body of work that
has come out.” This function helped the field hold focus
and generate energy for making progress together,
instead of letting insights dissipate into the eddies of
individual organizational work.
Exposing the Network to New Ideas
At critical points, the WRI brought to the system an
infusion of outside perspective. They seeded the work
with inspiration and precedents from around the world.

One said, “They would find things from other large
projects that spoke to them, and they would bring it
here. And they would say, ‘This is a good way to think
about what the condition is, where we are here.’”
Elevating the Conversation
The data show that people’s perspective was consistently
elevated by the WRI to a picture bigger, one that was
broader and more expansive than any participants
would have had on their own. One said, “WRI took us
all to the 30,000-foot level.” It pointed people to the
right kinds of things. It kept the conversation among
the participants from settling into lesser issues and lifted
their gaze to see their work in light of the big picture
and to see the work in the Willamette River Basin in
light of the work more generally.

Analysis
Strengths
• For many, this was the central value of the WRI,
building understanding and capacity through access
to high quality input and information
• The quality and pacing of the learning hit the right
level for most of those in the network
Challenges
• Some elements of collective learning made initial gains,
but more must be done to internalize and integrate
them in a sustainable way throughout the system
• Since the learning role was seen as critical from the
perspective of those throughout the network, many
from among the sample of this study are concerned
for the future viability of collective learning

4. Approach to Funding
Description
Long-Term Commitment
Instead of treating the cause as quick and easy to
advance, the approach of the WRI was to commit
substantial investment over a 10-year period.
Knowing that funding was stable and consistent over
time made leaders and their organizations behave
differently. They were able to think about the bigger
picture and bolder projects. They were able to recruit
and retain staff who had the capacity to deliver on
more complex projects. They were able to engage in
work that had greater impact.
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Multi-Agency Investment
One of the most striking features to the funding
approach of Meyer through the WRI was how it
worked with other funders to facilitate and coordinate
significant multi-agency investment. The WRI viewed
its funding not as the primary investment, but as one
of three primary streams of investment. The other two
were a state agency (Oregon Watershed Enhancement
Board) and a federal agency (Bonneville Power
Administration). As such, the project exemplified the
potential of a private, state, and federal partnership.
Listening and Adjusting
One of the features of the WRI’s funding was the close
connection between listening and funding. The funders
did not rely solely on a traditional application process to
responsive funding. Instead, and in great part due to the
trusted relationships they had forged, they were in tune to
the emerging needs of those throughout the system. And
as they listened, they were able to respond. One said, “It
was so helpful because they could just respond and say, ‘If
that’s what you need then that’s what we’ll do.”
Being Nimble and Flexible
The WRI intentionally developed an approach to
their involvement that allowed them to quickly and
meaningfully respond to the needs, challenges, and
opportunities in the field. This approach required them
to know what was happening and be involved in the
deliberations in the field about strategy. Many of those
in the network attribute the success and the uniqueness
of the WRI to their commitment to being flexible and
responsive, providing what was needed as it was needed
since many of the long-term relationships allowed for
timeliness of response. One said, “I appreciated the
streamlined nature of the granting process. You had
the ability to check in with them. You can get kind of
a general commitment.” Another said, “We were not
getting match from our local partners, and they were
able to jump in really quickly.” Still another said,
Filling in the Gaps
The strategic use of the WRI’s funds to fill in funding
gaps multiplied the overall funding impact. Whereas
other funders in the system were tethered to tighter
mechanisms and formulae for funding processes and
applications, the WRI intentionally used their resources to
fill in gaps, work around what others were able to fund,
and contribute to critical but often overlooked needs.

For many, this feature was essential to the efficacy of the
WRI’s funding. Being able to fill the gaps other funding
sources do not provide has been integral to the success
of numerous projects that may not have otherwise
happened or would have been otherwise at risk.

Analysis
Strengths
• Data show that the approach to funding was
well-received by grantees, deeply appreciating the
timeliness, flexibility, and responsiveness of the funding.
• The model of mobilizing three funders – private, state,
federal – was a significant accomplishment.
Challenges
Developing a partnership among funders requires
significant investment in the kind of relationshipbuilding that produces common understandings, clear
expectations, consistency of direction, etc. This sense of
common aim and coordinated approach is challenging
and fraught with complications.

5. Approach to Leading
Description
Being the Glue to Hold It All Together
Instead of simply coordinating and catalyzing the action,
the WRI acted as glue to the effort. In some contexts,
this role is held by what is termed a “backbone
organization.” The WRI functioned as more than a
traditional backbone organization. They did more than
simply coordinating and convening. They brought
a sense of “glue” to the effort, filling in the gaps
where there were gaps, connecting people to people,
balancing the big picture with on-the-ground presence,
care, and attention, shepherding the work forward,
making difficult decisions along the way. They were
much “stickier” and connective than a traditional
backbone organization. They saw their role was to draw,
gather, mobilize, challenge, and attach people to the
work and to what the work needs to be about. As one
interviewee put it,
WRI became the glue that helps hold together all of
these bureaucracies. They’ve put really good people
in really good places and stepped into a role between
groups with bureaucracies. They were dedicated to
building momentum when others couldn’t.
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Building on What Is Already
at Work on the Ground
Instead of initiating a series of programs from the
outside-in, the WRI approached the project using a
powerful community-building principle: Start where the
community is and build on what the community has.
They were careful to identify where there were strengths
and capacities already in the field. They were attentive
to find and leverage expertise, momentum, and capacity
already present. This approach was deeply respectful
to the professionals in the field and the work that had
gone before them. It then enabled the WRI to address
the gaps, fill in what was lacking, and challenge the
system to new and better levels of activity. One said,
“There was an incredible amount of recognition of what
was happening in current institutions.”
Leading Through Support
Instead of leading from out in front, the posture of
the WRI was to come alongside organizations in a
supportive and enabling role. They did not relinquish or
abdicate their use of authority. Instead, they carefully
stewarded their authority to support and lift up what
was happening throughout the work of the river. As
such, there was a willingness to accept the risk and
the potential of some projects underperforming or
discovering new learning through failure. One said,
“They had to accept the risk and be willing to admit
that not everything was going to go as intended.”
Fitting to Context
The WRI approach was to match the strategy of
intervention with the context and culture of the
organization and population. Instead of taking a
prescriptive, one-size-fits-all approach, the WRI
engaged with organizations in ways befitting the style,
culture, and context of the stakeholders. This meant
that work with agriculture populations was mediated
when, where, and how farmers and landowners
gather, for instance. Work with scholars in the research
and academic community was designed on terms
appropriate to the context.
Getting Projects Going
Instead of waiting to get strategy perfect before initiating,
the WRI approached the project by getting projects
moving quickly, and then guiding and participating
in the iteration of the projects as the investment
years progressed. This provided early credibility and
demonstrated their inclination toward action to those
who had been working diligently in the field.

Remaining Stable and Consistent
The approach of Meyer was not only to be stable
and consistent in funding, but also in leadership.
Throughout the decade-long project, there was
remarkable consistency in presence, purpose, and poise
demonstrated by the WRI leadership team. Providing
ongoing coherence from the point of leadership that
was stable and dependable, not static, was one of the
factors attributed as a cause for success. One said,
“Meyer brought clarity and consistency to what we
were measuring (that was not always a popular thing
to do).” Another said, “I do admire the sustained effort
they gave to Watersheds councils through a lot of
transition of personnel.”
Being Open to Adjusting and Iterating
One of the unique features of the WRI approach was
to be open to adjusting and modifying approaches as
needed and as they developed. One said, “They had an
openness to alternative approaches to address things.”
Another said, “They didn’t have to be prescriptive. This
allowed them to be creative and for creative efforts to
be expressed.” Still another said, “What I saw was the
ability to recalibrate on a regular basis. They weren’t
stuck in a single mold. They were good at maintaining
flexibility and in creative and novel approaches.”
Respecting the Complexity
The WRI recognized the challenges and complexities of
the work toward progress on river health. Interviewees
reflected on their appreciation for the respect shown
by the WRI for their work on the ground. One said,
“They recognized the complexity and were trying to deal
with that complexity in a structured way that was really
valuable.” This afforded the WRI a sense of good will from
among their partners and kept them from taking a naively
simplified posture toward their intervention – having
realistic and appropriate expectations, understanding the
complications along the way that might inhibit progress,
and providing a sense of camaraderie needed to move a
whole system forward toward a shared aim.

