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Idaho Water Users 
Association

• Formed in 1937 as the Idaho State 
Reclamation Association

• 300 Members

• Canal Companies, Irrigation Districts, Water 
Districts, Ground Water Districts, Municipal 
and Public Water Suppliers, Hydroelectric 
Companies, Aquaculture Facilities, Agri-
Businesses, Professional Firms and Individuals

• Formed to advocate and educate on issues 
affecting Idaho’s agricultural water users



“If your priority’s economy, then you should 
care about water. If your priority’s agriculture, 
then you should care about water. If your 
priority’s people, then you should care about 
water. Obviously, if your priority’s the 
environment, then then you should care 
about water.”

Governor Spencer Cox (UT)



Outline 

A Brief History

• Eastern Snake Plain Aquifer

• Treasure Valley

• Elmore County

• Rathdrum Prairie Aquifer

• Palouse Basin

The Challenges

• Aquifer Recharge

• Rule 50

• Domestic Exemption

The Opportunities



A Brief History



1881

Prior appropriation adopted as law.  

• Allows investment in expensive facilities.

• Provides continuity in irrigation systems.

• Put in place to keep minimize conflict among water users.

Priorities set by date water right was 
established.  

• Most early water rights were established simply by putting 
the water to use.  

• Earlier development has the highest priority.



Reclamation in Idaho

 1902: Reclamation Act

 Created Bureau of Reclamation

 Program for “reclaiming” the arid West by storing 
floodwaters and building canal systems

 Constructed dams and systems throughout Idaho
 Water Users repay their proportional share of the 

costs

 One of the first Reclamation Projects was Idaho’s 
Minidoka Project (1903)

 Made Idaho’s thriving agricultural economy possible



Early Development

 1862-63: Tom Davis is the first to irrigate from the Boise 
River. 

 Development of the New York, Phyllis and Ridenbaugh
canal systems begins.

 By 1900 there were 1,650 farms & 113,205 irrigated acres

 The river water at its maximum capacity – storage 
solutions would be needed.

 1880’s: Early Settlers in Eastern Idaho
 By 1900 there were 200,000 acres



1906

 Reclamation acquired property rights to manage and 
enlarge previously private canals near Boise

 Extended the New York Canal 40 miles to Lake Lowell

 Boise River’s flows varied greatly throughout the year
 Raging in the spring

 A trickle during the summer

 Water storage would be necessary for long-term 
success of irrigation in the valley





Henry Shodde Water Wheel at Starrs Ferry near Burley (Circa 1890)





Minidoka Dam 
(Lake Walcott) - 
First Reclamation 
Dam in Idaho
1906







Water Development Provides Significant Value to Idaho’s 
Economy

Boise Minidoka Owyhee Palisades

Crops $624,575,000 $704,104,000 $155,250,000 $650,900,000

Livestock $645,000,000 $387,144,000 $93,150,000 $355,448,000

Hydropower $13,975,000 $6,339,200 $0 $31,413,000

Flood 
Prevention

$183,287,500 $9,961,600 $755,550 $20,942,000

Recreation $33,002,500 $28,300,000 $4,830,000 $16,640,400

TOTAL $1,499,840,000 $1,135,848,800 $253,985,550 $1,075,343,400



Groundwater Development Begins

 1947 – first known groundwater well drilled

 Julian Clawson, a Salt Lake City businessman, drilled for water north of Rupert.  

 Drilled three 20’’ wells to 400’ and irrigated 3800 acres.  

 In following years, further development was encouraged by the State and Idaho 
Power.

 1948: 24,000 irrigated acres from 80 wells.  

 1955: 350 wells

 Today: over 5,300 wells.





The Challenges
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Annual ESPA Storage Volume Change and “Thousand Springs” 
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Cumulative Change in Aquifer Volume vs. ESPA Delivery Calls
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Far reaching 
impacts to 
economy

Immediate 

• Farm level impacts / family legacies

• Crop contracts

Far reaching: 

• Suppliers: Seed, chemical, equipment, irrigation

• Services: Mechanic, repair, etc.

• Feed: Dairy and livestock operations

• Financial: Banks

• Food Service: Inability to meet production needs with crops from 
Idaho

• Ripple effects through communities (primarily smaller 
communities)

• Attracting / retaining business in Idaho



The Treasure Valley

 Population expected to increase from 
625k in 2015 to 1.57 million in 2065

 Households expected to increase by 
280% - from 226,600 to 638,700

 Average temperatures could increase 
by 1.9 to 6.1 degrees (increasing 
evapotranspiration by 5-20%

 Increase of 109,000 to 188,000 AF/year 
by 2065



Elmore County

 Water-level declines of 100-200 feet since the 1960’s

 Current decline of 5-feet per year in areas

 Annual pumping deficits of 43,000 AF/year



Rathdrum Prairie 
Aquifer

 Anticipated population growth of 
88,000 by 2045

 Maximum daily demand will increase 
by 61.56 cfs; and the peak hourly 
demand will increase by 159.41 cfs by 
2045



Palouse Aquifer (Idaho)
 4,874 af/year increase in 

demand by 2065

 2,256 af/year required to 
stabilize the aquifer



The Opportunities
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What is “Domestic” (I.C. 42-
111(1))?

 The phrase "domestic purposes" or "domestic uses" means:

 (a) The use of water for homes, organization camps, public 
campgrounds, livestock and for any other purpose in 
connection therewith, including irrigation of up to one-half 
(1/2) acre of land, if the total use is not in excess of thirteen 
thousand (13,000) gallons per day, or

 (b) Any other uses, if the total use does not exceed a 
diversion rate of four one-hundredths (0.04) cubic feet per 
second and a diversion volume of twenty-five hundred (2,500) 
gallons per day. 



How many 
domestic 

exempt wells 
(pre-2013)?

 IDWR is highly uncertain about the number of de 
minimis claims that have been deferred in the SRBA.  
Our very preliminary estimate is that there could be 
as many as 42,000 pre-1987 deferred water rights. If 
post-1987 water rights are included, the number of 
additional claims could be 45,000 to 83,000 based on 
well driller reports. Thus, we estimate that 
between 87,000 and 125,000 deferred claims could 
be filed in the SRBA



How many 
domestic 
exempt wells 
(2014-2023)?
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The Strawman

 Reduce use of domestic 
exempt wells in subdivisions

 Provide path for mitigation 
for subdivisions (don’t want 
to kill development)

 Strengthen “Retain Surface 
Water” provisions

 Clarify local government 
authorities



Questions?
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