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NPNRD encouraged by fall Pumpkin Creek levels
By KAY GROTE
North Platte NRD


Though cautiously optimistic, North Platte Natural Resources District staff, directors and other resource managers are encouraged by the increase of groundwater levels shown in portions of the Pumpkin Creek Basin in central Banner and western Morrill Counties. The region has been suffering with declining groundwater levels for the past five years due to drought and increasing use of groundwater for irrigation.


For the past month, NPNRD staff have been taking well level readings at 140 monitoring wells throughout the basin and analyzing the data. Last week NPNRD hydrogeologist Chris Jutting told the board of directors that levels in most areas are showing a marked change. 


“Preliminary information for Pumpkin Creek Basin indicated that about two-thirds of the wells monitored showed a rise from the measurement of the fall of 2004,” Jutting reported. “We have 153 monitoring wells in Pumpkin Creek Basin and of these wells, 101 showed a rise, 49 showed a decline and three wells showed no change.”


The difference in water levels between 2002 and 2005 in most areas has been significant. In the fall of 2002, during the onset of the drought, only 10 percent, or 14 of the NPNRD’s 139 monitoring wells, showed an increase in water levels. In the fall of 2005, 66 percent, or 101 of 153 monitoring wells, showed an increase. The most noticeable increase in groundwater levels between 2002 and 2005 has been in the Lawrence Fork area in western Morrill County. 

Jutting explained that several factors are associated with the increases, including a decline in seasonal use, change in crop rotations, and more rainfall and drainage into the basin. According to United States Geological Survey data, precipitation in the Pumpkin Creek Basin has shown a marked increase. Between Nov. 1 2004 and Nov. 1, 2005, 21 inches of rain had fallen in the Hull Church area in the upper western end of the basin;   20.1 inches were recorded at Castle Rock in eastern Banner County and 13.71 inches at Harrisburg. Last year, the highest precipitation measurement was 15.5 inches at Castle Rock.


Better management of groundwater by area producers has also played a major role. NPNRD Water Resource Coordinator Carl Roland reported that fall readings from flow meters, devices attached to wells to monitor water usage, indicated the average usage of water for irrigation was 7.8 acre inches in the Pumpkin Creek Basin. That’s a credit, said NPNRD general manager Ron Cacek, to the basin’s landowners. 


“The landowners have been working cooperatively and very hard to address the problem,” Cacek said. “But it’s going to take time. These water issues didn’t just happen.”


The North Platte NRD directors imposed a moratorium on well drilling in 2001 and for the past three years have placed the allocation of irrigation water for the basin at 14 inches. 

Some Pumpkin Creek area landowners are still not convinced, however, that conservation efforts are working to restore flows to the creek. Ranch owners Keith and Marleta Warner thanked the staff and board for their efforts in Pumpkin Creek, but indicated that little has changed on their drought-stricken rangeland in western Banner County. 

“In our 61 years out there, we’ve never seen a dry creek,” Marleta Warner said. “There was no hay this year and we still don’t see water in the creek.”

Cacek and NPNRD staff have been working internally to improve the policy concerning groundwater use in the Pumpkin Creek Basin. Amendments have been proposed to the rules and regulations for Pumpkin Creek Basin Groundwater Management Subarea to better address water use and allotment. The board of directors agreed at their Nov. 10 meeting in Gering to present the proposed changes at a public hearing scheduled for Dec. 14 in Harrisburg. The public will be allowed to review the draft and make comment on the proposed changes.

The North Platte NRD is also working with the Natural Resources Conservation Service to rewrite a ranking template that would allow for landowner incentives to take more acres out of irrigation production and decommission wells nearest to Pumpkin Creek. The proposed ranking template is awaiting approval by the state NRCS office and Nebraska Department of Natural Resources.

The combination of all these efforts, and some help from Mother Nature, have resource managers and area producers encouraged that progress is being made in the basin.

“I can’t say that it’s due to any one specific thing, but you guys have done something out there,” Tom Hayden of the Department of Natural Resources in Bridgeport told members of the NPNRD district operations sub-committee at a recent meeting. “By gosh, there’s water running in areas where we haven’t seen water running for quite awhile.”
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