Analysis
Strengths
• From the perspective of the investees and partners,
the tone and level of involvement was deeply
appreciated
• The way the WRI “showed up” throughout the
system engendered respect and appreciation
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Challenges
• When the tone was incongruent with these values, as
happened on occasion, the negative ramifications were
significant and resounding throughout the system
• On occasion, but very infrequently, the power
imbalance as evidenced through financial dynamics
of the relationship made a few among the
interviews experience the relationship as one of
“leading with money.”

6. Approach to Advancing Diversity,
Equity and Inclusion
Description
Engaging Leaders Personally and Relationally
Meyer and the Center for Diversity and the Environment,
the part of the WRI that focused on advancing diversity,
equity, and inclusion, approached the work of DEI
through interpersonal means, building cohorts of people
to interact with each other on a very personal level. The
relationships forged through these interactions and the
culture of trust and vulnerability that were established
through this approach fostered an environment where
people could face the challenging and often difficult
areas of personal growth essential to progress. The
assumption was that equity in Willamette River Basin
conservation efforts could not advance if people were
unable to grapple with their own identity, assumptions,
and perspectives.
Investing in In-Depth, Intensive Work
Instead of solely spreading the DEI work broadly
and lightly in order to attain a scale of exposure, the
approach of the WRI was also to take people deeply
into the fundamental and elemental aspects of equity.
This multi-level approach afforded the field with
the opportunity to create change that was durable,
meaningful, and catalytic among key leaders while also
exposing people broadly to DEI concepts. The theory of
change was based on the assumption that when key
leaders have been impacted in a transformational way,
that will catalyze deeper change throughout the system.
Had people only been given a light dose without the
depth of understanding and commitment to advancing
DEI modeled by key leaders, the exposure may not
have been enough to leverage true change and might
have served merely to inoculate people from deep and
durable impact.

Doing the Work as a Group: Cohort-Based
The primary mode of intervention was a design
that featured bringing people together in a group
of colleagues and working over time and with the
same group. This cohort model was a critical element
in promoting true and authentic relationships. It
helped people grapple with their biases against the
mirror of others’ perspectives; practice thinking and
relating through human interaction instead of simply
hypothetical or vicarious experiencing; and experience
the support of a community of like-minded people,
supportive of the struggle and process.
Tailoring Approaches to Address the Unique Needs
of Communities of Color, Indigenous Communities
and White Communities
Recognizing that the pathway forward to advance
equity in the field was a different pathway for
communities of color and predominantly white
communities, the WRI developed a customized
strategy to meet the needs of each. This allowed the
interventions to be customized to context and designed
to target the particular opportunities and challenges
faced by each population uniquely.
Seeing Progress as a Long Road
Given the focus and intensity afforded the equity work
by the WRI in the final three years, the perspective was
still one representing a long view. Wisely, the WRI did
not expect or push to achieve an unnaturally compliant
picture of equity embedded in the work. This was a
fine line to walk, going “all in” for equity while not
forcing premature, inauthentic, or simply appearanceoriented indicators of progress and effect. There was no
doubt that equity was a priority, maybe one of the most
significant outcomes of the initiative. And yet, there was
also recognition that progress was going to be a long
road, and that allowed people to embrace the journey
with authenticity and connection.
Starting Internally within Organizations
Instead of attempting to advance DEI by changing
funding policies and procedures and working to create
change from the outside-in, the WRI approached the
work of advancing DEI from the inside out through
deeply personal work and internal organizational work.
They recognized that in order to work towards a more
diverse, equitable and inclusive river system, groups
needed to look internally first and consider their staffing
makeup, policies, organizational culture, etc., to then
make changes that would enable them to be more
equitable and inclusive in their work externally.
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Learning and Co-Creating
The WRI was very intentional from the outset that
their approach to DEI needed to be one that started
with learning. Most watershed restoration groups
in the Willamette were not thinking about DEI or
were at a very early point in their DEI journey. , One
of the first learning opportunities the WRI staff took
was to participate in DEI training themselves to build
their understanding of the work. Recognizing that
everyone was at a very different level of readiness for
this work personally and organizationally, they offered
opportunities to practitioners but did not require it
of them. With communities of color and indigenous
communities, the WRI was open to dedicating resources
where these communities expressed needs giving them
the opportunity to co-create an experience that was
meaningful for them.

Complications
to the Strategy
1. The Time Horizon Needed for
Measuring Change is Daunting
Even though the vision of the WRI needed to be
substantial and compelling enough to draw and
drive the strategies and actions of a wide range
of stakeholders, assuming that there would be an
accompanying means to adequately measure the effect
of a 10-year project on meaningful health metrics of
the river was unreasonable. The timeline was too brief.
One said, “Ten years is no reasonable amount of time
to measure ecosystem change in a meaning way.” The
intervention was fraught with too many confounding
factors (e.g., regional environmental issues, climate
change, decades-long trajectories of population effects,
etc.) to make credible conclusions about the effects of
the project in river health.

Going Forward
• How might we match the expectations of change in
river measurement to the direct impact of the size,
scale, scope, and timeline of the interventions?

2. Monitoring Mechanisms Are
Difficult to Embed
Even though the development of Slices, Report Card,
and other monitoring and communication devices are
reported to be top-of-class, useful, and persuasive by
the interviewees, very few seem to know what has

come of those tools, who is using them, and what the
status of protocols for usage currently are. In the minds
of many, the prominence and usefulness of monitoring
and measurement strategies have faded. Of one of the
monitoring strategies used in the WRI, one said, “Even
with all of the training, it was a huge lift for relatively
marginal benefits.” Another said,
We created slices as a monitoring mechanism, but it
hasn’t been used to monitor changes through time. If
that could be utilized in a more effective way to tell the
story of change, that would be helpful. It’s much more
complex and much more effort to go from the specific
information to something that is meaningful to reach.
It’s a more analytical approach that takes a great deal of
effort to refine in community.

Going Forward
• How might we determine which instruments to revive
and translate them into simple and elegant usage,
designing feedback and reinforcement loops for
application and providing benefit from adoption?
• How might we develop new, closer-in, interesting and
accessible monitoring?

3. Funding Organizations Broadly
Does Not Necessarily Promote
Collaboration
Even though the function of “floating all boats”
enabled the WRI to engage people broadly without
many of the customary complications of competition
for resources, the expectation that groups would
automatically begin to collaborate proved unrealistic.
One said, “Generally, what we saw was not a lot of
competition, but rather a lot of groups stepping into
their roles.” This did not ensure, however, that true
and genuine collaboration unfolded. More strategy was
needed, much of which the WRI provided, to catalyze
meaningful collaboration.

Going Forward
• How might we pursue and possibly require
collaborative elements in design work?
• How might we elevate good examples of
collaborations to inspire further progress?

4. An Expansive and Inspiring Vision
Needs Accompanying Focused,
Tangible Steps
Even though the WRI provided invaluable inspiration by
proffering a compelling vision of the future health of
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the river, and through that visioning lifted the gaze of
people from an array of sectors to see the possibilities
for the future health of the basin and join with greater
enthusiasm and better attention to the work of the
river, making progress in the future will need focused
and tangible objectives. One said, “We need a very
narrow set of focal points to focus our attention and
demonstrate progress.”

Going Forward
• In light of the grand vision, how might we provide
narrow focal points and concrete steps for attention
and action?

5. Funding Releases People Only
Temporarily from a Scarcity Mindset
Even though the amount and duration of funding from
the WRI over time produced a great deal of activity
throughout the river system, the ever-present pressure
for self-preservation proved difficult for people to
escape. The relief, and even exuberance felt at times for
having the support for staff, operations, and projects
through the WRI, was quick to evaporate for many as
funding neared the end.

Going Forward
• How might we provide significant investment (time,
funds, training, etc.) in building greater sustainability
capacity within the organizations after the initial
investment period?

6. Getting Things Done on the
Ground Does Not Necessarily Lead
to System Change
Even though one of the great strengths of the WRI
approach was to quickly (but not carelessly) get projects
moving on the ground and in the field, one of the
unanticipated consequences was that there was less
attention given to building a larger coalition of public
support and funding to provide resourcing for the work
in perpetuity. One said, “Perhaps the most significant
disappointment has been the failure of public agencies
to recognize what has gone on.” And another said, “It
hasn’t influenced policy in any significant way.”

Going Forward
• How might we dedicate a significant portion of
the focus of the network to building strategies for
ongoing support, resourcing, and provision for the
work through public or private investment?

