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North Platte NRD calls for signing of PPRIP
The North Platte Natural Resources District board of directors Thursday night reaffirmed their support for the signing of the Platte River Recovery Implementation Program, a joint agreement with Colorado and Wyoming that could protect Nebraska water users from forced federal regulatory action. The agreement is awaiting the official signature of the state’s three governors. Both Colorado and Wyoming are ready to ink the document. Gov. Heineman is holding out to gather more public sentiment before he makes his final decision. 

“Some of the reasons the Governor is hesitant is the cost of the agreement and eastern Nebraska water users are less supportive of the agreement,” said North Platte NRD general manager Ron Cacek. “But the reality is, if the agreement is not signed, it will end up costing all of us an unknown amount of dollars and water, and right now, we don’t have either to spare.”

The tri-state, multi-agency agreement, which has been nine years in the making, is an attempt to provide enough flow in the Platte River Basin to satisfy requirements under the Endangered Species Act to protect three species of threatened birds and one fish species while still allowing an equitable amount of water to be used by irrigators. Several environmental and economic impact studies on the proposed agreement have been reviewed and approved. 
North Platte NRD board chairman John Maser said Nebraska water users should view the PRRIP as an opportunity to protect their resource.

“It’s the best opportunity we have to try to conserve water and meet the requirements for the endangered species,” Maser said. “I think we would be better off to try to do it cooperatively with the other two states than to try to meet the requirements on our own.” 

Opponents of the PPRIP believe that by not signing, Nebraska could sidestep its obligation to the ESA. However, under the 2004 water law LB962, similar obligations are still necessary. Cacek, the NPNRD directors, and other western water officials point out that without the adoption of the PPRIP, federal regulators will call the shots. 
In addition, the PPRIP provides for shared funding between the three states. The program would provide for $317 million to the three states for 13 years to implement water regulations. The states would also receive $130 million credit for water and land shares. Nebraska, would bare none of the cash cost, which would fall mostly to the federal government. The program also spells out specifically requirements for land and water shares, research, terms, and participation. 

Cacek points out that in order to comply with the Endangered Species Act without the PPRIP would mean higher habitat requirements, unknown federal dollar assistance and likely no credit for water use. Nebraska has already paid much of its share for the proposed agreement through its already enforced habitat preservation along the North Platte River Basin funded by major utility companies and irrigation districts. 
The Scotts Bluff County board of commissioners on Aug. 7 issued a similar statement, calling for Heineman to sign the PRRIP. County board chairman Mark Masterton said he would be soliciting support from other western Nebraska officials for the affirmation of the agreement. 
The NPNRD board of directors urges other officials and municipal, private and agriculture water users to support the PRRIP.

“We would like to encourage anyone with an interest in water in Nebraska to get on board and encourage the Governor to do the appropriate thing and sign the agreement,” Maser said. 

The Governor’s public forum for the Platte River Recovery and Implementation Program will be held at 1 p.m. Sept. 6 in Scottsbluff. The location of the forum has yet to be announced. 
