
Lower South Platte 
Water Symposium

January 23rd, 2025

Joe Frank, PE
General ManagerLower South Platte 

River Update



S O U T H  P L AT T E  R I V E R





Water Districts 1, 2 and 64
Reservoir Levels

January 22nd, 2025 Update: 
      North Sterling = 80%

           Prewitt = 73%
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S O U T H  P L AT T E  B A S I N
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South Platte River Compact

Signed by CO Governor Clarence J. Morley in 1925

Signed by CO and NE in 1923



Sections:

• Upper 

• Lower (District 64)

Seasons:

• Summer (April 1 – Oct. 15)

• Colorado shall not permit diversions 

in District 64 junior to June 14, 1897 

that diminish the flow of the river at 

the Interstate Station below 120 cfs

• Winter (Oct. 15 – April 1)

• Colorado has full and uninterrupted 

use (except Article VI)

S O U T H  P L A T T E  R I V E R  C O M PA C T  1 9 2 3
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Ralph Parshall in 1922

Return of Seepage Water to the Lower South Platte River in Colorado 

Ralph Parshall (Colorado Ag. College now Colorado State University) December, 1922.  
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Ralph Parshall in 1922
The Phenomenon of Return Waters  

•Return flows were increasing over time and continued to increase, mostly due to 

the general rise of the water-table over greater areas.  

•The water table has risen each year (since the early stages of irrigation 

development) as much as 100 feet in some areas.

•Return flows varied from 2 to 8 ½ second-foot per mile and averaged 5 ¼ second-

foot per mile.

•The diversions from the river after the spring floods have subsided are practically 

all from seepage or return water, and only during summer floods or freshets is the 

river flow increased.  
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Nature of return flows in the South Platte

 “The flow was excessive in May and June and disappeared entirely during the 

summer.  The river frequently became dry for months of each year to points as far 

west as the present city of Fort Morgan.” – Prior to surface irrigation.

“The flow of return and seepage waters coming back to the river from irrigation of 

Colorado lands, has resulted in a constant supply at the interstate line.” 

–  After surface irrigation development.

“This flow is increasing and will soon be sufficient to care for the full demands of 

Nebraska as determined by the compact, while great quantities of water annually flow 

to waste across the interstate line, during the flood season and winter 

months…………………………….” 

“ The once “disappearing” flood stream has been converted into one of constant flow 

making possible the development in both states.”

 Delph Carpenter, 1925 letter to CO Governor
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Alluvial Wells of 

the 1930’s to 1970’s
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The Water Problem 
Ralph Parshall’s address to Ft. Collins Rotary Club

August 29th, 1956

• Several issues impacting the dwindling river and hydrologic conditions.

• Return flows have been investigated since the early 1880s and these past 

records strongly indicated a steady increase in the return flow to the river.  

• In 1956 it was found that seepage return was practically nil.  

• Partly due in the fact, that between Kersey and Julesburg, more than 4000 

irrigation wells pumped to deliver enough water to fill Horsetooth Reservoir 

four times during the season of 1955 (584,000 ac-ft).

• Appeared obvious that we cannot continue depleting the underground 

reservoir at that rate.  



1950 1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005

1953 Underground 

Water Act 
 

1957 

Colorado 

Ground 

Water Law

South Platte Conjunctive Use Administration

1965 Colorado 

Ground Water 

Management Act

 

1969 Water Rights 

Determination Act
 

1967 Senate Bill 

407

Early Decrees for 

Augmentation and 

Recharge

 

1974

Amendments to 1969 

Act

1968 Supreme 

Court Fellhauer 

Case 

Operation of Large 

Temporary Replacement 

Plans

Empire Lodge Case 

Ruling 2002

 

House Bill     02-

1414 and Senate 

Bill      03-73

Operation of New 

Permanent 

Decreed 

Replacement 

Plans
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Augmentation Plan Service Areas

C
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South Platte Managed Groundwater Recharge





Average Supply

– 1.4 million AF annual native flow for total basin 

– 400,000 AF generated from transbasin projects

– 30,000 AF Non-tributary groundwater

Average Diversions

– 500,000 AF tributary groundwater 

– 4 MAF total annual surface water diversions

Average Outflow

– 300,000 AF to Nebraska



Platte River Recovery Implementation Program

Interior Least Tern                      Whooping Crane                           Piping Plover                            Pallid Sturgeon
  



I R R I G A T E D  A G R I C U LT U R E

• South Platte Basin: Approx. 831,000 irrigated acres (SWSI 2010)

• Republican Basin: Approx. 550,000 irrigated acres (SWSI 2010)

• 40% of Colorado’s Irrigated Land

• South Platte 379,000 AF Avg. 

