North Platte Natural Resources District 

Joint Meeting

Board of Directors and Stakeholders for Joint Action Planning Process

December 7, 2004


A special meeting of the North Platte Natural Resources District Board of Directors was called to order at 4:00 p.m. at Gering Civic Center, 1050 M Street, Gering, Nebraska.


Board members present: Ted Cannon, Gerald Dillman, Harvey Dutton, Myron Lembke, John Maser, Jim Olson. Board members absent: Gary Darnall, C. David Hergert, Ron Miller. Stakeholders present: Bruce Burdick, Robert Busch, Al Heuton, Paul Leseberg, Dennis Miller, Ed Norlin, Bruce Rolls, Dennis Strauch, Grover Thompson. Stakeholders absent: Connie Lapaseotes, Hod Kosman, Mike Marker, Rick Preston. Others present: Ron Cacek, Jim Cannia, David Ostdiek, Carl Roland, Greg Jackson, Chris Jutting, NPNRD; Ann Bleed, Ann Diers, Tom Hayden, Tina Kurtz, Department of Natural Resources; John Flint, Department of Environmental Quality; Dallas Johannsen, Curtis Cloud, USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service; Al Hanson, Nebraska Game and Parks Commission; and two audience members. Notice of the meeting to the public was given by publishing a legal notice in the November 30, 2004, edition of the Scottsbluff Star-Herald.

The following items of informational material were included in the packets mailed prior to the meeting:

1. Meeting notice and agenda.


The following items of informational material were distributed at the meeting:

1. Minutes of October 19, 2004, joint meeting of stakeholders and board of directors.

1. Report of Economic Development Subcommittee


Al Heuton, chairman of the economic development subcommittee, made a presentation to the group about economic and demographic statistics for the Nebraska Panhandle. He listed three discussion points important to the future of the region:

· The need for change

· Critical mass

· Economic base


The Need for change: Rural issues circa 1916 were similar to those of today: diversification of industry, rural population decline, migration of rural youth to cities, isolation, loss of leadership, value of cooperation, need for a rural credit system, improvement of transportation and communication, farm labor supply, rural social centers, consolidation of rural schools, rural health and sanitation, and insufficient farm income. 


Critical mass: The goal is to maintain at least the minimum number of people, households and businesses needed to support services, quality of life and public infrastructure that we desire as a society. The Panhandle shows the impacts of not having enough people to maintain critical services, such as health services and roads. Over the past 30 years, many rural areas have either declined or had a lower than average growth rate. Most population growth took place in metropolitan areas, areas with research institutes, and scenic areas. Over the past 30 years, Scotts Bluff and Box Butte County are the only two Panhandle counties where the population has grown. Overall, the Panhandle’s population since 1930 has declined, with a couple small blips up due to political decisions. NRD decisions are the type of political decisions that can effect population in the future.

Natural change also affected the region. Between 1990 and 2000, five Panhandle counties had more deaths than births. Another factor was out-migration. Seven of the Panhandle counties had out-migration from 1990-2000. Other demographic information shows similar population trends in the Panhandle.


Economic Base: The economy of any area is only as good as the health of its base industries. Agriculture is the key base industry in the region. Manufacturing, service, tourism, and retail are other base industries. This area is not keeping pace with national trends in total employment or earned income. Farm employment is highly concentrated here, more than many other areas. To keep critical mass of population, we have to attract at least1500 families.


Creating a future: People move for several primary reasons, including employment, retirement, higher education, family, and the natural and human environment. This region’s alternatives for the future include: Muddle through; accept change as it occurs; or create – requires proactive solutions. Enhancing regional competitiveness involves encouraging innovation, upgrading critical infrastructure, helping “economic communities” plan and adjust, supporting technology- and knowledge-driven economic growth, and advancing entrepreneurship. Due to geography, the best potential to change this region’s economy is to look to the Front Range of Colorado, a huge economic engine that’s close by. Some of that potential is related to agriculture.

Questions and discussion:

Question: Are there any statistics on the effect of property taxes on migration, especially those who are just out of college? Answer: Not aware of such statistics, but high property taxes are often mentioned as a disadvantage to Nebraska. However, in other areas, building and owning property can be expensive, too. In Fort Collins, there are development impact fees ($20,000 for a residential lot).

Question: From your perspective, what needs to happen to the water supply to enable what you’re trying to do? Answer: A couple things. One has to do with timing. When an industry decides to locate somewhere, a city doesn’t have six months. It must be able to provide buildings, infrastructure, water if that’s an issue, etc., within a couple months or face the loss of potential economic development. Especially in an over-appropriated area such as the Platte Basin, it might be desirable to plan to set aside a pool of unused water that would be available for economic development. The new jobs are not in farming, although there may be some in related industries, such as value-added agriculture.

