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INTRODUCTION

Agriculture is Montana's largest business, providing
about one-third of the total stale income from primary
industries. Irrigation contribules roughly one-quarter of
agricultural income a4d, importantly, stabilizes agr,icul-
tural production dwing fte all-too-freqrrnf dry yean.
Satisffing agriculture's vital demand for irrigation water
requires the development and extension of water supplies
through a combination of management strategies, includ-
ing water storage. Another method is to improve the
efficiency wirh which warer is used.

The benefits of improved agricultural water use effi-' 
ciency are diverse and include:

l."Improved ability to wirhsrand periods of drought.

2. Increased irrigated acreage ilrrough the use of saved
water.

3. Improved performance of aging irrigation facilities.

4. Incrcased irrigators' profits when the benefits of
more efficient water use (increased crop production

. and sometimes decreased operating costs)aregreater
than the investment cost.

5. Reduced soil brosion and improved water quality.

6. Help in meeting the needs of curre.nt water users once
the prior reserved rights of Indian tribes and the
federal government arc quantified and put to use.

Along with rhese benefis, improving water use effi-
ciency may be important in terms of interstate water allo-
cation. The U.S. Supreme Court has inclicated that, snte
conservation efforts will be considered if il is called upon
to dividc the waters of interstate rivcrs. The Court could
decide to award smaller shares to states making no effort to
increase waier use efficiency, reasoning that these states
could meet their future needs by saving more water.

BACKGROIJND

Any strategy to improve agricultural water use effr-
ciency must reflect an appreciation of several difficulties.
FirsE becauseeach irrigation situation is different, improv.
ing water useefficiency requires a case-bycasc considera-
rion of a number of complor geologic, hydrologic, anri
economic facacrs. Second, irriga tion efficiency i mprove-
ments can be very expensive. Third, water uses within a
basin can be extremely interdependcnt. One irrigator's

2

relum flows or reoharge tO ground water can be another
irrigator's water supply. Therefore, improving the cffi-
ciency of one wal,or user could adversely affect the water
supply of others. Fourth, while Montana law protects water
users from adverse effects caused by otherpeople's changes
in water use, fre latv does not clearly establish who owns
the right to water sbved witlrout adverse effects to oilrers.

A numberof options are already available to overcome
somo of these problems. The Montana Cooperative Exten-
sion Service, local ponservation districts, and a number of
oher state and federal agencies provide technical assis-
fance and informalion on watcr conservation mcasures.
The Montrna UniVuqity System blso supports research to
improve our understanding of the complex factors tlrat
affect irrigation efficienry. Research may also help de-
velop improved irrigation practices and technologies.
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Funding assistance is available for irigation efficiency
improvements fror.ir a number of sodrces. Thcsc sources
include *reU. S. Alricullural Stabilization and Conserva-
tion Service,FarmQrs Home Adrninistration, Soil Conser-
vation Service, and,the Montana Water Development Pro-
gram administere4 by tlre Department of Nanrral Re-
sources and Conservation @NRC).

Given that one irrigator's water losses can be ano*rcr
irrigalor's water sripply, improvements in water use effi-
ciency may adversely affect some water users. In light of
$is, lhe law provides potentially affected parties tlre right
to object to certain changes in water use. Accordingly, the
objective ofincreaged water use efficiency is not to reduce
the amount of waer that is later reused. Rather, it is to
decrease losses suitr as: (1) water used by wecds or other
unwanted vegetation: (2) evaporation of standing waor;
(3) water thatis not consumed butbecomes inaccessible for
reuse; or (4) water that. bccomes unusable becausc its
quality has deteriorated.

The final difficulty stems from tre fact tlrat our waler
law is not clear on,rhe question of who holds the right to
salvaged water. In,lvIontana, waer rights are based on thc
amount of water historically put to benehcial use, If an
irrigatrcr decreases his use over time because of improved
efficiencies, the le5jal status of tlre water no longcr needed
can be called into question. By one interprctation, rhis part
of the water right would be considered abandoned and the
water would go to, the next junior user. Obviously, this
would noi encourage increased efficiency. Under a second
interpretation, an irrigator who increases his efficiency
reiains therightto thesalvaged water, so long asother water
users would not be adversely affected by the change in
water use. The irrigator may then have the option to expand
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his inigated acrcage, sell, or otherwise benefit from the
right to the salvaged u/ater. Using this interpretation, an
irrigator may be rewarded, rather than penalized, for be-
coming more cfficicnL

STATE WATER PLAN POLICY
STATEMENT

Voluntary improvements in agricultural water use effi.
ciency that expand water supplies for agriculture and other
uses should beencouraged. Where improvements in water
usc would adversely affect other existing,beneficial uscs,
such improvements should not be allowed.

ISSUES AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Issues

To encourage volunury improvements in agricultural
water use efficiency, three groups of issues must be suc-
cessfully addressed.