Annual Ag. Gap (SWSI 2010)

• Republican 200,000 AF Avg. 

Annual Ag. Gap (SWSI 2010)



S I G N I F I C A N T  A G R I C U LT U R A L  S H O R T A G E S  E X I S T





R E A L I Z I N G  I D E A S …



WAT E R  I S  C O N N E C T E D  





Current:
• 75,000 Residents
• 44+ square miles

Build-out (2050):
• New Developments 

to the South and 
West

• 120,000-140,000 
Residents

Vision: Sustaining Life for Our Community

Mission: To effectively manage our vital water resources to ensure quality and value to those we serve.



LSPWCD Service Area:

• Morgan, Logan, and 

Sedgwick Counties

• 406,000 Acres

• 30+ Ditches and Reservoirs

What we do:

• Water Supply Development

• Education/Outreach

• Policy and Advocacy

• District Services

• Flow Monitoring

• Aug Accounting,

• Flow Meter Certification

• Well Monitoring

Mission: To conserve, protect and enhance waters flowing in the South Platte River and its  tributaries 

within the District boundaries; and to participate in water-related projects that  will embody protection 

of water rights, thoughtful conservation, responsible growth, and  beneficial water usage within the 

Lower South Platte Valley.



P R O J E C T  O V E R V I E W  

• Launched in 2019 between Parker 

Water & Sanitation District and the 

Lower South Platte Water 

Conservancy District.

• An innovative, long-term water supply 

solution that will benefit both 

agricultural and municipal 

communities in the South Platte River 

Basin.

• A 50/50 undivided split – half of the 

water controlled by LSPWCD.

 

A map of a project overview

Description automatically generated

https://youtu.be/M5-mfpjwSyE


P V W P  C O N F I G U R A T I O N



• No new Buy and Dry through PVWP 

infrastructure.  Prohibition is locked into 

partner agreements.

• 50% of the PVWP yield remains in 

Northeast Colorado for uses within the 

LSPWCD service area including 

agricultural irrigation and augmentation.   

• Collaborative Water Sharing Agreements 

allow farmers or other water users to 

temporarily lease water through the 

project.

 

• Infrastructure has historically been a 

hurdle for this.

• The PVWP won’t stop “Buy and Dry,” but 

we want to be transparent up front about 

not allowing permanent Buy and Dry in 

this project. Water Right holders can still 

sell their water if they choose, and 

transfer through other projects.

2019 Junior Water Right 

Example:

• Project could have stored 
55,000 AF in 2021-2023 if 
the project were online 
today (limited by 

infrastructure size).  

Model for Future Water Development 

• A Partner like PWSD that listens and 

adapts to the needs of Ag.  Multiple 

benefits other than Ag, to include 

environmental, wildlife habitat and 

recreation.

• The variable Hydrology allows for this 

project to capture of newly appropriated 

water that was not able to be captured 

before.

• Municipal partners help make projects 

economically feasible for Ag.

• Securing renewable water supply to areas 

with non-renewable water

• Consistent with practices outlined in the 

Colorado Water Plan

• Support from diverse stakeholders 

including agricultural, environmental, 

municipal, political, and Western Slope 

groups. 

Project Benefits:





S O U T H  P L A T T E  C O M PA C T  
N E G O T I A T I O N S  J A N - A P R  1 9 2 3



A R T I C L E  V I

1. Rights for Nebraska to construct, maintain and operate Perkins Canal in CO.

2. Perkins Canal may divert net future flow in Lower Section 

 a. Colorado reserves the prior, preferred, and superior right to store 35,000 AF

 b. Between Oct. 15 and April 1, Canal entitled to divert 500 c.f.s. under a                         

    Dec. 17,1921 appropriation date; no claim to water in Upper Section

3. No claim to water between April 1 and Oct. 15 other than surplus flows



P E R K I N S  C A N A L  I N  C O L O R A D O
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T H E  L A T E S T  F R O M  N E B R A S K A



T H E  L A T E S T  F R O M  N E B R A S K A



T H E  L A T E S T  F R O M  N E B R A S K A



South Platte River Summer 2022 South Platte River Summer 2023

AV E R AG E  S O U T H  P L AT T E  F L O W S



Q U E S T I O N S ?
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