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Addressing Water Needs and Strategies for a Sustainable Future

WESTERN STATES WATER COUNCIL
Spring Meeting - Nebraska City, Nebraska

On April 12-14, the WSWC held its 183rd meetings
in Nebraska City, Nebraska.  The WSWC revised and
re-adopted five sunsetting positions that: (1) urge
Congress and the Administration to develop a
standardized, transparent process for determining the
Bureau of Reclamation’s up-to-date maintenance, repair
and rehabilitation infrastructure needs; (2) urge
Congress and the Administration to adequately fund the
safe operation and maintenance of Reclamation’s
dams; (3) support the careful evaluation of multiple
purpose projects and protect appropriate interests in the
transfer of federal water and power projects; (4) support
the National Levee Safety Act insofar as water supply
canals are excluded from the interpretation of levees;
and (5) urge Congress and the Administration to ensure
stable and continuing appropriations to the  State
Revolving Fund capitalization grants, as well as State
and Tribal Assistance Grants.  Two new positions were
considered, the first supporting weather research,
including seasonal to sub-seasonal forecasting; and the
second, adopted subject to review by the Western
Governors’ Association (WGA), supporting U.S.
Department of Agriculture rural water and wastewater
grant and loan programs.

Nebraska Governor Pete Ricketts addressed the
WSWC.  He emphasized the importance of attracting
new business and jobs by being more effective, efficient
and customer oriented. “I want to see Nebraskans at
work.”  Time is vital to companies, and Nebraska is
committed to reducing regulatory burdens and the time
required for permitting decisions, while continuing to
protect the environment.  Nebraska has created a
Center for Operational Excellence to train state
employees on process improvement to reduce costs
and provide better government services, treating people
as customers.  Reducing regulatory overhead and
eliminating useless complexity allows the state to better
attract business.  Nebraska is also undertaking major
comprehensive tax relief, which has brought new jobs
to Nebraska.

“After our people, water is our most precious
natural resource,” Governor Ricketts declared.

Nebraska is an agricultural state and irrigated agriculture
is vital, providing $3.6 to $4.5B to the economy. Drought
reduces the amount of water available for irrigation and
has hurt the economy.  “We continue to strive to conserve
and grow more food with less water.” Carefully managing
Nebraska’s water resources is critical to keeping farmers
and ranchers on the land and allowing them to pass their
land and water onto future generations.  Water is also
important for our cities and towns, for ethanol production,
for recreation, and for fish and wildlife.  Flood control and
stormwater management are also important.  The
Nebraska Department of Natural Resources and
Department of Environmental Quality have the task of
bringing all these diverse interests and needs together
and serving our citizens as customers.  He recognized the
WSWC for its role in promoting the wise use of water in
the West.

During the Water Resources Committee Meeting,
Ward Scott, WGA Policy Advisor, provided an update on
WGA’s water-related activities, including efforts to codify
EPA’s Water Transfers Rule, getting involved in any new
rulemaking defining the Waters of the United States, and
recent comments made on the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers surplus waters rule.  These rules have major
federalism ramifications requiring state consultation, and
are critical to western water resources management and
infrastructure.  The federal government is realigning the
state-federal relationship, and WGA is working toward
positive changes and increased collaboration.

Bob Swanson, USGS Nebraska Director, noted that
Nebraska is a groundwater state, and most of the
withdrawals are used for irrigation. USGS has been
monitoring the High Plains Aquifer by Congressional
mandate since 1986, and their studies, equipment, and
models have continuously improved to better identify
water level changes due to pumping, drought, flooding,
and other environmental and human stresses, and to
forecast aquifer responses for the future.

Duane Smith, former WSWC Chairman, talked about
the National Drought Resiliency Partnership (NDRP) pilot
project in Altus, Oklahoma, where prolonged drought
nearly dried up the reservoirs supplying local
communities.  Altus Air Force Base was so short that they
considered flying water in to meet their needs.  Despite



initial frustrations and finger pointing, a grassroots water
action plan started to come together, coordinating
efforts between local water users.  Through WestFAST,
Oklahoma was able to communicate with the federal
agencies and request technical assistance with the plan
implementation.  Within a month of emergency planning
and relief efforts, rain began refilling the reservoirs, but
the changes to the structure of water use and planning
have continued.

