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October 6, 2003 

Environmental Quality Council 
PO Box 202704 
Helena, Montana 59620-1 704 

EQC committee members: 

As the Montana Watershed Coordination Council's co-chairs, we would like to request 
your support towards increasing the attention to our state's water issues. Across 
Montana, watershed groups are springing up in an attempt to tackAe tough issues like 
drought, water management, water rights, flow issues and water storage. Although this 
local approach is gaining support, the need for better state involvement is crucial if these 
groups are going to have any chance of making a true difference with some of these 
issues. 

One way the state can help with these complex water issues is through the Environmental. 
Quality Council (EQC). When legislators better understand the complexity of water 
issues facing Montana and become water experts, they make better decisions. With their 
involvement and oversight, more water problems can be prevented and solved. 

Water has and will continue to play a critical role in our history and our way-of-life. We 
depend on water for drinking, ibr growing food and hay, for processing ore, for building 
roads, for producing electricity, and for floating and fishing, to name a b. Our history is 
fbl1 of tales that describe the importance of water to its citizens and the state's economy. 
In the 1980s and early 90s, the Montana legislature took an active role in overseeing and 
directrng Montana's water policy and helping water w r s  and agencies find solutions to 
water problems. This was accomplished first through DNRC's State Water Plan 
Advisory Council that consistent of legislators from both parties and both houses and 
leaders firom the different water sectors. This responsibility was transfmed to the Water 
Policy Committee, a subcommittee of the Environmental Quality Council in the mid- 
1990s. Today, however, no forum exists whexe water users and the state natural resource 
agencies can seek guidance from Legislators. 

EQC adequately addresses a number of natural resource and environmental issue areas 
including water in a proactive manner and attempts to find viable solutions. But the EQC 
has more issues to solve and studies to complete than time and staff allows. A newly 
constituted Interim Water Policy Oversight Committee could address many more water 
issues and policies in a more proactive manner, Committee members would become the 
water leaders during the legislative session. The committee would alao help the many 
state natural resource agencies that address and regulate watei with conflicting 
perspectives resolve these differences. It would also help water users resolve conflicts 
over a limited supplies which is only worseni,ng, The natural resource agencies and the 
Montana Watershed Coordination Council would need to identify a staff pwson to work 
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closely with the committee. They would help the committee focus on the bigger picture 
and the critical water issues. 

Some of the issues that couId be addressed by an Interim Water Policy Committee 
include: adequacy of the existing adjudication process; enforcement and proteeion of 
senior waterrights; watersbed approaddactions for solving water issues; ways .to 
monitor, respond to and mitigate draught impacts; integrate the management of ground 
and surface weer, needs for d m  yuests.to close basins to &re water rights; need to 
develop new water storage and rehabilitation of existing storage facilities; protection of 
wetlands; adequacy of the salvage water atad other parts of Montana water law; 
preserving minimum instream flows; the proliferation of small ponds; endangered species 
as they re1at.e to water supplies; important water education programe such as Montana 
Watercourse; federal water rights at large federal water projects; the need fbr water 
baking; and protecting Mimtana's water against challenges by Canadian Provinces aad 
downstream states. 

Our request is that an Interim State Wata Pdicy Committee should be established 
immediately so that involves legislators fkom both parties and both houses and 
representatives ofthe major water users goups. This cornnittee should p'ovide oversight 
and guidance to all natural resource agencies and user groups that are affected by water 
issues. A represen&tive fiom each of the natural resource agencies should staff the 
committee. This approach would help the state better solve water problems, develop more 
proactive water policies and approdies, and provided the necessary leaders in water 
during the legislative sessions. 

We feel the state a n  no longer wait for positive and creative waterpolicy .to find its way 
to the public - the local watershed groups need help right away before our water issues 
become a significant stumbling block for teamwork and business growth. 

Thank you for considering our request. 

Bill Milton, Co-chair 
MWCC 




