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On the Web 
Remember to check Centralõs web 

site regularly for news releases, no-

tices, announcements of meetings 
and events, river flows and lake 
elevations, crop water-use data, and 

many other items about project op-
erations and water issues. 

http://www.cnppid.com  

Preface - 75 years of service  

Centralõs origins can be traced to a 
grain merchantõs idea that came as he 

traveled north of Holdrege one after-
noon in 1913. 

As he drove home, C.W. McConaughy 
ñ who was also Holdregeõs mayor ñ 

noticed an odd-looking field of wheat.  
Parts of the field were populated by tall 
wheat with long, healthy heads.  In 

other places, the wheat was stunted, 
with little promise of a decent yield. 

Seeking an explanation, McConaughy 
located the fieldõs owner.  He learned 

that corn shocks had been left in the 
field over the winter.  The wheat grew 

best where snow had drifted against the 

shocks.  McConaughy deduced that the 
melting snow had entered the soil 

where the moisture became available to 
the wheat that was planted after the 

corn was harvested. 

An idea formed.  McConaughy began a 

long crusade to bring irrigation to the 
fertile lands in south-central Nebraska.  

Under his original plan to provide 
òsupplemental irrigation,ó fields would 

be flooded with water diverted from the 
Platte River in the spring and fall when 
flows were most likely to be higher.  

The water stored in the soil would help 
crops through the hot summer, supple-

menting whatever rain that might fall. 

Overt the ensuing years, the original 

plan evolved into a full-scale project 
with storage water delivered throughout 
the growing season.  Hydroplants to 

generate electricity and income were 

added to make the project more eco-

nomical. 

In 1933 the Nebraska Legislature au-

thorized formation of public power and 

irrigation districts.  On July 24 of that 
year, the Central Nebraska Public 

Power and Irrigation District was cre-
ated after a petition to the Nebraska 

Department of Roads and Irrigation 
was approved. 

Construction of Centralõs hydro-
irrigation project began in 1936 and 
operations commenced in 1941.  In the 

75 years since the Districtõs formation, 
weõve seen a great many technological 

and operational advancements, but the 
project is fundamentally the same.  
However, the environment in which the 

District operates has changed dramati-
cally.  Demands for water have in-
creased and new interests competing for 

a share of the water have emerged.  

For many years, Central personnel have 
led tours to familiarize the public with 
its project.  The tours take participants 

Another factor that has had an impact 
on stream flows is the growing effi-

ciency of upstream irrigators.  In these 
days of trying to conserve as much wa-

ter as possible, the center pivot has be-
come the delivery mechanism of choice.  
Thatõs all well and good, but pivots are 

so efficient that there is little runoff or 
deep percolation past the root zone. 

Inflows to Lake McConaughy during 
the 2007-08 water year were the best 

theyõve been since 2000, helped in part 
by two large rainfall events above the 
lake this summer.  Improvements not-

withstanding, total inflows by the end 
of September are expected to amount to 
only about two-thirds of the 30-year 

average.   

Demands for water  

A common remark during conversa-
tions about lake levels is, òWhy donõt 
you just stop releasing water from Lake 

McConaughy during the non-irrigation 
season?ó  In recent years, that has hap-
pened for short periods, but like most 

facets of the operation, itõs not that sim-
ple. 

Lake McConaughyõs water is used for 
many purposes and not all of the water 

behind the dam is appropriated for Cen-

tralõs uses. 

First, of course, is the water stored for 
delivery to Centralõs irrigation custom-

ers.  Central also has supplemental stor-
age contracts for five other canals lo-
cated along the North Platte River. 

Next there is water stored for use by the 
Nebraska Public Power District and its 

three irrigation canals along the Platte 

River.  NPPD also has supplemental 

storage contracts with four other irriga-
tion canals in the Dawson County area. 

All together, Lake McConaughy stores 
water for delivery to about 220,000 
acres in the Platte Valley. 

NPPD is entitled by contact to the first 
125,000 acre-feet of water in Lake 

McConaughy each year, regardless of 
how much water the lake contains.  On 

its way to NPPD-owned irrigation ca-
nals, or canals with supplemental stor-
age contracts with NPPD, the water is 

also used for cooling purposes at Gerald 
Gentleman Station (GGS) near Suther-

land, and to generate power at the 
North Platte Hydroplant.  If adequate 
cooling water supplies are not available 

for GGS, NPPD might have to reduce 
generation and buy replacement power 
from out-of-state generators at a higher 

cost, which would affect rate-payers in 
Nebraska. 

