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Activities and Decisions – December 18th
The majority of members of the Nebraska Water Policy Task Force, 44 out of a total of 49 appointed members, attended this final plenary session. The agenda of the meeting included completing final decision making on several outstanding issues and presenting of the final report to the Governor. Described below are the activities and decisions reached during the meeting.

Moment of Silence in Remembrance of Robert Hawthorn

Chris Moore opened the meeting with an agenda review.  Jonathan Bartsch called for a moment of silence in remembrance of Robert Hawthorne, the most senior member of the Water Policy Task Force, who recently passed away.  Robert was a dedicated member, rarely missed a meeting and had very much been looking forward to attending our final session and presenting the Task Force’s work to the Governor.  

Report of the Presentation Funding Subcommittee and Plenary Session Decisions

Jay Rempe reported on discussions that members of the Presentation and Financial Subcommittees had with various senators regarding the need for dedicated funding, the amount ($4.7 million) needed to accomplish the recommendations of the Task Force and possible funding packages to finance the implementation of integrated water planning and management.  After considering the feedback, the Presentation and Finance Subcommittees decided to present the Task Force with two possible funding packages.

The first option was essentially the original funding package that had been discussed during a number of past sessions.  Its emphasis is on obtaining dedicated funds for a Water Resources Trust Fund that will finance both the work on integrated surface/groundwater management recommended by the Task Force and existing funds, such as the Resources Development Funds and the Soil and Water Conservation Funds administered by the Natural Resources Commission that are currently supported from the general appropriation. This proposal would dedicate 1/20th of one cent of each tax dollar to the Water Resources Trust Fund.

The second option would recommend that only integrated management plans be funded from the dedicated fund. The Natural Resouces Commission Funds would still come from general appropriations. The funding amounts for the integrated planning would be the same as in the original option but only 1/50th of one cent of each sales tax dollar would be dedicated to the Water Resources Trust Fund.

The Presentation Subcommittee also recommended that the Task Force should support, but not formally recommend, the inclusion of NRC funds, such as the Resources Development Fund in the dedicated fund.

After deliberating on the options, the Task Force decided to present both options to the Legislature as possible means to achieve the desired water management goals.  The Task Force members stressed that dedicated funding and the necessary amount of money ($4.7 million) to do the recommended work were the most important aspect of their recommendation, and not the specific funding package. Task Force members said that they felt comfortable leaving the decision on the right funding package to the Legislators and the Presentation Subcommittee. 

The two funding proposals will also drop the word “compensation” from the list of tools in the Over-Appropriated Basins category.

Jim Cook’s Editorial Revisions

Proactive Legislation - Jim Cook reported on various revisions and reorganizations to the Proactive Legislation component of the final report.  All were approved by Task Force members. 

Ground Water Management and Protection Act - Jim Cook also reported on the reorganization of the Ground Water Management and Protection Act.  When the bill is codified into statutes it may have different statutory numbers than currently exist.  His work was approved by Task Force members. 

The Governor’s Speech and Presentation of Gifts of Appreciation

At 1:30 in the afternoon, Governor Johanns met with the Task Force.  He began the session with a moment of silence in honor of Robert Hawthorne.

The Governor stressed his support for the work of the Task Force and the recommendations that it had developed.  He expressed his interest in working with State Legislators to pass the proposed bill and finding necessary funding.

At the conclusion of his remarks, the Governor thanked Senators Schrock and Stuhr for proposing the initiative, Task Force members and state personnel who worked on the project and the facilitators for their contributions to making the Task Force a success.  He presented all Task Force members with a desk-top pen as a token of the state’s appreciation.

Postscript

On Thursday at 2:30 PM, Jim Cook submitted the Final Report of the Nebraska Water Policy Task Force to the Legislature’s bill drafters.
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