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NPNRD responds to Central’s proposal

A proposal presented last week to cut western Nebraska groundwater use in half has local water managers asking just how much more Panhandle farmers, business owners, municipalities, and residents are willing to sacrifice for an equitable solution to groundwater use.

Central Nebraska Public Power and Irrigation District of Holdrege, which oversees the power generation and irrigation allotments to customers east of Lake McConaughy, on Dec. 8 presented a proposal to it customers of a three-pronged plan that would cut groundwater use upstream, specifically in the North Platte Natural Resources District which stretches from the Wyoming line to Lewellen.

The plan would also allow Central’s customers to access a man-made underground aquifer southwest and east of Kearney to offset a shortage of surface water, and limit irrigation withdrawals from the reservoir by Central’s customers in times of extreme shortages to benefit recreation, fish and wildlife habitat. Both of these strategies could adversely affect water users downstream of that region.

Groundwater allotments, well metering, moratoriums on well drilling, water use reductions, and most recently, stays on the expansion of irrigated acres and irrigation acre retirement, have all been implemented by the North Platte NRD since 2001, the onset of the drought. This past irrigation season, 2005, was the first year Central imposed any allocations on their water releases. 

The North Platte NRD also took the pro-active approach in 2002 forming a stakeholder’s group to draft a joint action plan between surface and groundwater users to protect supplies in the district. This action was started well before the state mandated in 2004 the development of individual and basin-wide integrated management plans by the state’s NRDs and the Department of Natural Resources. The 20-member district stakeholders group, which Don Kraus of Central is a member of, has met six times this year to continue work on its groundwater use plan.

Central’s spokesman Tim Anderson stated last week that “unrestricted groundwater pumping in western Nebraska” and the ongoing drought have depleted Lake McConaughy’s levels. The current storage volume at the reservoir is 547,500 acre-feet, which is 89,000 acre-feet more than a year ago. Lake McConaughy’s storage capacity is 1.5 million acre-feet. 

The North Platte NRD board or directors and manager Ron Cacek acknowledge the drought, but said mandatory water restrictions is not the answer.

“We’d rather see groundwater irrigation acres taken out of production on a voluntary basis, which we are trying to do, than force people out of business,” Cacek said. The North Platte NRD is currently working on offering incentives to irrigators to take irrigated acres out of production and to decommission wells.

Cacek pointed out that well development prior to the district-wide moratorium in 2001 was all been done within the perimeters the Nebraska Groundwater Management Protection Act. 

The district also acknowledges the points made in the University of Nebraska-Lincoln’s recent study on the economic benefits of Lake McConaughy. 


“True, Lake McConaughy is important,” Cacek said. “But to fill McConaughy during an extended drought you have to take water away from somewhere else. Are we willing to sacrifice agriculture and industry here in western Nebraska to solve their problems?”


Central’s plan would need to be approved by its board of directors, three natural resource districts and the Nebraska Department of Natural Resources before it went into effect. 

