
tion programs makes up less than 1% of the 

federal budget. Congress is considering 

budgets for other agencies that are flat, or 

provide a slight reduction or increase from 

current levels. Yet Congress is considering 

cutting the budgets for the wildlife and natu-

ral resource programs highlighted in this 

report by 20%, 40%, 60% or more; in some 

cases eliminating the programs. 

 

The cuts would be especially difficult com-

ing on the heels of budget cuts for Nebraska 

natural resource agencies at the state level. 

The reductions in state funding for the Game 

& Parks Commission, Department of Envi-

ronmental Quality, and Department of Natu-

ral Resources were far harsher than for most 

other Nebraska state agencies.  

  

As Congress and the American people dis-

cuss their priorities for federal spending and 

tax policy, we must ensure that our air, wa-

ter, land and wildlife do not become unin-

tended victims. 

This fall, Congress and the President are de-

bating proposals that would slash funding 

for federal programs that help make Ne-

braskaôs water cleaner, conserve soil and 

water, restore fish and wildlife habitat and 

help us all breathe easier. 

 

As Congress scrambles to close the gap be-

tween federal government revenues and 

spending, these vitally important conserva-

tion programs face harsh cuts or even elimi-

nation. Cuts in federal spending are more 

than just numbers in Washington, they will 

translate into loss of habitat and degradation 

of our natural resources here in Nebraska. 

 

In this report, the Nebraska Wildlife Federa-

tion has analyzed a long list of federal pro-

grams that would be sharply cut or elimi-

nated by proposals pending in Congress. We  

document the huge impact the budget cuts 

that have been enacted or proposed would 

have on fish, wildlife and Nebraskaôs natural 

resources. 

 

It is important to view these proposed cuts in 

context. In all, federal spending on conserva-
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Every major river in Nebraska is 

polluted, as are many of our major 

lakes and reservoirs. Yet congress 

is considering major cuts to federal 

programs that help Nebraska pro-

vide safe drinking water and re-

duce water pollution. 

  

Clean Drinking Water 

State Revolving Fund 
 

The Environmental Protection Agencyôs Clean 

Drinking Water State Revolving Fund provides 

low cost financing to help construct public 

drinking water systems. The Nebraska Depart-

ment of Environmental Qualityôs latest report 

on the program has identified 301 projects 

around the state, with a total need of $427 mil-

lion, that could benefit from this funding. 

 

In 2012, the funds could help install new wells 

to replace ones polluted by nitrates in Hum-

boldt, Platte Center, Chadron, Ogallala, Battle 

Creek, Superior, and other Nebraska communi-

ties. The funds could also help replace wells 

polluted by arsenic in Shelton and Mead, and 

by radium in Denton.  

 

The projects help keep drinking water safe for 

Nebraskans all over the state. Loans are typi-

cally paid back through fees paid for water ser-

vice, but without the upfront financing many 

small communities would have a very difficult 

time financing the improvements.  

 

Clean Water State Revolving Fund 
 

The Environmental Protection Agencyôs Clean 

Water State Revolving Fund provides low cost 

financing to help construct public wastewater 

treatment systems. The Nebraska Department 

of Environmental Qualityôs latest report on the 

program identified 350 projects around 

Nebraska, needing$717 million. In 

2012, the funds could help finance new or ex-

panded wastewater treatment systems in South 

Sioux City and Lexington, and separation of 

the sanitary sewers from the storm sewers in 

Plattsmouth to eliminate raw sewage going into 

the Missouri River. 

 

Albion, Ansley, Aurora, David City, Grand 

Island, Kearney and other towns also need to 

upgrade their wastewater treatment systems.    

 

The projects improve water quality in Nebraska 

rivers and lakes by removing bacteria, ammo-

nia, and other pollutants from municipal waste. 

Again, loans are typically paid back through 

local fees or tax revenue, but communities need  

the upfront financing.  

 

Congressional Cuts 
 

Nebraska received about $17 million through 

these two programs this year ï a sharp drop 

from the $24 million provided in 2010. The 

House of Representatives is considering legis-

lation that would cut these two funds by an-

other 39%, from about $2.5 billion this year to 

$1.5 billion in 2012.  

 

In Nebraska, the loss of some $7 million more 

could impact communities all over Nebraska. 

Small towns and rural water districts could face 

long delays or be left on their own to make 

large investments needed to make our drinking 

water safe and our streams clean.  

Clean Water Sacrificed 
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In 2009, Congress authorized a $25 million 

study of the US Army Corps of Engineers sys-

tem of large reservoirs in the Missouri River 

basin. The goal is to review the original pur-

poses of the Pick-Sloan system ï first enacted 

in 1944 ï to determine if it is time to update the 

65-year-old law to recognize that times have 

changed.   