Another significant block of water in 
Lake McConaughy is allocated to the 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS).  
This water is set aside in an 
òEnvironmental Accountó (EA).  The 

FWS can call for releases from the EA 
whenever it decides it will benefit en-

dangered species habitat along the cen-
tral Platte River. 

Each year, 10 percent of the storable 
inflows to Lake McConaughy go into 
the EA, which can accumulate up to 

200,000 acre-feet of water.  The Ne-
braska Department of Natural Re-

sources (DNR) tracks and protects EA 

flows from diversions by other entities, 

although flows are subject to normal 
conveyance losses. 

Central is also required by the Federal 
Energy Regulatory Commission 
(FERC) to provide a certain level of 

flows in the Platte River through a 
stretch of river identified as critical 

habitat for endangered species.  In addi-
tion, Nebraska, Wyoming, Colorado 
and the U. S. Dept. of the Interior have 

entered into a Long-Range Habitat Re-
covery Program for threatened and en-
dangered species along the Platte River 

that includes ñ among other conditions 

ñ a requirement for certain amounts of 

water in that central stretch of the river.  
The Program started on Jan. 1, 2007 
and its long-term effects are still being 

determined. 

Next issue:  Continuing the tour ñ òDay Twoó 

Take a tour (on paper) of Centralôs project 

A tour group from Dawson County inspects the Supply Canal headgates and the Diversion Dam during a tour of Centralõs hydro-irrigation project. 

(Continued on page 2) 

(From page 3) 
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from one end of the District to the 
other, during which the tour leader ex-

plains the projectõs operation in detail 
and discusses current water issues. 

This is the first of a two-part òtouró of 
the project.  Itõs no substitute for an 

actual tour, but it may serve to familiar-
ize readers who may not be acquainted 
with the projectõs facilities and opera-

tions, nor cognizant of state laws and 
federal license conditions under which 

Central operates.  

Those who have been around the area 

for a long time tend to have an under-
standing of the project that comes from 
experience.   There are still folks around 

who remember water coming down the 
ditch to their dadõs farm for the first 

time, but there are also people who are 
new to the area, or who donõt have con-
nections to life on the farm, or for 

whom irrigation has always meant a 
well and a center pivot. 

Centralõs project was intended to pro-
vide surface water irrigation and gener-

ate hydroelectric power, but it became 
apparent that water-based recreation, 
groundwater recharge and wildlife habi-

tat were additional benefits.  Central 
has recognized these benefits for many 
years and has taken them into account 

when making operational decisions.  
While these may not have been in-

tended benefits of the project, thereõs no 
question that those benefits exist.   

So with that preface concluded, letõs 
begin our tour. 

Source of the water  

Centralõs project technically begins with 
Lake McConaughy, but first letõs dis-

cuss the primary source of the projectõs 
water located far to the west:  the head-
waters of the North Platte River. 

The North Platte River begins as a 

trickle in the North Park basin near the 

town of Walden in north-central Colo-
rado.  The basin drains northward into 

Wyoming where the North Platte gains 
the flow of tributary rivers, including 
the Medicine Bow, Sweetwater and 

Laramie. 

These rivers are fed primarily by moun-

tain snowmelt.  Each spring, whatever 
snow has accumulated begins to melt, 

trickling down to streams and creeks 
that empty into the rivers.  The water is 
impounded behind a series of U.S. Bu-

reau of Reclamation reservoirs in Wyo-

ming, the largest of which are Seminoe 
(completed in 1939), Pathfinder (1909) 

and Glendo (1958).  These dams and 
reservoirs were built to store water for 

irrigation and hydroelectric power gen-
eration.   

Seminoe Reservoir, with a capacity of 
about 1.1 million acre-feet of water, is a 
part of the Kendrick Project, which 

provides irrigation water to farms pri-
marily in the Casper area.  Pathfinder 

Reservoir also can hold more than 1 
million acre-feet of water.  It is part of 
the North Platte Project and stores wa-

ter for full or supplemental deliveries to 
about 335,000 acres in eastern Wyo-
ming and Nebraskaõs Panhandle.  

Glendo was added to the North Platte 
Project to increase storage capacity and 

to improve regulation of flows for hy-

droelectric production and delivery of 

irrigation water.   

This upstream irrigation is significant 

because it is òreturn flowsó from these 
canals and irrigated acres that makes up 

the majority of the water entering Lake 
McConaughy. 