7. Strength Now Does Not Necessarily
Mean Strength in the Future
Even though 10 years of funding provided an enormous
amount of capacity for organizations during the decade
of capacity-building, some worry it has produced
unanticipated vulnerability. One said, “They did a great
job spreading it around, but now it creates vulnerability
when it is ending. I don’t know if all of those
organizations are going to be able to move forward or
continue at that pace.” Another said, “We have become
dependent on that source, and then it goes away, do
you lose a lot of what has been achieved?” Is it possible
that organizations will now, in the words of another,
“…become just a functioning skeleton to pay the bills?”

Going Forward
• How might we develop strategies for the network to
diagnose, monitor, support, strengthen the capacity
of organizations?

8. Leadership Development Without
Leadership Continuity Is Precarious
Even though the emphasis of the WRI on the
development and mobilization of leaders throughout
the system resulted in a higher level of expertise than
the historic trajectory, when these leaders transitioned
out of their roles, the expertise, in the minds of some,
went along with them. One said, “[The learning] about
how to restore and protect habitat that was an effort to
build local capacity is more in people’s heads and less in
documented manuals and so on. So, it makes it slightly
more vulnerable if people give up on it or move away or
are forced to do something else.” Another said,
“Honestly, with the level of staff turn-over, we have
lost so much. We taught people how to do restoration
in a better way, and they have since gone on to other
watersheds in Oregon and other parts of the country
and have shared their experiences and taken their
expertise elsewhere.”

Going Forward
• How might we codify the systems, processes, and
approaches to be transferrable to emerging leadership?

9. An Emphasis on Focused Work Can
Compromise Broad Involvement
Even though the strategy to focus the work, first by
attending to the upstream work of the tributaries, and
then by focusing on the mainstem work, helped to marshal
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energy and keep the attention of the efforts on a targeted
area, the process of either/or left some people feeling
discounted and marginalized. One said, “One omission
was to leave out some of the downstream partners in the
Portland area. It did kind of isolate that portion of the river
from consideration in that kind of way.”

the practical application of DEI values and principles is
still obscure for many. This reveals that there is more
work to be done to effect change in the strategy,
policies and practices of organizations to enable them to
advance DEI internally and externally.

Going Forward

• How might the training that has been offered be
built on for further internal work, case-in-point,
demonstration projects, exemplars and illustrations to
help people envision what DEI looks like in practice?

• How might we build an articulation of rationale for
staging and sequencing areas of emphasis?

10. Managing Expectations While
Keeping the Inspiring Vision in
View is Challenging
Even though the vision of the healthy river for
generations to come is an elevating and inspirational
view of the future, it must be matched with some
realism of expectations. One said, “The realization
that the magnitude of investment in relation to the
magnitude of the problem is a mismatch.”

Going Forward
• How might we keep an eye on the vision while
managing the size of the “bite”?

Going Forward

13. A DEI Shift for a Whole System
Requires the Preparation of
All People
Even though the DEI emphasis contributed to the
evolution of the whole system, there might have been
greater adoption had there been greater preparation
for all involved. One interviewee said, “I didn’t feel like
that I was going to be a person to influence [the WRI]
in any meaningful way [after the introduction of DEI].”
Another said, “In the midst of a funding initiative and
you have new rules. It was an abrupt transition.”

Going Forward

11. Creating Capacity Can
Unintentionally Promote
Dependency

• How might others, who have not yet been involved
in the deeper DEI work, be engaged in the work in a
meaningful way?

Even though the capacity generated through funding
mobilizes dormant potential and creates possibilities
where there were none, there can be a dependency
that keeps organizations from leveraging resources to
strengthen their base of support. This produces, in some
cases, a flight of expertise. One said, “I worry about
the sustainability of the network long-term. This was
Meyer’s initiative. And there’s no independent entity that
is strong enough yet to continue it.”

14. The DEI Focus on Racial Equity Is
Confusing to Some

Going Forward
• How might we provide encouragement to those who
have been involved in the WRI to keep momentum
through the transition?
• How might we build an entity strong enough to
continue, even increase, the scale of the intervention?

12. DEI Training Alone Is Insufficient to
Ensure System Change
Even though one strategy the WRI employed to advance
DEI work was to invest in the education of individual
leaders in organizations, producing remarkable effects,

The focus on racial equity in the DEI approach has led to
some misunderstanding, confusion, and skepticism for
some in the field. One said, “If you are out in the field,
you are surrounded by diversity.” Another said,
A little bit of me felt like you wanted me to look through
this diversity lens, but we were already doing that
through the tributary program. The land trusts were
dominated by wealthy white people. They were getting a
tremendous amount of money and their staffing models
were not trickling down into a diverse community. Our
groups were dealing with homeless camps and poor
people. I thought we were doing it all along…I also didn’t
want to lose focus on the environmental impact. That
was the charge of WRI. I felt like we were doing that for
the sake of everyone who lived in the basin.

Going Forward
• How might the intersections of equity work and river
health work be clarified and de-mystified for those
who have yet to become deeply involved?
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Part 5:
Recommendations

This section provides possible recommendations that can be
explored to sustain and deepen the impact of the WRI moving
forward. All recommendations are based on the data.
1. Identify, Clarify, and Communicate
a Shared and Focused Strategy
One of the significant effects of the WRI has been
to elevate the vision for what is possible when many
people representing an array of stakeholders work
together to advance the cause of a healthy river. The
WRI has expanded the vision and raised the expectations
of what is possible. However, one of the risks to
effectiveness going forward is trying to maintain a vision
too ambitious for the capacity. This will disperse energy
and frustrate progress. Focus will be required. Clear
priorities will need to be set. Sequence and pacing of
the priorities will need to be carefully and judiciously
considered in order to provide clear focus, staging, and
a sense of progress throughout the network.
A. Identify priorities. Identify a limited set of priorities,
with clear objectives to focus the attention and energy
of those in the network; concentrate rather than
dissipate the work of the practitioners; and provide a
limited, tangible, and meaningful set of steps for the
network to help frame the next few years.
B. Set and manage expectations. Provide guidance,
inspiration, and management for people’s
expectations for the future, and encourage ongoing
participation in the shaping of possibilities. Without
hope or expectation, progress might be inhibited.
C. Monitor and celebrate progress. Develop
feedback loops for those in the network to be able
to mark progress, celebrate steps forward, and
encourage engagement.

2. Sustain Relational and Collaborative
Momentum Throughout the Network
The data clearly and convincingly show the value
and importance of the relational investments and

interconnectedness over the past ten years. Relationships
have been critical to the success of the initiative. The fabric
of relationships woven over the course of the past ten
years has accomplished a great deal in building strength,
encouraging resilience, nurturing a culture of learning,
and igniting aspiration. A priority for the future should be
to sustain and nourish the work together by stewarding
and advancing the relational vitality of the field.
A. Convene people. The convenings have been
some of the most productive activities of WRI.
At the center has been Within Our Reach, but
other convenings have been productive as well. In
some form, regular gatherings should be initiated,
not simply to have them, but to foster trusted,
collaborative, and imaginative work. This would also
nourish an enduring sense among people of Team
Willamette.
B. Encourage partnerships. Wherever possible and
whenever appropriate, collaborations should be
encouraged to maintain the richness of partnerships
and the potential for synergistic work. Examples
of nascent partnerships established during the
tenure of the WRI can be used as models for the
development of others.
C. Connect with people. Care should be taken to
nourish the social aspects of the network. These will
be critical to the success of the future. Leadership
of the network will need to have relational acuity,
emotional intelligence, interpersonal wisdom, and
the ability to connect with people in service to the
cause of the healthy river.
D. Deepen relationships with landowners.
Forging relationships with landowners has been
imperative to many of the significant restoration
accomplishments of the WRI, yet these landowner
relationships are also among the most fragile in
the system. Sustaining these relationships will
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take greater understanding and involvement of
landowners beyond specific projects on their land.
E. Build bridges within and between communities.
One of the clearest areas for further development
from the data is the nurturing of relationships and
interconnections between mainstream dominant
culture leaders and organizations and people of color
and indigenous communities. Nurturing relationships
within communities and across differences with
appropriate space and time for healing and building
trust should be paramount for the future.

