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Addressing Water Needs and Strategies for a Sustainable Future

WESTERN GOVERNORS
Western Governors’ Association - Winter Meeting

The Western Governors’ Association’s (WGA)
winter meeting was held at the historic Arizona Biltmore
in Phoenix, Arizona on December 1-2.  WGA Chair and
South Dakota Governor Dennis Daugaard was joined at
the meeting by WGA Vice Chair and Hawaii Governor
David Ige.  They were joined by ten others, including
Alaska Governor Bill Walker, Arizona Governor Doug
Ducey, Colorado Governor John Hickenlooper, Idaho
Governor Butch Otter, Montana Governor Steve Bullock,
North Dakota Governor Doug Burgum, Utah Governor
Gary Herbert, Wyoming Governor Matt Mead, Guam
Governor Eddie Calvo, and Northern Mariana Islands
G o v e r n o r  R a l p h  T o r r e s  ( s e e
http://westgov.org/meetings/2017-winter-meeting).

The meeting featured keynotes by U.S. Department
of Transportation Secretary Elaine Chao and Labor
Secretary Alexander Acosta.  Acosta declared, “The
workplace is changing.  The skills of today are not the
skills of yesterday, and it’s important that education keep
pace.” He added, “Today, more than one in four
Americans require a license to do their job.  We want to
reduce unnecessary licensing and barriers to job
mobility.”  Chao affirmed, “Safety will always be our
number one priority and second is addressing
infrastructure needs – repairing and rebuilding our
infrastructure.  And third, preparing for the future by
encouraging innovation.”

The Governors also heard from Forest Service Chief
Tony Tooke and Arizona Cardinals President Michael
Bidwill.  Tooke said, “We see that there is a lack of
sufficient coordination across landscapes and we see the
excessive costs associated with environmental planning
and environmental analysis….  So to improve our
customer service, we need to better understand what the
requirements are of each of those customers and
expand our best practices, and we will apply those
innovative tools to overcome obstacles that get in the
way of us doing that.”  Bidwell proclaimed, “Our stadium
opened 12 years ago and has turned into an enormous
economic engine for Arizona,” Bidwill said. “We’ve
hosted Super Bowls, college football championships, and
this year, our first NCAA Final Four.” 

John Raztenberger, Cheers actor and comedian,
spoke over dinner.  “Actors and celebrities and sports
stars did not build our civilization….”  It was the tinkerers.
The inventors. Every single industry started with one
person inventing one thing.  There’s no exception to that.
Every single industry was somebody tinkering in the
garage or down in the basement. 

The changing face of the West, workforce
development, disaster preparedness, energy,
infrastructure, transportation, state-federal relations and
the ability of technology to impact the rural West were
among the topics addressed by a series of panels.  

Bruce Hallin, Salt River Project stated: “Drought
resilience requires significant investments, partnerships,
and certainty....  Forest and watershed health depends
on effective forest management.”  Jeffrey Pillon, National
Association of State Energy Officials: “The risk to the
nation’s infrastructure is significant when considering the
potential economic and human impacts.  Last year,
power outages cost the U.S. $150 million; so far in 2017,
we’ve had 15 weather disasters costing over $1 billion.” 
Richard Fry, Pew Research Center: “Employment growth
from 1980 to 2015 was more rapid in occupations
requiring higher social or analytical skills, which typically
earn higher wages.”  Ryan Harkins, Microsoft
Corporation: “Advances in cloud computing - and the
opportunities it provides - require access to broadband....
Our initiative has an ambitious goal: establish broadband
service across the country in five years.”

A panel of historians lectured on state-federal
relations.  Patty Limerick, Center of the American West
at the University of Colorado: “The Founders didn’t have
the West in mind.  New institutions came into play to deal
with the vast, rugged, often arid landscapes of the West.”
Peter Onuf, Thomas Jefferson Foundation Professor of
History, Emeritus, University of Virginia: “American
history is the history of federalism ... We need to keep
looking back to our country's founding because it helps
us understand the larger arc and how we fit into it.”  Leisl
Carr Childers, Assistant Professor of History, University
of Northern Iowa: “The story of public and federal lands
was trial and error.… Crafting the legal structure was
necessary where realities of rugged and arid lands were
being sparsely populated.  Federal government provided



support to see that public lands could be used to still
have economic value to the nation.”  Sarah S. Elkind,
Professor of History, San Diego State University: “We
want to look at the way federal policies still reflect the
bottom-up process. In the Twentieth Century, lots of
Americans went from seeing governments as protectors
of liberty to the biggest threat.”

