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Area water managers, landowners, and business people are currently in the process of putting together a use and management plan that would be beneficial to both groundwater and surface water users. The effort, known as the Integrated Management Plan, is being made as part of the requirements of LB962, a bill implemented in July 2004 calling for cooperation between Nebraska Department of Natural Resources and the state’s 23 individual Natural Resource Districts. 


The NDNR manages the state’s surface water while the NRDs manage the use of groundwater according to each individual district’s supply and need. Nebraska is the only state to have two separate entities for surface water and groundwater management.


 Representatives from the DNR and the NRDs are now in the early stages of taking a more proactive and cooperative approach to water management issues. One of the first of those steps was to identify different areas in the state per their water availability and use requirements. 


On Sept. 5, Nebraska Department of Natural Resources acting director Ann Bleed announced the implementation of DNR rules used for the designation of these areas as fully appropriated.  


Fully appropriated areas are those which are currently sustainable over long periods of time and the existing irrigation rights can meet the minimum percentages of use required. Fully appropriated areas also have in place an active planning process for integrated management of hydrologically connected groundwater and surface water. 

Over-appropriated areas have been designated as those which have been overdeveloped and currently are not considered to be sustainable over a long period of time. The DNR will make its annual determinations by Jan. 1, 2006.


Currently, the North Platte Natural Resources District based out of Gering is among eight NRDs across the state that has been designated as fully appropriated. Others in western Nebraska include the Upper Niobrara White NRD (Chadron), South Platte NRD (Sidney), and Twin Platte NRD (North Platte). 


The Platte River basin above the Kearney Canal, which lies within and is a majority of the North Platte NRD, is currently over appropriated. 


The challenge now is to find ways to bring the Platte River basin back to fully appropriated levels. Through the Integrated Management Plan, the DNR and NRDs have up to five years to form and initiate a plan. 


“Nebraska is a little late in addressing this issue,” said NPNRD manager Ron Cacek. “But the good that has come out of this is that cities and communities are now getting involved in water issues. Before they thought water was just an agriculture issue, but if affects us all.”


Cacek and NDNR officials agree the challenge and ultimate goal is to maintain a balance between basin supplies and uses while having a minimal impact on agriculture and economic development. To ensure that all sectors are brought to the table, a basin-wide stakeholder’s group has been formed to provide input on writing the groundwater management plan. 
The basin stakeholder’s group includes surface water users, groundwater users, and representatives from municipalities, business and commerce, and members at large. Among the most recent members appointed in July are Robert Busch for surface water, Dennis Miller for groundwater, Suzanne Bassinger for Municipalities and Bruce Rolls for other category.


The Integrated Management Plan must be consistent, comply with state statute and protect groundwater users. Stakeholders’ meetings are currently being held monthly in Gering. 