3. Develop and Share Leadership
for the Future
The future of the work depends a great deal on human
leadership. The WRI has demonstrated not only what
funding over a decade might do, but perhaps more
importantly what concentrated and skillful leadership
over a decade might do. Without skillful leadership, the
application of resources, strategies, and opportunities
might be squandered. Identifying and mobilizing people
who can shoulder responsibility, carry vision, and bring
people together productively to make progress will be an
essential element of future success. If this focus on the
encouragement of leadership throughout the network
can be done wisely and skillfully, there will be a greater
chance that momentum will be sustained from a solid
base of the past ten years and extended into the future.
A. Pursue inclusive leadership. Leadership for the
next phase of the work should be intentionally
and courageously conceived as an act of
inclusion. This means communities that have been
underrepresented in this work should be invited
to participate in sharing ownership for the future.
This also necessitates the creation of a welcoming
and inclusive culture network-wide to ensure that
everyone can meaningfully co-lead this work.
B. Find the glue. Much of the impact of the WRI
would not have happened without someone taking
responsibility for being the point person, rallying
point, initiator, and convener. In short, the project
needed someone to be the “glue” to hold things
together. Subjects attribute much of the success of
the initiative to the presence and leadership of the
staff of the WRI and BEF. Going forward, having this
dynamic is advisable.
C. Acknowledge community leadership. The work
with underrepresented communities in the past few
years of the WRI has revealed a great deal of loss of

potential due to non-inclusive policies and practices.
Making space for these communities to lead could
activate new potential, grow fresh and deeper
relationships, and bring forward a different array of
ideas and solutions.
D. Disperse responsibility. The sense-making
convenings revealed those who have been
involved in the WRI in the past have a great deal of
commitment to sharing responsibility for the future.
Capturing this good will and marshalling the energy
of people at this time to invest in the future of the
network would be strategic.
E. Gather the next generation of leaders.
Consideration should be given to thinking and
planning forward for future leadership. This might
involve identifying those currently in the network who
have potential to carry responsibility as well as seeking
new involvement from the emerging generation.

4. Build Resilience Throughout
the Network
There is considerable anxiety throughout the field about
future access to funding for capacity. Clearly, the longterm, flexible, and responsive funding from the WRI
has proven to be extraordinarily helpful in advancing
the work in the Willamette River Basin. Going forward,
whatever attention can be given to building, sustaining,
and advancing capacity for the work will be met
with gratitude and utilized with the strategic acumen
developed through the WRI.
A. Facilitate fundraising. There are a number of ways
funds might be acquired to support future work:
securing public funding, establishing an endowment,
seeking national or federal support, coordinating
among regional funders, mobilizing individual
generosity, etc.
B. Build capacity. Capacity has been developed not
only through funding, but also through skill and
professional development. Fostering trainings for
capacity issues related to diversity, equity, and
inclusion, organizational health and functioning,
fundraising and sustainability, structure and
governance, among others could advance capacity
with modest financial investment.
C. Provide emotional support. The findings
underscore the importance of the intangible
supports for resilience. Some effects of significance
from the WRI were in the areas of emotional
encouragement and inspiration. A set of strategies
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to foster strength in the socio-emotional elements of
the work will be essential going forward.

5. Invest in Ongoing Learning
Learning has been a core feature of the WRI. It has
been a critical component to the achievements of the
WRI and the impact of those involved through the
WRI for the benefit of the river. People were exposed
to new ideas. Strategies were reflected on and then
reformulated. Practices were upgraded through access
to greater scientific understanding. People were
challenged to explore and embrace other ways of
knowing as well. Science approaches were challenged
and redeveloped through the lived knowledge of
communities. This emphasis on learning should be
continued going forward to make the work in the
Willamette River Basin exemplary and effective.
A. Create a usable monitoring and evaluation
strategy. Even with a considerable investment
of effort and expertise into developing a valid
monitoring system, many continue to struggle to
apply and sustain the application of the protocols.
Steps should be taken to generate an accessible and
meaningful method for monitoring and evaluation
that could be sustained and would be useful
for ongoing learning. Developing a simple and
elegant method that would not rise to the rigor of
SLICES but could be reliable and useful may be an
appropriate goal for the next stretch.
B. Deepen understanding of indigenous and
traditional ways of knowing. Going forward, the
ecological movement throughout the basin should
continue to explore and embrace indigenous and
traditional ways of knowing the ecology of the river
and its people. This effort will challenge a dominant
culture ideology as the sole lens of interpretation
and provide enriched understanding to further the
ecological goals of the work.
C. Connect research and practice. People appreciated
and benefited from the learning that was fostered by
bringing thought-leaders and practitioners together.
For many, this was the most significant impact of
the WRI. For the future, generating and maintaining
a robust and meaningful knowledge exchange
would serve the ongoing need for innovation and
enhancement of practice.
D. Provide educational opportunities. People
highly value learning from each other. Convenings
such as Within Our Reach and the monthly Model

Watershed meetings have facilitated sharing and
cultivated relationships that support continuous,
relevant learning. Continuing purposeful gatherings
of this sort will be essential to sustaining success
and innovation.

6. Build Public Interest and Engagement
Internally, within the system, the collective work in the
Willamette River Basin is valued and has been nourished
substantially through the ten years of the WRI. However,
there is a perception that the value of the work remains
largely unknown to the general public. There is strong
evidence in the concern of those involved in the WRI
that the story (and stories) of what is happening and
what is yet needed is unclear and unknown to many.
One of the ways forward is to develop strategies to
engage the public more fully and meaningfully in the
work for a healthy river.
A. Develop strategies for advocacy. Design
approaches to affecting public policy and investment
to promote long-term policy supports for the work.
B. Promote public communication. Continue
developing a suite of strategies to inform the public
more frequently, in a variety of ways, targeting
an array of populations and communities. This
could help promote the value of the work in the
Willamette River Basin and potentially engender
more substantial public support.
C. Engage in storytelling. The meaning of the river
for communities throughout the Willamette River
Basin should be enhanced through the work of
conservation and restoration. One way to tap into a
level of caring that is dormant in much of the general
public is to engage in storytelling of various kinds. This
can connect people more significantly to the narrative
of the river and increase appreciation for the work
that is being done to make the river healthy.

7. Centering Equity
One of the most significant effects from the most recent
years of the WRI has been to bring people together to
advance diversity, equity, and inclusion. Those from the
mainstream dominant culture are awakening to the
need for this work to be about advancing DEI as much
as anything else. The river and communities, people are
realizing, cannot nor should not be disconnected. Work
on the river cannot be done justly without consideration
of the issues of exclusion, power, systems of oppression,
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culture, history, heritage, and future involvement of the
people who now live here and who have historically
called the Willamette River Basin their home. However,
even accounting for substantial gains over the past three
years, much more progress is needed.
A. Continue to expand, deepen, and sustain DEI
training. More mainstream dominant culture
leaders and organizations need to have the personal
experience of grappling with equity principles. This
would expand the involvement in DEI reflection and
application. In addition, further training is needed to
take the work to a more advanced stage. This might
require a 2.0 version of DEI training for those who
have been through an immersive experience. Also,
ongoing refreshers will be needed to keep people in
the place where they can grapple courageously with
the meaning and application of DEI in their work
and the systems that encompass their work.
B. Provide aid for steps of application. Many who
had made progress in understanding the “why”
were struggling with the “how” of DEI. Mainstream
dominant culture organizations need additional
support to effectively embed equity and inclusion in
all aspects of their work. Finding and illuminating
exemplars of equity in practice could go a long way
to support application of DEI principles and practices.

C. Invest in building community and catalyzing
capacity for leaders of color, indigenous leaders,
and community-based organizations. The
WRI’s investments to support leaders of color and
indigenous leaders have been unique and impactful.
Yet more significant ongoing support is needed to
sustain the momentum from these investments to
create a more equitable and inclusive Willamette. The
substantial evidence demonstrating the value of the
WRI’s long-term, flexible funding for improving river
health, and aligning and strengthening organizations
indicates that a similar investment strategy for leaders
of color, indigenous leaders, and community-based
organizations would yield tremendous benefit for
these communities and the river.
D. Facilitate collaboration among and between
leaders of color, indigenous leaders and white
leaders. The WRI has made significant steps to build
the capacity of leaders of color, indigenous leaders,
and white leaders to engage with each other. As
these groups continue their internal work and gain
a deeper understanding of how they can be in
relationship with each other, it will be important to
provide a supportive venue for this collaboration to
happen and to work through the challenges that
arise along the way. Continuing cohorts of affinity
groups may be important to ensure that these
groups have a network of peer support to help them
reflect and engage effectively.

The project fair at Within Our Reach 2018 – the conference
was an important time for relationship building
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Appendix A:
Impact Framework
Intended Impact A –
Healthy River
Goal
The WRI sought to improve the health of the Willamette
River Basin. To that end, the initiative provided longterm funding support for projects that increased channel
complexity in the river, improved floodplain function,
increased floodplain forest and riparian plant cover, and
improved fish and wildlife habitat.