Governor Ige announced the latest resolutions
adopted by the Western Governors, including Wild Horse
and Burro Management, Public Lands Grazing, Federal
Disaster Recovery Assistance for Communities in the
W est ,  and Energy in  the  W es t  (see
http://westgov.org/resolutions).

The Western Governors will meet next for their 2018
Annual Meeting, to be held June 25-27, 2018, in Rapid
City, South Dakota.

ADMINISTRATION/CONGRESS
Judiciary
 

On November 28, the Senate voted 50-48 to confirm
the appointment of conservative attorney Gregory Katsas
to the U.S. Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia. 
A Massachusetts native and graduate of Princeton and
Harvard Law School, he served under President George
W. Bush as an U.S. Assistant and Associate (acting)
Attorney General.  Since January, he has been Deputy
White House Counsel.  Before the Thanksgiving break,
Judiciary Committee Chair Charles Grassley (R-KS)
announced his intent to move forward with Katsas
nomination hearing over the objection of Massachusetts’
Senators, and the Senate voted 52-48 to cut off debate. 
Further federal district and appellate court nomination
hearings are scheduled for December 13.  To date
President Trump has filled nine appellate court positions
and six district court judgeships, far ahead of the pace of
the Obama Administration.

CONGRESS/WATER RESOURCES
Kansas/Kickapoo Tribe

On November 16, Senator Jerry Moran (R-KS)
introduced the Kickapoo Tribe in Kansas Water Rights
Settlement Act (S. 2154), a bill to approve the 2016
settlement agreement between the Tribe and the state of
Kansas.  The bill confirms the Tribal consumptive right of
up to 4,705 acre-feet of water per year for any purpose.
Allottee entitlements to water within reservation
boundaries are to be fulfilled from the Tribe’s water. 

The Tribe would have the authority “to use, allocate,
distribute, and lease the Tribal water rights on or off the
Reservation” under a Tribal Water Code, the settlement
agreement, or other applicable federal law.  The Tribe is
directed to enact a Tribal Water Code within three years
of the enforceability date, with provisions for permitting
and limitations on diversion, storage and use of water; a

due process system for disputed claims or contested
administrative decisions; irrigation delivery and
associated charges to allottees; and other requirements.
The state of Kansas will continue to administer all
Kansas water rights in the Delaware River Basin.

The bill also directs the Department of Agriculture’s
Natural Resources Conservation Service and the
Department of the Interior’s Indian Water Rights Office to
study the Upper Delaware and Tributaries Watershed
Project. It would require them to make recommendations
about the Project to Congress within 2 years on any
changes necessary to effectuate the water rights
confirmed by S. 2154.

CONGRESS/WATER QUALITY
Harmful Algal Blooms

On November 16, Representative Suzanne
Bonamici (D-OR) introduced the Harmful Algal Bloom
(HAB) and Hypoxia Research and Control Amendments
Act (H.R. 4417). The bill would reauthorize the 1998 Act
of the same name, which is currently set to expire at the
end of FY2018, through FY2023.

The bill would add the Corps to the algae bloom and
hypoxia task force and would update some of the
scientific language. It directs the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) to create a website
to provide information to the public on program research
and activities to monitor, mitigate, and intervene in HAB
and hypoxia events. The bill directs future scientific
assessments of HABs in marine coastal environments
and freshwater lakes, rivers, and estuaries, and directs
the program to accelerate the use of effective methods
of intervention and mitigation.

The bill requires the National Harmful Algal Bloom
and Hypoxia Program to work cooperatively with and
provide technical assistance to regional, state, tribal, and
local government agencies and programs. It establishes
a process for NOAA or the Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) to declare an “Event of National
Significance” for HABs or hypoxia events with “a
significant detrimental environmental, economic,
subsistence use, or public health impact on an affected
State.” The declaration may be made in the agencies’
discretion or at the request of a governor of an affected
state, and would trigger access to disaster funds to
assess and mitigate the damage. In making a national
significance determination, the agencies are directed to
consider toxicity, severity, potential spread, economic
impact, size relative to past recurring events, geographic
scope, and potential to cross municipal, state, or
international boundaries. It limits the federal cost share
to 50%, and allows private donations of funds, services,
materials, or equipment to help with recovery. The bill
authorizes appropriations of $22M each year between
FY2019 and FY2023.
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