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Vote by NRD Partner Clears Way for “Historic” Water Project  

Following action by a Natural Resources District on Tuesday, four NRDs in Nebraska 

have now partnered on a landmark water project to aid and protect the Republican and 

Platte Rivers, the agricultural economy across one of Nebraska’s most productive ag 

regions, and taxpayers statewide by ensuring long-term compliance with interstate water 

agreements. 

The Curtis-based Middle Republican NRD on Tuesday voted to move forward with a 

land purchase that the NRDs plan to close next month. The vote by the Middle 

Republican NRD completes a partnership with the Upper Republican, Lower Republican 

and Twin Platte NRDs to pursue a stream flow enhancement project that is being 

described as historic. 

 “This historic water project is unprecedented in Nebraska,” said Dean Edson, executive 

director of the Nebraska Association of Resources Districts.  “The proposal addresses the 

most serious water availability issues facing the region.  A project of this magnitude 

would probably not have been realistic a few years ago.  I applaud the leadership of local 

NRD boards and staff for seeing the potential for stream enhancement in both the Platte 

and Republican Basins and making the idea a reality. This is a long-term solution that 

will benefit each and every Nebraskan no matter where they live”. 

The project will transport water, via a pipeline, to the Republican and Platte Rivers that 

otherwise would have been consumed by crops on a large swath of irrigated land in 

southern Lincoln County. A significant amount of engineering design must still be 

completed, but it is expected that the project could add a total of roughly 45,000 acre feet 

of water to both rivers Republican and Platte Rivers in years when needed to maintain 

compliance with both the Republican River Compact and the Platte River Recovery 

Implementation Program. In the Platte, NRDs are responsible for returning that basin to 
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water supply-and-demand conditions that existed in 1997 and ultimately reversing an 

over-appropriated designation to fully appropriated status under state law. 

“The ability to manage the augmentation releases when and if they are needed, to 

guarantee that our obligations will be met, will definitely protect the economic viability 

of our basin,” said Joe Anderjaska, a Middle Republican NRD board member and 

president of the Nebraska Association of Resources Districts. 

The amount of water available under the project is expected to be enough to close most of 

the gap between supplies and allowable use under the Republican River Compact that 

historically has existed in the Republican Basin during exceptionally dry years.  

In addition to helping the Republican Basin, the project should also provide enough water 

for the Twin Platte NRD to fully meet its obligations under the Platte River Recovery 

Implementation Program and efforts to return conditions to 1997 levels. 

“This is a proactive move that shows what is possible when NRDs partner. It will go a 

long way towards solving serious issues in the Platte and Republican Basins that also 

effect residents across the state,” said Jasper Fanning, general manager of the Imperial-

based Upper Republican NRD. “In the Republican Basin, it will be satisfying to satisfy 

Kansas’ demands without sacrificing livelihoods as our neighbor to the south is seeking 

to do in its lawsuit against the state. The Republican and Platte Rivers will be better off 

with this project, groundwater resources will be protected, interstate demands will be 

met, and the ag economy won’t be at the mercy of outside forces.” 

The NRDs had to move quickly to pursue the project because the land was on the open 

market. 

They are forming an interlocal agency and at this point are expected to contribute equally 

to the $83 million purchase of the property and improvements. An occupation tax of 

approximately $4-$6 per irrigated acre is expected to be needed to in each of the NRDs to 

pay off the project. The project could be paid for in a shorter timeframe, of course, if a 

higher occupation tax was levied. The $4-$6 occupation tax will not be in addition to the 

$10 per acre tax now levied in some districts such as the Upper Republican NRD; the 

occupation tax lid under state law is $10 per irrigated acre. 

Natural Resources Districts are authorized by state law to levy occupation taxes on 

irrigated land occupation taxes are included in their Integrated Management Plans 

developed in cooperation with the state. The authority to levy the tax was granted by the 

Nebraska Legislature approximately six years ago; currently the Lower, Middle and 



Upper Republican NRDs are the only NRDs in the state that levy the tax on irrigators. 

State law outlines that the tax is supposed to be used to help enhance stream flow. 

Twin Platte NRD is revising its Integrated Management Plan that will allow an 

occupation tax to be levied. 

The property purchase being sought by the four NRDs is contingent on the NRDs 

securing financing for the project that is expected to be obtained. The NRDs expect to 

close on the property purchase within the next several weeks.  

The 15,800 irrigated acres on the property will be retired from irrigated production. 

Approximately 10,400 of the irrigated acres are located within the Middle Republican 

NRD; another 5,360 irrigated acres are in the Twin Platte NRD. By retiring all or a 

significant portion of the acres, the NRDs will essentially be able to store, underground, 

water that otherwise would have irrigated and been consumed by crops on the large farm. 

That “saved” water, then, could be transported to the Republican River via a tributary 

such as Medicine Creek, and the Platte. Possible pipeline lengths will vary depending on 

routes, but it is possible that approximately 17 miles of pipeline will be needed to 

transport water to both rivers. 

“The ability to manage the river enhancement releases when and if they are needed, to 

guarantee that our obligations will be met, will definitely protect the economic viability 

of our basin,” said Joe Anderjaska, a Middle Republican NRD board member and 

president of the Nebraska Association of Resources Districts. 

It is anticipated that much of the property will be reseeded to native rangeland. 

The property expected to be purchased is located in a region of plentiful groundwater 

where the saturated thickness of the groundwater aquifer is approximately 600 feet. It is 

expected that less water will be pumped as part of the stream flow enhancement project 

than what otherwise would have been pumped had the ground remained in irrigated crop 

production. 

Brian Dunnigan, director of the Nebraska Department of Natural Resources, said, 

“Cooperative, proactive efforts among NRDs present the state with the best opportunity 

to comply with interstate water agreements, and this project exemplifies those efforts.” 

“The state is committed to complying with these agreements and sustainably managing 

natural resources, and this project meets both of those objectives,” Dunnigan added. 

Water-supply alternatives to meet legally mandated objectives in both the Platte and 

Republican Basins could be much more expensive than costs associated with the project 



now being pursued by NRDs. Including land, project development and operations, 

producing water under the project for both river basins could cost between $300 and $500 

an acre foot. By comparison, leasing surface water from irrigation districts can cost 

between $2,000 - $3,000 an acre foot. Permanently retiring irrigated acres close to 

streams without piping the water and instead allowing groundwater to seep into rivers 

and tributaries to increase flows can cost approximately $3,000 an acre foot, or more.  

Solely retiring irrigated acres lacks two primary benefits of the joint project being 

pursued by the four NRDs: the benefit of being able to time water releases to the river 

when additional flows are needed; and the certainty of the volume of water added to the 

stream. The ability to manage and measure the water is invaluable. Otherwise NRDs and 

the state are left to model and ultimately guess at the benefit of actions, leaving at least 

some uncertainty that the actions will meet the required objectives. Manageable stream 

flow enhancement projects are a good way to actually provide certainty and peace of 

mind that obligations will be met, and that Nebraskans are not at risk of losing the ability 

to manage their use the water in Nebraska. 
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