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By KAY GROTE

Information & Education Coordinator

North Platte NRD

The North Platte Natural Resources District has offered, and many area communities are considering, the possibility of establishing one or more regional water sources. The idea has been presented as a possible answer to increasing pressure upon communities by the Environmental Protection Agency to meet safe drinking water standards. 
Of the 18 public water systems under the NPNRD’s jurisdiction, 14 have been identified as having levels of nitrates, uranium, or arsenic higher than EPA standards. The communities of Broadwater, Lyman, Morrill, Oshkosh, Terrytown, and Gering have at least two elements high enough to carry the potential for administrative action by the EPA. 
What this means to western Nebraska communities is new sources of safe drinking water will need to be located, or treatment of existing water sources will need to be initiated. Several communities, including Gering, have begun the necessary but costly process of establishing new water sources. Mitchell, Morrill, Lyman, and Henry are beginning to explore the possibility of locating a central water source for their communities in western Scotts Bluff County.
NPNRD manger Ron Cacek and Ron Moore with the Resource Conservation and Development (RC&D) coordinated a meeting with 20 area community representatives on Wednesday in Gering to gauge the interest in developing a regional water source that could be shared by several outlying communities. A similar meeting was held Thursday in Bridgeport with Morrill and Garden County municipalities. 

“Many communities are in need of developing a new water source. This will probably mean moving the water source away from the community, which will be very costly,” Cacek said. “The issue is do we want to help each other out or do we want to go on our own.” 

Cacek explained that the NRD has authority in the area to assist with ground water issues, including establishing public water systems and then offering the water at wholesale to communities. 

“We’re here and can help if you think this is something we can all work together on,” Cacek said. 

Scottsbluff City Manager Rick Kuckkahn was an outspoken supporter of the idea. 

“I’ll go on record as saying that we need to get this done,” Kuckkahn said. “If funding was not an issue, I’d say let’s get started on this tomorrow. We need an RO (reverse osmosis) plant in a central spot. We need a permanent, long-term solution.”

Kuckkahn voiced frustration to the congressional delegates for allowing the EPA to raise drinking water standards without advising communities, especially those in rural areas, about what to do with uranium-rich water and uranium waste from treatment facilities. 


Gering Public Works director and state Water Policy Task Force member Pat Heath pointed out that currently uranium does not have a compliance time line, leaving communities guessing when and how to deal with their uranium problems.

Others expressed their concern for a centrally-located water source and treatment facility. Gering City Council member Larry Gibbs cited the possibility of major system failure or intentional contamination to the water source, which could cripple all outlaying communities. 

The NRD has already offered assistance by contributing $44,000 to an $80,000 study by the US Army Corps of Engineers to assess the problem of smaller rural communities exceeding the EPA standards. The study assesses the feasibility of alternatives to meet the pending new drinking water standards for nitrates, uranium and arsenic. 
Moore explained information from the study. The estimated cost for a single source system shared regionally would be $17.7 million; a dual source system would cost $16.6 million; communities developing individual systems would cost collectively $30.2 million. 

“Most communities now are at a point where something needs to be done, but they simply can’t afford it,” Cacek said. 
Funding, Cacek said, will be largest stumbling block for developing such a system. 
“My honest opinion is we would need a special congressional appropriation,” Cacek said. “We couldn’t use conventional methods.”

Most of the community leaders attending Wednesday’s meeting were in favor of developing a regional water source, both as a safe drinking water source and for sustained economic development. 
Kuckkahn said he would like to see the NRD take a leadership role and force the issue to get more people aware, involved, and raise the sense of urgency. 

Cacek suggested each community take the information from the meetings back to their respective boards, get a feeling from their own communities on the issue, and then begin working with the NRD and congressional representatives to take steps toward regional water source development. 

