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CUTLINE: The view of Lake McConaughy at Cedar Vu, 15 miles west of the face of Kingsley Dam, has changed from a peaceful cove to a wooded mass of invasive species. This picture was taken in September. 

Invasive removal holds potential for water savings, industry development
The North Platte Natural Resources District continues to look for ways to ease the effects of and manage through continuing water shortages. NRD personnel, area researchers and residents are working together to find answers “outside the box.” 

Dr. Robert Wilson, UN-L weed specialist, provided information to the NRD board last week on an invasive species study conducted on the upper North Platte River. Wilson explained that concern has been growing in recent years about the prevalence of saltcedar (tamarix) along the river and its tributaries from eastern Wyoming where more than 6,500 acres have been identified, to Lake McConaughy. Due in part to the continuing drought, the western end of Lake McConaughy now stands as a wooded area infested with acres of saltcedar and noxious weeds.

In June of 2005, Wilson spearheaded a study involving an aerial survey of 160 miles of the river. Researchers photographed a one-mile wide band of the river, mapping a total of 345,000 acres. The study identified a total of 4,855 acres infested with saltcedar, 3,653 acres of Russian olive and 4,927 acres of Canada and Musk thistle.

 Through the study Wilson estimated a total of 1.4 million cubic feet of water was being lost to these invasives. By removing the invasives and replacing them with native range grasses along the waterways, a little over 1 million cf, or 25,000 AF of water could be saved, which could ultimately increase water flow into the river. 

Wilson said the study calls for long term goals and a strategy for management of invasive species.

“What we need is a community effort similar to what was done on Nine Mile,” Wilson said. “We need federal, state, local funding, and conservation groups, hunting groups, and private land owners to all step forward.”

Wilson also called upon the North Platte NRD to develop a cost-share program to help landowners pay for removal of invasives on their own land. NRD board chairman John Maser also suggested a bounty being placed upon invasives to help encourage their removal and help fund private efforts.

“If we don’t address the invasive problem, I don’t see how any amount of water saved by acre retirement would make it to the river,” Wilson told the board. 

Communities and private developers have also stepped forward to offer solutions. Bayard mayor Paul Leseberg spoke to the board about the potential for utilizing wood by-products from removed Russian olive trees for fueling Bayard’s forthcoming ethanol plant. Leseberg explained that Panhandle Ethanol is interested in exploring the possibility of using any wood byproducts produced in western Nebraska for powering their facility.

“If you have a company like Panhandle Ethanol consuming the wood, I think that 
would go a long way in helping with the invasives problems,” Leseberg said.

Leseberg said they would also like to work with the NRD and other conservation agencies to promote the production of “ethanol” corn and sorghum varieties that require less water to produce compatible yields. 

“We want to play our part in being good stewards of the land and still help economic growth for our communities,” Leseberg said. 

The possibilities and feasibility of Panhandle Ethanol’s proposals continue to be studied. NPNRD general manager Ron Cacek said such programs would be beneficial to all water users in the entire Platte River Basin. Cacek will provide more detailed information on current ground water conditions at the Bayard City Council meeting Nov. 14.
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