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Welcome to the 2020 Annual Meeting of the Family Farm Alliance!

I am looking forward to the opportunity to join with our members and partners to celebrate the 
great food production capability of Western America. The phenomenal story of irrigated agriculture is 
something we should feel proud of.

I have been thinking about the origins of the Family Farm Alliance recently. Almost 30 years ago, 
farmers and ranchers felt a serious threat to our ability to continue producing food and maintaining 
rural communities. The mission of the Bureau of Reclamation was being challenged and the ability 
to do business was under assault. The founders of our organization had a far-sighted view of an 
alliance that would bring together irrigators from the 17 Western states. 

It is now exciting that a realization of the importance of agriculture and the need for reliable water 
supplies is being implemented. The crisis of declining infrastructure is being addressed.

We are appreciative that members of President Trump’s “Water Subcabinet” are here to share 
a vision of how we proceed in a rebuilding of water systems. We are pleased that our various 
partners who share the water resource that defines life itself are here. Working together toward a 
maximization of the multiple uses of our great resource is critically important.  

There are many challenges ahead. I heard a story recently that is emblematic of where we are as an 
agricultural community. A friend told me his dad said that in 1971, he could sell his open cows in the 
fall and be able to buy a new pickup. His father recently said he could still sell cows and buy a 1971 
pickup. Typical farmers humor. 

The need to find more income for our production will be a theme for this meeting. My fellow 
board member Don Schwindt has consistently talked about the under-valued benefits agriculture 
delivers. There is now a significant discussion regarding how payment for ecological services will 
be an additional income source for farmers and ranchers. We will have a full discussion of these 
opportunities here in Reno.

Thanks so much for joining us. We will continue to do what we do best. Finding solutions has always 
been the mission of the Family Farm Alliance. Let’s get together and continue down that path. 

Yours truly – 

 

Patrick F. O’Toole, President
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Steve Benson (Brawley, California) 
Mr. Benson is President of Planters Hay, Inc. 
and Managing Partner of Benson Farms, LLC in 
Brawley, California. The family farm is diversified 
with organic and conventional vegetable crops 
(onions, lettuce, romaine, spinach, cilantro, 
parsley, kale, chard, broccoli, cauliflower, and 
celery) and forage crops for hay and seed 
(alfalfa, sudan grass, bermuda grass, and klein 
grass)  Mr. Benson is a third-generation farmer 
and along with his mother manage over 5,000 
acres in Imperial County. He is a past Board 
Member/President of the Imperial Irrigation 
District, former governor appointment to the 
Colorado River Board of California, and currently 
serves on the board of Imperial Valley Water 
(IVH20), a landowner advocacy group focused 
on water rights in the IID service area. He also 
currently serves on the boards of the Imperial 
Valley Economic Development Corporation as 
Past President and the Imperial Valley Vegetable 
Growers Association as Treasurer. He is a former 
board member of the Imperial County Farm 
Bureau and the Imperial Valley Boys and Girls 
Clubs.  Mr. Benson has a BS in Civil Engineering 
from Bucknell University and his MBA Finance 
from the Marshall School of Business at the 
University of Southern California. He is married 
and the father of four children.

Sandy Denn (Willows, California) 
Mrs. Denn is a third-generation farmer. Born in 
Willows, she farms rice at Snow Goose Farms 
with her husband, Wallace Denn. The Denns 
believe that agriculture and the environment 
can coexist in harmony if common sense and 
sensitivity are applied to agricultural practices 
and environmental reforms. Snow Goose 
Farms, situated near the Sacramento National 
Wildlife Refuge, is a winter haven to migratory 
waterfowl. Mrs. Denn has been politically active 
in local, state and federal arenas for many years. 
From 1993-2015 she served on the Glenn-
Colusa Irrigation District board. She is past 
president of the Central Valley Project Water 
Association. In 1994 she initiated a movement 
in Glenn County to unite opposing entities in 
the matter of groundwater management to 
gain local control. She helped put in motion the 
Northern Sacramento Valley Water Forum to 

promote interface and exchange of education 
on water issues between water agencies and 
local governments. Mrs. Denn also served on 
the California Department of Water Resources’ 
Water Advisory Panel which oversaw grant 
applications for groundwater projects. She has 
served in many other water related and civic 
positions and earned a law degree.

Dan Errotabere (Riverdale, California)
Daniel Errotabere is a general partner of a 
family farm operating in the Riverdale and 
Huron areas of California. The farm is diversified 
with crops that include pima cottons, wheat, 
processing garlic and onions, cannery 
tomatoes, cantaloupes, market and seed 
lettuce, pistachio and almonds. Mr. Errotabere 
is a third-generation farmer and along with his 
two brothers farm about 5,200 acres covering 
the counties of Fresno and Kings on the western 
regions of the San Joaquin Valley. In 1985, Mr. 
Errotabere received his B.S. in Agribusiness from 
California State University, Fresno. He is also a 
1992 graduate of the California Agricultural 
Leadership, Class XXI. In addition, Mr. 
Errotabere currently serves as the president of 
the board for the Westlands Water District and 
is past chairman and president. He is a director 
on the board of the Fresno County Farm Bureau, 
Fresno Madera Farm Credit Association and 
San Luis Delta Mendota Water Authority. He is 
a past board member of the California Cotton 
Growers Association and the California Farm 
Bureau Federation. Mr. Errotabere is a Trustee 
of the Agricultural Foundation for California 
State University, Fresno. He is married to Susan, 
a key player in Alliance fundraising activities, 
and has two children.

Chris Hurd (Firebaugh, California)
Chris Hurd is a managing partner of Circle G 
Farms in California’s San Joaquin Valley. His 
1,500-acre family farm operation produces 
almonds, pistachios and row crops. Mr. Hurd 
graduated from Cal Poly San Luis Obispo in 
1972 with a degree in mechanized agriculture. 
He is past president of the San Luis Water 
District and a long-time board member of the 
Family Farm Alliance. 

Board of Directors
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William Kennedy  
(Klamath Falls, Oregon)
The Kennedy Family ranches in Klamath 
County, Oregon and Glenn County, California. 
Natural resource production revolves around 
wildlife habitat and includes irrigated pasture, 
small grains and forest products. “Our Holistic 
Resource Management includes annual planning 
with a long-range vision for our family as well 
as migrating waterfowl and complementary 
predators”. Mr. Kennedy graduated from Cal 
Poly, San Luis Obispo in 1979 and earned a 
certificate in forest management from Oregon 
State University in 1999. He has been a board 
member of the Alliance since 1995 and is the 
current Chairman of the Board, as well as past 
President. Other interests include outdoor 
family activities, bicycle touring, wildlife 
viewing, skiing, and boating. Mr. Kennedy, and 
his wife Marilyn, have two daughters.

Cannon Michael   
(Los Banos, California)
Cannon Michael is the President/CEO of Bowles 
Farming Company. He is the 6th generation of 
his family to work in the family farming business. 
A graduate of the University of California at 
Berkeley, he joined the company in 1998, 
and became the President and CEO in 2014. 
He is an advocate for California agriculture 
and intelligent water policy. Environmental 
stewardship, ethical treatment of workers and 
sustainable production are core values for Mr. 
Michael and the Bowles Farming Company 
team.  Cannon Michael serves as the Chairman 
of the San Luis & Delta Mendota Water 
Authority, as a director on the Water Education 
Foundation Board, as a director on the San Luis 
Canal Company Board, as a director on the 
Henry Miller Reclamation District Board, as the 
president of the San Luis Resource Conservation 
District Board, as a director of the  Cotton 
Incorporated Board, and as director and past 
chairman of the California Cotton Growers 
Association.

Pat O’Toole (Savery, Wyoming)
Patrick O’Toole, a member of the Alliance’s Board 
of Directors since 1998 and a former member 
of Wyoming’s House of Representatives, was 
named as the organization’s fifth President in 
March 2005. He is a cattle and sheep rancher 
and hay grower with strong backgrounds in 
irrigated agriculture and Wyoming politics. 
Mr. O’Toole and his wife, Sharon, live on a 
ranch that has been in her family since 1881. 
Pat O’Toole’s interest in water intersected 
with the Alliance while he was serving on the 
Clinton administration’s Western Water Policy 
Review Advisory Commission. Mr. O’Toole was 
the only commissioner representing Western 
irrigated agriculture and, in the end, refused 
to sign the report, opting instead to prepare 
a dissenting alternative report. The O’Toole 
family and Ladder Ranch were the recipients 
of the distinguished 2014 Wyoming Leopold 
Environmental Stewardship Award. Pat and 
Sharon met while students at Colorado 
State University, where Pat graduated with a 
philosophy degree.  They have three children 
and six grandchildren.

Clinton Pline (Nampa, Idaho) 
Clinton Pline was raised on a family operated 
dairy farm near Nampa in the 1960s and 70s.  
After obtaining degrees in Agri-Business and 
Agricultural Mechanics from the College of 
Southern Idaho in Twin Falls, Idaho, he returned 
to the family farm and expanded the scope 
of the farm operation to include a number of 
vegetable seed crops, wheat and sugar beets.  
Mr. Pline’s leadership experiences extend from 
his 4-H and Future Farmer of America days, 
college student senate, County Farm Bureau 
Board, ten years as a farm supply co-op board 
director and chairman, and, Leadership Idaho 
Agriculture (Class IV, 1990). He was recently 
elected to his 5th term as Director, Nampa 
& Meridian Irrigation District and also serves  
as Chairman of Treasure Valley Water User’s 
Association.  Clinton Pline joined the Family 
Farm Alliance Board of Directors in February 
of 2019 and previously served as an Advisory 
Board member for five years.

Board of Directors (cont.)
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Don Schwindt (Cortez, Colorado)
Don Schwindt and his wife Jody started 
farming in their home community in Southwest 
Colorado in 1975 producing irrigated hay.  As 
they explored initiating their desire to make 
their living farming, Don was told it was close 
to an impossible dream.  He is now proud to tell 
people that he is a first-generation agricultural 
producer. He graduated from Stanford University 
in 1971 with a degree in anthropology.  Don 
has been active in the water business since 
1980, serving locally on the boards of both 
Montezuma Valley Irrigation Company and the 
Dolores Water Conservancy District (DWCD).  
He is still on the DWCD board.  He has been 
a Colorado board member of the Family Farm 
Alliance since 1993.  He served on the Colorado 
Water Conservation Board representing the 
San Juan, San Miguel and Dolores Basins from 
1999 through 2008.  Don serves on the boards 
of Southwestern Water Conservation District 
and the Colorado Water Congress.  The water 
board business gives a focus to Don’s passion for 
understanding his community’s history.  Don 
and Jody enjoy spending time with extended 
family, including their two children and five 
growing grandchildren.

Tom Schwarz (Bertrand, Nebraska) 
Tom Schwarz is a life-long resident of Bertrand. 
Mr. Schwarz received a certificate in agriculture 
from the University of Nebraska, Lincoln. He 
has 35 years of farming experience and has 
owned a hay-grinding business for 28 of those 
years. He has served as a board member of the 
Central Nebraska Public Power and Irrigation 
District, Nebraska Water Users, Inc., Central 
Water Users, and Phelps-Gosper Livestock 
Growers. He is a senior fellow in the Nebraska 
LEAD program. He and his wife Linda have 
been married over 25 years, and they have two 
children – Alex and Becky. Alex helps on the 
farm, and Becky works there in the summer 
between sessions at the University of Nebraska.

Marc Thalacker (Sisters, Oregon) 
Marc Thalacker has been the Manager of Three 
Sisters Irrigation District (TSID) since 1997.  He 
has farmed and ranched in Central Oregon 
since 1988.  Mr. Thalacker serves on the boards 
of the Oregon Water Resources Congress and 
the Family Farm Alliance. Over the last 22 
years, Mr. Thalacker has completed 35 piping 
projects resulting in the piping of over 60 of the 
64 miles of open canals in TSID. In 2014, TSID 
finished building a 700kW hydro plant located 
at the end of 4 miles of 54” HDPE pipe serving 
as its penstock and built a 200kW Micro-Hydro 
Demonstration Project which went live in 2018. 
TSID has finished the last phase of piping the 
District’s Main Canal system which will serve 
as a penstock to a third small conduit 300kW 
hydro plant which will go live this year.

Dan Thelander (Tempe, Arizona)
Dan Thelander is a partner in his family farm, 
Tempe Farming Co., along with his nephew 
and son.  They farm about 5,000 acres in Pinal 
County, growing cotton, alfalfa, durum wheat, 
silage corn, and guayule. Most of the farm is 
flood irrigated, but about 1,000 acres utilize 
sub-surface drip irrigation.  Dan has been active 
in many farm organizations though the years.  
He is a past president of the Maricopa County 
Farm Bureau and Arizona Cotton Growers 
Association.   He is currently serving as a vice-
president of the American Cotton Producers, 
Chairman of Electrical District 3, and is Vice-
President of Maricopa Stanfield Irrigation 
District.  In that position, Dan has taken an active 
role in representing Central Arizona Project 
agriculture water users.  Dan received his BS 
in Agronomy with an Ag Business Curriculum 
from the University of Arizona in 1977.  Dan 
lives in Tempe, Arizona with his wife, Karen.

Board of Directors (cont.)
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Dave Anderson  
Garrison Diversion Conservancy 
District, ND

Paul Arrington 
Idaho Water Users Association

Ara Azhderian 
Panoche Water District, CA

Larry Bauman 
Central Valley Project Water 
Association, Sacramento, CA

Alexandria Biering 
Friant Water Authority, CA

Mike Britton 
North Unit Irrigation District 
Madras, OR

James Broderick 
Southeastern Colorado Water 
Conservancy District, Pueblo, CO 

James Brower 
Lower Yellowstone Irrigation Project 
Sidney, MT

Devin Brundage 
Central Nebraska Public Power and 
Irrigation District, Holdrege, NE

Robert Cogan 
Salt River Project, Phoenix, AZ

Daren Coon  
Nampa Meridian Irrigation 
District, ID

Ken Curtis  
Dolores Water Conservancy District, 
Cortez, CO

Tom Davis 
Yuma County Water Users 
Association, Yuma, AZ

Duane DeKrey 
Garrison Diversion Conservancy 
District, Carrington, ND

Urban Eberhart 
Kittitas Reclamation District, WA

Dean Edgar 
Burley Irrigation District, Burley, ID

Gary Esslinger, Chairman 
Elephant Butte Irrigation District, Las 
Cruces, NM

Norma Galindo 
Imperial Irrigation District 
Imperial, CA

Pete Gile 
Kansas-Bostwick Irrigation District 
Courtland, KS

Dr. Larry Hicks 
Little Snake River Conservation 
District, Baggs, WY

Rusty Jardine 
Truckee-Carson Irrigation District 
Fallon, NV

Sheldon Jones 
Soil Health Institute  
Research Triangle Park, NC

Cary Keaten 
Solano Irrigation District 
Vacaville, CA

Tom Knutson 
Water Management Solutions 
St. Paul, NE

Frank Kugel 
Southwestern Water Conservation 
District, Durango, CO

Mike LaPlant 
Ephrata, WA

Matt Lukasiewicz 
Loup Basin Reclamation District, 
Farwell, NE

David Mansfield, AZ

Fergus Morrisey 
Orange Cove Irrigation District 
Orange Cove, CA

Tom Myrum 
Washington State Water Resources 
Association, Olympia, WA

Wade Noble 
Law Office of Wade Noble, Yuma, AZ

Paul Orme 
Paul R. Orme, P.C., Mayer, AZ

Antonio Ortega 
Imperial Irrigation District, CA

Jason Peltier 
Coalition for a Sustainable Delta, CA

Scott Peterson 
San Luis & Delta-Mendota Water 
Authority, Los Banos, CA

Jason Phillips 
Friant Water Authority, Lindsay, CA

Bill Plummer 
Scottsdale, AZ

Rick Preston 
Gering-Ft. Laramie Irrigation District, 
Lyman, NE

Pat Riley 
Helena, MT

Joe Rutledge 
Tualatin Valley Irrigation District, 
Forest Grove, OR

Clifford Searle 
Burley Irrigation, Burley, ID

April Snell 
Oregon Water Resources Congress 
Salem, OR

Dave Solem 
South Columbia Basin Irrigation 
District, Pasco, WA

Jeff Sutton 
Tehama-Colusa Canal Authority 
Willows, CA

Dale Swenson 
Fremont-Madison Irrigation 
District, ID

Chris Udall 
Agribusiness & Water Council of 
Arizona, Mesa, AZ

Chris Voigt 
Washington State Potato 
Commission, Moses Lake, WA

Bruce Whitehead 
Durango, CO

Brad Wind  
Northern Water, Berthoud, CO

Advisory Committee and Organizations
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The Alliance was founded in the early 1990’s with one overriding ethic: Agriculture 
doesn’t need another association, but it does need an effective, low cost grass roots 
group that can get the job done. All staff work is done under contract, so we maintain 
flexibility and very low overhead.

