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By HEATHER SACKETT
Aspen Journalism

Three of  western Colo-
rado’s biggest irrigation 
districts are not partici-
pating on a large scale in 
a federally funded pro-
gram to conserve water, 
and the amount of  water 
saved by the program 
overall won’t be enough 
to rescue depleted reser-
voirs.

The rebooted System 
Conservation Program 
was one of  the legs of  
the Upper Colorado Riv-
er Commission’s 5-Point 
Plan, announced in July 
and aimed at protect-
ing critical elevations in 
Lake Powell and Lake 
Mead, which have fallen 
to record-low levels in 
recent years because of  
overuse, drought and cli-
mate change.

System conservation 
will take place in the four 
upper Colorado River 
basin states — Colorado, 
New Mexico, Wyoming 
and Utah — and will pay 
water users to cut back. 
It’s being funded by $125 
million from the federal 
Inflation Reduction Act.

The total water esti-
mated to be saved across 
the upper basin for this 
year of the restarted, 
temporary and voluntary 
System Conservation 
Program is nearly 39,000 
acre-feet. By compari-
son, Lake Powell when 
full holds more than 23 
million acre-feet; Ruedi 
Reservoir, on the Frying-
pan River, can hold about 
100,000 acre-feet. (An 
acre-foot is the amount of  
water needed to cover an 
acre of land to a depth of  
1 foot and can supply one 
to two households a year.)

Becky Mitchell, Colo-
rado commissioner to the 
UCRC, said in a UCRC 
meeting last month that 
although the upper ba-
sin will do its part in re-
sponse to last summer’s 
calls from the federal 
government that the sev-
en Colorado River basin 
states needed to conserve 
2 million to 4 million 
acre-feet of  water, the 
majority of  that needs 
to come from cuts in the 
lower basin (California, 
Arizona and Nevada).

“(System conserva-
tion) will not resolve the 
crisis in the reservoirs,” 
she said.

Last month the UCRC 
approved moving for-
ward with executing 
agreements with pro-
gram participants, which 
are still being finalized.

Although a goal of  
the program was to get 
participation across all 
water sectors — agri-
cultural, municipal and 
industrial — all of  the 
projects proposed in Col-
orado involve Western 
Slope agriculture. None 
of  the state’s Front Range 
water providers, which 
collectively take about 

500,000 acre-feet per year 
of  the Colorado River’s 
headwaters across the 
Continental Divide to 
thirsty cities and farms, 
are participating.

Paying water users 
to irrigate less has long 
been controversial on the 
Western Slope, with fears 
that these temporary 
and voluntary programs 
could lead to a perma-
nent “buy and dry” situa-
tion that would negative-
ly impact rural farming 
and ranching communi-
ties.

Of the four upper ba-
sin states, Colorado has 
the largest number of  
projects (29) but the least 
amount of  saved water 
(3,532 acre-feet). This is 
an indication that most of  
Colorado’s participants 
are proposing small proj-
ects. UCRC Executive 
Director Chuck Cullom 
said if  the program is un-
dertaken again, officials 
may consider a minimum 
size requirement because 
doing very small projects 
may not be worth it.

“From a practical 
standpoint of  the cost of  
monitoring and admin-
istering a verification 
program for that (small 
number of) acres may 
not pencil out relative to 
the amount of  water con-
served,” Cullom said.

Of the 29 Colorado 
projects, most involve 
reducing water use for 
forage crops, according 
to information provided 
by UCRC. Eight involve 
fallowing grass hay as 
part of  a cow-calf  oper-
ation, saving 1,163 acre-
feet of  water; seven plan 
to fallow alfalfa and save 
1,029 acre-feet; and eight 
propose switching to less-
thirsty crops, saving 791 
acre-feet.

The UCRC received 
88 proposals across the 
four states, 72 of  which 
met the qualifying crite-
ria. Utah has 20 projects 
that meet preliminary 

criteria; Wyoming has 
22 and New Mexico has 
one. The UCRC’s opening 
offer was $150 per acre-
foot of  saved water, but 
the average compensa-
tion will probably end up 
being higher — $434 per 
acre-foot, according to 
information provided by 
UCRC.

GV WATER NOT 
PARTICIPATING

Although some water 
users in the Grand Valley 
Water Users Association 
participated in the origi-
nal system conservation 
pilot program, which ran 
from 2015 to 2018 and con-
served 47,000 acre-feet of  
water at a cost of  about 
$8.6 million, they won’t 
be taking part this time 
around.

GVWUA, whose High-
line Canal delivers water 
to roughly 24,000 acres of  
farmland on the north 
side of  the valley between 
Grand Junction and 
Mack, withdrew its appli-
cation from the process 
after manager Tina Ber-
gonzini said she couldn’t 
come to an agreement on 
the price with the UCRC. 
GVWUA had rejected the 
concept of  paying farm-
ers based on an amount 
of  unused water, instead 
proposing to pay farmers 
for each acre of  land they 
took out of  production.

Individual farmers 
would have had to apply 
to the program through 
the association, which 
proposed to cap total 
member participation at 
1,000 acres and 3,000 acre-
feet of  water.

GVWUA was asking for 
between $686 and $1,306 
per each acre fallowed, 
depending on whether 
farmers reduced water 
use during the entire irri-
gation season or just part 
of  it.

Bergonzini said the 
price represents what it 
would cost to administer 
the program in a way 
that provides equity and 
protection; at any lower 
price, the funding from 
system conservation 
would not be enough to 
cover the extra staff  and 
engineering costs. Cul-
lom said his organization 
was unlikely to approve 
those costs, so GVWUA 
withdrew its application.

