Platte River Recovery Program
Long Term Hope for the Platte River and its Wildlife
 


Under the Platte River Cooperative Agreement, signed in 1997, Colorado, Nebraska, Wyoming, and the US Department of Interior agreed to develop a Recovery Program that would help four rare species that depend upon the Platte River: the Whooping Crane, Interior least tern, piping plover, and pallid sturgeon. 

The 13-year, basin-wide Recovery Program was negotiated by a Governance Committee that includes representatives from each state, the Bureau of Reclamation and Fish & Wildlife Service, upstream and downstream water users, and conservation organizations, including the Nebraska Wildlife Federation. 

            Before the Recovery Program can begin, it must be signed by the Secretary of Interior and the Governors of Colorado, Wyoming, and Nebraska. Congress must authorize the Program, and Congress and three state legislatures must approve needed funding and changes in water laws to allow for the Program. Here is a summary of the proposed Platte River Recovery Program:
Land Plan Would Protect 10,000 Acres


The Land Plan would protect 10,000 acres along the Central Platte River (roughly from Lexington to Grand Island). The land would be protected through purchase, lease, or conservation easement, and would be open for public access and enjoyment where feasible. Land would be acquired only from willing sellers/leasers, with a focus on the Platte channel and nearby wet meadows. Where needed, the Program would restore some of the wide, braided, sandy channels that characterized the Platte in historic times.
Water Action Plan: Water to Improve Wildlife Flows


The Water Action Plan would provide 130,000-150,000 acre feet of water annually that could be used to increase river flows at times when it would benefit wildlife – typically increasing spring and summer flows. The plan relies largely on re-timing of existing flows, but includes some water leasing, on-farm conservation, and groundwater management projects that could increase total river flows. 150,000 acre-feet of water is roughly 15% of average annual flows at Grand Island in recent decades. The Program would build upon the ‘Environmental Account’ at Lake McConaughy, water that is set aside each year and used to benefit wildlife downstream. The Environmental Account was set up as part of the new federal license to operate the dam, obtained by Central Nebraska Public Power & Irrigation District and Nebraska Public Power District.
State Water Depletion Plans: Do No Further Harm 


Each state developed a water depletion plan to ensure that new water uses after July, 1997, will do no further harm to river flows that are critical for the four rare species. 

The Nebraska depletion plan relies largely on Integrated Management Plans being developed under Nebraska’s new water law (LB 962). Nebraska would offset the impact on target flows of new development from 1997 through 2005, including new groundwater wells. Nebraska's Natural Resource Districts would offset most of the impacts to target flows of future new development beginning in 2006. The additional cost of the Nebraska Depletion Plan over and above the Legislature’s requirements under LB 962 are roughly $8-11 million over the 13 years of the Recovery Program, or less than $1 million per year on average.   

The Colorado plan for the South Platte River could reduce peak flows that provide habitat benefits, but should result in no net loss of average river flow at the Nebraska state line. Colorado could offset new water uses by bringing in water from other basins or from groundwater not connected to the Platte, and from water conservation, acquiring water from farms, or re-using existing flows. 


The Wyoming depletion plan would require that proposed new water projects find their own offsets for any new river depletions, although the state may develop a small water bank to help small users comply with this requirement. Wyoming is limited in its ability to development new water sources by a lack of groundwater supplies and by the North Platte River Compact. 

Federal Depletion Plan and National Forest Plans 

 


The Program deals with the very small water depletions expected from Federal Government operations (e.g., new bathroom facilities on National Forest land), but does not deal with the impact of major federal farm conservation programs that impact water use. The US Forest Service decided to remain outside the Recovery Program, and will instead rely on consultations with the Fish & Wildlife Service as provided under the Endangered Species Act, for individual forest plans. The Recovery Program will track and assess the impacts of tree harvest policies in those National Forests on Platte River flows.   

A Program Based on Sound Science

A robust monitoring and research plan would track and assess the Program’s successes and failures, improving our knowledge of the four species and their habitat needs. The plan will provide a solid basis in science for Recovery Program work. The new research will also be useful in future conservation efforts.

Paying the Tab

The Recovery Program cash budget would require $187 million for land, water, research and monitoring and the other Program costs, over 13 years. The $187 million cash costs of the Program would be paid as follows: 


Federal government
$157 million



Colorado water users
$  24 million


Wyoming state

$    6 million


Nebraska

$    0


Nebraska would get credit for the contribution of 2,650-acre Cottonwood Ranch, managed by Nebraska Public Power District as part of their federal license to operate Lake McConaughy. The state of Wyoming would get credit for the use of their 470-acre Deer Creek Ranch property near Kearney.  Nebraska, Colorado, and Wyoming would receive credits for the water ‘contributions’ they are providing through three initial water projects. Because of these credits (contributions on paper only, not in cash), the $314 million cited by some as the ‘cost’ of the Proposed Program overstates the true cost substantially. 
Protection for Irrigators and other Water Users


The proposed Recovery Program would provide protection under the Endangered Species Act for any project in the Platte Basin that requires a federal permit or license and would impact Platte River flows. That would protect existing water users (irrigation districts, groundwater irrigators, municipalities, industries and others) by allowing for their continued use of water without interference from federal agencies.  It would also allow new water projects covered by the Program to gain federal approval without undue delay. Sponsors of new water projects would retain their option to remain outside the Recovery Program, and instead seek a separate consultation with the Fish & Wildlife Service on the wildlife impacts of their projects.
Impact on Other Wildlife


The Recovery Program should benefit cranes, ducks, geese, and other waterfowl that use the Central Platte. The Recovery Program could have an impact on fishery and recreation resources at Lake McConaughy, and the Nebraska Wildlife Federation is urging that a mitigation plan be part of legislation to put the Recovery Program in place in Nebraska. The impacts are due almost entirely to the Environmental Account at Lake McConaughy, which results in lower lake levels in some years. The Environmental Account is not expected to go away whether or not the Recovery Program is approved. Wyoming has agreed to offset similar impacts the Recovery Program could have at Pathfinder Reservoir. The Program would appear to have only minor impacts on Colorado wildlife, including creating some new wetland areas. 
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