Susan Errotabere (Clovis, California) is 
the Membership Coordinator for Family Farm 
Alliance Susan is married to Dan Errotabere 
who is one of the founding Board Members 
of the Alliance and currently serves as the 
Family Farm Alliance Treasurer. They have been 
involved in the Alliance since the beginning.  
They farm in the Central Valley of California 
and have two children: Ryan 27 and Marisa 
26.  Their son Ryan is attending Law School 
at USD and assisted in crafting the new Family 
Farm Alliance website.  Their daughter Marisa 
is studying to be a nurse and is an excellent 
photographer whose work can be seen on 
the Alliance’s website.  Susan studied Interior 
Design at Fresno State; she has always been 
involved in the community, providing event 
planning to many local organizations over 
the years.  Susan is currently a member of the 
Holiday Guild, an organization which raises 
money for Valley Children’s Hospital.  She also 
serves as a manager for the Guild’s Boutique in 
Fresno, California.

Dan Keppen (Klamath Falls, Oregon) is 
Executive Director for the Family Farm Alliance. 
He has over 30 years’ experience in association 
management, water resources, power and 
environmental policy, facilities design, planning, 
economic analyses and contract administration 
in the public and private sectors. Since 1997, 
he has worked primarily in advocacy positions 
with the Northern California Water Association, 
and as executive director of the Klamath 
Water Users Association. He served one year as 
special assistant to the Director of the Bureau 
of Reclamation’s Mid-Pacific Region. Prior to 
that time, Mr. Keppen was a water resources 
engineer for Tehama County, California and 
a water resources engineering consultant in 
Portland, Oregon. He is a Registered Civil 
Engineer in California. Mr. Keppen received 
his M.S. in Water Resources Engineering 
from Oregon State University and his B.S. in 
Petroleum Engineering from the University of 
Wyoming. He lives in Klamath Falls with his 
wife Dena; they have a daughter, Anna and a 
son, Jackson. 

Contractors Profiles
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Mark Limbaugh (Washington, D.C.) 
joined The Ferguson Group (a government 
relations firm) in 2007 and is now the firm’s 
president. He provides strategic policy and 
legislative advice to the Alliance. Prior to that, 
in 2005, Mr. Limbaugh was appointed by 
President Bush and confirmed by the U.S. Senate 
as Assistant Secretary for Water and Science at 
the U.S. Department of the Interior.  Previously, 
Mr. Limbaugh served as Deputy Commissioner 
– External and Intergovernmental Affairs for 
the Bureau of Reclamation in Washington, D.C. 
for over three years. Prior to his federal service, 
Mark accumulated over 22 years of on-the-
ground experience in production agriculture, 
water management and natural resource issues, 
and has been actively involved in various state 
and federal water organizations throughout 
his career. Other positions Mark has held 
include President of the Family Farm Alliance, 
Watermaster of Idaho’s Payette River Basin and 
Executive Director of the Payette River Water 
Users Association. Mark earned his B.S. in 
accounting cum laude from the University of 
Idaho and has worked as a CPA.

Norm Semanko  
(Boise/Coeur d’Alene, Idaho)  
serves as general counsel for the Family Farm 
Alliance. He is the Pacific Northwest Water 
Law Practice Group leader at Parsons Behle & 
Latimer. He has represented clients in state and 
federal courts and has extensive experience 
with water resources, environmental, natural 
resources, public lands and regulatory issues, 
as well as governmental affairs and lobbying. 

Mr. Semanko previously served as Executive 
Director & General Counsel for the Idaho 
Water Users Association and as the President of 
the National Water Resources Association. He 
was also a member of the Western States Water 
Council. Prior to his law career, Mr. Semanko 
served as a Legislative Assistant handling water 
issues in both the U.S. House and Senate in 
Washington, D.C. He earned his law degree 
from Georgetown University.

Jane Townsend   
Jane Townsend (Lake County, California) 
has been an Associate Director of AAMSI 
(Ag Association Management Services, Inc., 
Sacramento, CA) for over 28 years. The 
company currently manages 37 agricultural 
trade associations in California and the Pacific 
Northwest. Among other duties, Ms. Townsend 
serves as the Executive Director of the California 
Agricultural Irrigation Association, California 
Alfalfa & Forage Association, California Bean 
Shippers Association, California Alfalfa & 
Forage Research Foundation, and she is a 
manager of California Women for Agriculture.  
She is Meeting Coordinator for the Mid Pacific 
Water Users Conference, Western Alfalfa & 
Forage Symposium, and Family Farm Alliance 
Annual Conference. She studied Journalism at 
Southwest Texas State University and received 
a paralegal certification from MTI College.  
She and her husband Craig have three grown 
children, two granddaughters (and another on 
the way).  They live in Clearlake Oaks, California, 
and enjoy the great outdoors.

Contractors Profiles (cont.)
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CNBC last November highlighted some disturbing trends impacting American family farms and 
ranches. In its “Evolve” series, CNBC reported that farm bankruptcies in September surged by 
an astonishing 24 percent. This was due to a “perfect storm”, created by the trade war with 
China and Europe, slumping commodity prices, and a year of unfavorable weather. CNBC also 
reported on this grim statistic from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention:  the suicide 
rate for farmers and agricultural workers is 1.5 times higher than the national average.

However, the article concluded on a more upbeat note, underscoring how American farmers 
and ranchers have also always been resilient. Family Farm Alliance president Patrick O’Toole 
talked about how resiliency is an essential component of families who ranch in the West. 

“When you’re out in the middle of a field 20 miles from town and your tractor breaks down, 
you don’t call someone and wait for him to come — you fix it,” he said. 

That type of resiliency leads to innovation, and the West is full of examples where technology 
and innovation have led to increased water security and economic development. Aging 
agricultural infrastructure, expanding population, persistent droughts, and declining fish 
populations are stressing scarce Western water resources. Farmers and ranchers in the West 
rely on irrigation to grow food and fiber. Sadly, in many scenarios, they do not get the water 
they need.

There are many examples showing how Western producers and irrigation district managers 
are addressing challenges that impact water supply reliability. They demonstrate that the 
best solutions are locally driven and collaborative. Water managers, ranchers and farmers 
are technologically-savvy, innovative, resourceful and creative individuals. At the Family Farm 
Alliance, we will continue to strongly advocate that these innovators be seen as a resource by 
federal water policy makers to help solve the water challenges of the West. 

For more on the Alliance’s recent activities, please take some time and scan the document 
in your hands. This year’s report is organized according to the priorities established by the 
Alliance board one year ago. I think you’ll agree that the Alliance’s influence and track record 
is impressive, particularly given the very lean budget which supports our organization.

We are successful because of the volunteer efforts of our leadership: the board of directors, 
led by President Pat O’Toole and Treasurer Dan Errotabere; our talented Advisory Committee, 
headed up by chairman Gary Esslinger, and our top-notch team of consultants, including 
Susan Errotabere (fundraising coordinator); Mark Limbaugh (federal advocate), Norm 
Semanko (general counsel), and Jane Townsend (conference coordinator). 

Thank you in advance for your loyal support as the Alliance continues its work to protect water 
for Western irrigated agriculture. I hope you enjoy this year’s conference. 

Sincerely,

Dan Keppen

Executive Director

Executive Director’s Message
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What are the Family Farm Alliance’s Core Programs?

11

The Alliance has defined itself by developing several targeted core programs. Each of 
these programs has been developed with the same goal in mind – to increase our visibility 
and effectiveness at the Federal level. In addition to working the hot issues of the day, the 
Alliance is continuing its core programs:

   Farmer Lobby trips to Washington DC;

   Congressional Outreach;

   Continue publications – Monthly Briefing, Water Review, Issue Alerts;

    Educate members and supporters through the Annual Meeting.

You can rest assured knowing that your contribution goes directly to the Alliance’s 
programs-not to unproductive overhead costs. The Alliance is unique in that we are a 
“virtual organization”- our staff are all highly competent independent contractors. This 
gives us powerful representation with a flexibility that allows us to focus resources quickly 
on emerging issues.



2019 in Review

Every year at its annual meeting and conference, 
the Family Farm Alliance board of directors, 
with input provided by the Alliance Advisory 
Committee, establishes priority issues to engage 

in for the upcoming year. After a full day of 
internal discussions in Reno last February, the 
key initiatives established by Alliance leadership 
for 2019 were: 

  Continue to interface with the Trump administration; 

  Modernize and improve implementation of the Endangered Species Act (ESA);

  Improve implementation of the Clean Water Act (CWA) “Waters of the U.S.” and  
other proposals; 

  Curb regulations & administrative actions that threaten Western irrigated agriculture; 

  Advocate for repairing aging water infrastructure and developing new storage and delivery 
infrastructure by engaging in Congressional infrastructure negotiations; 

  Seek ways to streamline the regulatory process for water and power projects;

 Push for continued support of grants and pursue innovative financing opportunities;

  Continue to advocate for means of simplifying the title transfer process;

  Continue to advance the arguments made in the 2015 Colorado River Basin policy paper;

  Influence 2018 Farm Bill guidance and rulemaking;

 Advocate for “climate-smart” agriculture and needed changes in Western water policy; and

  Advocate for active forest management in federal Western watersheds.  

The Family Farm Alliance in 2019 addressed these 
issues and others in a variety of governmental, 
political, legal and media forums, as further 
discussed in the following section, where each 

of the above Alliance initiatives is backed up by 
related Alliance engagement and developments 
in Washington, D.C. and the West.
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FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: 
Continue to engage with the Trump 
administration on Western water and 
agricultural issues.

The Trump Administration is clearly addressing 
Western water resources development and 
the implementation of federal environmental 
laws and regulations, such as the National 
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), the CWA, 
and the ESA – in a serious and focused manner. 
These are all key issues of concern for our 
membership. 

The Family Farm Alliance and other Western 
agricultural organizations in late 2018 applauded 
President Trump for taking the unusual move 
of issuing an executive memorandum intended 
to reduce regulatory burdens and promote 
more efficient environmental reviews of water 
infrastructure projects in the West. The president 
signed an Executive Memorandum ordering 
enhanced coordination between Federal 
agencies that oversee ESA reviews and promised 
to finalize biological opinions under the ESA 
for state and federal projects that move water 
in California and other areas of the West. The 
order aimed to improve coordination between 
the Interior and Commerce departments, which 
house the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) 
and National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), 
respectively.  

During the first two years of the Trump 
Administration, the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) exceeded the targets set in 

Executive Order 13771, which stipulated 
agencies must cut two existing regulations 
for each new one issued. It also established 
a progressively tightened regulatory budget 
for federal agencies. In FY 2017, EPA had the 
highest number of deregulatory actions of any 
federal agency, taking 16 deregulatory actions 
for one new regulation.

In 2019, the Family Farm Alliance continued to 
engage with this administration’s appointees, 
and strongly supported the overall proposed 
streamlining, rulemaking and guidance efforts 
undertaken by the federal agencies. 

 

Important Appointments

The U.S. Senate last year confirmed David 
Bernhardt as Interior Department Secretary 
by 56-41 vote. He served as the Department’s 
Senate confirmed Deputy since August 2017, 
and replaced the departed Interior Secretary 
Ryan Zinke. While Mr. Bernhardt enjoyed more 
experience at the Interior Department than 
nearly all of his 52 predecessors as Secretary 
of the Interior, his confirmation also came over 
the objections of most Democrats and myriad 
environmental organizations. The Alliance 
transmitted a formal letter in support of Mr. 
Bernhardt’s confirmation. 

The Senate in December confirmed Aurelia 
Skipwith as the first African American to lead 
the USFWS.  Ms. Skipwith served as the Deputy 
Assistant Secretary of Fish Wildlife and Parks 
since April 2017. Previously, she served as 
Assistant Corporate Counsel at Alltech, Inc., 
an all-natural animal nutrition company that 
operates worldwide and has the world’s largest 
algae production system. She then became 
general counsel at AVC Global, an agricultural 
logistics and financing firm that she co-founded. 
The Alliance earlier in the year sent a letter 
in support of her confirmation to the Senate 
Environment and Public Works Committee.

 

 

2019 in Review – Actions Driving Alliance Initiatives
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Executive Orders on Limiting Use of 
Regulatory Guidance

President Trump last year signed two new 
executive orders aimed at federal agencies’ use 
of regulatory guidance in implementing laws, 
such as the CWA, instead of using a formal 
rulemaking process. The first executive order, 
titled “Promoting the Rule of Law Through 
Improved Agency Guidance Documents,” 
is intended to stop federal agencies from 
skirting laws that let the public provide 
feedback on new government rules. A second 
executive order, “Promoting the Rule of Law 
Through Transparency and Fairness in Civil 
Administrative Enforcement and Adjudication,” 
would limit the use of such guidance to protect 
the public from secret or unlawful bureaucratic 
interpretations or unfair penalties. The two 
orders marked additional steps taken in a White 
House initiative to roll back burdensome federal 
regulations. The actions are consistent with 
recommendations made in a detailed report 
the Alliance developed for the Trump-Pence 
transition team in early 2017.  

Central Valley Project Operations

The Trump Administration last fall released a new 
plan that will guide Reclamation’s management 
of the federal Central Valley Project (CVP) in 
California.  The action builds on President 
Trump’s campaign commitment to help solve 
the state’s water supply shortages, as outlined 
in his Western water executive memo issued in 
2018. The plan provides the foundation for a 
more flexible operation that will achieve multiple 
goals. It also complements efforts underway 
by California to finalize voluntary agreements 
with water users. The Alliance and its many 
Central Valley members are reviewing the new 
operations plan for the CVP and the State Water 
Project (SWP). Together, these projects provide 
water for 25 million Californians and millions of 
acres of some of the most productive farmland 
in the world. The Alliance and its Central Valley 
members are hopeful the new plan could finally 
provide alternative management options to 
the status quo that might be more effective in 
helping these struggling fish species without 
decimating California agricultural producers. 
We worked with several of our CVP members 
to provide public statements intended to blunt 
the negative reaction everyone expected from 
some environmental activists and their allies in 
the mainstream media. 

However, as expected, corporate environmental 
groups and their allies in urban media outlets 
were quick to blast the proposed plan, even 
before it was publicly released. Environmental 
and fishing groups are now suing the Trump 
Administration. They contend that the plan 
would weaken endangered species protections 
in the Delta. The lawsuit from the Natural 
Resources Defense Council (NRDC), Pacific 
Coast Federation of Fishermen’s Associations, 
Defenders of Wildlife and others was filed in 
federal district court in Northern California. 
California Gov. Gavin Newsom (D) has also 
stated that the state will sue the Administration 
over the plan. 

In light of Governor Newsom’s announcement 
regarding the State of California’s intent to sue 
the federal government on the CVP and the 
SWP, Brenda Burman, Commissioner of the 
Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation), issued a 
public statement blasting California’s decision, 
which we worked to distribute to our members.  
Reclamation and CVP water customers – 
including the Friant Water Authority, San Luis 
& Delta-Mendota Water Authority, and the 
Tehama-Colusa Canal Authority - believe the 
final biological opinions included significant 
modifications based upon the state’s feedback. 
California will be preparing its own assessment of 
the Delta under state law, signaling a departure 
in Delta water policy as the Delta has been co-
managed by federal and state regulators for 
years.

Congressional Democrats and the State of 
California’s initial response to the federal plan 
was measured and cautious. A group of seven 
Congressional Republicans from California 
expressed support for the plan, which they said 
will “help ensure our constituents receive the 
water they are entitled to or contract and pay 
for.” 

The new water plan is intended to safeguard 
salmon and other imperiled species while 
providing welcomed flexibility to meet the 
water needs of farmers who have relied on this 
water since the early 1950’s.  We are hopeful 
that the new CVP water plan will take an 
important first step towards reestablishing the 
water supply reliability that is an essential cog 
in California’s - and our Nation’s- critical food 
production capacity. 
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Bureau of Reclamation  
Stakeholder Workshops

Family Farm Alliance representatives and 
members traveled last spring to Denver to 
participate in interactive stakeholder workshops 
held at the Reclamation’s Federal Center. There 
were roughly 70 attendees who participated 
in the two-day workshop, including Alliance 
Director Clinton Pline (IDAHO), Executive 
Director Dan Keppen, several Alliance Advisory 
Committee members, and many other Alliance 
irrigation district managers, engineers and 
attorneys. There were also representatives from 
the conservation community and Southern 
California urban water representatives.  The 
workshops were led and organized by Deputy 
Commissioners Shelby Hagenauer and David 
Palumbo. Meeting topics included updates 
from Reclamation’s leadership with discussions 
on:

   WaterSMART;

   Economic Benefits and Cost Estimates 
in Reclamation Planning Studies;

   Identifying, Designing, and 
Executing Repairs, Replacements, 
and Additions at Transferred Works 
Facilities;

   Improving the Environmental Review 
Process; and

   Cultural Resources Compliance on 
Transferred Works.

