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Heineman, western water managers discuss water concerns


SCOTTSBLUFF -- Governor Heineman gained a better understanding of western Nebraska’s water issues after meeting directly with the area’s water managers on Tuesday in Scottsbluff.


The meeting, arranged by the North Platte Natural Resources District, included managers from local irrigation districts, members of the NRD Stakeholders group, NRD directors, and Senators Adrian Smith and LeRoy Louden. 


“It was mostly an opportunity for the Governor to ask us direct questions about water concerns here in western Nebraska,” said NRD general manager Ron Cacek. “We wanted to have a chance to tell him our specific concerns and explain what managers and irrigators here in western Nebraska have been doing throughout this drought situation.”


The group presented Heineman with an outline of practices and efforts the district has been taking since the mid 1990s. 


The group explained that western Nebraska, in 2002, was the first area in the Platte River Basin to establish a moratorium on the drilling of groundwater wells in the state once the early indications of water shortages began to show in the upper basin. The passage of LB962 in 2004 required several NRDs in the state to adopt similar moratoriums and additional restrictions to protect groundwater.

Since that time, western groundwater users have self-imposed their own water conserving practices. Allocations for the Pumpkin Creek Groundwater Management Sub-area in Banner and Morrill Counties have been set at 14 inches for the past two years. However, water users in that area limited themselves to an average of 7.9 acre inches used during the 2005 season. The North Platte NRD is currently working with DNR to find funding to take more acres out of production in the Pumpkin Creek area.

Surface water irrigators in western Nebraska have also been living with water restrictions since the mid 1990s when the state’s Department of Natural Resources imposed a moratorium on the issuing of surface water appropriations. Western surface water irrigators have operated at approximately 50 percent of normal water supply for the past four years. Irrigation managers, including Dennis Strauch of Pathfinder Irrigation District, have voluntarily implemented allocations to their customers in efforts to keep more water in the upper basin’s reservoirs.  

“In my mind, we’ve paid our debt with this drought,” NRD director Dave Deines said. 

Cacek and Gering/Ft. Laramie Irrigation District manager Rick Preston explained that western Nebraska is a leading example for conjunctive use systems of ground water and surface water in the state.  Western Nebraska’s underground aquifer exists, in part, due to the surface water irrigation system, which includes canals, ditches, and tributaries that seep and recharge the aquifer. Return water from this surface water system also flows into the North Platte River,supplying downstream users.

The conjunctive use of surface and groundwater is also demonstrated by the efficiencies in hydro-electric generation by power plants in the upper North Platte River Basin. Hydro-electric power is only generated from Guernsey Reservoir in Wyoming when water is released for irrigation purposes. 


“That water is used twice,” Cacek explained. 


Releases from Lake McConaughy for power generation to central Nebraska customers are made exclusively for hydro-electricity purposes only.


The group also pointed out efforts being made to eradicate the invasive species of Saltcedar and Russian olive trees along North Platte River tributaries, in order to improve water flows. There is an estimated 40,000 acres of these water-sapping invasive trees currently growing along the river. Members of the North Platte NRD’s Stakeholders group would like the population of these plants figured into the consumptive use equation for the basin-wide Integrated Management Plan, and a statewide plan adopted to remove harmful trees along the river and its tributaries. 


Heineman said the biggest issue with groundwater in the state remains to be the Republican River Basin and meeting the financial obligation of a legal settlement with the State of Kansas. Heineman acknowledged the efforts being made by western Nebraska water users and how their practices impact the entire state. 