 

The system has six massive reservoirs,  includ-

ing Gavins Point Dam in Nebraska, and more 

than a hundred smaller dams. The Corps of En-

gineers operates the reservoirs to achieve eight 

authorized purposes under the law: flood con-

trol, water supply, navigation, irrigation, water 

quality, fish & wildlife, hydropower and rec-

reation. 

 

The flood of 2011 raised some huge issues. For 

example, it does not make sense to reserve such 

a large proportion of the available storage in 

the major dams upstream to store water to pro-

vide river flows in the summer for the handful 

of barges that use the Missouri River each year. 

When 2011 started, just 22% of the reservoir 

capacity upstream was available to capture 

rain and snow melt and relieve flooding 

downstream. 

 

That was 100% of the reservoir storage allo-

cated for flood control under the Corpsô plan, 

which should have been enough for the nor-

mal year of snow and rain projected for 2011.    

 

As is now obvious, that 22% was not nearly 

enough for the heavier than normal snow and 

rain that actually fell. What is not so obvious 

is whether Congress or the Corps of Engi-

neers will correct the problem. In fact, Mis-

souri members of Congress insisted that the 

Corps of Engineers be prohibited from con-

tinuing the 5-year Missouri River Authorized 

Purposes Study, and a majority of the House 

went along with the decision.  

 

Without the information needed to under-

stand the tradeoffs between flood control, 

navigation, recreation, irrigation, fish and 

wildlife, and the other authorized purposes 

of the Pick-Sloan res-

ervoirs, Congress and 

the Corps seem 

unlikely to reform the 

badly flawed man-

agement plan to pre-

vent a repeat of the 

2011 flooding.  

Nebraska Wildlife Federation 

Missouri River Cast Adrift 
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The federal Farm Bill provides the largest sin-

gle pot of funds for conservation on private 

land in Nebraska. In a state where more than  

95% of our land is privately owned farm or 

ranch land, these programs are crucial to reduc-

ing water pollution from farms, protecting our 

groundwater supplies, dealing with invasive 

species and restoring wildlife habitat.  

 

Earlier this year, the House proposed cutting 

more than $1 billion from Farm Bill conserva-

tion and energy programs like the Wetlands 

Reserve Program, Wildlife Habitat Incentives 

Program and Environmental Quality Incentives 

Program. Like the cuts to the Conservation Re-

serve Program described below, this will trans-

late directly into lost habitat, more soil erosion, 

fewer wetlands, reduced water quality, and in-

crease pollution.  

 

CRP Cuts Cost Habitat 
 

The Conservation Reserve Program is Amer-

icaôs largest private lands conservation pro-

gram. It pays farmers to take environmentally 

fragile and highly erodible land out of crop pro-

duction, and to plant grasses and trees that con-

serve soil, protect water quality and provide 

wildlife habitat. 

 

When the Farm Bill was re-written in 2008, the 

program was cut by 18%, the result of a last-

minute, back-room deal to shift money to other 

programs. Because of that action, this year Ne-

braska will lose another 64,500 acres of land 

from the Conservation Reserve Program, as 

expiring contracts are not fully offset by new 

signups.  

 

Since 2007, the cut has meant the loss of 

327,785 acres from the program ï a loss of 

over 500 square miles of habit in Nebraska.  

 

Unfortunately, the US Department of Agri-

culture is not tracking what happens to 

those acres, but the vast majority of this land ï 

much of it highly erodible ï appears to have 

gone back into corn and soybean production in 

Nebraska.  

Grassland Reserve Program 
 

The Grassland Reserve Program provides funds 

to protect grasslands through the purchase of 

voluntary easements and conservation agree-

ments. In Nebraska, where some 98% of the 

historic tallgrass prairies of eastern Nebraska 

have been plowed under or paved over, the pro-

gram is carefully targeted to protect the last 

remnants of our tallgrass prairie heritage. 

 

The 2008 Farm Bill set a target of enrolling 1.2 

million more acres in the program through 

2012. Nebraska received about $1.2 million in 

GRP funding in 2011, enrolling more than  

1,800 acres of native prairie in easements or 

contracts. USDA had applications for nearly $6 

million in projects in Nebraska. For 2012, the 

House has approved a 25% cut in program 

funding, and the Senate Appropriations Com-

mittee approved a 54% cut.  

 

Cuts of this size would mean as much as 

1,000 acres of rare, native prairie in Ne-

braska would go unprotected in 2012 alone. 

With todayôs high crop prices and urban 

development, those native prairie remnants 

could be lost forever.  

Grassland Losses Continue 
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