Go to  https://www.usbr.gov/stakeholders/ 
to see the PowerPoint presentation delivered 
in Denver for each one of these topics. All 
materials from the 2019 Bureau of Reclamation 
Stakeholders Workshop are available on this 
stakeholder website. 

“Coalition of the Willing”

Alan Mikkelsen (Senior Adviser for Water and 
Western Resource Issues in the Office of the 
Secretary of Interior) returned to Oregon’s 
Klamath Basin in 2019 to continue water 
settlement talks. Alliance Executive Director 
Dan Keppen has been personally involved with 
a local effort in the Klamath Basin, encouraging 
businesses, realtors and economic development 
interests to participate with Mr. Mikkelsen.  
The so-called “Coalition of the Willing” group 
– consisting of representatives from the 

Department of Interior, California, Oregon, local 
counties, farm bureaus, tribes, conservation 
groups and water users met a half-dozen times 
in 2019. Mr. Keppen was asked to provide 
briefings to the Coalition on past National 
Academy of Sciences endeavors in the Klamath 
Basin, the 2018 farm bill, and the importance of 
irrigated agriculture to rural communities and 
the nation.  


FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: 
Modernize and improve implementation 
of the ESA.

The very significant federal presence in the West 
presents unique challenges that producers may 
not face in other parts of the United States, 
particularly with respect to the reach of the ESA. 
Federal agency implementation of this law has 
had very significant impacts on how producers 
manage land and water. Importantly, federal 
water supplies that were originally developed 
by Reclamation primarily to support new 
irrigation projects in recent years have been 
targeted and redirected to other uses. So, in the 
West, once certain water supplies – one of the 
few certainties in Western irrigated agriculture – 
have now been added to the long list of existing 
“uncertainties.” 

Departments of Commerce and  
Interior: Endangered Species Act  
Regulations

Against a backlash of negativity from some 
environmental organizations and their allies in 
the media, the Interior Department’s USFWS 
and the Commerce Department’s NMFS last 
year jointly announced three final rules which 
revise regulations governing sections 4 and 7 
of the ESA. According to Interior, the changes 
are designed to increase transparency and 
effectiveness and modernize the administration 
of the ESA. The changes to ESA implementing 
regulations finalized by USFWS and NMFS will 
apply to ESA sections 4 and 7. 

Section 4, among other things, deals with 
adding species to or removing species from the 
Act’s protections and designating critical habitat 
for the continued survival of listed species. The 
changes will also end a long-running practice 
by the USFWS in using its flexible authority to 15



automatically grant threatened species the same 
safeguards as endangered ones from harm or 
disturbance; also known as the “blanket 4(d) 
rule.” USFWS will now have to create individual 
regulations for each threatened species, 
although the new rules will apply only to future 
listing decisions.

Section 7 covers consultations with other federal 
agencies over contemplated federal actions. 
Interagency consultations are a cornerstone of 
the ESA to ensure federal actions are not likely 
to jeopardize the continued existence of at-
risk wildlife. This final rule affirms the Services 
authority to use such streamlining methods 
that they have developed through experience 
since they last undertook a revision of their 
consultation regulations.

The GOP and those in the regulated community 
generally approved of the changes as adding 
flexibility and balance in ESA implementation. 
The Family Farm Alliance was one of a 
multitude of interests – including members of 
Congress, state, local and tribal governments 
and the public – who provided comments and 
input that were considered in the finalization 
of these regulations, beginning in 2018. The 
Alliance’s detailed written recommendations 
were developed by a team of resources, law, 
and policy experts familiar with Western water 
resource management and how this important 
function is impacted by implementation of 
federal laws and regulations. 

Critics of these rules – days before they were 
even released – predictably claimed that the 
Trump administration was systematically 
dismantling this landmark legislation through 
policies and this set of proposed regulations. 
Some of the same organizations bashing the 
new rules have an established track record for 
their consistent efforts to thwart the efforts of 
developers, farmers, ranchers and government 
agencies. They have done this through petitions 
to list more species to the ESA, create new ESA 
critical habitat for other plants and animals, and 
engage in a seemingly endless string of litigation 
aimed primarily at the agencies who regulate 
resource producers. Environmental groups are 
challenging the new rules in a lawsuit filed in 
the U.S. District Court for the Northern District 
of California. 

The strongest reaction to the announcement 

concerns the ESA’s economic impacts. The new 
regulation allows the disclosure of negative 
economic impacts of listing decisions, without 
changing the rules that dictate whether and how 
these impacts are considered in the regulatory 
process. We believe there is no reason, at least 
no good reason, to fear candid disclosure of 
facts about the ESA’s negative impacts.

The Alliance issued a press release that 
provided links to our assessment of the various 
components of the proposed rule a few days 
after the rule was publicly rolled out. The 
Secretary’s office also included a quote from 
the Alliance in its press release announcing the 
proposed rule. The Alliance strongly support 
this Administration’s efforts to modernize 
and improve the ESA and its implementing 
regulations to provide clearer direction to the 
agencies in applying and enforcing the law. 
Given the nature of water storage and delivery, 
Western farmers and ranchers are often directly 
impacted by the implementation of this federal 
law, which is over four decades old. The 
Services are taking a measured approach to 
assessing and making recommendations to ESA 
implementation. 

Meanwhile, Administration officials are signaling 
that additional regulatory reforms on how 
the ESA is implemented may be in the works, 
including how “habitat” is defined in the ESA. 

Department of Interior:  
EAJA Litigation

Top Interior lawyer Daniel Jorjani issued a 
memo last year directing agency lawyers to 
begin publicly posting attorney’s fees and 
costs paid out to environmental groups and 
other litigants who challenge Interior in court 
and score a favorable judgment or settlement. 
When required by a consent decree or court 
ruling, the government generally pays its 
courtroom opponents from a federal account 
known as the Judgment Fund. But under the 
Equal Access to Justice Act (EAJA), litigants can 
seek funds directly from an agency if its legal 
position was not “substantially justified.” Certain 
environmental groups have abused EAJA in the 
past two decades to collect oversized payouts. 
Interior has created a webpage and started 
posting the amount of attorney’s fees and costs 
paid out for individual cases under EAJA or the 
federal Judgment Fund. 
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A key component to change the culture of 
ESA implementation is to end citizen suit 
and environmental lawsuit abuse. Over the 
past decade, the Alliance has supported 
Congressional Western Caucus initiatives to 
improve transparency and recovery of species 
associated with ESA implementation, such as 
H.R. 4316 in the last Congress, which would 
have required USFWS to track, report to 
Congress, and make available online: 1) funds 
expended to respond to ESA lawsuits; 2) the 
number of employees dedicated to litigation; 
and 3) attorney fees awarded during ESA 
litigation and settlement agreements. Interior 
Department’s EAJA actions take a similar and 
welcomed approach. 

Friends of the River v. National Marine 
Fisheries Service, et al

The Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals in October 
2019 issued an unpublished memorandum 
decision in Friends of the River v. National Marine 
Fisheries Service, et al, a case that has important 
ESA implications for water users in the Western 
U.S. This case involves a challenge to the 
federal government’s activities concerning two 
debris dams on the Yuba River (Daguerre and 
Englebright) in California. Friends of the River 
(FOR) made the principal argument on appeal 
that the federal ESA required the Army Corps 
of Engineers (Corps) and NMFS to analyze 
and mitigate impacts on protected fish species 
resulting from the existence of the dams. 

The Alliance last year joined a “friend of the 
court” (amicus curiae) filing with the San Luis 
& Delta-Mendota Water Authority and the 
Coalition for a Sustainable Delta on the side 
of defendants NMFS and Yuba County Water 
Agency. We argued that the scope of ESA 
section 7 and liability under ESA section 9 do 
not extend to the presence of dams already 
built at the direction of Congress. This case 
presents direct risks to owners and operators of 
dams and other infrastructure, and those who 
rely on these facilities, throughout the U.S. 

While some environmental organizations 
claimed victory in this case, the October 3 
decision was largely procedural, according 
to attorneys intervening on behalf of the 
defendants. It did not address the primary issue 
of whether the ESA’s consultation procedures 
apply to the existence of Englebright and 
Daguerre. Instead, the Ninth Circuit held NMFS 

had not adequately explained why it changed 
its position on this issue. In its one substantive 
ruling, the Ninth Circuit rejected FOR’s 
arguments that new ESA consultation is required 
here. The Court also denied FOR’s request that 
the court order the Corps to implement “interim 
species-protective measures” while the matter 
is on remand. As an unpublished memorandum 
disposition, the October 3 decision does not 
create any precedent. The bottom line: there 
has been no decision on the merits regarding 
the environmental baseline issue yet. The 
remand was largely procedural. 

S. 47 - Natural Resources  
Management Act

President Donald Trump signed a wide-
ranging public lands bill in early 2019  – the 
Natural Resources Management Act (S. 47) - a 
broad package of more than 100 public lands, 
natural resources, and water bills considered 
in the 115th Congress. The bill permanently 
reauthorizes the Land and Water Conservation 
Fund, which supports state and federal land 
acquisition, state recreation planning grants, 
and other outdoor recreational programs. 
Alliance energies focused on water provisions in 
the bill that: 

   Authorizes the Reclamation to 
convey ownership of relatively 
uncomplicated transferred works 
to local operation water entities 
without further action by Congress;

   Reauthorizes the Upper Colorado and 
San Juan Endangered Fish Recovery 
Program at $10 million annually for 
FYs 2020—2023;   

   Requires Reclamation to report on 
transparency of future extraordinary 
maintenance on both reserved and 
transferred works; and

   Authorizes Phase III of the Yakima 
River Basin Water Enhancement 
Project, an integrated water 
management program that will 
continue to boost water storage, 
increase conservation, and enhance 
fish and wildlife habitat in the Yakima 
Basin (WASHINGTON).  

The bill further included the WILD Act, which 
promotes wildlife conservation, assists in the 17



management of invasive species, and helps 
protect endangered species. This legislation 
emphasizes increased funding for the 
USFWS Partners Program, which encourages 
collaborative conservation efforts, as opposed 
to the more heavy-handed approach employed 
by the USFWS Environmental Services section. 
The Alliance testified in support of all these 
issues over the past several Congresses, and 
monitored and engaged bill progress through 
our Washington, D.C. representation, The 
Ferguson Group. 

Western Caucus ESA Bill

Members of the Congressional Western Caucus 
in January 2020 released a House legislative 
package to modernize the ESA.  There were 
17 stand-alone bills that would modify and 
streamline various aspects of the ESA, from 
altering the delisting designation process to 
allowing the Interior secretary to proclaim a 
petition backlog if too many frivolous. The 
package is nearly identical to draft legislation 
the caucus floated last fall during a Capitol 
Hill roundtable on the ESA. The lineup is a 
mix of new legislation and bills that have been 
introduced before. A similar package introduced 
last Congress received the endorsement of 
170+ organizations throughout the country, 
including the Family Farm Alliance.  

Western Caucus ESA Event 

While in Washington, D.C. on the 2019 
Farmer Lobbyist trip, Alliance representatives  
participated in the September 24 press event 
organized by the Congressional Western 
Caucus, staged  in the U.S. Senate Visitors 
Center Room. The event was intended to 
draw attention to the proposed ESA legislative 
package. At the press event, twelve Western 
Caucus Members – including Caucus Chairman 
Gosar - Karen Budd-Falen from the Department 
of the Interior and industry stakeholders 
discussed  the ESA generally and recent ESA 
regulations implemented by the Department 
of the Interior. Alliance President Pat O’Toole, 
Urban Eberhart (general manager of the 
Kittitas Reclamation District in Washington 

state), Chris Udall (Arizona Agri-Business and 
Water Council executive director ) and Alliance 
Executive Director Dan Keppen also provided 
brief statements at the event.  At the same 
time the Western Caucus was hosting its event, 
Democrats on the House Committee on Natural 
Resources, Subcommittee on Water, Oceans 
and Wildlife (WOW) conducted a hearing on 
several bills, including legislation (H.R. 4348) 
that would repeal three Trump Administration 
final rule changes to the ESA. 

S. 3051 - America’s Conservation   
Enhancement Act

The Senate in January 2020 unanimously 
passed S. 3051, “America’s Conservation 
Enhancement Act” (ACE Act), which includes 
familiar programs as well as some new ones. 
The bill was introduced by Environment and 
Public Works (EPW) Committee Chairman John 
Barrasso (R-WYOMING) and Ranking Member 
Tom Carper (D-DE). The ACE Act reauthorizes 
important environmental programs, including 
the North American Wetlands Conservation Act 
and the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation 
Act. The bill also enshrines in statute partnerships 
among public agencies and other interested 
parties that promote fish conservation. The ACE 
Act also includes studies that will help inform 
how to improve successful conservation and 
recovery of endangered and threatened species. 
Since some of the conservation programs are of 
interest to our members, the Alliance in January 
2002 transmitted a conditioned support letter 
to the Committee. 

Other ESA Developments in the Senate 

A small group of Alliance farmer lobbyists, along 
with some conservation partners from the 
Western Agriculture and Conservation Coalition 
(WACC) met with majority staff from the Senate 
EPW Committee to discuss the ongoing, quiet 
efforts to make the ESA work better, particularly 
for Western states.  Right now, it looks like 
substantial ESA modernization efforts in the 
Senate may only happen in the long-term. 
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FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: 
Improve implementation of the Clean 
Water Act including WOTUS and other 
proposals.

Today, more than a third of the 3.6 million 
stream miles in this country are designated as 
“impaired” under the federal CWA. Under the 
ESA, 28 types of salmon have been listed and 
none have recovered. Though listing of waters 
as impaired and species as endangered might 
be perceived by some as victories, they have by 
and large not translated to real improvements 
to the species on the ground.

The Obama Administration’s rule that attempted 
to define the jurisdiction of the EPA and the 
Corps over which “waters of the US” (WOTUS) 
were protected under the CWA was intended 
to clarify administration of CWA jurisdictional 
issues, but is very uncertain, particularly in 
areas where Western farmers and ranchers 
store, move and apply water for irrigation. This 
uncertainty brings with it the risk of additional 
regulations, time-consuming and potentially 
expensive processes, expanded opportunities 
for litigation and a shift from local and state 
water management toward increased federal 
agency regulation and oversight. 

U.S. Environmental Protection  
Agency – Army Corps of Engineers:   
Clean Water Act, Waters of the U.S. 

EPA and the Corps in September 2019 finalized 
their repeal of the 2015 Obama-era Clean Water 
Rule. This effort seeks to clarify which wetlands 
and streams were protected as “waters of the 
U.S.,” under the CWA. The Trump repeal is the 
first of two steps planned by the administration. 
It is intended to remedy the legal and procedural 
deficiencies of the 2015 Rule, address the 
extensive litigation surrounding it, and recodify 
and restore a regulatory process that has been 
in place for years. The repeal brought all 50 
states back under regulations that have been 
in place since the 1980s, as interpreted by 
guidance written by the Bush administration 
in 2008. The repeal is the first of two steps 
planning by the administration. The EPA in 
January 2020 released its final “replacement” 
rule with a narrow definition of which streams 
and wetlands are subject to federal regulations. 

This second product of EPA’s two-step process 
will certainly end up in the courts, which means 
the 1986 CWA regulations could remain in 
place for years.

Within hours of the publication of the final rule 
in the Federal Register in October 2019, groups 
from both sides of the political spectrum filed 
lawsuits challenging it.  Critics of the Trump 
Administration move were quick to call it a “roll 
back” – an “assault” on the CWA – and worked 
with urban media outlets to broadcast that 
message. The State of California immediately 
threatened to sue the administration. One not 
familiar with this nation’s regime for regulation 
of the environment might understandably 
conclude that the Trump Administration’s new 
proposal will allow unchecked pollution in our 
nation’s waters. In fact, the CWA has long been 
widely recognized as an extremely successful 
statutory regime.  And much of this progress 
was achieved under the CWA rules that were in 
place prior to the Obama Administration’s 2015 
Rule. The Trump Rule establishes a regulatory 
structure that moves importantly in the direction 
of bringing clarity to CWA regulation. It does 
so by establishing what categories meet the 
definition under WOTUS. Just as importantly, it 
explains which categories do not.

