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Abstract: In Nebraska Surface water appropriations and regulation has been under the authority of a state agency based on the “prior appropriation doctrine” adopted in 1895.    In 1972 the legislature created a system of 23 Natural Resource Districts’s (NRD) to replace 154 special entities. The NRD’s were given broad powers to manage natural resources within their district river basin boundaries.  The NRD’s have authority to regulate groundwater users to protect quality and quantity of use based on a principal of correlative rights (equal sharing in times of shortage).    Denial of new surface water applications in some stream reaches has been a policy for several years but is now expanding into other areas.  More recently several NRD’s began putting moratoriums on new wells due to various conflicts.  A 3-state cooperative effort is underway between Nebraska, Colorado, and Wyoming to develop a program acceptable to the Department of Interior for restoring habitats and flows for endangered species of the Platte River.  Such a program focuses on no new depletions to “target flows” for federal listed species habitat needs, improvement of such target flows, and restoration of habitats for targeted listed species in the Platte River, Nebraska. This in turn has stimulated Nebraska stakeholders to develop a detailed groundwater surface water model to identify affects of wells on the Platte River and its tributaries in much of the Platte River west of Columbus Nebraska to the Wyoming and Colorado borders.  Due to conflicts between surface water appropriators and municipal water needs with groundwater irrigators, and the 3=state cooperative efforts, the Nebraska legislature adopted major changes to Nebraska groundwater and surface water laws to address these issues.  These changes provide additional opportunities to provide instream flow needs for fish and wildlife resource.

