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Map courtesy:  
Jeff Shafer, 
NE Dept. of 

Natural  
Resources 
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� � ��������There has been a great deal of  
      anguished discussion lately about  
      how Nebraska can stay in compli-
ance with the Republican River Compact.  The Repub-
lican River Compact is an agreement between Ne-
braska, Kansas and Colorado to divide the water sup-
ply of the river basin among the states. 
   Nebraska has a challenge complying with the com-
pact partly because the agreement restricts our water 
use more severely in dry years.  The compact terms 
allow each state to consume a percentage of the basin 
water supply.  Nebraska gets 49% of the water, Kan-
sas gets 40% and Colorado gets 11%.  These per-
centages remain constant, but the actual water supply 
is calculated annually, so Nebraska gets 49% of a 
smaller pie in a dry year.  That causes compliance 
problems because Nebraska farmers need to pump 
more irrigation water on their crops in dry years than 
they do in years when precipitation is average or 
above average. 
   This problem was partly addressed by the settle-
ment of the KS v NE lawsuit.  The settlement allows 
each state to average water use over several years.  
Unfortunately, during a drought we are only allowed to 
average water use over a three-year period.  Even 
though rainfall in 2005 was close to average in most 
places, water use this year will be averaged together 
with 2004, which was a drier year.  If 2006 is well 
above average in terms of rainfall, Nebraska should 
be able to avoid the need to compensate Kansas for 
using more than our share of the Republican River 
water supply. 
   I hope and pray next year will be a wet year, but 
studies of tree rings indicate that, over the last 1000 
years, southern Nebraska has regularly seen droughts 
lasting a decade or longer.  Since we can’t count on 
Mother Nature to solve our water problems, we need 
to develop plans to reduce water consumption or in-
crease our water supply.   
   Republican Basin NRDs are already taking steps to 
reduce water consumption.  Development of additional 
irrigated cropland is prohibited throughout the Republi-
can Basin.  Groundwater pumping is also limited in 
much of the basin.  Basin NRDs and the Department 
of Natural Resources are working together to manage 
interconnected ground and surface water.   
   The State of Nebraska and Republican Basin NRDs 

are sponsors of a Conservation Reserve Enhance-
ment Program that allows landowners to stop irrigating 
cropland and plant native grass on it in exchange for 
irrigated rental payments.  Landowners can also sign 
up in the federal EQIP program and earn as much as 
$85 an acre per year to quit irrigating but continue 
farming dryland.  Nearly 60,000 acres, about five per-
cent of irrigated land in the Republican Basin in Ne-
braska, are already enrolled in conservation programs.  
Additional state and federal funds may be made avail-
able soon to sign up more land in these programs. 
   It will take several years for land retirement pro-
grams to show benefits in terms of increased steam-
flows.  If Nebraska can increase streamflows within 
the next year we will be in a better position to maintain 
compact compliance.  That means that, in the short 
term we need to “free up” surface water currently be-
ing used, or import water from other parts of the state.  
It is possible to lease surface water irrigation rights, to 
the extent that they are available.  It is also possible to 
pump water out of wells into streams to augment 
streamflows. 
   Another less conventional, but effective option to 
increase water supplies would be to cut down trees 
along the river and its tributaries.  A mature cotton-
wood tree uses as much as 500 gallons of water per 
day.  Trees grow undisturbed along riverbanks be-
cause floods have been nearly eliminated by reser-
voirs built along the river during the 1940s and 1950s.  
Other potential options include starting a cloud-
seeding program or breaching livestock dams that 
hold back runoff water and providing stock wells as 
replacement water supplies. 
   All of these options are expensive.  Land retirement 
programs can also indirectly affect the economy of the 
valley.  We have to remember, however, that Ne-
braska has to live up to the deals we made with Kan-
sas in the Republican River Compact and in the KS v 
NE lawsuit settlement.  If we fail to comply with the 
compact, a judge will enforce these agreements.   
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Nitrogen Management Classes 
    
   *January 18, 2006 Minden Ag Center 9:00 A.M. 
 
   *January 23, 2006 Elwood Ag Center 1:00 P.M. 
 
     February 9, 2006 Holdrege NRD Office 2:00 P.M. 
 
     February 9, 2006 Holdrege NRD Office 7:00 P.M. 
 
   *March 2, 2006 Holdrege Ag Center 1:00 P.M. 
 
   *March 2, 2006 Holdrege Ag Center 7:00 P.M. 
 
   *Denotes With Private Applicators Training 
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(All meetings are at NRD office in Phelps County Ag Center 
unless otherwise noted.) 
 
March 
 

March 14 - NRD Board Meeting at 1:30 p.m.* 
       
April 
 

April 11  - NRD Board Meeting at 1:30 p.m.*    
April 12  - Rainwater Basin Conservation Day at  
    Sac-Wilcox 
April 26 & 27 - Water Jamboree at Harlan County  
    Reservoir 
    
May 
 

May 9     - NRD Board Meeting at 7:30 p.m.*  
May 29  - Memorial Day (Office Closed) 
   
 
  * Times are tentative 

—IN THIS ISSUE— 
*Fully Appropriated Portions 

of the Platte Basin 
*Republican River Compact 

*Trees for Newborns 

TRI-BASIN TOPICS Is a publication of the  
Tri-Basin Natural Resources District,     

1308 Second Street,  
Holdrege, NE  68949 (308) 995-6688 

Toll Free 877-995-6688 
E-mail  tribasin@tribasinnrd.org 

 

TRI-BASIN NRD STAFF 
John Thorburn ....................................................General Manager 
Richard  Holloway.............................................Assistant Manager 
Charles Brooks................................. Land Resources Coordinator 
Carie Lynch .............................................Administrative Secretary 
Roger David ........................................... Conservation Technician 
Steve Nelson…………………………….Land Resource Technician 
Tammy Fahrenbruch .............................................Office Manager 
Esther Smith................................................................Office Clerk 
Shennon Helms…………………………..Inf. & Education Assistant 
Nicole Salisbury………………………………………Office Assistant 
Marlene Shearer...................................... Minden Office Secretary 
Jill Wessels ............................................. Elwood Office Secretary 
Patty Abrahamson.................................Holdrege Office Secretary 
 
A  mailing list is maintained and requests to be placed on the list should 
be sent to the above address.   Comments and suggestions may be 
addressed to the General Manager. 