Irrigation ditches typically are constructed in 
upland areas, but frequently must connect to 
a “WOTUS” to either capture or return flow. 
Congress in the CWA deliberately exempted 
both the construction and maintenance 
of such facilities, and excluded agricultural 
stormwater discharges and irrigation return 
flows from the definition of “point source”. 
That latter term applies to factory and sewer 
treatment discharges.  The 2015 final rule itself 
was not crystal clear in excluding the West’s 
important irrigation infrastructure from CWA 
jurisdiction. Because the 2015 rule did not 
include explicit exemptions for these irrigation 
features, irrigators feared that litigious activists 
would inevitably claim that those features were 
subject to CWA jurisdiction. At a minimum, this 
potential litigation could spawn years of delays 
(CWA permits can take a decade to secure) and 
lead to protracted and costly litigation. This in 
turn would  create enormous uncertainty and 
potentially cripple Western agriculture, which 
obviously needs a reliable water supply.  We 
will continue to work with EPA and the Corps to 
return irrigation and non-tidal drainage ditches 
to their historically - exempt status. 19



The Alliance has made engagement in 
this process– which spans two presidential 
administrations- a top priority. In the past two 
years, working with a team of Western attorneys 
and water managers, we’ve developed detailed 
comment letters to EPA and the Corps, urging 
them to repeal the 2015 rule, and providing 
guidance as to how the new rule should look. In 
2019, Capital Press ran a guest column  written 
by Alliance Executive Director Dan Keppen, 
explaining that the rule repeal and replacement 
is actually a good thing for the West, despite 
what the media outlets are saying. 

More than a dozen U.S. states and New York City 
have sued President the Trump Administration 
for repealing the Obama-era 2015 Clean Water 
Rule. The suit filed in Manhattan federal court 
claims the EPA, by repealing the 2015 WOTUS 
rule and reinstating the 1986 rule and guidance, 
ignored current science on the connectivity of 
smaller or infrequently flowing bodies of water. 
Since the 2015 WOTUS rule is already blocked 
in the states that are involved in this lawsuit, 
there is no change on the ground as to how the 
CWA is applied. The WOTUS rule is currently 
blocked in 27 states and effective in 22 others, 
and its status is uncertain in New Mexico. 

County of Maui v. Hawai’i Wildlife Fund 

The County of Maui v. Hawai’i Wildlife Fund case is a 
closely watched dispute over whether pollutants 
that travel through groundwater on their way to 
federally regulated water bodies are subject to 
CWA permitting.  Environmentalists allege the 
County of Maui needed a CWA permit for the 
discharges because the wastewater eventually 
seeped through groundwater and ended up in 
the Pacific Ocean. The circuit court agreed with 
environmental groups in Maui that the CWA— 
which governs the discharge of pollutants 
from discrete “point sources” into “waters of 
the United States” — applies even when the 
pollution migrates through groundwater before 
reaching a waterway that is subject to federal 
jurisdiction. 

The Family Farm Alliance is part of a group of 
eight national agriculture organizations that 
joined in an amicus curiae (“friend of the court”) 
brief that was transmitted to the U.S. Supreme 
Court in May. This amicus effort is intended 
to protect routine agricultural operations from 

a potentially limitless expansion of the CWA 
National Pollution Discharge Elimination System 
(NPDES) program. The upshot could be endless 
third-party lawsuits regarding the application 
and scope of ag-related exemptions in the 
CWA. The arguments posed by the agricultural 
organizations fall into two general categories. 
First, we argue that additions of pollutants to 
groundwater are not discharges of pollutants to 
navigable waters under the CWA. The second 
argument emphasizes that requiring permits 
for indirect additions of pollutants through 
groundwater would wrongly expand the reach 
of the CWA to ordinary and routine agricultural 
activities. Many ordinary agricultural activities 
can result in discharges to groundwater. 
Requiring NPDES permits for groundwater 
discharges would be devastating for farmers 
and impractical for regulators.

Last November, the U.S. Supreme Court heard 
oral arguments in this case. Obviously, the 
outcome of the Maui Supreme Court case has 
significant potential impacts on irrigators and 
other water users.   

H.R. 890 -  Reducing EPA Duplication 
to Advance Pesticide Enforcement Act”  

House Republicans last year introduced a bill to 
amend the CWA. H.R. 890 from Rep. Bob Gibbs 
(R-OH) would eliminate a permit requirement 
for spraying pesticides near federally regulated 
waters if the pesticide has already been approved 
for use by EPA under the Federal Insecticide, 
Fungicide, and Rodenticide Act (FIFRA). Many 
of our members are significantly impacted 
by a court order declaring that certain lawful 
pesticide applications that are already regulated 
under FIFRA are nevertheless subject to NPDES 
permits issued by the EPA or delegated states.  
This situation is the result of a 2009 decision 
of the 6th Circuit U.S. Court of Appeals that 
not only ignores Congressional intent but is 
unprecedented in the four-decade history of 
the law.  This decision provides virtually no 
environmental benefit because, in fact, all 
pesticide applications are already stringently 
regulated through FIFRA, including applications 
to and near water.  H.R. 890  - versions of which 
the Alliance has supported in past Congresses – 
would clarify that CWA permits are not required 
for the lawful application of FIFRA-approved 
pesticides.
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FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: 
Curb regulations & administrative 
actions that threaten Western irrigated 
agriculture.

At the top of the list of the challenges confronting 
Western family farmers and ranchers is the 
daunting number of federal regulatory policy 
initiatives they face. These types of federal 
water resource policies and regulatory practices 
could potentially undermine the economic 
foundations of rural communities in the 
arid West by making farming and ranching 
increasingly more difficult.  Environmental 
pioneers dealt well with the issues of their day, 
but the water supply and delivery “tools” they 
built only got us so far. We need to develop 
the next generation of tools that build on our 
successes but also recognize our limitations. 

National Ocean Policy

Marking the 1-year anniversary of the 
establishment of the nation’s new ocean 
policy to advance U.S. economic, security, 
and environmental interests, the Alliance last 
June joined other commercial and recreational 
groups from around the country and issued 
statements of continued support for this effort. 
In 2018, the President removed a burden on 
Western businesses and citizens by vacating the 
2010 National Ocean Policy (NOP) Executive 
Order.  The previous policy set forth yet another 
level of federal management and oversight 
that could have impacted family farmers in 
the mostly inland West, not just ocean and 
coastal communities. We continue to support 
this new policy, which minimizes the potential 
for negative impacts on the Western interests 
we represent. The Alliance was one of over 60 
groups who signed on to a June 2017 letter 
to President Trump requesting that the NOP 
be vacated. Alliance Executive Director Dan 
Keppen represented the Alliance and testified 
before two Congressional committees in 2017 
on the state of the NOP and the program’s 
interaction with existing laws and regulations 
for ocean management.   

Department of Agriculture (USDA): 
Domestic Hemp Production Program 

Despite the removal of hemp as a Schedule 1 
drug last December following passage of the 

Agriculture Improvement Act of 2018  (“2018 
Farm Bill”), many growers and processors are 
still unable to access financial services due 
to a lack of clarity from regulators. Federal 
financial regulators last year issued new 
guidance intended to help hemp producers and 
processors gain access to the banking system. 
The rule includes provisions for USDA to 
approve hemp production plans developed by 
states and Indian tribes. Key provisions include 
requirements for maintaining information on the 
land where hemp is produced; testing the levels 
of delta-9 tetrahydrocannabinol; disposing of 
plants not meeting necessary requirements; 
and licensing requirements. The guidance also 
establishes a federal plan for hemp producers 
in states or territories of Indian tribes that do 
not have their own approved hemp production 
plan. For information on those programs, visit 
farmers.gov/hemp. 

In the earlier part of 2019, Alliance members 
had many questions about where the federal 
government stands on the industrial hemp 
issue. The question we heard the most from 
some of our members was, “Is it permissible 
to grow industrial hemp with Bureau of 
Reclamation water now that the 2018 Farm Bill 
has taken hemp off the federal list of controlled 
substances?” Senators Michael Bennet 
(D-COLORADO) and Jon Tester (D-MONTANA) 
later in the year wrote to Reclamation, urging 
the agency to update its policies in accordance 
with the 2018 Farm Bill to ensure hemp 
growers can access water and irrigate their 
crops. In their response to the Bennet-Tester 
letter, Reclamation said: “Because hemp was 
removed from the Controlled Substances Act 
list of controlled substances, it is no longer 
subject to the policy and therefore Reclamation 
is able to provide water for hemp cultivation in 
accordance with current law.” 

This year’s Family Farm Alliance annual 
conference will feature an Industrial Hemp 
Summit, featuring speakers addressing hemp 
irrigation technology, market forecasts, and 
regulations. 

H.R. 4723 - The Fish Act of 2019  

The House Natural Resources WOW 
Subcommittee in January 2020 heard 
testimony on several fishery bills, including 
H.R. 4723, the “FISH Act of 2019”, sponsored 
by Subcommittee Chairman Jared Huffman 
(D-CALIFORNIA).  H.R. 4723 would require the 21



identification of salmon conservation areas, 
which sounds well-intentioned. However, this 
bill has serious implications for many of our 
West Coast members. Designating “salmon 
stronghold” areas would be very subjective 
and would raise the same concerns many of 
our members already have regarding critical 
habitat designations. It could have a significant 
dampening effect on the ability to develop new 
water infrastructure, and it prioritizes funding 
for things like land acquisition and purchasing 
water rights. The Alliance shared key concerns 
in a recent letter to the WOW Subcommittee. 

Klamath Takings Litigation 

A federal appeals court in late 2019 backed 
a lower court ruling that found the Bureau of 
Reclamation’s action in temporarily halting 
deliveries of Klamath Project water in 2001 
did not constitute a “taking” of farmers and 
ranchers’ property.  The U.S. Court of Appeals 
for the Federal Circuit affirmed the Court 
of Federal Claims September 2017 finding 
that farmers and ranchers’ water rights were 
subordinate to the federal reserved water rights 
of the Klamath, Yurok and Hoopa Valley Tribes. 
The water user plaintiffs appealed the decision 
regarding Klamath Irrigation Project irrigators’ 
Fifth Amendment “Takings” claims for non-
delivery of Reclamation project water.   In this 
case, landowners’ beneficial interests in water 
rights were diminished or eliminated based 
on what Alliance attorneys believe to be a 
misunderstanding of state water law.  In addition, 
the court decision puts prior appropriation 
and state adjudication/administration at risk 
throughout our states.  

The Alliance board of directors authorized 
moving forward with developing an amicus 
brief with the appellate court in 2018, along 
with the National Water Resources Association 
(NWRA). Jim Huffman, Dean Emeritus, Lewis & 
Clark Law School in Portland (OREGON) in the 
amicus brief made two key arguments: 1) The 
trial court erred in effectively adjudicating the 
quantity of the Klamath Tribes reserved water 
rights and should have deferred to the State of 
Oregon’s ongoing Klamath Basin adjudication; 
and 2) Rights to the use of water captured and 
stored in Reclamation reservoirs arise from 
and vest with the application of the water to 
beneficial use, not from the contracts by which 
Reclamation agrees to deliver water and users 
of that water agree to fund a share of the 

costs of water storage and delivery. The Court 
apparently did not address any substantive 
water law policy arguments, even after attorneys 
for plaintiffs raised those points at the Oral 
Argument. Attorneys are currently reviewing 
the decision and may ask the appellate court for 
reconsideration, and/or appeal the case to the 
U.S. Supreme Court.

 


FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: 
Advocate for repairing aging water 
infrastructure and developing new 
storage and delivery infrastructure by 
engaging in Congressional infrastructure 
negotiations. 

We must invest (and reinvest) in the Western 
water infrastructure necessary to meet 
current and future demands. Our existing 
water infrastructure is aging and in need of 
rehabilitation. We need new water storage to 
adapt to our changing hydrology and develop 
usable and sustainable supplies to meet growing 
demands for water. The federal government 
can continue to be partners in solving water 
problems in the West by developing innovative 
policy and financing mechanisms that have a 
very low federal cost. This makes water resources 
infrastructure development more attractive and 
affordable for non-federal interests to invest in 
projects the federal government can no longer 
fund. New water supply infrastructure must be 
developed to replace diminishing snowpack 
during drought conditions, provide for growing 
recreational and environmental needs, allow for 
population growth, and protect the economic 
vitality of the West.

Water Infrastructure Legislation 

After a White House meeting on how to pay for $2 
trillion in public infrastructure fell apart early last 
year, congressional leaders returned to Capitol 
Hill after the government shutdown with the 
odds of Congress passing a broad infrastructure 
package looking slimmer than ever.  To address 
California and Western water user needs, 
Reps. Dan Newhouse (R-WASHINGTON) and 
Jim Costa (D-CALIFORNIA) organized a “Dear 
Colleague” letter to House Transportation and 
Infrastructure (T&I) Committee leadership 
calling for water infrastructure to be included 
in any infrastructure package. That letter was 22



supported by the Family Farm Alliance, as were 
several of a variety of water infrastructure bills 
introduced in the Senate, House, or both. These 
are summarized below.  

 a. S. 2044 – The Water Supply  
 Infrastructure Rehabilitation   
 and Utilization Act 

 S. 2044, sponsored by Senator McSally 
(R-ARIZONA), was successfully marked up 
and passed by the Senate Energy and Natural 
Resources (ENR) Committee in late September. 
It includes provisions to deal with extraordinary 
maintenance challenges and is designed to 
amend the aging infrastructure section of a 
2009 law (P.L. 111-11) that was created, in 
part, to help prevent future disasters of the type 
that occurred in 2008, when the Truckee Canal 
failed near Fernley, Nevada. This bill contains 
two important provisions. 

The first provision deals with extraordinary 
maintenance challenges and is designed to 
amend the aging infrastructure section of P.L. 
111-11, which contains provisions that many 
Western water interests pushed for following 
the Truckee Canal failure in 2008. The second 
provision would  create a pilot project for entities 
who operate Reclamation facilities to request a 
re-evaluation of their Corps of Engineers water 
control manuals. There are opportunities to 
apply new technology with deviations from 
past rules that could allow for more proactive, 
rather than reactive, reservoir operations.

 b. S. 1932 – The Drought  
  Resiliency and Water Supply  
  Infrastructure Act

The Alliance in June supported a bipartisan 
Western drought and water supply bill 
introduced in the Senate by Senators Dianne 
Feinstein (D-CALIFORNIA), Cory Gardner 
(R-COLORADO), Martha McSally and Kyrsten 
Sinema (D-ARIZONA). The Drought Resiliency 
and Water Supply Infrastructure Act (S. 1932) 
builds on Senator Feinstein’s 2016 California 
drought legislation that was included in the 
Water Infrastructure Improvements for the 
Nation (WIIN) Act. S. 1932 extends funding 
under the WIIN Act for an additional five 
years, including $670 million for surface and 
groundwater storage projects, and supporting 
conveyance; $100 million for water recycling 
projects; and $60 million for desalination 

projects. It creates a new loan program for 
water agencies to spur investment in new water 
supply projects. Repayment can be deferred 
until five years after completion of the project. 
This bill also authorizes $140 million for habitat 
restoration and environmental compliance 
projects, including forest, meadow and 
watershed restoration and projects that benefit 
threatened and endangered species. 

