Early Comments on 701 d  - more comments will follow as we look at the bill more closely and have more people look at it.
There are a lot of elements regarding the water bill that are not public yet.  However, this is a summary of what is known about the bill.  

The bill only applies to the Republican River Basin.  It does not affect Tri-Basin NRD.

The NRD(s) will lease water from Frenchman Cambridge Irrigation District for the 2007 season for about $7.8 million dollars.  Some of that money will go to the farmers on the Cambridge ditch. (about $350 an acre).  Some will go to the district for management.  Some will go to pay the O&M costs of the dry ditches. 

The State has set aside about $3 million to purchase water from Bostwick Irrigation District.   Bostwick is asking for $7.5 million.  The State expects Bostwick will agree to an amount somewhere between those two figures.

The State would authorize the NRDs to collect up to $10 an irrigated acre and up to $0.10 per hundred in property taxes on top of existing property taxes.  If all NRDs collected the maximum allowed they could collect just over $15 million a year.  

There are about 1,086,000 irrigated acres in the three Republican River Basin NRDs.  Property valuations in the Basin are $4.218 billion so a $0.10 levy would collect $4.2 million a year.

The NRDs can use the money to repay bonds.  The bonds can only be obtained to:

· Purchase and own water rights including storage water rights

· Acquire by purchase or lease, or administrate and manage canals and reservoirs

· Manage Vegetation 

· Augment river flows

Total costs to the State in 2007 would be about $8 million plus whatever more Bostwick is able to negotiate
$2 million for vegetation management

$3 million for the 2007 lease of Bostwick

$3 million for cost sharing programs with the NRDs to reduce consumptive use.

The State might allocate some of the $2.7 million water cash fund for future years toward the Republican River Basin on a cost share basis. 

The Basin would be responsible for all future costs of keeping the Basin in compliance.  The way the Basin would be expected to do this is by floating a bond that would purchase lease water rights over a very long time such as 99 years.  The estimated cost to purchase these rights would be in the ballpark of $60 million dollars.  I believe the Basin would also be responsible for the costs of operating the irrigation districts and paying their debt obligations.  

The bill would provide for $2 million in ‘08 and $2 million in ‘09 for tree removal in the Republican River Basin.  These amounts would be paid by the State.
Ann Bleed has said that reductions in allocations would also be required in addition to these taxes.  Dan Smith, manager of the Middle Republican has said that all three NRDs have agreed in principle to make those reductions of an unspecified amount.

Depending over what time frame one looks at the costs determines the percentage paid by the State vs the local community. If one looks at the 2007-2008 time frame, then the total cost to the State is around $12 million and to the Basin about $15 million.  If you look at it over the twelve years the Governor used for his calculations then the costs would be around $15 to $20 million to the State and about $180 million if the Basin collected the maximum allowed.  Or about 90% of the total paid by the Basin.
It will be difficult for the residents of the Basin to accept that they pay most of the costs and still have to cut allocations by an unknown amount.  
The good things about the idea

· It should be buying enough surface water to bring Nebraska into compliance with the agreement. 

· It should eliminate the need for additional reductions in allocations.   (Though the DNR and URNRD want to continue to make reductions even if they are not necessary.)
· It moves most of the control to the local level.  The residents are no longer dependent on the State, though the State helped create the problem and then blocked any solution for years.

· The property tax component spreads the costs out more fairly. 
· The per irrigated acre fee will be popular with the non-irrigators.
The bad things about the idea

· The vast majority of the costs are paid by the Basin.
· Even with the very high costs, additional reductions of unspecified amounts in allocations will be required.
· There is no division of the responsibilities and costs between the NRDs which is likely to result in more fighting between the NRDs.
· Most of the burden is placed on one group while the primary causes are ignored.

· The effects of conservation are ignored.

· The major “flaws” in the computer simulation are ignored.  There are four major flaws that I am aware of.
· The plan was developed by a small group that excluded anyone that disagreed with their agenda. 
· The long term lease of surface water may be buying a soon to be dead asset.  
· No compensation is provided for the irrigation ditches that don’t have water.
· A much less expensive option is intentionally ignored.

· The plan does not help slow aquifer reductions in the URNRD.
· It sets the precedent so when the Platte Basin issue is resolved it is more likely that most of the costs will be put on the residents of the Platte Basin even though it was the State that failed to follow through on its commitments in 1997.

· Insufficient funds for vegetation management. 

· The failure to address the details of property rights on the vegetation issue.
Neutral ideas

A major increase in NRD power and responsibility

Things that are not in the bill that should be
· Accountability for how the money is spent.  A balanced water budget should be required.
· A division of the financial responsibilities between NRDs

· A requirement to provide a cost/benefit report for each planned activity
· An assurance that, with the major commitment by the Basin, if it is not enough that the State will step in and cover the costs rather than require further allocation reductions.
· A cessation of new conservation programs that further reduce streamflow.

· An audit of the Model to explain and resolve the major discrepancies.
· More extensive reporting requirements of the DNR. 

· Permitting the bonds to be used for water imports if an NRD decides that is the best option.
· A Basin wide or State wide water planner that finds a way to better use water in Nebraska.  Other States capture as much water as possible.  Nebraska lets most of its water escape.
· Movement of the NRD seat to a high office, meaning one cannot be on the city council and the NRD or the school board and NRD.
Things that are in the bill that should not be:

· Gives the DNR unchallengeable authority to determine how much water may be depleted by groundwater irrigation both in the undefined short term and long term.

· Section 18 prohibits new wells while at the same time allowing augmentation of the stream.  It seems that Section 18 prohibits Section 7.
· An extension of the existing property tax surcharges.
· Foreclosure on property if the per acre fee is not paid on time.

· An extension of two years for retention of a water right if it is not used.
· Has the NRDs reporting to the Legislature how they will spend grant money
