
The Snake River Valley provides water to communities,
farmers and other users in both Utah and Nevada. But a
controversial pipeline proposal would divert millions of gallons
of water annually to Las Vegas and southern Nevada. Map
courtesy of the states of Nevada and Utah.

2. WATER: Snake Valley to Las Vegas: 'Hands off our water' (08/20/2009)

Eryn Gable, special to E&E

Residents of Utah and Nevada's Snake Valley are expected to turn out in force today to oppose a proposed deal they say sells
out their communities to help quench the thirst of a city 300 miles away.

The Southern Nevada Water Authority's board is expected to cast an up-or-down vote on whether to continue seeking permits
and environmental approvals for a plan to tap billions of gallons of groundwater from eastern Nevada and pump it to Las Vegas.

The Snake Valley is one of five basins involved in a $3.5 billion pipeline
project designed to provide as much as 134,000 acre-feet of water
annually to southern Nevada, which currently relies on the Colorado River
for 90 percent of its water.

Authority spokesman J.C. Davis said the Snake Valley pipeline project
would serve only as a backup in the event water levels at Lake Mead, the
city's primary Colorado River reservoir, continue to drop.

"We need a safety net for the community in case conditions continue to
deteriorate," Davis said. "We'd only build the actual pipeline if and when
conditions warrant its use."

The meeting comes a week after Utah and Nevada officials released a
proposed water-sharing deal  that would split 132,000 acre-feet of water
from the valley. A 2004 federal law requires the two states to divide water
rights prior to any trans-basin diversion within the two states.

The board is also expected to vote on whether to sign onto the
Utah-Nevada water sharing agreement at today's meeting, the last of four
public forums on the deal. The states are accepting written comments on
the agreement until Sept. 14.

Although the Snake Valley lies primarily in Utah, the water that feeds it
flows from the mountains around Great Basin National Park in Nevada.
Officials there and at Fish Springs National Wildlife Refuge have warned
that diverting water from the valley could harm resources at both sites.

Snake Valley residents say there is no water to spare in the valley. They
fear that allowing a 250-mile pipeline from the valley to Las Vegas will

destroy the region's agricultural economy and ecosystems.

"I don't believe there's water to divide," said Gary Perea, a commissioner for eastern Nevada's White Pine County, who noted
that current water use in the valley is already lowering the water table.

Perea contends that the water estimates on which the proposed state agreement is based are inaccurate and allowing Las
Vegas to use the valley's water could have disastrous consequences for springs, seeps, wetlands and vegetation that rely on
groundwater.

"If they take that water, those uses won't be continuing. It'll dry up the springs, dry up the wetlands and create a dust bowl,"
Perea said.

Environmental safeguards

Yet proponents of the proposal say such concerns are unjustified, noting that the agreement requires the states to set baseline
environmental triggers -- accounting for dust, vegetation and wildlife -- that would require the states to respond to hydrologic and
biologic effects from the project.
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Opponents of a major pipeline that would divert water
from the Snake River Valley to Las Vegas traveled the
state with a giant bucket to make their case. Photo
courtesy of Don Duff/Great Basin Water Network.
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Additionally, the agreement would require Nevada to hold off on reviewing the Southern Nevada Water Authority's application
until 2019, providing more time for further studies estimating how much water is available.

The agreement also includes other safeguards designed to protect the water
rights of senior users in the Snake Valley. For example, the agreement would
require the states to monitor the water table to ensure that levels are not falling
off. If the monitoring reveals that more water is being siphoned from the valley
than is being recharged with flows from the mountains, junior users, including
the city of Las Vegas, could be cut off.

But not everyone believes that the spigot to Las Vegas would actually be turned
off under such a scenario.

"If you've allowed people to build homes based on that water and billions of
dollars have been invested, what do you think the chances would be that they'd
get cut off? They'd have to be really slim," said Utah state Sen. Dennis Stowell
(R), who represents the Snake Valley.

Utah residents are also expected to speak out against the agreement, which
many believe gives too much water to Nevada. The total amount of water to be
split among the two states includes 20,000 acre-feet in Utah that is dedicated to
Fish Springs National Wildlife Refuge, which lies outside of the Snake Valley.

Additionally, the amount of unallocated water available for use in Utah under the
proposal would amount to 5,000 acre-feet per year, compared to 36,000
acre-feet per year in Nevada. Nevada received a greater share of unallocated
water because Utah is already using almost five times as much groundwater as
Nevada.

Mark Ward, a senior policy analyst with the Utah Association of Counties who
spoke on behalf of Millard County, said the proposal unfairly divides the
remaining water in the valley, since most of the farms, ranches and cities in the
valley lie on the Utah side of the border.

"Based on any notion of fairness or any notion of reason, you cannot find any equity at all in the agreement," Ward said. "All you
can do is find a politically driven agenda."

Concerns about political deal-making have also prompted a request by the Great Basin Water Network for all records associated
with the negotiation and drafting of the agreement. Susan Lynn, the network's coordinator, said the group wants to know what
went on behind closed doors.

"Because all of the agreement was discussed and negotiated in private, with confidentiality agreements, we don't know what
went into making some of their decisions, and we'd like to know," Lynn said.

Utah state Rep. Brad Winn (R), who represents Juab and Millard counties, also expressed concern about the lack of local
involvement in drafting the proposal. "We were under the understanding that local communities would be invited to help drive
this train, but at this point, it feels like all we see are the train lights heading toward us," he said.

Gable is an independent energy and environmental writer in Woodland Park, Colo.
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