S. 1932 has been held up by Senator Joe 
Manchin (D-West Virginia), Ranking  Member 
on the Senate Energy and Natural Resources 
(ENR) Committee. Senator Manchin  believes 
any water project which would receive  funding 
under the bill should be individually approved 
by the ENR Committee, whether it be a federally 
led or state-led project. There is speculation 
that agreement may be reached that allows 
state-led projects to not have to be individually 
authorized if some sort of a spending cap  is 
put on the federal level funding contribution to 
such projects. For now, this is what is holding 
things up on proceeding forward on S. 1932. 

  c. H.R. 2473 - Securing Access   
 for the Central Valley and  
 Enhancing Water Resources Act 

This bill, sponsored by Rep. Harder 
(D-CALIFORNIA) provides a broad approach 
to addressing water issues facing the Central 
Valley by increasing storage opportunities, 
spurring innovation, and making investments in 
our aging infrastructure. The bill also leverages 
federal resources to identify prime locations for 
groundwater storage and recharge in California 
and across the Western United States. This bill 
requires Reclamation to expedite feasibility 
studies for four specific storage projects in 
the Central Valley and provides $100 million 
in storage funding. The bill also invests in 
water reuse and recycling by increasing 
funding for WaterSMART programs from $50 
million to $500 million and extending the 
program’s authorization. It establishes a water 
infrastructure and drought resolutions fund 
to provide $300 million for water surface and 
groundwater storage, reclamation and reuse, 
and WaterSMART program projects. The bill 
would also create an innovating financing 
program which would provide low-interest 
federal loans to fund local water infrastructure 
projects, and would reauthorize the Rural Water 
Supply Act. 
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 d. S. 1570 – The Aquifer Recharge  
 Flexibility Act (Risch, R-IDAHO) 

The legislation aims to improve aquifer levels in 
Idaho and across western states by expanding 
the ability for aquifer recharge through federal 
lands and facilities. It would apply to all 
Western states except for California (because 
of existing Central Valley Project Improvement 
Act – CVPIA - recharge authority) and would 
allow Reclamation-owned facilities to be used 
to recharge aquifers in the West.  Currently, 
such recharge projects need to go through an 
approval process that requires easements and 
congressional authorization. Some restrictions 
would still apply in the bill, such as that water 
or power service contracts for Reclamation 
projects and existing obligations to fish, wildlife 
or water quality protection aren’t affected. S. 
1570 has a House companion bill sponsored by 
Idaho Congressman Fulcher. 

 e. H.R. 1621 Water Supply  
 Permitting Coordination Act  
 (McClintock, R-CALIFORNIA) 

This bill would authorize the Secretary of 
the Interior to coordinate Federal and State 
permitting processes related to the construction 
of new surface water storage projects on lands 
under the jurisdiction of the Secretary of the 
Interior and the Secretary of Agriculture. It 
designates Reclamation as the lead agency for 
permit processing. This bill would establish 
a framework in which federal agencies with 
permitting responsibilities for the construction 
of new surface water storage projects must 
work together, coordinate their schedules, 
share data and technical materials, and make 
their findings publicly available. The Alliance has 
testified several times before House and Senate 
committees on variations of this bill in the past 
three Congresses.  

 f. Water Optimization for the  
 West (WOW) Act 

Western Republicans in late 2019 introduced 
the “Water Optimization for the West 
Act,” sponsored by Rep. Tom McClintock 
(R-CALIFORNIA) and co-sponsored by several 
other California and Western-state Republicans. 
The bill targets a decade-old settlement 
regarding the San Joaquin River and would 
incentivize new water storage projects by 
streamlining federal permitting processes and 
naming Reclamation as the lead on any new 

Western water projects. Several Alliance favorites 
are included in the legislation, including the 
Water Rights Protection Act, the Water Rights 
Permitting Coordination Act, and some WIIN 
Act extensions for funding for storage project.  
The bill also includes a groundwater recharge 
flexibility pilot program; several provisions 
amending the CVPIA; two Reclamation project 
title transfers; and other provisions affecting 
Western water. We do not believe the bill as a 
whole will gain much traction in the Democrat-
controlled House, but some provisions may have 
enough bipartisan support to move separately.

 g. Rep. Huffman Draft Water  
 Legislation

Representative Jared Huffman, the Chair of 
the House WOW Subcommittee, in January 
2020 unveiled comprehensive legislation to 
respond to America’s growing water crisis and 
asked for public input on the draft bill before 
its formal introduction. The new discussion 
draft builds on the oversight work of the WOW 
Subcommittee, which held several hearings to 
inform the development of “sustainable water 
policy”.  In particular, the bill would increase the 
authorization for Reclamation’s Title XVI water 
recycling program to $500 million through 
2024 and increase the federal funding cap 
on individual water recycling projects by $10 
million. It also would raise the authorization 
for an existing desalination program to $240 
million through 2024. The bill would authorize 
$750 million for groundwater and surface water 
storage projects and provides new authorization 
for “green infrastructure” storage projects 
that use natural materials to increase aquifer 
recharge or floodplain water storage. The 
draft would also create a process for Congress 
to authorize major water storage projects at 
Reclamation, like the biannual WRDA cycle used 
to approve the Army Corps of Engineers’ water 
infrastructure projects.  The Alliance reviewed 
the draft worked with its members to develop 
comments for WOW Subcommittee staff earlier 
this month.  

Alliance Engagement with Congress 

In March 2019, the Family Farm Alliance – 
working with the California Farm Bureau 
Federation and Western Growers Association – 
transmitted letters signed by over 100 national 
and Western agriculture and water organizations, 
calling upon Members of Congress to develop 
an infrastructure package that addresses 24



water infrastructure needs for storage and 
conveyance. A related press release was picked 
up by Capital Press, as well as Lake County News, 
The Fence Post, and Sierra Sun Times (all based 
in CALIFORNIA). Alliance Executive Director 
Dan Keppen was  interviewed by KPAY (Chico, 
CALIFORNIA) talk radio on this issue, and WGA’s 
Dennis Nuxoll was interviewed by Ag Net West 
radio. Mr. Keppen was also interviewed on this 
matter the following week by Western Grower 
and Shipper magazine.

The Alliance also developed a variety of its 
own letters to key Congressional infrastructure 
committees advocating for the inclusion of 
Western water infrastructure provisions in any 
broad infrastructure deal.  It was encouraging to 
see the number of Senate and House hearings 
that were held on Western water matters in the 
Congress last year, prior to the August recess. 

 a. House Water, Oceans and  
 Water Subcommittee Hearing  
 on Western Water Reliability

In the early months of the 116th Congress, 
numerous House committee hearings were 
conducted on climate change and water 
reliability. The WOW Subcommittee conducted 
a hearing on February 26,  highlighting the 
pressures on the reliability of Western water 
supplies. Family Farm Alliance was represented 
at the hearing by Bill Diedrich, a farmer from 
California’s Central Valley. Mr. Diedrich’s 
testimony recognized the complexity of water 
management but encouraged an interagency 
collaborative effort. He expressed support for 
the consolidation of ESA-listed fish protection to 
be managed under a single agency. In closing, 
Mr. Diedrich reiterated the importance of a 
strong water supply in support of our nation’s 
agricultural production. 

 b. House Subcommittee on  
 Water Oceans and Wildlife  
 Hearing on Western Water  
 Infrastructure 

Family Farm Alliance General Counsel Norm 
Semanko in April 2019 addressed the House 
WOW Subcommittee, where he testified on the 
state of water infrastructure and innovation in 
the Western U.S. Mr. Semanko testified in his 
capacity as the leader of the Water Law Practice 
Group for his law firm, where he serves as general 
counsel for several water user organizations, 
including the Alliance. WOW Chairman Jared 

Huffman prior to the hearing said his goal as the 
new chair of the subcommittee was to “focus 
on the factual and scientific baseline for natural 
resources issues” in a series of hearings he is 
calling “WOW 101.” Mr. Semanko’s written 
testimony underscored the critical importance 
of having sufficient infrastructure in place to 
optimize Western water supplies. The need is 
obvious, and this belief is shared by many in 
the West. E&E Daily published an article on 
the hearing, which featured quotes from Mr. 
Semanko. 

 c. Senate Energy and Natural  
 Resources Legislative Hearing  
 on Western Water

Wade Noble, an attorney who represents 
irrigation interests in the Yuma (ARIZONA) 
area, represented his clients and the Family 
Farm Alliance when he testified at a July 18 
hearing of the Senate Energy and Natural 
Resources (ENR) Committee on three Western 
water bills. Joining Mr. Noble on the witness 
dais were Brenda Burman (Commissioner, 
Bureau of Reclamation), Marshall Brown 
(General Manager, Aurora Water WateReuse 
Association), Melinda Kassen (Senior Counsel, 
Theodore Roosevelt Conservation Partnership) 
and Wesley Hipke (Recharge Program Manager, 
Idaho Department of Water Resources). 

 d. House Oversight and  
 Investigations Subcommittee  
 Hearing on Reclamation Fund

The House Natural Resources Oversight and 
Investigations Subcommittee held a hearing to 
review  Reclamation’s infrastructure funding on 
July 24, including review of current balances 
in the Reclamation Fund at Treasury. The 
Reclamation Fund was established to help pay 
for construction and maintenance of those 
water projects in the West, but receipts to the 
fund have exceeded its annual appropriations, 
leading to a surplus balance of almost $17 
billion. Witnesses for the hearing including 
Federico Barajas (San Luis & Delta-Mendota 
Water Authority, CALIFORNIA), Paul Arrington 
(Idaho Water Users Association and National 
Water Resources Association), Tony Willardson 
(Western States Water Council) and Deputy 
Commissioner Grayford Payne (Bureau of 
Reclamation). Mr. Arrington also serves on the 
Advisory Committee of the Family Farm Alliance. 
The Alliance assisted Mr. Barajas with his written 25



testimony, emphasizing the challenges of 
addressing aging water infrastructure through 
Reclamation’s jurisdiction. 

Earlier in the year, the Alliance, supported 
legislation that would extend the Reclamation 
Water Settlement Fund, which allows direct 
access to the Reclamation Fund.  The Alliance 
supported this legislation because tribal water 
rights settlements will continue to move 
forward, with or without the Fund. Future 
settlements that are authorized by Congress 
will hit Reclamation’s budget even harder. 
However, that support was conditioned with a 
request that Congress apply a similar approach 
in addressing and modernizing aging water 
structures utilizing the Reclamation Fund. We 
were pleased to see the subcommittee seriously 
address this concern with a hearing.

 e. Senate Committee on Energy  
 and Natural Resources,  
 Subcommittee on Water and  
 Power Hearing on Innovation in  
 Western Water Management  
 Technology

The Alliance in October participated in a Senate 
hearing that discussed how increasing water 
security in the West could boost economic 
development. The Alliance’s testimony before 
the Senate ENR Committee, Subcommittee on 
Water and Power demonstrated the innovative 
ways Western farmers, ranchers and water 
managers are using technology to tackle 
pressing water challenges. Margi Hoffmann 
represented the Alliance and its member 
Farmers Conservation Alliance (FCA) at the 
October 30 hearing, which focused on the roles 
of technology and innovation in water resource 
management and how to enable economic 
development through increasing water security. 
Ms. Hoffmann’s appearance marks the 80th time 
since 2005 that Alliances representatives have 
appeared before a Congressional committee. 
The subcommittee heard from innovators 
working on water conservation issues, as well 
as farmers and economic development officials 
who benefit from stable water supplies. The 
Alliance’s written testimony demonstrates the 
resourcefulness of Western farmers, ranchers 
and water managers through presentation of 
several examples, including:

   Floodplain reactivation in the 
Sacramento Valley (Northern 

California Water Association);

   Improved snow measurement and 
runoff forecasts: Friant Water Users 
(CALIFORNIA) ;

   Using canals to augment tributary 
flows and reconnect lost fish spawning 
habitat: Kittitas Reclamation District 
(WASHINGTON);

   Integrating agriculture, science, 
technology and ecology: The 
Intermountain West Joint Venture 
(Western United States);

   Improved conservation and drought 
resilience: National Young Farmers 
Coalition (Colorado River Basin);

   Technology that improves water 
delivery and on-farm water 
conservation: Imperial Irrigation 
District (CALIFORNIA); and

   Tracking and capturing monsoon 
runoff for irrigation and groundwater 
recharge (Elephant Butte Irrigation 
District - NEW MEXICO).

Ms. Hoffmann’s presentation to the 
subcommittee focused on the irrigation 
modernization work that FCA is undertaking in 
Oregon and Nevada. FCA’s program focuses on 
helping irrigation districts and the farmers they 
serve revolutionize their infrastructure. Past 
initiatives have focused on specific goals,  such 
as water conservation, hydropower production, 
system efficiencies, or broader conservation 
benefits.  

Water Resources Development Act  
(WRDA) 2020

Family Farm Alliance President Patrick O’Toole 
on September 18 presented recommendations 
to the Senate Committee charged with crafting 
the next Water Resources Development Act 
(WRDA). WRDA is a biennial piece of legislation 
that is the main vehicle for authorizing water 
projects to be studied, planned and developed 
by the Corps. It is also the legislative vehicle for 
implementing policy changes with respect to the 
Corps’ water resource projects and programs. 
As such, this legislation is very important to the 
rural communities of the Western United States.

The Alliance testimony was essentially a wish 26



list, and assumed that the Senate WRDA 
under consideration will not necessarily be a 
Corps-centric bill, but could provide a vehicle 
to address other national and Western water 
resources challenges, as well. Recent WRDA 
bills – including the WIIN Act and America’s 
Water Infrastructure Act (AWIA) of 2018 – 
both included water titles that included non-
Corps programs that benefited Western rural 
communities. A Western water title of the 
bill could provide a vehicle for several other 
water bills currently being considered in 
Congress, some of which are discussed above.  
A Reclamation title of the bill could include 
several of the provisions suggested below, 
which have been incorporated into legislation 
introduced before the Senate ENR Committee 
staff: 1) Surface and groundwater storage 
and supporting projects; 2) water recycling 
and reuse; 3) desalination; 4) Reclamation 
Infrastructure Finance and Innovation (RIFIA) 
Pilot Program; and 5) Environmental restoration 
and compliance. We have previously urged that 
the EPW Committee  coordinate with the ENR 
Committee staff to investigate opportunities 
to use WRDA 2020 as a vehicle to advance 
these provisions in a Western U.S. and/or 
Reclamation title.  The other recommendations 
primarily consist of issues we have advanced in 
recent WRDA and Western drought legislative 
initiatives, and include:  

    WIIN Act Extension;

    Pilot Project to Adjust Flood Control 
Curves;

     Aquifer Recharge;

    Improve use of Extended Payment 
of Reclamation’s Extraordinary  
Maintenance Program;

    Water Supply Permitting  
Coordination;

    Water Rights Protection;

    Permits for Water Transfers; and 

    Missouri River Flood Control.

The Alliance through the Washington, D.C. firm 
The Ferguson Group will continue to monitor 
House and Senate’s review of WRDA 2018 and 
prospects for the 2020 reauthorization of the 
legislation as the current expiration date of 
October 2020 approaches. 


FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: 
Seek ways to streamline the regulatory 
process for water and power projects.

The often slow and cumbersome federal 
regulatory process is a major obstacle to 
realization of projects and actions that could 
enhance Western water supplies. NEPA 
implementation, in particular, can have a direct 
bearing on the success or failure of critical 
water supply enhancement projects. Further, 
our members include many Western water 
managers, who often use NEPA mechanisms 
like “categorical exclusions” (CEs) and Findings 
of No Significant Impact in conjunction with 
annual operations and maintenance activities 
on ditches or major rehabilitation and repair 
projects on existing dams. 

White House Council on Environmental 
Quality (CEQ): New NEPA Rule

CEQ in early 2020 released its proposed rule 
modernizing NEPA to facilitate more efficient, 
effective, and timely environmental reviews. 
Signed into law in 1970, NEPA mandates federal 
agencies assess the environmental impacts 
of proposed federal actions. The changes, 
if adopted, would significantly alter what 
federal agencies consider when assessing the 
environmental impact of agency action. The 
proposed rule would focus on reducing page and 
time limits and allow applicants a greater role 
in preparing NEPA documents. It would allow 
agencies to determine that compliance with 
the environmental review requirements of other 
statutes serves as the “functional equivalent” of 
NEPA compliance. It clarifies various existing 
definitions, most importantly the definition of 
“effect.”  The rule would also amend existing 
rules to ensure that agencies focus their attention 
on effects that are “reasonably foreseeable” and 
have a “reasonably close causal relationship” to 
the proposed action. 

CEQ has not materially updated its NEPA 
rules since 1976, and the streamlining effort 
is to address President Trump’s concerns that 
environmental reviews required under NEPA 
take too long, cost too much and delay or derail 
crucial infrastructure projects. The President 
issued a 2017 executive order requiring CEQ 27



to streamline NEPA requirements. The agency 
received over 12,500 public comments 
on their proposed rulemaking, including 
recommendations developed by the Alliance in 
2017. 

Some environmental groups are upset because 
the new rule veers off the path contemplated by 
former President Obama’s CEQ. That approach 
would have required federal agencies to 
consider greenhouse gas emissions and climate 
change when carrying out NEPA reviews. CEQ 
was asked for this guidance informally by federal 
agencies and formally in a petition filed in 2008 
by three activist environmental groups. These 
groups wanted to slow down or stop major 
projects solely based on an assumption that 
they might accelerate global warming.  

The Alliance position has been that NEPA 
should not be used as a vehicle to advance 
climate regulations that are outside the law’s 
scope and original intent. Federal agencies 
implementing the requirements of NEPA should 
not engage – or be forced to engage – in 
costly and unnecessary assessments specific to 
a potential influence on or because of climate 
change. And, we don’t need a flood of activist-
inspired litigation that changes NEPA into a 
global warming prevention statute. This is 
the message the Alliance conveyed to the 
Trump-Pence transition team in early 2017, 
when we developed over 50 pages of specific 
recommendations for the new administration 
to consider. 

The proposed NEPA changes are a welcomed 
improvement that should better streamline 
infrastructure projects. However, they will also 
generate lawsuits from environmentalists, and 
Congressional Democrats have already pledged 
to take legislative action in response to the 
proposal. 

The Alliance is reviewing the proposed rule with 
an eye towards seeing how it corrects and re-
balances the significant negative impacts to 
our Western farmers that have resulted from 
past federal implementation of NEPA and 
other environmental laws. We issued a press 
release on the day the rule was announced, 
generally praising the Administration for its 
efforts. Alliance Executive Director Dan Keppen 
also wrote a guest column for Western Farmer-
Stockman magazine that provided additional 
background and perspective as to why this is an 
encouraging development. 


FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: 
Push for continued support of grants 
and pursue innovative financing 
opportunities.

New federally backed tools to assist in 
financing major improvements to aging water 
infrastructure will be needed in the coming 
years to ensure that farmers and ranchers 
charged for these upgrades can afford 
repayment.  Western farmers and ranchers 
can also play a key role in using their lands, 
water and management practices as tools to 
engage in payment for ecosystem services (PES) 
projects. Water infrastructure – like farms and 
ranches - is a long-term investment, as are farms 
and ranches, and longer repayment and lower 
interest terms will be crucial in reinvesting in 
these aging water supply facilities to meet the 
challenges of tomorrow.  Such improvements 
could include investments in everything from 
new water storage reservoirs (both on- and 
off-stream as well as groundwater storage), 
regulating reservoirs, canal lining, piping open 
channels, computerized water management 
and delivery systems, real-time monitoring of 
ecosystem functions and river flows for both fish 
and people, and watershed-based integrated 
regional water management.  

MOU with EPA and Reclamation  
Coordinating on WIFIA Loans

EPA and Reclamation have agreed to increase 
collaboration in financing water supply 
and water reuse projects under the Water 
Infrastructure Finance and Innovation Act 
(WIFIA) loan program at EPA. A memorandum 
of understanding, required under AWIA of 
2018, outlines how the two agencies will 
work to “align” funding through EPA’s WIFIA 
low-interest loan program and Reclamation’s 
WaterSMART program, which provides cost-
shared grants for water reuse and water supply 
infrastructure projects. This fall, EPA released 
a National Water Reuse Action Plan looking at 
ways to bring more reuse projects online, and 
the MOU would appear to support this initiative. 
The MOU also responds to report language 
in the FY 2019 Interior and Environment 
appropriations bill, which specifically identified 
water reuse as a priority. Alliance Executive 
Director Dan Keppen was quoted in a press 
release regarding the MOU, prepared by the 28



Interior Secretary’s office. 

Payment for Ecosystems Services  
Opportunities

Western farmers and ranchers are increasingly 
advocating that they can play a key role in using 
their lands, water and management practices 
as tools to engage in market-based programs, 
including PES projects. These types of projects 
can create opportunities for partnerships with 
landowners, business, NGOs, and agencies that 
can significantly improve the environment, 
business climate, and quality of life within 
Western watersheds. 

 a. Carbon Markets

For example, a first-of-its-kind U.S. market 
that will pay farmers to store carbon will 
open to customers next year. The Ecosystem 
Services Market Consortium, founded by 
some of the nation’s largest agribusinesses — 
including Cargill Inc., General Mills Inc. and 
Archer Daniels Midland Co. — will begin 
selling carbon credits this year, according to 
the organization. A total of 50,000 acres in 
Oklahoma and Texas is enrolled in the pilot 
program, and 15 groups and companies 
signed on as founding members to contribute 
funding. In addition to corporate sponsorship, 
the Nature Conservancy, National Fish and 
Wildlife Foundation, and Soil Health Institute 
are founding members.  Key players in this 
consortium, as well as other experts in the field, 
will participate in a panel discussion at the 2020 
Family Farm Alliance annual conference. Long-
time Alliance Advisory Committee member 
Sheldon Jones, Chief Operation Officer of the 
Soil Health Institute in North Caroline, will 
moderate the panel. 

Senator Michael Bennet (D-COLORADO) 
recently introduced the “Natural Carbon 
Sequestration Act”, which amends the Internal 
Revenue Code of 1986 to establish a tax credit 
for sequestration and capture of carbon through 
natural sources. There may  be an opportunity 
to work in a bipartisan manner to advance 
this legislation and find other possible way to 
incentive soil carbon capture. 

Farm practices that are part of the project have 
immediate benefits beyond climate change 
mitigation. Organizers say they’re looking to 
improve the soil (good for crop production) 
and improve water quality, which are outcomes 

encouraged by the Department of Agriculture’s 
conservation programs. Overall, agriculture 
could reduce carbon dioxide by as much as 
6,000 metric tons per year, of which 89% would 
come from reduced soil emissions, according 
to the consortium. Adequate compensation 
for ecosystem services is among the many 
proposals that Solutions from the Land and 
the North American Climate Smart Agriculture 
Alliance – two organizations the Family Farm 
Alliance work closely with - have called for in 
their climate-related work. 

 b. Water Quality Trading

Water quality trading programs encourage 
landowners, including farmers, to take steps to 
prevent runoff from stormwater from flowing 
into nearby waterways. Landowners receive 
“credits” for their efforts that they can sell to 
downstream polluters such as wastewater 
treatment plants, which will use the credits to 
help meet permit requirements.  The practice 
has been controversial. While some argue it is an 
innovative way to tackle agricultural runoff and 
other “nonpoint-source” pollution that is not 
regulated under the CWA, some environmental 
groups argue that it gives point-source polluters 
a loophole to avoid permit requirements.

A well-designed water quality trading program 
is another market-based approach that can 
make some ranching or farming operations 
even more financially and environmentally 
viable. Water quality trading is an approach 
that promotes water quality improvements at 
lower cost than more traditional regulatory 
approaches. EPA has long interpreted the CWA 
to allow pollutant reductions from water quality 
trading and offsets to achieve compliance with 
CWA regulatory requirements. In the absence 
of explicit statutory language or regulations, 
EPA has provided guidance for permitting 
authorities and stakeholders to consider when 
developing market-based programs, including 
water quality trading.

The EPA, in a February 6, 2019 Memorandum, 
reiterated its strong support for market-based 
mechanisms, including water quality trading, to 
accomplish its mission to protect human health 
and the environment. The memorandum 
identified six market-based principles to 
increase the flexibility and effectiveness of 
water quality trading. One of the principles in 
this memorandum encourages simplicity and 
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flexibility in implementing baseline concepts. 
On September 5, 2019, EPA announced a 
Federal Register notice inviting the public 
to consider policy options presented and to 
submit written comments on those options and 
others that may help promote market-based 
approaches to water quality improvements. 
The Alliance in November transmitted a formal 
comment letter to EPA in response to the notice. 
The letter generally supports EPA’s water quality 
policy options.  A panel discussion at the 2020 
annual conference will focus on opportunities 
to expand water quality trading and markets in 
the Western U.S. 

The 2019 Alliance farmer lobbyists in September 
had a productive meeting with a large group 
of EPA leaders from the Office of Water, where 
discussion revolved around water quality trading 
concepts that EPA is developing. All participants 
agreed there are important opportunities 
associated with a properly implemented water 
quality trading program that could benefit our 
membership. The Alliance has advocated to 
this Administration and Congress that Western 
farmers and ranchers can also play a key role 
in using their lands, water and management 
practices as tools to engage in PES projects. 

Farm Bill Conservation Programs

Laura Ziemer (Senior Counsel and Water 
Policy Advisor for Trout Unlimited) and 
Alliance Executive Director Dan Keppen co-
authored a guest column that ran in The Hill 
titled, “Infrastructure funding should include 
irrigation modernization, a proven collaborative 
approach” which highlighted the activities 
of the Western Agriculture and Conservation 
Coalition (WACC), including the collaborative 
work undertaken in Oregon’s Deschutes River 
Basin. There, the Tumalo and Three Sisters 
Irrigation Districts’ modernization investments 
in partnership with the Natural Resources 
Conservation Service (NRCS) are excellent 
examples of projects part of a “watershed-
wide project” that provide water conservation 
benefits for fish habitat and drought resilience.  
The spring 2019 edition of Oregon Department 
of Environmental Quality’s Clean Water State 
Revolving Fund newsletter also high¬lighted 
the benefits of irrigation modernization 
projects. The newsletter highlights the efforts 

of Alliance members Three Sisters Irrigation 
District, Tumalo Irrigation District, and Farmers 
Conservation Alliance and points out support 
from the Oregon Water Resources Congress 
and the Family Farm Alliance.

Looking to Non-Traditional Partners 
for Financing on Infrastructure  
Modernization

Throughout the course of 2019, Alliance 
representatives had discussions with The Nature 
Conservancy (TNC), which is now focusing on 
investment projects that advance TNC’s mission. 
TNC has been taking a look at off-farm ag water 
infrastructure that moves water to farms, and 
they recognize the challenges irrigation districts 
face to get financing and funding assistance 
to upgrade conveyance infrastructure. TNC is 
also looking at projects like covering canals and 
pressuring distribution systems in exchange for 
leaving portions of the saved water in the stream. 
The Alliance and TNC appear to agree on the 
importance of investing in infrastructure that 
can increase efficiency and enable managing 
water for multiple purposes. The Alliance has 
pledged to continue discussion of opportunities 
to collaborate on project finance or agency 
partnership.  

Oregon’s “100-Year Water Vision”

Faced with climate change, population growth 
and aging infrastructure, the state of Oregon 
is reaching out to communities for ideas to 
ensure water supplies over the next 100 years. 
The Water Resources Commission has already 
adopted an Integrated Water Resources Strategy, 
which was updated in 2017. What the strategy 
lacks, however, is an implementation plan, 
which the state of Oregon aims to accomplish 
with its “100-year Water Vision”. Alliance 
Executive Director Dan Keppen was interviewed 
by the state of Oregon in 2019 to provide the 
Alliance perspective on this matter. Mr. Keppen 
coordinated with Oregon Water Resources 
Congress and other Alliance members in Oregon 
in an effort to provide consistent messaging. In 
a nutshell, those interests are advocating that 
the state develop a business plan that leads to 
a longer-term financial strategy that can help 
fund new water infrastructure, something the 
state has not provided in 50 years. 
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FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: 
Continue to advocate for means of 
simplifying the title transfer process.

Title transfer is a voluntary conveyance of 
ownership for water projects including dams, 
canals, laterals and other water-related 
infrastructure to the beneficiaries of those 
facilities. Title transfers are one of several 
positive means of strengthening control of water 
resources at the local level. However, despite the 
benefits, local water agencies are many times 
discouraged from pursuing title transfer because 
the process is expensive and slow. Moreover, 
every title transfer currently requires an act of 
Congress to accomplish, regardless of whether 
the project covers 10 acres or 10,000 acres. 

Meanwhile, the operation, maintenance, and 
replacement responsibility of about two-thirds 
of Reclamation assets have been transferred 
to an operating entity pursuant to contracts 
with Reclamation. Clear coordination and 
communication between Reclamation and 
operating entities are critical to the operation of 
these so-called “transferred works” 

Title Transfer D&S

The Alliance in 2019 worked closely with 
Reclamation on the  proposed draft Directive 
& Standard (D&S) for title transfers that do 
not require Congressional authorization. It is 
intended to complement legislation signed into 
law last year (P.L. 116-09) that allows certain, 
non-controversial title transfers to be granted 
without Congressional authorization. 

Interior’s actions on title transfers follow President 
Trump’s Fiscal Year 2020 budget request 
on “title transfer” activities and the recent 
enactment of P.L. 116-09, the John D. Dingell, 
Jr. Conservation, Management, and Recreation 
Act (Dingell Act). Secretary Bernhardt’s first 
administrative action to facilitate title transfers 
was a CE under NEPA. The new CEs – submitted 
to the Federal Register – was the first one for 
Reclamation in decades. The CE lists a number 
of criteria that will determine if simple, non-
controversial or uncomplicated facility transfers 
can be expedited under NEPA. The second 
action is in response to enactment of Title VII of 
the Dingell Act, in which Reclamation is allowed 
to transfer title of certain types of Reclamation 

facilities that will no longer require authorizing 
legislation at the end of the process. As part of 
this action, Reclamation updated its operating 
manual to implement the law and the new CE. 
Each title transfer will be reviewed on a case-by-
case basis to determine if the new CE and the 
new authority would apply. Alliance Advisory 
Committee member Tom Knutson (NEBRASKA) 
and Executive Director Dan Keppen both 
testified before a House subcommittee in the last 
Congress in support of title transfer legislation. 

The D&S issued by Reclamation intends to 
outline how these efforts will be implemented 
by Reclamation and its water customers.  
Reclamation issued an interim D&S in March 
2019, and the draft permanent D&S released 
later in the year was made available for a 45-day 
public comment period. During the Reclamation-
hosted conference calls,  questions were raised 
by teleconference participants regarding the 
appraisal process, the federal interest discount 
rate used for repayment, project use power, 
and other matters. Several Family Farm Alliance 
members developed their own comment 
letters on this important issue, and the Alliance 
final letter draws heavily from the good work 
undertaken by the Idaho Water Users Association 
and several of the Idaho districts, some of which 
are currently working with Reclamation on their 
own title transfers. The final Alliance letter was 
finalized and transmitted to Reclamation in 
December 2019.   

Transferred Works D&S  

Reclamation is finalizing another draft D&S 
on Substantial Changes on Transferred Works 
(CMP 10-05). The purpose of this D&S is to 
provide clear expectations of Reclamation’s 
internal requirements to coordinate with 
transferred works operating entities (and other 
external entities) regarding substantial changes 
on Reclamation-owned facilities. At times, 
uncoordinated changes between Reclamation 
and the non-Federal entity have resulted in 
adverse consequences. Reclamation’s draft 
D&S was intended to improve collaboration 
and provide a more consistent approach on 
these matters in the future. However, many 
Western interests responsible for operating 
and maintaining transferred works expressed 
serious concerns with the proposed D&S, which 
they saw as being too broad, open-ended and 
subjective. Our members expressed strong 
reservations earlier in 2019 about the proposed 
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D&S. 

In late May 2019, Alliance and NWRA 
representatives and several Western water 
managers participated in a conference call 
with senior level Reclamation appointees to 
discuss this matter. Reclamation at that time 
expressed a willingness to pause/suspend the 
public comment period. Later, Reclamation 
hosted a two-hour teleconference call for 
interested stakeholders on the proposed D&S, 
where Reclamation leadership explained the 
reasoning and rationale used to develop the 
draft D&S. Transferred works operators and 
others expressed concerns and, in some cases, 
provided alternative language and conceptual 
ideas for a revised D&S. Key concerns expressed 
by participants revolved around the potential 
need for additional funding for new staff and 
added time constraints on commencing such 
work due to the proposal, the definition of 
“substantial change”, potential conflicts with 
the draft D&S and existing contracts, and other 
unintended consequences. 

Both the Commissioner’s office and Reclamation 
leaders out of Denver agreed that Reclamation 
does not want to fix what is not broken or add 
more bureaucracy; the intent is to not negatively 
affect good working relationships. Reclamation 
leadership appears to be committed to finding 
a more surgical, precise solution in areas where 
there are communication problems between 
area offices and operators of transferred facilities. 
The modified draft D&S is now just two pages 
in length, instead of the 16-page version initially 
introduced and is dramatically more workable 
than the last one. However, we still had some 
concerns with how the revised document might 
conflict with existing contracts that speak to 
transferred works.  The Alliance developed a 
letter last November co-signed by NWRA that 
outlines those concerns.   


FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: 
Continue to advance the arguments 
made in the 2015 Colorado River Basin 
policy paper.

The Colorado River is a vital water resource in the 
southwestern United States and northwestern 
Mexico. It irrigates nearly 5.5 million acres of 

farmland and sustains life and livelihood for 
over 40 million people in major metropolitan 
areas including Albuquerque, Cheyenne, 
Denver, Las Vegas, Los Angeles, Phoenix, Salt 
Lake City, San Diego and Tucson. Since 2000 
the Colorado River Basin has experienced its 
most severe drought in recorded history and the 
risk of reaching critically low elevations at Lakes 
Powell and Mead—the two largest reservoirs in 
the United States—as increased by nearly four 
times over the past ten years. The 

Family Farm Alliance in 2015 crafted a white 
paper articulating the organization’s principles 
and recommendations for smart, effective 
management of water resources in the Colorado 
River Basin. At the time, the Alliance sought to 
help decision-makers in the Basin deal with 
the harsh realities of current and future water 
shortages due to drought and over-allocation 
of water to growing, predominantly municipal, 
demands. 

Colorado River Drought Contingency  
Plans

Family Farm Alliance representatives and 
member organizations from the headwaters 
of the Upper Colorado River to the Mexican 
border were busy in 2019, as Basin states moved 
towards implementing Drought Contingency 
Plans (DCPs) and other management initiatives. 
President Donald Trump signed the basin wide 
DCP bill in April. However, California missed the 
deadline from the federal government to join 
the other states. The bill is the culmination of 
years of negotiations between seven states in 
the Colorado River basin on how much each 
state can draw from the river if Lake Powell and 
Lake Mead drop to crisis levels. The bill also 
prevented actions that would have bypassed 
federal environmental laws. 

DCP Elements and Need

Key elements of the plan for the Upper Basin 
states include: (1) protection of critical elevations 
at Lake Powell and help to assure continued 
compliance with the 1922 Colorado River 
Compact; and (2) authorization of storage for 
conserved water in the Upper Basin that could 
help establish the foundation for a Demand 
Management Program that may be developed 
in the future. 