Dimensions
The aim of the WRI was to achieve outcomes in the
following dimensions of intended impact:
A. Scope, scale and pace of restoration
• How did the WRI affect the ability of the system
to develop and meet restoration goals?
• What changed in the scope, scale, and pace of
the strategies?
• What positive trends has the WRI caused or
contributed to in river health?
B. New and innovative solutions (designing new
strategies, applying innovations)
• What emerged as innovations and new practices?
• How did the practice of restoration evolve
through the WRI?
C. Coordinated action for long-term solutions
(increased focus on long-term issues)
• How did the WRI affect the ability to look into the
future and plan for longer-term work?
• What shifted in the long-term focus of activity?
D. Increase knowledge and understanding of river
conditions and restoration methods
• What was learned through the WRI that
advanced the field?
• How has the WRI unlocked doors to enable
organizations to get other funding?

E. Increased quality of interventions (better
strategy, better interventions, better implementation)
• How did the WRI affect the quality of
conservation activity in the system?
• What are the durable shifts of approach and
methodology resulting from the WRI?

Intended Impact B –
Alignment
Goal
The WRI worked with agencies, nonprofits, and other
key Willamette River Basin stakeholders to increase
collaboration to improve watershed health.
In pursuit of this goal, the initiative supported efforts to
improve alignment of priorities for Willamette River health
and develop coordinated efforts for a healthier river.

Dimensions
The aim of the WRI was to achieve outcomes in the
following dimensions of intended impact:
A. Shared purpose (common vision, common goals)
• How did the WRI affect the development of a
common vision for the future?
• How has the WRI influenced the alignment and
priorities of stakeholders (policy, planning and
implementation)?
B. Relational and social interconnectedness (trust,
social dynamics, interdependence)
• What shifted in the social ecology of the network?
• In what ways do people know each other better,
interact with each other more openly and
authentically, and trust each other more?
C. Integrated and synergistic practice (cohesive and
systematic thinking and acting)
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• What has changed in how people connect their
work to the work of others?
• How has practice been modified to an integrative
and systems approach to restoration?
D. True partnerships and collaborations (shared
approaches, shared resources)
• What shared work is emerging, moving from
“one-offs” to collaborations?
• In what ways are individual organizations joining
in on the work of others?
• What has moved from competition to cooperation?
E. Healthy, functioning network
• What is the nature of involvement and
engagement of the network?
• What are the durable habits of participation
and mutual ownership?
• What has changed in the social dynamics of
the network?

Intended Impact C –
Strong Foundation
Goal
The WRI aimed to build a strong foundation for future
long-term efforts to protect and restore the Willamette
River and its tributaries.
The initiative provided long-term capacity funding
to increase its partners’ organizational strength and
supported efforts to increase shared knowledge, build
a more integrated restoration community, maintain
reliable data about the river, increase funding, and
ensure funding stability for river health efforts.

Dimensions
The aim of the WRI was to make progress in the
following dimensions of a strong foundation:
A. Identity (strong sense of shared identity and shared
narrative that is bigger than the sum of its parts)
• What kind of identity has been developed
through the WRI?
• What is the story people are telling themselves
and others now, and how is that different than
when the WRI started?

B. Organizational capacity (the human and capital
resources, internal systems, policies and practices
necessary to achieve mission)
• What can organizations do now that they
couldn’t do before the WRI?
• What kind of enduring and sustaining capacity
has been built in organizations through the WRI
that will outlast the WRI?
C. System strength and resiliency
• How has the strategy for gathering people and
inviting participation in the work developed
through the WRI? How is the network of people
better able to weather change and challenge?
• What systems, both formal and informal, have
been developed throughout the network to
support, sustain, and advance the work?
• How has the will, interest, and decisionmaking ability of the system and its actors been
developed?
• How has the funding landscape changed to
support river health?
D. System culture and momentum (espirit de corps,
movement, attitudes, mindset)
• What has changed in how people think about
conservation in the Willamette basin?
• What about the culture of the people, network,
and communities changed through WRI?
• What have the dynamics of culture (shared
purpose, relational norms, and systems)
developed through the WRI?
• What kind of “glue” is holding the work
together?
E. System self-regulation and learning (peer-topeer learning, feedback, decision-making, and
evaluating progress)
• What has developed for shared learning,
monitoring, exchange of insights, shared
measures, etc.?
• What has been developed to sustain the
direction and ongoing learning throughout the
range of actors?
• What has developed for sustaining the work
into the future?
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Intended Impact D –
Diversity, Equity and
Inclusion
Beginning in 2015, the WRI added diversity, equity, and
inclusion as a new strategic goal. The primary focus of
this goal was learning and relationship-building rather
than restoration. Because the WRI was still early in its
DEI work at this time of this evaluation and relationshipbuilding takes time, the findings related to people of
color represent a smaller sample size than the other
goal areas. The findings also reflect that people of color
had a more limited interaction with the WRI than other
participants had experienced.

Goal
The WRI sought to advance diversity, equity, and
inclusion (DEI) within the Willamette River Basin
restoration efforts.
To that end, the initiative funded projects to increase
understanding of the disproportionate benefits and
impacts of river health and different perspectives and
values about the river. It also supported organizations
advancing DEI and integrating DEI in their work.

Dimensions
The aim of the WRI was to develop the ability of the
network in the following dimensions of diversity, equity,
and inclusion:
A. Individual and organizational level (personal
reflection, examining of mental models, openness)
• How are leaders, staff and their organizations
examining themselves related to equity?
• How are people embracing and being changed by
equity work?
• How has equity work changed how people see
and approach their work?
• What have been the effects of the WRI’s
training in equity and inclusion on mainstream,
traditionally white-led organizations?

B. Interpersonal level (relationships, engagement,
authentic relationship building)
• How are relationships changing as a result of the
WRI equity work?
• What kind of interpersonal change has been
catalyzed by an emphasis on equity?
• How have your organization’s interactions with
other organizations changed?
C. System level (inclusion, culture, vision,
embracing of DEI)
• How is the conservation and restoration system
more equitable and inclusive than it used to be?
• In what ways has DEI become a priority
throughout the network?
• How are people negotiating what is right for the
river and what is right for people differently than
they used to?
• In what ways is the network involving
marginalized communities and communities of
color as co-owners of the work?
D. Effects on marginalized communities and
communities of color
• What has changed in how marginalized
communities and communities of color are
engaged in the network and its mission?
• What voices have been elevated to understand
the effects of restoration?
• What have been the effects of WRI’s strategy
on communities previously underrepresented in
the WRI?
• How are people better positioned to navigate
systemic challenges and barriers to DEI?
E. Effects on Meyer Memorial Trust
• How is Meyer Memorial Trust different because of
its equity work through the WRI?
• How has the WRI changed through doing the
equity work? What have been the shifts in
approach that the WRI has taken?
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Appendix B: Qualitative
Sampling Detail
The evaluators used purposeful stratified sampling to select a representative sample
from the broad population of stakeholders who have been involved in the WRI. The
WRI staff identified a list of approximately 200 participants who had been involved
in the WRI at various stages and in various ways since its inception. Our sample size
was 96, drawn from the following strata of this population:
•
•
•
•
•

Degree of involvement
Type of involvement
Sector
Geographic region
Length of involvement

Degree of Involvement
The evaluators worked with the WRI staff to select people from three levels of
stratification based on the degree to which they were involved with the WRI.
These included:
• Highly Involved – Those who were regularly and consistently involved in multiple
aspects of the WRI over time,
• Moderately Involved – Those who participated meaningfully but not necessarily
consistently or widely, and
• Limited Involvement – Those who participated only sporadically or on the fringes.

Sector Represented by Interviewees

28
32

n
n
n

Highly Involved
Moderately Involved
Limited Involvement

36
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Type of Involvement
The evaluators worked with the WRI staff to select participants that were involved
in the WRI in a variety of ways. The ways interviewees were involved ranged
from being members of the Willamette Model Watershed Program who received
significant, consistent funding over a 10-year period to those who have been
involved in specific programs or events to those who have been consultants helping
to design the strategy of the WRI.

NOTE: Interviewees
may counted in multiple
categories based on their
involvement with the WRI.