Return flows and inflows  

Return flows are the unused portion of 
water that returns to a stream or river 
after being diverted for irrigation.  In 

other words, water not consumed by 
the crop finds its way back to the North 

Platte River either as runoff or, after 
percolating past the cropõs root zone,  

through underground migration.  

The architects of Centralõs project rec-

ognized that the North Platte River was 

already overappropriated during the 

irrigation season before Kingsley Dam 
was constructed.  Lake McConaughy 
would have to rely on storage water 

accumulated during the non-irrigation 
season, primarily return flows from the 

upstream irrigation projects.  

Lake McConaughy fulfilled the purpose 

for which it was built.  From 1941 
through 2004, the lakeõs storage sup-
plies were always sufficient to provide 

full allocations of water to irrigation 
customers.  That streak ended in 2005 

when low storage conditions forced 
Central to allocate only 6.7 inches/acre 

to its customers.  What happened?  A 

combination of severe drought and in-
creased groundwater development 

above the reservoir.  Both have had 
adverse effects on the lakeõs storage 

supply. 

When the drought took hold in the 

early part of this decade, not only was 
rainfall lacking during the growing sea-

son, but snowpack accumulation in the 
mountains suffered a severe downturn.  
Since 2000, annual snowmelt runoff to 

the North Platte River has been about 
60 percent of the historical average. 

Because of low storage conditions in the 
Wyoming reservoirs, the Bureau began 

a series of years in which it allocated 
less than full deliveries of water to its 

irrigation customers in the North Platte 
Project.  Less water in the areaõs canals 

meant there was less water available to 

return to the river.  Couple that with 
significantly more irrigation wells and 
you see a double-edged impact on Lake 

McConaughy.  A large number of the 
wells are hydrologically connected to 

the North Platte River, which means 

that pumping groundwater from these 
wells will intercept underground return 

flows to the river. 

As a result, inflows over the past several 

years have fallen to record lows.  Aver-
age annual inflows over the past 6 years 

have barely exceeded 50 percent of the 
historical average.  Itõs not so much the 
releases from Kingsley Dam that led to 

low lake levels (in fact, releases have 
been at or near historic lows), but the 

shortage of water coming into the lake. 

While hydrologists have long recog-

nized and basically understood the con-
nection between surface water and 
groundwater, the State of Nebraska has 

only started to address this physical 

connection with legislation that pro-

vides a legal recognition.  Surface water 
and groundwater uses in Nebraska are 
regulated by two different sets of laws, 

an arrangement that can and does result 
in conflict.  While surface water is allo-
cated according to the òfirst-in-time, 

first-in-rightó principle, groundwater is 
subject to correlative rights, which 

means users must share groundwater in 
times of shortage.  It is likely that sur-
face water/groundwater conflicts will 

continue to pop up until the state 
strengthens the legal recognition of the 

hydrologic connection between surface 
water and groundwater, develops regu-

lations and laws that effectively and 

equitably address that connection and 
provide greater protection to surface 
water from depletions attributable to 

groundwater development. 

Central personnel will be traveling 
around Johnson Lake in late September 

to verify the Federal Energy Regulatory 
Commissionõs temporary waiver con-

cerning allowable uses of open spaces. 

The waiver allows temporary, seasonal 

storage of licensed and operable vehi-
cles and trailers, boats, boat docks and 
shore stations on areas at the lake desig-

nated as open spaces.  Such items can 
be stored in the open spaces until June 

1, 2009. 

Items not fitting the above descriptions 

should be removed from the open space 
areas. 

***  

Central will lower lakes along the Sup-
ply Canal in October to facilitate a 
month-long maintenance and turbine/

generator alignment project at the John-
son No. 2 Hydroplant. 

Starting Oct. 6, water levels at Midway, 
Plum Creek and Johnson lakes will 

begin dropping.  By Oct. 13, Midway 
and Plum Creek will be below normal 
levels by two to three feet and  Johnson 

Lake's level will decline six to eight feet. 

The drawdown preceding the project 
creates space in the lakes for water to 

fill while the powerplant is off-line. 

Following completion of the mainte-
nance project, Johnson Lake will be 
returned to normal winter operating 

levels.  Midway and Plum Creek will 
remain at the lower levels, which are 

normal for the fall and winter months. 

The lakes will continue to climb from 

current end-of-irrigation season levels 
until the drawdown begins on Oct. 6.  
The period of higher water levels will 

provide an opportunity to individuals to 
remove watercraft that may still be on 

shore stations. 
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