The Lower Basin DCP is designed to: (1) have 
Arizona, California and Nevada contribute 
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additional water to Lake Mead storage at 
predetermined elevations; and (2) create 
additional flexibility to incentivize additional 
voluntary conservation of water to be stored in 
Lake Mead. The need for the DCP is, in part, to 
address requirements of previous agreements. 
Under the existing usage guidelines that the 
basin states agreed to in 2007, if the level at Lake 
Mead dips below 1,075 feet it would trigger 
automatic water cuts across the Southwest, 
specifically to Arizona and Nevada. The drought 
plan also create incentives for storing water 
when the Lower Basin states believe that they 
could be removed from Lake Mead if water 
levels are dropping too low. 

In addition to the voluntary reductions and 
other measures to which the basin states 
agreed, Mexico also agreed to participate in 
additional measures to protect the Colorado 
River Basin. Under a 2017 agreement, Mexico 
agreed to implement a Binational Water Scarcity 
Contingency Plan but only after the United 
States adopted the DCP.

West Slope Basin Roundtable Meeting 

Alliance President Patrick O’Toole (WYOMING) 
and Don Schwindt (COLORADO)  - in addition 
to several Family Farm Alliance member 
organizations - participated in a joint meeting of 
the four West Slope Basin Roundtables at the Ute 
Water Conservancy District in Grand Junction 
(COLORADO) last summer. They were joined 
by over 150 water leaders from across Colorado 
in a standing room – only, 5-hour meeting to 
discuss the past, present, and especially – the 
future – of the Colorado River. 

The Grand Junction meeting also provided and 
overview of the Upper Basin DCP, the primary 
goal of which is to take proactive measures to 
always have a storage cushion in Lake Powell. 
The theory is that as long as the Upper Basin has 
some storage available, it will have the water on 
hand to meet its downstream commitments. 
Maintaining Lake Powell levels also has benefits 
for hydropower production at Glen Canyon 
Dam. The Upper Basin DCP includes three basic 
management actions: 1) drought operations 
of the Colorado River Storage Project storage 
reservoirs upstream of Lake Powell; 2) system 
augmentation, consisting of cloud seeding 
and non-native vegetation control; and 3) 
demand management, where programs to 
reduce consumptive uses will be investigated. 

None of the states has made a formal decision 
to implement demand management. The 
commitment is only to study the feasibility of 
demand management. However, many West 
Slope residents who are owners of agricultural 
water rights and their neighbors concerned 
with third party impacts are actively discussing 
and sharing their concerns with this concept.  

Demand Management Workgroups 

Prior to the Grand Junction meeting, Colorado 
Water Conservation Board (CWCB) staff 
announced the creation of several Demand 
Management Feasibility Investigation 
Workgroups. The purpose of these workgroups 
is to help CWCB staff identify and frame 
the complex issues associated with demand 
management feasibility for public and Board 
consideration. Several Family Farm Alliance 
members and/or organizations have been 
appointed to these workgroups. 

Other Upper Basin Developments 

The day after the Grand Junction meeting, 
President O’Toole and Advisory Committee 
member Larry Hicks (WYOMING) participated 
in a demand management meeting hosted by 
the Upper Colorado River Commission and the 
Upper Basin States (Colorado, New Mexico, 
Utah and Wyoming) at the Utah Department 
of Water Resources in Salt Lake City. In the 
Upper Basin, demand management and supply 
enhancement actions are both being eyed by 
various interests as tools to address Colorado 
River challenges.  A pilot “Systems Conservation 
Program” that began four years ago to pay 
ranchers to not irrigate in late summer to 
conserve water has come to an end. Challenges 
identified with that program include finding 
better ways to determine how much water was 
saved and to better shepherd that water to its 
intended destination: Lake Powell.

Family Farm Alliance Colorado River  
“Water Review” 

The Family Farm Alliance leadership for much of 
2019 assembled a special Colorado River two-
volume version of the “Water Review”, which 
includes the perspectives of eleven key water 
users with ties to the Alliance. All Colorado 
River water users need certainty for effective 
future planning. Agricultural water users need - 
and want - to help shape their future, instead 
of relying upon others to design their future 
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for them. Thus, ag water users are a major 
audience for this special edition of the Water 
Review. The two Alliance Colorado River reports 
can be accessed on the Alliance’s website:  
www.familyfarmalliance.org. 

President O’Toole and other Alliance leaders 
felt the organization could provide a service 
to its Colorado River membership and policy 
makers by explaining how key players from 
throughout the entire Colorado River System 
are tackling the DCPs and other processes. 
The publication was rolled out in December 
at the Colorado River Water Users Association 
(CRWUA) annual conference in Las Vegas. The 
Alliance issued a press release with links to 
download each report. The reports were also 
mentioned in another press release issued by 
the office of Interior Secretary David Bernhardt. 
That same day, Secretary Bernhardt at CRWUA 
announced the Department’s intent to proceed 
with a report that will analyze the effectiveness 
of current Colorado River operational rules to 
ensure continued reliable water and power 
resources across the Southwest—a year ahead 
of when the current rules require the report. 


FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE:  
Influence 2018 Farm Bill guidance and 
rulemaking.

President Trump in December 2018 signed into 
law the 2018 Farm Bill (H.R. 2). The Farm Bill 
is a multi-year law, typically covering programs 
over a five-year period, that governs a wide array 
of agricultural and food programs. The five-year 
term of the law is intended to give lawmakers an 
opportunity to periodically review and update 
agriculture programs and policies covered by 
the law, and to address new issues. 

The 2018 farm bill includes expanded authority 
under the Environmental Quality and Incentives 
Program (EQIP) allowing irrigation districts– for 
the first time ever - to receive funding as direct 
applicants for water conservation measures as 
well as continued eligibility as partners. The 
bill provides improved contracting for partners 
engaged in work with producers, which is 
intended to be streamlined and made more 
effective under the Regional Conservation 
Partnership Program (RCPP). Importantly, the 

2018 farm bill preserves existing authorization 
structure and $50 million in mandatory funding 
for the Watershed Protection and Flood 
Prevention Act, a flexible and useful program 
utilized by Western water managers, but not 
funded sufficiently in recent times. The 2018 
farm bill also contains an important mix of 
beginning farmer and rancher provisions. 

U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA): 
Farm Bill Implementation 

The Alliance in early 2019 transmitted a 
letter with recommendations for the NRCS 
to consider with respect to the rules they are 
writing to implement the Conservation Title of 
the 2018 Farm Bill. Many of our suggestions 
and examples are drawn from recent positive 
irrigation modernization projects. Our overall 
goal for implementation of the farm bill is to 
increase opportunities for farmers and their 
related water management entities to invest in 
improvements in water management and more 
efficient irrigation technologies, leading to 
more reliable water supplies, increased resource 
conservation, and increased crop yields and 
environmental benefits. The Alliance has long 
supported robust and reliable funding for EQIP, 
RCPP, and the Watershed Protection and Flood 
Prevention program (P.L. 566).  

The House  Subcommittee on Conservation and 
Forestry held a Public Hearing in May 2019 to 
review U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
Farm Bill conservation programs. The WACC – 
of which the Alliance is a member – provided 
comments for Subcommittee Ranking Member 
Doug LaMalfa (R-CALIFORNIA) to consider for 
his opening statement. The WACC conveyed 
to Mr. LaMalfa two broad positions on the 
new Farm Bill: 1) Implementation of the new 
provisions for western producers should be 
flexible and responsive to drought in the West; 
and 2)  Investments in western, irrigation-
delivery infrastructure under EQIP new authority, 
RCPP, and PL-566 should prioritize multi-
benefit projects that rewards multi-stakeholder 
collaboration and pro-active problem-solving 
around water scarcity. 

In August 2019, Senator Michael Bennet 
(COLORADO) led a bipartisan coalition of 
Western senators in calling on USDA to 
immediately implement water conservation 
tools that were included in the 2018 Farm Bill. 
Senator Bennet’s office contacted the Alliance 
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for guidance during preparation of the letter. 

USDA: Interim Rule for EQIP

NRCS recently sought public comments on its 
interim rule for EQIP, USDA’s program that helps 
producers plan and implement conservation 
practices. The rule takes effect upon publication 
and includes changes to the program prescribed 
by the 2018 Farm Bill. Of note, the new EQIP 
program can now be applied for by irrigation 
districts, a provision that was introduced and 
advocated for by the Alliance for nearly a 
decade. The Alliance developed comments for 
NRCS and also contributed to a comment letter 
that was crafted by the WACC.


FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE:  
Use climatic extremes to advocate for 
“climate-smart” agriculture and needed 
changes in Western water policy.

Sen. Ed Markey (D-MA) and Rep. Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez (D-NY) early in 2019 announced 
the release of their “Green New Deal” resolution, 
a road map of progressive policy goals to tackle 
climate change and massively transform the 
American economy. The largest focus of the 
resolution is preventing and counteracting 
climate change, which it calls a direct threat 
to national security.  The release came on the 
same day that House Speaker Nancy Pelosi 
(D-CALIFORNIA) made public the members 
of the newly formed Select Committee on 
the Climate Crisis. Both announcements drew 
widespread praise from environmental groups. 
However, Republicans have fought the “Green 
New Deal” resolution. A conservative group has 
estimated the “Green New Deal” would cost 
between $52 trillion and $94 trillion during 
the course of the next decade, a number that 
Republicans have highlighted as they seek to dis 
the climate plan. 

Climate change and agriculture’s role are also 
getting attention within the Democratic field 
of presidential contenders. Joe Biden said that 
he would aim to make American agriculture the 
first in the world to achieve “net-zero” emissions 
if elected. His platform advocates for farmers to 
be able to participate in carbon markets, with 
the goal of creating new revenue streams.  

Pete Buttigieg has advocated that farmers’ 
management of soil can make them be part of 
the solution instead of being told they’re part of 
the problem. 

The United Nations Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) in September 2019 
issued a report on the state of the world’s oceans 
and ice, which was chock full of dire warnings 
about the oceans getting warmer and more 
acidic, melting ice sheets that will drive up sea 
levels, and more frequent marine heat waves. 
Around the same time as the release of the 
IPCC report, numerous actions were launched 
in Washington, D.C. by interests who have a 
different vision of agriculture than that shared 
by most Alliance members. 

Alliance Engagement in “Climate Smart 
Agriculture”

The Alliance continues to engage and discuss 
potential effects and impacts of climate change 
in the West, building upon the interest created 
by the Alliance’s report on climate change that 
was issued in 2007 and active engagement 
addressing climate change on Capitol Hill. The 
Alliance board of directors at its 2019 annual 
meeting supported its long-time policy of using 
climatic extremes and findings from its climate 
change report to advocate for “climate-smart” 
agriculture and needed changes in Western 
water policy. Through our involvement on the 
Steering Committee of the North American 
Climate Smart Agriculture Alliance (NACSAA), 
we have been monitoring United National 
global climate talks over the past two years and 
bringing the voice of North American producers 
and land managers to the discussion table. 
NACSAA believes public policy should provide 
incentives for climate-friendly and common-
sense farm improvements. 

Since a meeting with the Water Funders Initiative 
last summer in Vail (COLORADO), Alliance 
President Pat O’Toole and Executive Director 
Dan Keppen have been working with the Water 
Hub, a new program at Climate Nexus. Water 
Hub was created to advance “water justice and 
sustainability” by supporting and aligning the 
work of advocates both within and outside the 
environmental mainstream. Part of the Water 
Hub’s charge is inserting new viewpoints and 
voices into the water conversation by providing 
earned and digital media services to groups with 
limited communications capacity. Mr. O’Toole 
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has been added to the Water Hub’s expert list 
for reporters interested in covering this angle. 
The Alliance also provided other NACSAA 
names, as well. Mr. O’Toole worked with the 
Water Hub on an op-ed for the Denver Post that 
acknowledges the water challenges Western 
farmers are facing, but emphasizes that farmers 
are also part of the solution. 

The media and political attention paid to climate 
change in recent years has sometimes been 
overwhelming, and it’s easy to get quickly jaded 
and dismissive of the whole topic. However, it’s 
important to keep an eye on this, since climate 
change provides a key forum for all kinds of 
interests to advance agendas that might be 
harmful to Western irrigated agriculture. Our 
partnerships with NACSAA and Solutions for 
the Land – described below – play an important 
role in keeping the Family Farm Alliance at the 
table, instead of on the menu, on all things 
climate change.  Agriculture is going to need as 
much help as it can get in this arena.

North America Climate Smart Agriculture 
Alliance (NACSAA)

NACSAA is a farmer-led platform for inspiring, 
educating, and equipping agricultural partners 
to innovate effective local adaptations that 
sustain productivity, enhance climate resilience, 
and contribute to the local and global goals 
for sustainable development. The Family 
Farm Alliance is represented on the Steering 
Committee of NACSAA, which provides 
platforms for engagement, dialogue, knowledge 
sharing and application of climate science to 
the agriculture and forestry sectors. NACSAA 
representatives participated at United Nations 
talks in Bonn, Germany last year and pushed 
the message that agriculture is a major solution 
platform for achieving global climate stability 
and sustainable development goals. The ag-
related Koronivia Joint Work Agreement sessions 
in Bonn focused on adaptive management 
strategies and soil health - two areas where 
farmers, ranchers, forestland owners and their 
many partners in developed countries have 
extensive experience to share with developing 
countries. Delegates to the UN conference 

sought ways in which off-grid and decentralized 
energy solutions could be deployed for smart 
energy and water use in the agri-food chain. 
Subsequent submissions will be developed and 
advanced on water management, nutrient use 
and manure management towards sustainable 
and resilient agricultural systems, livestock 
management and bioenergy including biofuels.

NACSAA in the latter half of 2019 demonstrated 
real leadership in advancing science-based 
adaptation and mitigation solutions available 
from agriculture in North America and other 
developed countries. NACSAA went on 
the offensive using farmer leaders like Pat 
O’Toole and A.G. Kawamura to highlight 
their experiences and examples of innovative 
solutions they are delivering from the land. 
Mr. O’Toole and Alliance Executive Director 
Dan Keppen both serve on NACSAA’s steering 
committee. 

Solutions from the Land 

Much of the Alliance’s recent work in the 
climate arena is done through our involvement 
with Solutions from the Land (SfL), which 
was created seven years ago as an ambitious 
undertaking to advance land-based solutions 
to global challenges. SFL’s vision is that, by 
2030, America’s farms, ranches and forests 
are at the forefront of resolving food system, 
energy, environmental and climate challenges 
and achieving global sustainable development 
goals. SfL in 2019 was afforded an opportunity 
to testify before the House Select Committee 
on the Climate Crisis on policies that can be 
implemented to address a changing climate. 
Fred Yoder, a fourth-generation farmer from Ohio 
who is an SfL co-chair, testified at the hearing, 
titled “Solving the Climate Crisis: Opportunities 
in Agriculture”. Alliance President Pat O’Toole 
was present at the hearing, where Mr. Yoder 
highlighted in his testimony how growers are 
directly impacted by climate change, and how 
they are also uniquely positioned to help deliver 
solutions.   A 2020 Work Plan recently adopted 
by the SfL Steering Committee ensures an 
equally ambitious effort of the next 12 months.  
Pat O’Toole sits on the SfL Steering Committee 
and Executive Director Dan Keppen provides 
necessary staff support. 
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FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE:  
Advocate for active forest management 
that could potentially increase water 
yield, improve water quality, and  provide 
for jobs, and reduce the cost of firefighting 
while increasing forest resiliency. 

Today’s wildfires are often larger and more 
catastrophic than in the past. Decades of fire 
suppression and an inability to manage forests 
through controlled burns, thinning, and 
pest/insect control play a big role in this. For 
example, where California once had about 40 
trees per acre, it now has about 100 trees per 
acre. Today, on average 7 to 8 million acres of 
forests and grasslands burn annually, double the 
figure from three decades ago. Western wildfire 
disasters have underscored the importance of 
improving on-the-ground management actions 
that can lead to improved forest health.