3. Review of Goal Statement

Ann Bleed presented the following draft of a new goal statement that included the April 2 draft with changes that were suggested during the October19, 2004, meeting incorporated.


“The goal of the North Platte Natural Resources District Integrated Management Plan is to develop and maintain a sufficient water supply for domestic, agricultural, commercial and industrial uses that is capable of supporting a vibrant economy, jobs, educational and recreational opportunities and environmental benefits, so that a high quality community life can be maintained for current and future generations.


This goal is compatible with the existing NPNRD Ground Water Management Plan goals and objectives and recognizes the impact of water management activities on the NPNRD’s responsibilities to conserve, protect, develop and manage the natural resources of the NRD.


To achieve this goal the district will:

· Provide for the best use of water at the highest sustainable level of consumptive use for the long term, taking into account the variability of a cyclical water supply and the need to plan for periods of drought;

· Provide water for irrigation to sustain profitable farm ad ranching operations as well as commercial, industrial and recreational use (including wildlife), while recognizing that water must be provided for domestic use.

· Insure that water quality is maintained and/or improved while enhancing the quantity of water supplies;

· Provide water to maintain the environmental health of the district’s fish, wildlife and human communities;

· Maintain and improve soil health;

· Adhere to the requirements of interstate agreements;

· Minimize conflicts between users and between other NRDs in the basin;

· In over-appropriated  areas reduce water use to achieve a balance between water uses and water supplies while maintaining equity among all existing water users.


There was discussion of several issues. The first is whether and how this goal statement should acknowledge the importance of protecting the surface irrigation water supply that provides most ground water recharge in the North Platte Valley. The second issue was whether it was clear that the reference to environmental benefits included wildlife; as a result, it was decided to add the bullet that begins with “provide water to maintain”

4. Review and Discussion of Integrated Management Plan Options


The group discussed the following outline of elements that must be contained in a plan in order to achieve the goals listed above:


1. Define the scope of the problem, including a description of current water uses and supplies.


2. Develop a data-gathering program that monitors existing water uses through appropriate measuring devices such as meters on wells. (Alternatives to meters might be programs that allow determination of total water use through statistical sampling. NPNRD would need a data-gathering program to monitor how water use changes in the future and how the plan affects that. NPNRD will need to determine how many acres are irrigated by ground water, through certification. DNR has put existing surface-water-irrigated acres through a perfecting process. All the North Platte Valley except the state-line canals has been adjudicated.


3. Maintain moratoriums on new wells and expansion of irrigated acres until it would be possible to allow new uses without total use exceeding available supply.


4. Develop education programs to increase water conservation, decrease water use, help water users maximize profits as opposed to maximize yields.


5. Develop a reasonable ground water transfer program.


6. In the over-appropriated area, develop a basin-wide plan in cooperation with other NRDs. A concept under consideration is adopting the Platte River Cooperative Agreement depletions plan, which funds the offsets to new uses primarily with state funds, if the legislature is willing. So all the NPNRD might need to do in the over-appropriated area for the first increment of the integrated management plan is to follow the new depletions plan.

7. Develop a plan for drought years. In the Republican Basin, one plan being considered is to develop a pool of money for dry-year leasing; that is, to pay irrigators not to irrigate during drought years. One source would be a user fee of so many dollars per acre. Another option would be to, in dry years, regulate all ground water irrigators back to a certain level.

Discussion:

· Question: How does the state plan to reduce consumptive use to 1997 levels? Answer: The plan is to buy the rights to use water on irrigated acres. The Legislature would need to appropriate money for this. Comment: If the state doesn’t fund this, then the cost would fall on NRDs. Comment: Shouldn’t we also look at changes that agriculture can make to reduce the amount of water it uses? Alternative crops, etc. If we have to reduce acres, the effects could be great. 

· Question: What is the NRD’s obligation for this IMP if the Platte River Cooperative Agreement fails? Answer: The NRD would still be required to develop an integrated management plan with a goal of attaining sustainability.