“They were not want-
ing to pay per acre what 
we had requested,” Ber-
gonzini said. “They had 
a line drawn in the sand 
and so did I.”

The Grand Valley Irri-
gation Company, which 
serves about 40,000 acres 
of farmland between Pal-
isade and Mack, has four 
projects proposed within 
its service area, covering 
a total of 120 acres and 285 
acre-feet of water savings.

“It’s not a very big 
amount,” said GVIC As-
sistant Superintendent 
Charlie Guenther. “I did 
hear from a handful of  
ag people that they didn’t 
want to be part of  this 
because it sounded very 
technical and it was gov-
ernment involvement. 
That’s something that 
came up.”

Unlike GVWUA, indi-
vidual water users with-
in GVIC did not have to 
apply to the program 
through the irrigation 
company, and the compa-
ny’s board did not take a 
stance on whether or not 
to support system con-
servation, according to 
Guenther.

There is just one con-
servation project pro-
posed in the boundaries 
of the Uncompahgre Val-
ley Water Users Associa-
tion, the largest irrigation 
district in Western Colo-
rado, at more than 83,000 
acres of farmland in Del-
ta and Montrose counties. 
The project would enroll 
about 33 acres in the pro-
gram and would result in 
about 46 acre-feet of wa-
ter savings.

UVWUA manager 
Steve Pope said the sys-
tem conservation pro-
gram didn’t get much 
interest from his water 
users because of  the tim-
ing. Bergonzini agreed.

“They didn’t want to 
do a last-minute thing,” 
Pope said. “By the time 
this thing was rolled out, 
these guys had already 
made their decisions and 
they were already com-
mitted for the next sea-
son.”

Cullom has acknowl-

edged that there were 
shortcomings with the 
program’s rollout. The 
UCRC unveiled details of  
the program in Decem-
ber, with an original ap-
plication deadline of  Feb. 
1, which was later pushed 
to March 1 for this sum-
mer’s irrigation season.

“We need to do much 
better when we think 
about how to do this in 
the future, if  we do this in 
the future,” he said. “We 
need more clarity on the 
data requirements, what 
we expect from a propos-
al. We need to give peo-
ple more time to engage 
in understanding what 

the opportunity is and 
we need to start sooner. 
Start in the fall for an ir-
rigation season instead 
of  January.”

CONSERVATION 
DISTRICT CONCERNS
The Western Slope’s 

two largest conservation 
districts — the Colorado 
River Water Conserva-
tion District and South-
western Water Conserva-
tion District — submitted 
letters to the UCRC stat-
ing their concerns with 
the program. Mitchell 
had promised the dis-
tricts that they could 
participate in the review 
and approval process for 
applications, thereby se-
curing a measure of  local 
control. But in March, 
she walked back that 
commitment, saying the 
UCRC had sole authority 
in the approval process.

The UCRC has released 
few details so far on proj-
ect proposal specifics, 
and publicly available 
applications have been 
heavily redacted. In addi-
tion to redacting the ap-
plicants’ personal identi-
fying information, nearly 
everything else has been 
blacked out: the pre-
cise location of projects; 

Not a drop to spare
Western Slope water projects are small and involve agriculture
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The Grand Valley Water Users Association diversion from the Colorado River, known as the Roller Dam, is near the Collbran 
exit on Interstate 70. GVWUA is not participating the rebooted System Conservation Program after water managers couldn’t 
agree on how much farmers should be paid to cut back their water use.

By CHARLES ASHBY
Charles.Ashby@gjsentinel.com

School districts across 
the state will be getting 
more money for the next 
school year, and some 
rural ones will see some-
thing extra, under the 
2023-24 School Finance 
Act signed by Gov. Jared 
Polis on Monday.

Under Senate Bill 287, 
all 178 of  the state’s school 
districts will see a $598 in-
crease in base per-pupil 
funding for each student 
enrolled in their class-
rooms, raising that total 
average level to $8,076. 
That’s an 8% hike to ac-
count for inflation. That 
average is only a base. All 
school districts receive 
far more per-pupil fund-
ing because of  various 
adding factors, such as 
at-risk students and those 
in poorer or smaller dis-
tricts.

In all, the measure add-
ed about $266.6 million 
more to public schools 
than had been approved 
for the current year, to 
a total of  more than $5 
billion. It also calls for in-
creasing the state’s total 
share to K-12 education in 
the 2024-25 school year by 
nearly $540 million.

The measure also de-
creases the so-called bud-
get stabilization factor, 
money the Legislature 
didn’t fund schools during 
recent recessions and has 
since been slowing paying 
back. The measure also 
calls for fully funding the 
state’s share for the 2024-
25 school year, thus elim-
inating that factor.

Altogether, the 11 
school districts in the 
six-county area will re-
ceive at combined $8.6 
million more than they 
got for the current school 
year.

For Mesa County Val-
ley School District 51, that 
means nearly $4.4 million 
more, a $203 increase in 
its per-pupil funding, 
bringing that to $10,034 for 
each student.

Most other school dis-
tricts in the region saw in-
creases in per-pupil fund-
ing anywhere from $207 
a student to $274, but still 
others saw even more, 
particularly the smallest 
districts. De Beque, for 
example, saw the largest 

Schools 
getting 
a raise

THE BREAKDOWN
Here’s a list of the 

state’s share to local school 
districts for the 2023-24 
school year:

Mesa County Valley: 
$4.39 million

Montrose: $1.2 million
Rifle: $942,490
Delta: $932,179
Moffat: $397,753
Parachute: $261,458
Meeker: $149,621
Rangely: $105,341
Plateau Valley: $87,007
Montrose West End: 

$83,618
De Beque: $57,160

See SCHOOLS, page 3A ➤See DROP, page 3A ➤