Interviewees’ Types of Involvement with the WRI
Consultant/Contractor
Model Watershed Program
Core WRI Grantee
Secondary WRI Grantee
Academic
Funding Partner
Agency Partner
Landowners
CDE Cohort
DEI Strategy
Bridging the Gap Cohort
Key Individuals
WRI Insiders
0

5

10

15

20

25

30

Number of Interviewees (n=96)

Sector
The WRI engaged people from a
variety of sectors who are involved
in restoration work, including
restoration practitioners, restoration
contractors, nonprofits, and those
in local, regional, state, and federal
government. The evaluators
worked with the WRI staff to
select a sample that included
representation from the nonprofit,
public, and private sectors that was
proportional to their representation
in the broader population.

Sector Represented by Interviewees

12
31

n
n
n

Private Sector
Nonprofit Sector
Public Sector

53
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Geographic Region
The evaluators worked with the WRI staff to select participants from each of the
regions along the Willamette River Basin from the headwaters to the confluence.

Region Represented by Interviewees

16

n
39

n
n

Lower Willamette (Newberg to Confluence
with Columbia River)
Mid-Willamette (Corvalis to Newberg)
Upper Willamette (Willamette Headwaters
to Corvallis)

41

Length of Involvement
The evaluators worked with the WRI staff to select people who have been involved with
the WRI for a variety of time spans, from those who have been involved in the Willamette
since before WRI’s inception to those who have become involved only recently.

Length of Time Involved

15
31

19

n
n
n
n

10+ Years
7-9 Years
4-6 Years
1-3 Years

31
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Appendix C:
Qualitative Interview
Protocols
Introduction

Alignment

What has been your involvement with the WRI?

In what ways did WRI affect how people worked
together in the basin? What new cooperative or
collaborative approaches emerged through this?
What went well? What seemed to not go very well?
How did you collaborate differently?  What has
fundamentally changed in how people are aligned
around this work? What’s changed for you?
(do – become)

In your view, what were the most significant
accomplishments of the WRI?

Healthy River System
What did people learn, come to understand better, or
become more aware of through the WRI? What did
you learn through WRI?  How did WRI change the
mindset or outlook of people who were influenced
by WRI? What limiting assumptions did people
bring to the work that were reworked through
their time with WRI? How did your involvement
shift your own mindset? (know – believe)
What new behaviors did people exhibit as a result of
involvement with WRI? What new activities or strategies
did people implement? What did you do (or get
involved in) that you wouldn’t have apart from WRI?
 How did those behavioral or strategy changes
fundamentally affect the way people approached
river restoration? How did your own actions affect
the way you approach your own work with the
river? (do – become)
What changed in the energy and attitude that people
brought to improving their interventions? What
changed in how people felt toward innovative work?
What about taking on the bigger scale, scope, and
speed of restoration? What hesitancy did you feel that
was improved through WRI?  In what ways have
you seen WRI strengthen a commitment to river
health and vitality? How has it affected your own
sense of commitment? (feel – love)

What emerged as a common vision as a result of
WRI? Where did people come together well in shared
purpose? In what areas have people struggled to get on
the same page?  In what ways has the thinking
and assumptions of people changed towards
others (partners, funders, populations, etc.) as a
result of WRI? What has shifted in how you think
about other people and their work in the basin?
(know – believe)
What used to make people uneasy about working
together, and how has the involvement with WRI helped
to mitigate that? What kinds of hesitancies or feelings
of uncertainty continue to inhibit collaborations? What
has changed through WRI in how you feel about unified
and collaborative work?  How has the WRI affected
the sense of ease and eagerness to work together
for people? What about your own interaction with
WRI has forged a deeper connection to the work?
In what ways do you continue to get emotionally
disconnected from the work? (feel – love)
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Strong Foundation

Equity

What has changed in the capacity of people/
organizations to do their work as a result of WRI?
Where is there capacity now that there wasn’t? What do
you think will be enduring and lasting after WRI? Where
do you think people will struggle with capacity? Where
will you struggle most going forward?  In what ways
has WRI strengthened the system of people and
organizations working for river restoration? How
is the network more resilient and capable than it
used to be? (do – become)

Since WRI has been paying attention to DEI, what have
you learned about yourself? What about your work?
What do you think others have discovered through the
DEI work of WRI?  How has that made a difference
in the way you see your work of river restoration?
How has it changed the perspectives of others?
(know – believe)

What has changed in the capacity of the system of
actors and organizations as a result of WRI?  How
has WRI strengthened the system? What will be
the durable changes? In what ways will the current
strength be difficult to sustain? (do – become)
What have people come to learn about how to
approach the work that they didn’t know before
WRI? Where are there still gaps in understanding that
is compromising the strength of the work together?
Where do people struggle with perspectives that
compromise the culture of the work together?  How
has WRI shaped the frame of mind that people are
bringing to the work together? How has it shaped
your own frame of mind? (know – believe)

What have you done differently as a result of the
influence of WRI in DEI? What has gone smoothly?
What’s been really challenging? What have you not
yet done that you know you need to apply?  How
are you showing up differently as a result of DEI?
How is the larger network of people showing up
differently? (do – become)
What fears or hesitation did you bring to the DEI work?
What’s made you most uneasy about it? What do you
imagine is the source or anxiety in the system for taking
on DEI issues? How has that been changing through
WRI’s work in this area?  In what ways has this
work strengthened an authentic dedication to
making progress in DEI? In what ways is the heart
of this work, and the people in this work, still
underdeveloped for DEI? (feel – love)

Since the WRI, how has the culture of the work
changed? Where is there momentum where there didn’t
use to be? What draws you in the most to this work
as a result of WRI?  In what ways has a deeper
connection to people and place been forged
through the WRI for you and for others?
(feel – love)
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Appendix D:
Quantitative Survey
Instrument

Thank you for taking time to provide us with your perspective
on the impact of the Willamette River Initiative in your
conservation and restoration work.
The purpose of this survey is to get a sense of the difference WRI has made in your life, your work,
and the work of those around you to advance the health of the river. We appreciate your thoughtful
responses to questions about four areas of impact: river health, the alignment of those in this work,
a strong foundation for the future, and our movement to advance toward equity, diversity, and
inclusion. Your answers will be anonymous. However, we will ask a few questions about you at the
end of the survey simply to be able to learn from the perspectives of those positioned at different
places in the river work. The data from this survey will be joined with data from nearly 80 in-depth
interviews to provide a report on where we have come, where we are, how did we get here, and
where are we going from here. Thank you again, and if you have any questions about this survey or
the larger WRI evaluation project, please contact Cristina Watson at cristina@mmt.org.

Healthy River
The idea that the Willamette will be healthier as a result of WRI

To what extent has WRI made an impact on your ability to…
None

A Little

Some

Considerable

Tremendous
Amount

N/A

Expand your vision for river health

q

q

q

q

q

q

Meet your conservation and restoration goals

q

q

q

q

q

q

Increase the scope and scale of your work

q

q

q

q

q

q

Develop new and innovative approaches

q

q

q

q

q

q

Be more strategic in pursuing projects

q

q

q

q

q

q

Increase your knowledge and learning

q

q

q

q

q

q

Make measurable improvements in the river

q

q

q

q

q

q
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Alignment
The idea that the people and programs are aligned, coordinated, and integrated as a result of the Willamette River Initiative

To what extent has WRI made an impact on your ability to…
None

A Little

Some

Considerable

Tremendous
Amount

N/A

Have a vision for the health of the river that is
bigger than your own work

q

q

q

q

q

q

Align your priorities with other stakeholders

q

q

q

q

q

q

Develop strong relationships among people
working for the river

q

q

q

q

q

q

Ensure non-duplicative efforts

q

q

q

q

q

q

Collaborate and cooperate with others

q

q

q

q

q

q

Develop shared approaches

q

q

q

q

q

q

Build networks with other stakeholders

q

q

q

q

q

q

Strong Foundation
The idea that people and organizations have greater capacity and are better able to continue their work into the future

To what extent has WRI made an impact on your ability to…
None

A Little

Some

Considerable

Tremendous
Amount

N/A

Communicate the value of your work to the public

q

q

q

q

q

q

Make your partnerships more strategic

q

q

q

q

q

q

Build resource and funding models to
sustain your work

q

q

q

q

q

q

Establish effective monitoring and evaluation
strategies

q

q

q

q

q

q

Persist through challenges and setbacks

q

q

q

q

q

q

Develop strong and resilient partnerships

q

q

q

q

q

q

Build momentum for the future

q

q

q

q

q

q
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Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion
The idea that conservation and restoration work is inclusive and representative of the diversity of the communities of
the basin and is actively working toward more equitable outcomes.