· Comment: Why wouldn’t we want to set a realistic allocation district-wide to avoid wasting of water and instead conserve the water? Such a rule would allow limiting those who over-pump. Response: Water in excess of plant needs is not necessarily wasted. It will return to the surface water or ground water system but not necessarily in the same area. There may be additional evaporation, but not much more use. Response: Even if this water isn’t all wasted, over-pumping could have localized effects that are felt by other water users, where the timing of the recharge is affected. Comment: Is it worth the cost of metering and administering an allocation system? Response: The NRD needs to gather data on pumping but does every well need to be metered to gather sufficient data?
ALTERNATIVE SUGGESTION

 Jim Olson proposed the following plan outline, based on extensive discussions with a lot of people:


1. Continue stay on wells


2. Continue stay on irrigated acres


3. Immediately certify irrigated acres


4. Initiate a program to retire irrigated acres based on July 1, 1997, level of consumptive  use. Use available NRCS programs as well as state funds for mitigation. Goal is to reach July 1, 1997, level as required in LB962, immediately, based on five years of crop irrigated acres – FSA maps. Use available NRCS programs plus state money. Land retirement rates are based on NRCS rates for retiring acres. Achieve this step by end of 2007; all above steps run concurrent.


6. Develop a long-term plan to prepare for next drought; continue all stays, select trigger flow number at Lewellen of 201 cfs (or other number determined by DNR; this would be enough for appropriations downstream). Use drought triggers to determine how much land has to be retired to maintain inflows at Lewellen at this level. If the winter snow pack is plentiful, the producer could drop out of the program.

7. Use GW recharge program and augmentation, probably out of existing dams.


8. Extensive education program promoting best management practices. Ultimately producers would realize that over-pumping costs too much.


9. Develop and implement an extensive transfer program for municipaland economic program and to move irrigated acres from place to place.


Advantages: No need for flow meters, saving NRD millions of dollars; every acre taken out of production would be paid for, helping producers maintain financial stability. It would be fairly user friendly. Disadvantages: This probably would require a tax or fee on irrigated land to raise buyout money. In addition, the NRD would not be able to mathematically determine water savings by metering wells and ditches.

Discussion on alternative suggestion and whether allocation is needed
· Comment: This proposal raises the question of whether we really need to allocate water, or whether a buyout of irrigated acres will reduce water use to a sustainable level. Another basic question with this plan is that it addresses the over-appropriated area, but what would be done in the rest of the NRD? Would it be enough to maintain the stays on new wells and expansion of acres, and address local water declines by establishing smaller sub-areas? And what are the criteria for establishing sub-areas? Question: how much would a buyout cost, and where would the money come from?  Comment: If allocations are implemented, you’ll need meters.
· Response: But doesn’t it all come down to consumptive use? Response: Pumpage vs. consumptive use can get complicated quickly. It depends on a lot of factors.

· Comment: If you have a problem in a specific area, you could require meters there when the problems comes up. Response: Based on Jim Cannia’s presentations this past year, there appears to be a serious problem with declining ground water levels, in some cases long-term declines. The only long-term responsible response is to use allocations to limit the amount of ground water withdrawn. Response: What is the purpose of an allocation? You could do the same thing by reducing the irrigated acreage. 
· Comment: The central goal is to save water. If meters are essential to save water, let’s meter; if not, then let’s not. Comment: Wasting water is at least an issue, or we all wouldn’t be here tonight. Every wasted gallon costs money. Comment: A suggested compromise: Establish an upper limit of water use, then authorize the NRD to act on complaints to require metering if there is evidence that a user has violated the limit. This could be done, apparently, under existing statute, if the NRD adopts rule(s) providing a procedure for complaints, hearings, investigation, schedule for compliance, etc.
· Question: Is it possible to have a reserve somewhere in the system so a city can provide water for economic development without having to go through the process of buying out land? Answer: Upper Republican NRD has discussed buying out enough water rights so it would have enough water in the bank to use in case it is needed for economic development. Comment: I think most of municipal growth occurs on irrigated land and we need to keep track of the reduction in irrigated land and make that water available for municipal and economic use.


There was also much discussion over whether flow meters should be required.


After discussion, it was decided that the staff would combine the two outlines discussed above, which are similar, into a single document, which would include several options for addressing the question of whether allocations and flow meters are necessary. The options can be prioritized by the board and stakeholders. They also will be asked whether these programs should be implemented in all areas or only the over-appropriated areas.

5. Future Activities and Schedule


The next meeting was tentatively scheduled for January 31, 2005, at 4 p.m.


In addition, South Platte NRD has proposed a joint meeting, probably in February, with all three Panhandle NRDs, with experts from UN-L or Upper Republican NRD, to talk about water conservation, what has worked elsewhere, etc.

6. Other items


Jim Olson reported that Central Nebraska Public Power and Irrigation District has asked to have a seat at this stakeholders table. The consensus was that the group should invite Central’s involvement and consultation by inviting them to attend meetings, without a seat at the table.


The meeting was adjourned at 8:45 p.m.