Doug Kluck, NOAA Central Region Climate
Services Director, presented a National Integrated
Drought Information System (NIDIS) update and
covered Missouri River Basin efforts to understand wide
precipitation variability, assess vulnerabilities, and help
build water resource resilience for states and tribes.  He
noted the NDRP demonstration projects in Oklahoma
and Montana, cross-basin activities to improve regional
monitoring, and weekly and monthly newsletters and
briefings to provide updated information to local
farmers, ranchers, and others.

Danielle Wood, NASA Applied Sciences Manager,
talked about tools to access NASA data and efforts in
the Western Water Applications Office to leverage
available data to answer questions relevant to water
managers.

During the Water Quality Committee, Colorado,
New Mexico, and Utah provided updates on the Gold
King Mine spill and other abandoned mine concerns. 
Dennis McQuillan, New Mexico Chief Scientist,
addressed the ongoing monitoring efforts, sampling
sediments, crops, fish, and human biometrics for metals
analysis.  They are working toward publishing better
information for the public on uncontaminated upstream
sites, keeping an eye on treatment concerns for public
water systems, and updating preparedness plans for
spring runoff and high streamflow events.  Skip Feeney,
Mine Impacted Stream Expert, Colorado Water Quality
Control Division, discussed the task force Colorado
formed to inventory abandoned mines and existing
studies and datasets housed in different state and
federal agencies.  They want to determine how many
mines are leaching and impacting surface water quality. 
He reviewed the Gold King monitoring efforts to assess
public health risks, with alert systems in place along the
Animas River.  Walt Baker, Director of the Utah Division
of Water Quality, noted that no Utah communities draw
drinking water from the San Juan River, and while there
were high lead levels following the Gold King Mine spill,
metal concentrations did not exceed standards to the
point of recreational impairments.  Studies are focusing
on the long-term effects of the spill on the surrounding
area, including Lake Powell, and distinguishing the
sources of metals, as some are naturally-occurring from
the surrounding watersheds, rather than from mining
activities.

Roger Gorke, WestFAST Chair, provided an update
on EPA leadership, budget, and priorities.  He noted that
the Administration proposed a 31% budget cut, including
the possible loss of 3,200 positions. Congress is in the
process of working on another continuing resolution and
omnibus funding.  Two areas of focus for this
Administration are infrastructure and better federal state
partnerships. Federal agencies are continuing to look at
WestFAST as a model for improving state-federal
relationships.  Jim Gebhardt, EPA Water Finance Center,
added that there are no proposed cuts for SRF programs,
and the WIFIA program still has funding.  The NDRP
goals and efforts are still in place for now, and EPA
continues to evaluate infrastructure financing valuable to
the western states in collaboration with other agencies
and stakeholders.

In the Legal Committee, Peter Nichols, Special
Assistant Attorney General to Colorado and New Mexico,
provided an overview of the 2nd Circuit decision in Catskill
Mountains Chapter of Trout Unlimited, Inc. v. EPA and the
significance of the EPA’s Water Transfers Rule on the
tens of thousands of daily western water transfers. 
Meeting NPDES permitting requirements would be
economically infeasible, technically challenging, and
environmentally impossible, and the fines would quickly
reach astronomical levels.  He noted that now may be the
best time to codify the Water Transfer Rule.

The WSWC will meet next in Rohnert Park,
California, in Sonoma County, on June 27-29.

Water Data Exchange Program

On April 14, WSWC launched its Water Data
Exchange (WaDE) program.  Comprised of a majority of
WSWC state members, the WaDE portal provides a
framework to share important water supply, water use,
and water administration datasets with each other, with
federal partners, and with the public.  The program
provides a cost-effective, easy-to-update way to get
information to interested parties concerned with water
availability and use.

The WSWC vision for sharing water data includes the
following principles: (1) making transparency, openness,
discoverability, and accessibility the default for all public
water data, while also ensuring the highest levels of
security and privacy for stakeholders where needed; (2)
whenever possible, sharing data using developed
standards and machine-readable formats, including
thoroughly documented metadata, which will promote
interoperability, regional analyses, and user flexibility; and
(3) taking a federated approach where data producers
maintain control over their information. This allows data
providers the freedom to update and share information
they choose at any point in time through the WaDE portal.
See: http://wade.westernstateswater.org/.
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