1. Adequate information and educational opportunities
must be readily available to irrigators, and research
must be continued. How difficult is it for irrigators
to obrain this information? Is itpresented in a manner
that is clear and persuasive? Are there adequate data

for eval uatin g applications for water right changes in
terms of'adverse effecLs upon other water users? Is
improving irrigation technologies and practices re-
ceiving adequate priority in the competition for agri-
cultural research dollars?

2. Funding assistance may be necessary for those wish-
ing to improve irrigation effrciency. Are existing
programs capable of meeting future demands for
funding? Are the kinds and levels of support ade-
quate? Should the state Water Development Pro-
gram give special consideration to irrigation effi-
ciency-improving proposals? Are other sources of
funding available, particularly for the rchabilitation
and bettsrment of aging irrigation projects?

3'. taws clarifying who owns the right to salvaged water
must be enacted to provide clear incentives for more
efficient use. But when an irrigator increases effi-
ciency, how will theamounl.of watersalvagedbede-
termined? Will it include water that otherwise would
have been retum flows? How will other water users

be protected from advcrse effecs? Should restric-
tions be placed on how the saved water can be used?

RecommendatiQns

In response to lhese issues, the following recommenda-

tions havc been aSopted:

:

l. The adequaf y an d effectiveness of existing informa-
tion hndresba$h programs shor.rld be evaluated. In-
formation should bepro.rided to the state's irrigation
districts and other organized irrigation associations

on the availability of technicat and financial assis-

tance for irtrproving inigation efficiency. Further,

tfrese entitips should be informed of their option
under state law for the use of salvAgedwaler.

2. Supportfor federal programs providing financial and

other local level assistance to irrigators should be

maintained.ispecial considerarion should be given in
the state Wfer Development Program for projects

that wodd ilrnprove the efficiency of existing irriga-
tion systemb. Funds from the federal Pick-Sloan

Missouri Basin Program should be allocated for use

in the rehabilitarion dnd betterment of irrigation
projects.

3. The law should clearly provide that if an ini5ator
salvages wdter, he maintains the right to use the
water. However, salvaged waler mustbe defined o
include only water that has not bcen available for
reuse by othbr water users.

!

PLAN IMPT-EMENTATION

Legislative Action

To provide effoctive financial support, the legislature

should adopta resolution urging Congrcss to authorize and
appropriate funds from the Pick-Sloan Missouri Basin

Program for the rehabilitation of irrigation projecs. Such

funding can be justified as compensation for watcr devel-

opment projects promised to Montana under the 1944

Flood Control Act, but never received.

t egi slation also ishould be passed that clarifi es the righ ts

of water users to sdlvaged water. Such legislation should

carefully define "sdlvaged water" to include only the saved

water that otherwise would have become consumed or
unusable for othei existing appropriators' The use of
salvaged water for a different purpose, in a different place,

from a different point of diversion, or from a different

source of storage uiould rcquire a change in water right in

accordance with Montana law.



Administrative Action

To improve education and resarch on irrigation effi-
ciency, the DNRC, in cooperation with the Montana Coop_
erative Extension Service and the U.S. Soil Conservation
Service, should cvaluate the effectiveness of existing re_
search and public education programs. A report should be
prepared to rhe StateWaterplan Advisory Council that sers
forth recommendations for any improvements in tlrese
programs.

The shte's irrigation disricts and other organ izeiagri-
cultural water user groups should be informed ofavailable
technical and financial assistance for improving irrigation

. efficiency. They should also be informed of the opporru_
nity to use salvaged,,vater if fte legislation recommended
above is enacted.

To assure coniinued federal government support for
improving agricufnual water use efficiency, the DNRC
should continue td monitor and suppon federal funding for
progams or projelrc thal improve agricultural \rater use.
In addition, tlre Wlater Development Program shoukl give
special considera{on to project proposali rhat improve rhe
efficiency of exis$ng irrigation projecs. The Govemor's
Officeand tlte DN$.C should also pursue all administrative
and intergovemmpntal channels availablc to obtain pick-
Sloan fu ndin g for iiri gation project rehabili ration.

Financial Requiiements and Funding Strategies

It is anticipateil that thc administrative actions can be
accomplished with current levels of funding.

Time Schedul. 
'

Activity Responsibility, Deadline

A. Development and Implemenration Tasks

1. Dra-ftlegislarion DNRC i ,-uary l9g9

2. Enacrlegislation Le.gislature April 19g9

3. Contact irrigation districts DNRC Mav l9g9
and watar users' :lssociations

4. c-omplete evaluation reporr on irrigation DNRC spprember l9g9
efficiency information and research

B. Ongoing Tasks

l. Rank irrigation efficiency project proposals DNRC
to Ilre Water Development hogram

2. Monitor and supporr federal funding DNRC/Govemor's office
including Pick-Sloan program Funding