To what extent has WRI made an impact on your ability to…
None

A Little

Some

Considerable

Tremendous
Amount

N/A

Challenge your biases

q

q

q

q

q

q

Help you think differently about what diversity
means for your organization

q

q

q

q

q

q

Recognize systemic and institutional barriers to
inclusion in conservation

q

q

q

q

q

q

Change your work to be more inclusive

q

q

q

q

q

q

Consciously shift power to those who have
experienced greater inequities

q

q

q

q

q

q

Take steps to challenge inequities in the field of
conservation

q

q

q

q

q

q

Work collectively with others to advance diversity,
equity, and inclusion

q

q

q

q

q

q

Have you participated in diversity, equity and
inclusion work supported by WRI?
q Yes
q No
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The Impact of WRI
The perspectives you hold about the effectiveness of the Willamette River Initiative

What have been the most significant achievements of WRI?

What has WRI not accomplished that could have been possible to achieve?

What about the approach of WRI worked the best?

What about the approach of WRI was ineffective?

What do you hope for the Willamette River Network over the next 5 years?
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About You
Your place in the field of those who have been involved in and touched by the Willamette River Initiative

What kind of work do you do?
q Watershed council
q Land trust
q Other nongovernmental organization
q University
q Soil and water conservation district
q Tribal government
q City/county government
q State government
q Federal government
q Farming
q Utilities
q Consulting
q Other __________
About how involved have you
been in WRI?
q Substantially involved
q Moderately involved
q Lightly involved

What is your racial/ethnic identity?
(Please check all that apply)
q Person of color
q Indigenous or Native American
q Tribe(s)
q Black or African American
q Asian
q Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
q Latino(a)(x)
q White
q Prefer not to report
q Another
Where do you do most of your work?
(Please check all that apply)
q Upper Willamette (Willamette headwaters to Corvallis)
q Mid-Willamette (Corvallis to Newberg)
q Lower Willamette (Newberg to confluence with
Columbia River)

q

Portland Metro

What years were you involved in WRI?
(Please check all that apply)
q 2008
q 2009
q 2010
q 2011
q 2012
q 2013
q 2014
q 2015
q 2016
q 2017
q 2018
q 2019
T H E W I L L A M E T T E R I V E R I N I T I AT I V E : A N E VA L U AT I O N O F I M PA C T

118

Appendix E:
Quantitative
Survey Data
Healthy River
To what extent has WRI made an impact on your ability to…
5

4

3.902

3.891

4.120

3.780

3.898

4.000
3.617

3

2

1

0

Average of responses (n=46-51)

n
n
n
n

Expand your vision for river health
Meet your conservation and restoration goals
Increase the scope and scale of your work
Develop new and innovative approaches

n
n
n

Be more strategic in pursuing projects
Increase your knowledge and learning
Make measurable improvements in the river
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Alignment
To what extent has WRI made an impact on your ability to…
5

4.176
4

4.340

4.216

3.961

4.260
3.902

3.417

3

2

1

0

Average of responses (n=46-51)

n
n
n

Have a vision for the health of the river that is
bigger than your own work
Align your priorities with other stakeholders
Develop strong relationships among people
working for the river

n
n
n
n

Ensure non-duplicative efforts
Collaborate and cooperate with others
Develop shared approaches
Build networks with other stakeholders

Strong Foundation
To what extent has WRI made an impact on your ability to…
5

4.020

3.725

4

3.333

3.239

3.922

3.540
3.061

3

2

1

0

Average of responses (n=46-51)

n
n
n
n

Communicate the value of your work to the public
Make your partnerships more strategic
Build resource and funding models to
sustain your work
Establish effective monitoring and evaluation strategies

n
n
n

Persist through challenges and setbacks
Develop strong and resilient partnerships
Build momentum for the future
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Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion
To what extent has WRI made an impact on your ability to…
5

4

3.580

3.580

3.800
2.653

3.042

3

3.460

2.653

2

1

0

Average of responses (n=46-51)

n
n
n
n

Challenge your biases
Help you think differently about what diversity
means for your organization
Recognize systemic and institutional barriers
to inclusion in conservation
Change your work to be more inclusive

n
n
n

Consciously shift power to those who have
experienced greater inequities
Take steps to challenge inequities in the
field of conservation
Work collectively with others to advance diversity,
equity, and inclusion

Have you participated in diversity, equity and
inclusion work supported by WRI?

n
n

Yes
No

41.18%

58.82%
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About You
What kind of work do you do?
1.92%

3.85%

9.62%
28.85%

11.54%

13.46%

9.62%
7.69%

9.62%

n
n
n
n
n
n
n
n
n
n
n
n
n

Watershed council
Land trust
Other nongovernmental organization
University
Soil and water conservation district
Tribal government
City/county government
State government
Federal government
Farming
Utilities
Consulting
Other

n
n
n

Substantially involved
Moderately involved
Lightly involved

1.92% 1.92%

About how involved have you been in WRI?

25.49%

45.10%

29.41%
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What years were you involved in WRI?
50

40

30

20

10

0

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

What is your racial/ethnic identity?
1.82% 3.64%

3.64%
3.64%
5.45%

n
n
n
n
n
n
n
n
n
n

Person of color
Indigenous or Native American
Tribe(s)
Black or African American
Asian
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
Latino(a)(x)
White
Prefer not to report
Another

81.82%

T H E W I L L A M E T T E R I V E R I N I T I AT I V E : A N E VA L U AT I O N O F I M PA C T

123

Where do you do most of your work?

12.36%

n
38.20%

13.48%

n
n
n

Upper Willamette
(Willamette headwaters to Corvallis)
Mid-Willamette (Corvallis to Newberg)
Lower Willamette
(Newberg to confluence with Columbia River)
Portland Metro

35.96%
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Appendix F:
Summary of
Recommendations from
Sense-Making Sessions
Monitoring
• Build monitoring capacity – Develop meaningful,
engaging, accessible means for monitoring that can
be joined by many and adopted broadly.
• Discover funding for monitoring – Build the
financial support for monitoring and evaluation.
• Build engagement – Recruit all organizations to
commit to monitoring.
• Experiment with monitoring strategies –
Prototype and test multiple processes and platforms
for monitoring.
• Explore community-based monitoring
approaches – Create companion ideas of monitoring
that exceed western forms of metrics.
• Package evaluation as resiliency – Frame
monitoring and evaluation as a way to build strength
and agency throughout the network.
• Develop metrics for strength and capacity, not
just environmental outcomes – Build a model to
monitor and evaluate the strength, culture, capacity,
and functioning of the people, agencies, and networks.
• Find an organization to administer SLICES –
Identify a group to manage and report on the data
from SLICES.

Innovation
• Promote innovation from the “bottom up”
– Engage and mobilize multiple groups of thoughtleaders (e.g., universities, BLM, state parks, public
landowners) to interact together and generate
innovations in the field.

• Develop ways of supporting growth through
program experimentation and risk – Identify and
practice ways of taking smart risks even in the face
of a scarcity of resources.
• Grow new forms of stewardship and
restoration – Build ways of pushing innovation
throughout the network.

Advocacy
• Build capacity for advocacy – Take an approach to
advocacy characterized by learning (convening people
around areas of need and curiosity) and inclusion
(with multiple points of entry and with multiple
communities for engagement.
• Engage in policy work – Develop strategies to
influence water quality regulations, DEQ, among others.
• Lead public policy initiatives – Exercise strong
leadership from WRN to be the face and voice of
advocacy for the network.

Visibility and Public
Engagement
• Increase public exposure – Find ways to keep talking
about the state of the river in the public square.
• Expand base of involvement – Develop means to
reach beyond restoration community.
• Develop strategies to shift the narrative – Build
ways to demonstrate the difference that is being made.
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• Build public awareness – Generate a strategy to
expand the awareness of the public to new models
for doing this work collectively.
• Capture the history of WRI – Articulate and
communicate the historical development of WRI to
elevate the achievements.
• Create marketing and PR plans – “Sing the story
out loud and often.”

Mindset and Outlook
• Develop strategy to deal with the emotions of
uncertainty and fear of future – Develop ways to
create a narrative of resilience instead of fear of exodus.
• Manage expectations – Develop messaging to help
people stay focused on the long-term vision and view.
• Shift to abundance mentality – Direct attention
to the possibilities of abundance instead of the
limitations of scarcity.
• Move to a long-term mindset – Help people see the
horizon as a 100+ proposition, not a 10-year project.
• Practice agency – Move people from orientation of
climate threats to climate resiliency.

