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The Platte River Cooperative Agreement Governance Committee has developed a Platte River Recovery Implementation Program (PRRIP), also known as the Cooperative Agreement that must be signed by the governors of Colorado, Wyoming and Nebraska and the Secretary of Interior before it can go into effect. 

In a nutshell, the PRRIP protects and provides for habitat for four targeted “threatened or endangered” species, the pallid sturgeon, least tern, piping plover, and whooping crane, while attempting to give water users a fair allocation from the river basin. 

Colorado and Wyoming are on board. For Nebraska, however, it may boil down to choosing the lesser of two evils, complying with the Endangered Species Act by adopting the PRRIP or forgoing the program and dealing with federal regulations as they are sanctioned. Gov. Dave Heineman is not entirely in favor of signing off on the program.

“There is no walk away option on this,” said Dennis Strauch, manager of Pathfinder Irrigation District in Mitchell. “We either do it through the program or through regulatory action.”


Strauch, Jim Cook with the Nebraska Department of Natural Resources, and other area water managers favor adopting the program despite its implications. 

The PRRIP’s primary purposes include: securing defined benefits for the target species and their associated habitats, serve as the reasonable and prudent alternative to offset the effects of existing and new water related activities; help prevent the need t list more basin-associated species pursuant to the ESA; and mitigate new water related activities in each state in a manner that will not increase the mitigation responsibilities of other signatory states, with the intent that mitigation will be implemented in the state where the activity occurs.  


Strauch explained that by adopting the program, water users would have a clear understanding of what is required by law for land and water shares, research, terms, and participation. In addition, Nebraska would receive part of the 50/50 cost share between the federal government and the three states and cooperative guidance to enforce the program. The first increment of $317 million would be for 13 years; states would receive $130 million credit for water and land shares and the state of Nebraska and water users would bare none of the cash cost, which would fall mostly to the federal government. 

Strauch said without the program, there would likely be higher habitat requirements, unknown federal dollar assistance and like no credit for water use. 


“We’d be getting 13 years of regulatory survey at little or no cost,” Strauch explained. “The alternative is unknown regulatory requirements and the possibility of litigation.”

The Governance Committee is completing its final impact statement for the plan, which will be available for public review on March 21. For complete information about the Cooperative Agreement, go to www.plateriver.org. 

