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Early pioneers generally passed through Nebraska on their way to 
Oregon, California, or Utah.
Some settled to serve those moving across the territory…and some 
settled because they could not go on.



Settlers early found the inhospitality of the High Plains of the 
territory made farming difficult, but

“…experience and Scripture 
spoke to the Europeans 
venturing into this new 
territory…and assured that 
they were not dominated by 
wilderness.  Rather, they were 
commanded to impose order 
and value upon the desert.  Go 
in and possess the land 
thundered old testament 
prophets, and make the desert 
blossom as the rose.”



Promoters and land hawkers pushed the idea of irrigation to make 
Nebraska’s vast land resources as good as any other farm states to the 
east.

Omaha’s mayor Champion Chase in 1878 said “with abundant natural 
irrigation through her spreading rivers, her winding creeks and 
numerous streams and never ending springs, the deep inexhaustible 
richness of her broad acres will always be well watered.”



Early irrigation efforts were to make use of those “so-called” 
abundant natural irrigation resources from the surface….but in 
1887 a severe drought edged on to the High Plains.  



 Early irrigation relied exclusively upon 
diverting natural flows in the rivers and 
streams.  Dams were not for storage, but just 
diversion from the stream.



State laws in Nebraska and elsewhere were not in place to 
regulate those actions

Laws were not in place to provide for conflicts between users in 
immediate neighborhoods, nor between regions, territories or 
states.



Nebraska’s first irrigation law was adopted in 1877.  Act provided for 
corporations formed for irrigation to acquire rights of way for project 
works by eminent domain.  Courts have said the law provided the 
beginning of prior appropriation theory.



In 1889 [St. Rayner Act] was passed which only 
required the posting of a notice of intent to take water 
from the stream at a defined diversion point to protect 
a water right.  The Act provided for the use of water 
for irrigation by appropriation [prior rights based on 
first in time first in right].



 In 1895 Nebraska established to Board of Irrigation [now DNR], 
affirmed the prior appropriation doctrine and essentially closed 
off further rights by right or riparianism.



The oldest surface water right vested as property right protected by law 
and state constitution is probably the rights for the Kearney Canal dated  
September 10, 1882

Remember…these early rights and projects developed under them were 
for natural flow without any provision for storage.



By 1889, a survey reported that the state had only 214 irrigators 
with each irrigating approximately 55 acres.

In an 1891 Farmers and Business Mans Lunch meeting in McCook 
it was noted that there was enough available surface water in the 
Republican Basin to irrigate up to 100,000 acres; and tapping into 
what was described as the “underflow” could make water 
available for up to an additional 1 million acres.

In 1893 a meeting of surface water interests in North Platte 
founded the Nebraska State Irrigation Association 



By the end of the 19th Century water was deemed invaluable.  
Across the western U.S. other areas considered water essential to 
further agricultural development and it was understood that the 
United States government was essential to the next steps.

The United States entered the picture with the Newlands Act, 
which was adopted in 1902 and provided that proceeds from the 
sale of public land in the West were to be used to pay for 
irrigation works.



That federal law resulted in the development of many western 
projects including the North Platte Valley projects which resulted 
In the construction of several significant storage reservoirs in 
Wyoming to supply water to the North Platte Valley in Wyoming 
and Nebraska.

Since then the Bureau of Reclamation has developed Nebraska 
Projects in the Platte, Loup, Niobrara, and Republican River 
systems in Nebraska [and Wyoming, and Kansas].



Early History
In The North Platte Valley

• Irrigation began in the late 1880’s, with 19 
rights granted before 1900 (148,500 acres).

• Oldest water right in valley is Farmers 
Irrigation District with priority date of 1887.

• Development started near the river and 
move outward.

• Crops were limited to small grains, alfalfa 
and grass due to a limited water supply 
available during spring runoff.



 Irrigation expanded significantly 
when Congress passed the 
Reclamation Act of 1902.

 North Platte Project (Sweetwater) 
authorized in 1903.

 Project construction included 2 
main stem and 4 off-stream 
reservoirs, and 2,000 miles of 
canals, laterals and drains began in 
1905



Construction on Pathfinder Dam began in 1905 and 
was completed by 1909 at a cost of $2.2 million.  
The dam is a masonry arch dam, with the blocks 
being quarried from an area 1/4 mile from the dam 
site.  Each block was hand cut, trimmed and placed, 
with the average stone weighing 8-10 tons.



North Platte Project

• Storage Capacity of 1,180,000 Acre-feet.
• Provides supplemental irrigation water to 13 

irrigation districts between Guernsey and 
Lake McConaughy.

• Water is supplied to over 325,000 acres.
• Water returning from project lands provides 

irrigation water to another 45,000 acres 
downstream.



Reservoir Capacities

Pathfinder Reservoir- 1,070,000 acre-feet

Guernsey Reservoir- 46,000 acre-feet

Inland Lakes- 70,000 acre-feet

Seminoe Reservoir- 1,017,000 acre-feet

Alcova Reservoir- 180,000 acre-feet

Glendo Reservoir- 454,337 acre-feet + flood space of 340,000 
acre-feet.



 Most groundwater originates as recharge from 
irrigation canals

 BoR: About 3.8 cubic feet per second per mile or about 
2,460,000 gallons of water per day per mile (7.5 acre-
feet) seeps out of Interstate Canal (233.7 million 
gallons/day)

 As a result, groundwater levels have risen 120 to 140 
feet from estimated predevelopment to current era 
(typical pre-drought levels).

 Groundwater in alluvial aquifer is less than 30 years 
old; overall mean age is 8.8 years 



 Mirage Flats 1946 11,662 Acres Hays 
Springs

 Nebraska Bostwick 1952 22,454 Acres Red Cloud
 Frenchman Cambridge 1952 45,669 Acres

Cambridge
 Frenchman Valley 1959 9,292 Acres

Culbertson
 H & RW 1961 11,915 Acres Culbertson
 Ainsworth 1965 35,000 Acres

Ainsworth
 Twin Loups 1987 55,116 Acres

Scotia



Surface water projects were 
constructed in phases from the 1880s 
until 1992



 Sargent 1946 14,227 Acres Sargent
 Farwell 1963 53,414 Acres Farwell







 41 - Irrigation Districts- NRS – 46-101 et seq
 5   - Public Power and Irrigation Districts –

NRS 70-601 et seq
 3   - Reclamation Districts – NRS 46-501 et seq
 11 – Private Corporations or other legal entities

* All Surface Irrigation projects are located in 13 of 
the States Natural Resources Districts



Surface water projects were 
constructed in phases from the 1880s 
until 1992



Norden Project



Midstates Project 



Elk Horn River



Little Blue River



Big Blue River
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