Engagement
• Celebrate successes – Develop ways to share
movement and progress forward, to help people
understand the power of the programs.
• Promote organizational involvement – Develop
tools for WRI grantees to use in their organizations for
promoting further engagement.
• Increase story-telling – Promote a deeper
understanding of the work through the elevation
of stories.
• Promote awareness – Develop means to help
people understand the human, organizational, and
project elements throughout the network, to see who
is doing what.

Leadership
Development
• Design strategy for leadership development and
continuity – ways to replace the irreplaceable
• Capture institutional knowledge – Design ways
to maintain institutional knowledge as people move

on, perhaps through exit interview or some kind of
knowledge exchange.
• Develop a leadership pipeline – Invest in leadership
on an individual level.
• Elevate exemplars – Find ways to give credit for
people who are exercising leadership and serving
beyond their role of authority.
• Identify key people who will be helping to set
the agenda – Instead of relying primarily on the
WRN board, build a larger network of stakeholders
who will take responsibility for setting and moving
the agenda forward.

Collaboration
• Make case for value of collaboration – Develop
reinforcement and feedback loops to sustain and
encourage ongoing collaboration.
• Address isolation and the factors contributing to
isolation – Embed practices to mitigate isolation at all
levels throughout the network.
• Pursue collaborations further – Seek increasing
development of partnerships and interconnectedness.
• Build resilience – Invest effort and strategy in
building on current momentum for a strength and
vitality of the social ecology of the network.
• Maintain regional glue – Encourage the sharing of
conversations and perspectives through the building
of relationships.
• Expand idea of Team Willamette – Involve people
from non-traditional partners, underrepresented
communities, and overlooked regions.
• Continue of leadership convening role – Pursue
the role of BEF as convener, capacity-builder, and
advocate for the work.
• Exercise strong leadership from WRN – Maintain
sense of team throughout the network.
• Work toward inclusion – Involve those who are
experiencing being left out.

Vision and Strategy
• Develop basin-wide planning – Convene planning
that is inclusive and meaningful.
• Advance a clear and cogent vision/purpose
for the future – Develop a kind of campaign to
communicate the vision that is compelling and
inclusive of the whole Willamette.
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• Bring people together around a vision – Continue
to give attention to clarifying and advancing a clear
and compelling vision for the shared work.
• Build ownership of vision – Identify and nurture the
ownership of the vision within the network.

Sustainability
• Raise funds to promote collaboration – Seek and
secure funding to support ongoing interaction and
collaborations.
• Influence the field of funding – Develop strategy to
engage funders more broadly and on a national scale.
• Establish endowment – Build an endowment to
support the work throughout the Willamette.
• Leverage door openers – Discover and mobilize key
influencers from throughout the network to generate
key relationships for ongoing support and funding.
• Develop means to reduce noise for funders –
Develop clear messaging and marketing around
strategic needs.
• Invest in the thinking and strategy of other
funders – Build relationships and design messaging
and education to advance the sophistication of
funders that are not yet engaged.
• Maintain the energy – Identify field champions to
bear responsibility for moving the work forward.
• Nourish the joy – Develop ways of rejuvenating the
emotional components of the work.

Capacity
• Diagnose and monitor for risk mitigation –
Develop ways to understand vulnerabilities in capacity.
• Build relationships with skilled contractors –
Continue to secure a robust, labor-market relationships
with skilled contractors.
• Develop funder feedback loops – Help funders
know what really needs to get funded.

Engaging Landowners
• Involve OPRD – Secure participation to promote
landowner engagement.
• Utilize partnerships and collaborations – Build
capacity to build relationships with land-owners.

• Develop commitments for long-term
maintenance – Identify stewardship fund for longterm maintenance.

Momentum
• Elevating ongoing work – Recognize the ongoing
momentum in regions and keep this in front of people
to encourage them.
• Promote festivals – Design means for drawing
attention and energy to the work.
• Highlight stories of tribal communities – Involve the
voices of tribal communities in the current stories of
the river.
• Promote stories from communities – Develop a
way to share the narratives from the communities
affected by the river.

Strategy
• Sharpen and articulate the theory of change
– Develop pathways that illuminate and articulate
theories of change for different levels of organizations
and practitioners.
• Develop clear plans for the future – Create an
understanding of what organizations will do and
can do that informs the bigger picture of restoration
throughout the basin.
• Consider three geographic areas – upper, middle,
and lower Willamette, making sure the WRN is not
too Portland centric.

Ownership and
Leadership
• Promote community leadership – Develop ways to
transfer of ownership to the community.
• Identify and develop individual conveners –
Identify a people who will bring the “family” together
for reunions and think about the next generation.
• Pace the work – Be careful not to send too much to
WRN to do too quickly
• Align people to more than funding resources –
The alignment of WRI was largely sponsored by
resources; going forward there will need to be other
catalysts for alignment.
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Convening
• Continue regular convenings – Identify an external
group to plan and deliver something like Within Our
Reach convening is key.
• Support BEF’s role – Continue to have BEF foster
relationships and engagements.
• Connect people to people regularly – Recognize
the value of building relationships with resource
people, researchers, and science and perpetuate the
making of connections.
• Model the elements of high-quality, high-value
convening – Exemplify and perpetuate the critical
features that made Within Our Reach successful.
• Promote a sense of belonging throughout the
network – Remember that people need to be drawn
to each other, a vision, and their own role in the
possibilities for the future.
• Host authentic gatherings – Bring people and
communities together in ways that feel authentic
and natural.
• Create time for people to convene in a relational,
instead of highly structured way – Provide time
that is not overscheduled to enhance the kinds of
interactions that are fruitful for the future.
• Involve farmers – Be careful not to tokenized
involvement but include them in meaningful and
comfortable ways.

Learning
• Increase connection between academic
scientists and practitioners – Build ongoing ways
to bring science to practitioners.
• Continue some kind of reporting – Communicate a
mini-report card on the Willamette River health.
• Invest in ongoing individual training – Create
an mechanism to elevate the knowledge and
practice of individuals.
• Partner with scientists – Help the science
message be simple, relevant, and actionable for
those who need to hear.
• Invest in decision-maker education – Close the
gap between practitioner understanding and decisionmaker understanding.
• Educate and involve young people – Build a suite
of strategies for next generation ownership.

• Develop programs to connect community to
place with the river – Create and deliver curriculum
to bring together communities and the part of the
river that is place for them.
• Provide opportunity to continue peer-to-peer
learning – Continue to invest in processes to advance
and encourage peer-to-peer learning.

Diversity, Equity,
and Inclusion
• Elevate stories of place – Promote environmental
justice tours, strength-based instead of deficit-based
exposure and education initiatives.
• Build capacity – Provide means for people to reflect
and request what they need to do the work well.
• Shift power – Develop ways to address and advance
shifts of power on a collective level, and then build
confidence.
• Promote education – Continue to provide education
opportunities for transformational experiences in DEI
to those who are leading and doing the work.
• Involve Tribes – Increase engagement with tribal
populations.
• Develop supports for emotional strength and
courage – Recognize the emotional labor of DEI work
and build capacity to support it.
• Build relationships – Bring people together over
food and developing relationships before advancing
an agenda.
• Commit to the long road – Develop dedication
among people to pursue over the distance and take
the long view.
• Invite the broad involvement of people into DEI
work – Resist the temptation to relegate the DEI work
to a task force or specialized group.
• Provide examples of the “how” – Develop the ability
of those in the network to bring forward exemplars
and help people see what this looks like in practice.
• Promote DEI among children and young people –
Get DEI related to the river into schools early.
• Study barriers to participation for
demographics and communities – Commission
research on barriers to involvement.

T H E W I L L A M E T T E R I V E R I N I T I AT I V E : A N E VA L U AT I O N O F I M PA C T

128

Hope most for…
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Continue to enjoy it
Courage to reach out, sit, listen, learn
Greater societal commitment
Next generation engagement
Abundance mentality instead of scarcity mentality
WRI, and lessons learned from WRI, to become a
national model
Continued energy
Shift funder to do work in this way
The whole Willamette becomes the lens
Keep moving forward with same momentum
Leverage people stories
Activate a common vision
Continued successful collaboration
Success for WRN
People are allies and not adversaries
WRI becomes a national model
Continue to recognize the power and impact of
convening instead of just funding
Advocate for the power of diversity
Continued successful collaborations
WR is national recognized
People can point to project work
Common vision
Leveraging people and relationships
Programs can continue
Community context will be part of the perspective
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