“Resilient Federal Forests Act of 2019” 

In many areas of the West, federal lands and 
forests make up much of the upper watershed 
areas where farmers’ water supplies come from. 
When wildfires burn these upper watersheds, 
water supplies farmers depend on to irrigate 
crops downstream are negatively impacted. 
The Family Farm Alliance in 2019 formally 
endorsed a bill intended to address the growing 
risk of wildfires - the “Resilient Federal Forests 
Act of 2019” (H.R. 2607), introduced by U.W. 
Rep. Bruce Westerman (R-Ark).  The proposed 
legislation couples strategic forest management 
reforms with regulatory efficiencies that can 
empower federal land management agencies 
to restore health and resiliency to our nation’s 
forests. The bill’s expedited environmental 

analysis and proposed CEs under NEPA will 
make it easier to accelerate critical forest 
response actions, salvage operations in response 
to catastrophic events, roadside projects, 
and other actions that can reduce the risk of 
wildfire. It removes regulatory and bureaucratic 
gridlock associated with critical salvage and 
restoration actions needed to quickly respond 
to catastrophic wildfires. The bill encourages 
arbitration instead of litigation to address 
challenges to forest management activities. 
And, it improves upon existing practices used to 
address insect and disease infestation in federal 
forests. We believe these actions collectively 
will better protect public safety, water supply, 
and public infrastructure, allowing real, on-the-
ground actions to address the primary causes 
behind the recent infernos.

USDA Forest Service: NEPA Updates

The Family Farm Alliance joined three other 
Western water and agricultural organizations last 
year in a comment letter that supports proposed 
Forest Service changes to modernize how the 
agency complies with NEPA. The proposed 
updates are intended to give the Forest Service 
the tools and flexibility to manage the land and 
tackle critical challenges like wildfire, insects, 
and disease. In addition to the Alliance, other 
co-signers on the letter were the Association of 
California Water Agencies, the California Farm 
Bureau Federation, and NWRA. The members of 
these organizations help provide water to more 
than 50 million Americans and irrigate millions 
of acres of farmland across the United States. 

The joint letter signed on to by the Alliance 
was featured in a brief article included in the 
newsletter of the Western States Water Council, 
the advisory body to the Western Governors 
Association. 
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The Family Farm Alliance works closely 
with other agricultural organizations and 
constructive conservation Non-Governmental 
Organizations. Partnerships are an important 
part of how the Alliance does business.  

Western Agriculture and Conservation 
Coalition (WACC)

The Family Farm Alliance is a member of the 
steering committee of the WACC, a coalition 
of constructive agriculture and conservation 
groups who have engaged in recent years on 
farm bill, environmental appropriations and 
ESA issues. The WACC - which the Alliance 
helped create nearly a decade ago, and which 
we now serve on the steering committee for 
– had its sixth annual face-to-face meeting in 
Reno, following the February 2019 Alliance 
annual conference. The coalition had its most 
robust, mature, forthcoming discussion on the 
Endangered Species Act (ESA) to date.

The coalition also agreed to push for 
streamlined NEPA requirements for projects 
that provide positive environmental benefits. 
The Nature Conservancy and Farmers 
Conservation Alliance (FCA) prepared a briefing 
summary that outlines the issue and makes 
recommendations for action. The WACC also 
outreached to CEQ to determine the status of 
administrative activity on this issue. All of these 
issues were advanced at a D.C. fly-in scheduled 
later in the spring, which overlapped with the 
Alliance “mini farmer lobbyist trip” scheduled 
for that same week. 

The WACC in 2019 signed off on a letter to 
key appropriations committees on Capitol Hill 
that expressed support for Partners of Fish and 
Wildlife, WaterSMART, and farm bill conservation 
programs supported during reauthorization. 
The group also agreed to support  the Public 
Land Council’s wild horse initiative. There was 
some interest in including in the letter support 
for substantive changes to WaterSMART, but 
the group decided to consider these changes 
through a vehicle separate from appropriations. 

In September, several more meetings involving 
representatives from the WACC were held in 
D.C. The members of the WACC believe they 

can play a unique role in identifying common 
interests of landowners and the conservation 
community in imperiled species management. 
To this end, they met separately with majority 
and minority EPW Committee staff in an attempt 
to encourage cooperative and open discussions 
on revised draft legislation. It appears that the 
WACC may play a central role in this process, 
as it develops.  

While in D.C. in  September, the WACC Group 
members also met with the White House CEQ 
staff to discuss ways to streamline the NEPA 
process associated with conservation projects. 
A meeting was also conducted with NRCS staff 
in charge of setting up the rules for the new 
farm bill EQIP and RCPP. The WACC will once 
again have its annual meeting following this 
year’s Alliance annual conference in Reno. 

Intermountain West Joint Venture 

The Intermountain West Joint Venture (IWJV) 
is a partnership of government agencies, 
nongovernmental organizations, and other 
public and private landowners for the 
conservation of bird habitats in the inter-
mountain areas of the western United States. 
Alliance President Pat O’Toole sits on the IWJV 
Board of Directors, and our two organizations 
have worked closely on IWJV’s “Water 4” 
initiative, which seeks to publicize the benefits 
of flood irrigation on ranch lands that benefit 
waterfowl. 

IWJV in 2019 released the recording of their 
webinar on the human dimensions of flood 
irrigation that support working lands, wildlife, 
and people: Digging Deeper into Flood 
Irrigation: Why do ranchers do what they 
do? This webinar digs into the facilitators and 
constraints to maintaining flood irrigation on the 
landscape that support working wet meadows 
for ranchers and the environment. Discussion 
includes recommendations on how to apply 
the research results. This project was led by 
researchers from Virginia Tech and University 
of Montana and funded by USFWS, NRCS, 
and IWJV. This co-produced research project 
was made possible through the involvement of 
many local and regional conservation partners 
and the voluntary participation of ranchers in 

Family Farm Alliance Partners
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southern Oregon-northeastern California and 
southwest Wyoming-northwestern Colorado. 

The IWJV panel presentation at the 2019 Alliance 
annual conference in Reno last February was seen 
as a highlight by many conference attendees.  
IWJV’s Spring Management Board Meeting is 

scheduled for April 21-23, 2020, in Klamath 
Falls, Oregon. Alliance Executive Director Dan 
Keppen has worked with representatives from 
IWJV, USFWS and waterfowl organizations to 
brainstorm on field tour and presentation panel 
ideas for the April meeting.  
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A group of farmers, ranchers and water 
managers from five Western states made the 
rounds on Capitol Hill and met with key Trump 
Administration officials in September as part of 
the 2019 Family Farm Alliance Farmer Lobbyist 
trip. The Alliance annual farmer lobbyist trip 
is one of the cornerstone programs of our 
organization. It was created to allow farmers, 
ranchers and water managers to interact 
directly with elected officials and other policy 
in Washington, D.C. 

The 2019 farmer lobbyist contingent included 
representatives from Arizona, Nevada, Oregon, 
Washington and Wyoming. In addition to 
meeting with Congressional Members from 
those five states, the group also met with 
senior officials from the Department of Interior, 
Department of Agriculture, EPA, and staffers 
from key Congressional water committees. 
The Western contingent visited twenty offices 
in the course of 2-1/2 days. It was an action-
packed week for the 2019 farmer lobbyists, 

with Congress tackling a variety of pressing 
issues. In the waning days of the month, one 
topic  emerged which will likely overshadow 
everything: the move by House Democrats 
to begin President Trump’s impeachment 
proceedings. Water committee staffers 
expressed concern about the need to make 
some quick, solid process on things like the 
2020 WRDA before the 2020 election and 
impeachment issues stop everything.  A smaller 
group of Alliance representatives earlier in the 
year participated in a variety of meetings on 
Capitol Hill and with Trump Administration 
policy officials regarding Western water matters. 

Mark Limbaugh, Chris Kearney and Zach 
Israel of The Ferguson Group (TFG) handled 
the logistics in D.C. TFG once again deserve 
a shout-out for the incredible itinerary they 
developed and professional approach they 
employed in setting up both of the 2019 trips 
to Washington. 

 

2019 Farmer Lobbyist Trip

Farmer Lobbyist trip to Washington, D.C.
The September 2019 farmer lobbyists perticipated in over 20 meetings in less than 3 days.
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The 2019 Annual Meeting and Conference of the Family Farm Alliance took place in February 
for the second time at the Eldorado Resort & Casino in Reno (NEVADA). The program 
featured the following:    

  “Water Resources Benefits from Landscape-
wide Forest Management”, where 
panelists discussed how sound active forest 
management can improve water yield, 
provide new jobs, and reduce the cost 
of firefighting, all while increasing forest 
resiliency; 

 
  “Sustaining Agriculture, Wildlife and 

People”, presented by IWJV representatives, 
provided diverse perspectives about how 
conservation programs, policies, and 
partnerships can support working lands, 
wildlife habitat, and western communities;

 
  Luncheon, featuring keynote speaker 

A.G. Kawamura, the former secretary of 
the California Department of Food and 
Agriculture, who discussed the crossroads 
faced by Western agricultural producers;

 
  “Litigation Update”, where Alliance general 

counsel Norm Semanko moderated a panel 
of attorneys involved with critical court 
cases involving Western water resources 
matters; 

 
  2018 Farm Bill – Perspectives from 

agriculture, conservation and Congress;
 
  Keynote addresses by Assistant Interior 

Secretary Tim Petty, who discussed 
the activities of President Trump’s 
“Water Subcabinet”; and Reclamation 
Commissioner Brenda Burman;

 

  Two panels on Colorado River Upper Basin 
and Lower Basin DCP development;

 
  “The View from Capitol Hill”, moderated by 

Mark Limbaugh; and
 
  Bureau of Reclamation Roundtable, featuring 

all five regional directors.

The reaction of attendees for the general session 
portion of the conference was very positive.  A 
tour of the local Tesla “Giga Factory” took place 
following the general session.

The Alliance internal leadership meetings that 
took place on the day before the conference 
general session were very productive, and the 
joint board - Advisory Committee meeting later 
that day filled the conference meeting room. 
Bureau of Reclamation Deputy Commissioner 
Shelby Hagenauer and Acting Policy Director 
Karl Stock also joined the board and Advisory 
Committee to discuss upcoming Reclamation 
workshops that would feature breakout sessions 
on specific topics. 

2019 Annual Meeting and Conference
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The Alliance strives to facilitate the delivery of 
accurate and timely information to Congress, 
regulatory agencies and our members on issues 
which impact Western irrigators, through a 
variety of media forums. The “Monthly Briefing” 
provides up-to-date information on Alliance 
activities. The “Water Review” focuses on our 
members and the issues and actions they are 
involved with at the local level, as described 
in the December 2019 two-volume “Water 
Review” of the Colorado River. “Issue Alerts” 
provide timely news on political developments. 
Family Farm Alliance executive director Dan 
Keppen writes a monthly column on behalf of 
the Alliance that appears in Western Farmer-
Stockman magazine and has been invited to 
also write guest columns for Capitol Press.  He 
was a regular guest in 2019 on KFLS 1450 
AM’s “Klamath Talks”, the Klamath Basin’s only 
local talk show, to provide updates on Alliance 
activities. 

The Family Farm Alliance website – www.
familyfarmalliance.org – was further expanded 
and improved in 2018 and tied into the 
Alliance’s new Facebook page, which is updated 
several times per week. It provides quick access 
to online information about the Alliance and 
documents prepared by the Alliance. The 
Alliance also created a new e-mail distribution 

system which ties back to the website.

Alliance President Patrick O’Toole was 
interviewed in October 2019 for a sobering 
CNBC story called, “Trade Wars, climate 
change plunge the family farm into crisis. Is it 
an endangered American institution?” While 
this article has some interesting findings, Mr. 
O’Toole’s observations are spot-on. 

On March 19, 2019, several Alliance members – 
including board member Marc Thalacker 
(manager of Three Sisters Irrigation District, 
or TSID) – participated in a ribbon-cutting 
ceremony in Oregon’s Deschutes River Basin. 
They were there to celebrate TSID’s installation 
of the first-ever NRCS in-conduit hydro 
project and Tumalo Irrigation District’s first 
PL-566 project. NRCS Chief Matt Lohr was in 
attendance, as well as U.S. Senator Jeff Merkley 
(D-OREGON). 

In the past year, Alliance representatives 
participated in panel discussions and presented 
their views at numerous Western water and 
environmental conferences. Mr. O’Toole and 
Mr. Keppen were featured lunch-time speakers 
at the Four States Irrigation Council annual 
meeting (Fort Collins) in January 2019. The 
Colorado Water Congress Annual Convention 
took place the following month in Denver, 

Outreach and Communications
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where Mr. Keppen delivered the keynote 
address on the morning of February 1st before 
an audience of 650. Pat O’Toole, former U.S. 
Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack and 
newly appointed Colorado Commissioner of 
Agriculture Kate Greenberg joined Mr. Keppen 
on stage for a panel discussion that delved into 
the difficulties of tracking the practical impacts 
on agriculture associated with multiple state 
DCPs on the Colorado River.

The Family Farm Alliance participated in a 
Leadership Roundtable meeting hosted by the 
Water Funder Initiative (WFI) in June 2019 in 
Vail (COLORADO). Dan Keppen was  invited to 
the meeting to speak during the “Reimaging 
the Rural West” session, where he was joined 
by Colorado Agriculture Commissioner Kate 
Greenberg, Ann Mills of the Agua Foundation, 
and Chris Shaffner from COBank. Mr. Keppen 
encouraged the group to help agriculture tell 
its message and underscore the importance 
of collaborative conservation projects that 
benefit the environment and agriculture. 
Former Deputy Interior Secretary Mike Connor 
moderated the panel, which was introduced 
by North Dakota Governor Dough Burgum, 
the new chairman of the Western Governors 
Association (WGA). 

The governor’s WGA initiative “Reimagining 
the Rural West” is built on healthy and resilient 
rivers, forests, farms, families and economies. 
The WFI meeting took place alongside the 
2019 WGA meeting, attended by twelve 
Western governors. Secretary of the Interior 
David Bernhardt was the keynote speaker, who 
addressed the governors in a question and 
answer session. 

Alliance President Pat O’Toole in 2019 also 
spent a few days in Denver participating 
in the WGA Working Lands Roundtable, 
which brought together experts for an inter-
disciplinary discussion on cross-boundary land 
planning and management issues. The specific 
focus of the  WGA Working Lands Roundtable 
workshop was on at-risk species conservation 
and collaboration. Mr. O’Toole also represented 

the Alliance and spoke at a workshop hosted 
by the Western States Water Council- WGA’s 
advisory committee on water matters - in 
Breckinridge (COLORADO) on issues related 
to grazing water rights. He provided an 
overview of the challenges stockowners face 
with the patchwork of federal lands, changes in 
Administration policies and turnover of federal 
employees, and the complexity of state water 
laws. Mr. O’Toole also participated in the U.S. 
Forest Service Finance Demo Day and Dinner 
in Denver (COLORADO), where Forest Service 
staff from all over the country presented 
innovative conservation finance concepts 
under consideration. 

In addition to the events discussed elsewhere 
in this report, Alliance Executive Director Dan 
Keppen was also invited to speak to several 
Western water and environmental conferences 
in the past year, including the Oregon Water 
Resources Annual Conference in Hood River; 
the Washington State Water Resources 
Association Annual Conference in Spokane; the 
NWRA annual meeting (Houston, TEXAS); and 
the California Agricultural Irrigation Association 
summer meeting in Pismo Beach. 

Mr. Keppen has served for twenty years on the 
Mid-Pacific Water Users Conference Planning 
Committee. At the Mid-Pacific conference in 
Reno (NEVADA), he moderated a Bureau of 
Reclamation area office managers roundtable 
and also a Washington, D.C. luncheon 
presentation featuring the Alliance’s D.C. 
representative, Mark Limbaugh, and former 
Congressman Dennis Cardoza. He also had 
the honor of introducing Steve Ford, an actor 
and son of former President Gerald Ford, who 
delivered the keynote address. 

Mr. Keppen also participated in the 2019 
National Water Forum in Lake Tahoe 
(CALIFORNIA) in May. The session topics 
for discussion at the 2019 Forum included 
emerging issues in groundwater rights and 
groundwater quality, WOTUS, interstate 
conflict and interstate apportionment, climate 
change planning, and the “Green New Deal.”
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Membership Application and Dues Structure
The Family Farm Alliance is a 501(c)6 tax exempt organization.  Our support comes 
exclusively from those who believe our mission is important enough to contribute.   
We believe the cause is important enough to ask for your support - Please join us.

Name: _________________________________________________________________

Company: ______________________________________________________________

Address:  _______________________________________________________________

City:  __________________________________________________________________

State: ___________________________________________ Zip: __________________

Phone:   ________________________________________________________________

Email: __________________________________________________________________

Suggested Contribution Levels

a Supporter - $250 minimum for individuals

a Partner - $500 minimum for organizations and businesses

a Defender - $1,000

a Advocate - $5,000

a Champion - $10,000

a Irrigation District - @ $.05- $0.10 /irrigated acre

a Other  ___________________________ 

a  Not sure we can join right now but interested in learning more  
about the Alliance.      

Please Make Checks Payable to: 
Family Farm Alliance

c/o Daniel Errotabere, Treasurer
22895 S. Dickenson Avenue
Riverdale, California 93656

Phone: (541) 892-6244
email: dankeppen@charter.net

P.O. Box 216
Klamath Falls, OR 97601  




