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SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATION 

 

LEGISLATIVE COMMITTEE TO OVERSEE THE  

WESTERN REGIONAL WATER COMMISSION 

 

Senate Bill 487 

(Chapter 531, Statutes of Nevada 2007) 

 

The following is a summary of the recommendation unanimously approved during the 

2011-2012 Interim by the Legislative Committee to Oversee the Western Regional 

Water  Commission.  The following bill draft request (BDR) will be submitted to 

the 77th Session of the Nevada Legislature: 

 

 Submit a BDR to extend the life of the Committee indefinitely and expand the Committee’s 

authority so that it may study water issues across the State.  (BDR 17–144) 

 

 

 



 

REPORT TO THE 77TH SESSION OF THE NEVADA LEGISLATURE 

BY THE LEGISLATIVE COMMITTEE TO OVERSEE THE 

WESTERN REGIONAL WATER COMMISSION 

 

 

I.  INTRODUCTION 

 

In 2007, the Nevada Legislature approved Senate Bill 487 (Chapter 531, Statutes of Nevada), 

which created three entities:  (a) the Western Regional Water Commission (WRWC) in 

Washoe County, Nevada; (b) the Northern Nevada Water Planning Commission (NNWPC) 

(formerly the Washoe County Regional Water Planning Commission); and (c) the Legislative 

Committee to Oversee the Western Regional Water Commission.  As set forth in the bill 

(Appendix A), the Committee is directed to review the programs and activities of the WRWC, 

including potential consolidation of the retail distribution systems and facilities of all public 

water purveyors in the planning area, for three interims.  The Committee is to expire by 

limitation on July 1, 2013. 

 

The Committee is comprised of six members:  four appointed by legislative leadership, one by 

the Chair of the Senate Committee on Natural Resources, and one by the Chair of the 

Assembly Committee on Natural Resources, Agriculture, and Mining.  At the first meeting, 

Committee members elect the Chair and Vice Chair.   

 

The six Committee members for the 2011-2012 Interim were: 

 

 Assemblyman Don Gustavson, Chair 

 Assemblyman Peter (Pete) J. Goicoechea, Vice Chair 

 Senator John J. Lee  

 Senator Michael A. Schneider  

 Assemblywoman Teresa Benitez-Thompson 

 Assemblyman Richard (Skip) Daly 

 

Staff services were provided by the Legislative Counsel Bureau (LCB): 

 

 Patrick Guinan, Principal Research Analyst, Research Division  

 Eileen G. O’Grady, Chief Deputy Legislative Counsel, Legal Division  

 Susan M. Young, Information Technology Specialist, Research Division 

 

During the 2009-2010 Interim, the Committee submitted two bill drafts requests (BDRs) for 

consideration by the 2011 Legislature.  Both measures were approved.  Assembly Bill 237 

(Chapter 135, Statutes of Nevada 2011) authorized counties to issue special obligation bonds in 

order to offer financial assistance to homeowners who need to switch from well and septic 

systems to municipal sewer and water systems.  Assembly Bill 238 (Chapter 268, Statutes of 

Nevada 2011) allowed counties of certain populations (currently only Washoe County) to 
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acquire securities issued by water authorities for water projects for the purposes of refinancing 

them so long as the securities were issued on or after October 1, 1999. 

 

The Committee held two meetings during the 2011–2012 Interim.  The meetings took place at 

the Legislative Building in Carson City, Nevada, and were videoconferenced to the 

Grant Sawyer State Office Building in Las Vegas, Nevada.   

 

Topics addressed this interim included: 

 

 Progress on the consolidation of the Washoe County Department of Water Resources (DWR) 

with the Truckee Meadows Water Authority (TMWA); 

 Water resource management; and 

 The process governing requests for interbasin water transfers in Nevada.  

 

As a result of these hearings, the Committee adopted one recommendation for a BDR to be 

considered by the 2013 Legislature.  The recommendation removes the 2013 expiration 

date for the Committee and allows it to study water issues across the State in the future 

(BDR 17–144).   

 

 

II.  BACKGROUND 

 

A. INITIAL STUDIES  

 

In 2005, the Legislature approved Senate Concurrent Resolution No. 26 (File No. 100, 

Statutes of Nevada), creating an interim study on the use, allocation, and management of water 

resources in Nevada.  The resolution also created the Subcommittee to Study the Feasibility 

and Advisability of Consolidating the Water-Related Services in Washoe County.  

The Subcommittee was directed to analyze relevant financial considerations, ownership and 

operation of facilities, and potential management and staffing structures; and to review 

potential alternatives, including consolidation of water, wastewater, flood control, storm 

drainage, and water reclamation programs, or any combination thereof.  The Subcommittee’s 

deliberations resulted in S.B. 487 (Chapter 531, Statutes of Nevada) of the 2007 Session, 

which proposed the creation of a regional water resources entity in Washoe County 

(the WRWC) and continuation of the Subcommittee’s study (the Legislative Committee to 

Oversee the Western Regional Water Commission) for two additional interims. 

 

B. CREATION OF A REGIONAL WATER RESOURCES ENTITY 

 

Senate Bill 487 in 2007 created the WRWC by special act of the Legislature to plan for the 

management of water supplies and to develop a comprehensive regional water plan for a 

portion of Washoe County.  The bill also created the NNWPC to advise the Commission, with 

essentially the same duties and representation as the former Washoe County Regional Water 

Planning Commission (including the actual development of the regional water plan).  If the 
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cities of Reno and Sparks, Washoe County, Sun Valley General Improvement District (GID), 

South Truckee Meadows GID (STMGID), and TMWA enter into a cooperative agreement, the 

entities may authorize the WRWC to exercise any powers that the entities may individually 

exercise, provided the powers are not inconsistent with the provisions of S.B. 487. 

 

The bill set forth the membership, terms, qualifications, duties, and powers of the Board of 

Trustees of the WRWC and the Planning Commission.  To fund the activities of both 

Commissions, the measure authorized the continuation of a fee not to exceed 1.5 percent of the 

amount billed by a public water purveyor to its customers provided that the fee is separately 

stated on its customer billings.  The bill repealed portions of Chapter 540A (“Regional 

Planning and Management”) in the Nevada  Revised Statutes (NRS) relating to the 

regional water planning commission, comprehensive regional plan, remediation, and water 

supply, and enacted similar requirements applicable to both Commissions. 

 

In September 2008 the involved entities approved a Joint Powers Authority, and the WRWC 

began its work. 

 

 

III.  ACTIVITIES OF THE WESTERN REGIONAL WATER COMMISSION 

DURING THE 2011-2012 INTERIM 

 

The following is a summary of topics discussed by the Committee during the 

2011-2012  Interim.  (Additional detail is contained in the meeting minutes, which include 

exhibits, available online at:  http://www.leg.state.nv.us/Interim/76th2011/Committee 

/StatCom/OverseeWRWC/?ID=65). 

 

At the Committee’s first meeting, Jim Smitherman, Water Resources Program Manager, 

WRWC/NNWPC, provided a general outline of the Commission’s duties as follows: 

 

 Evaluate public water purveyor consolidation; 

 Surface water and groundwater resources; 

 Wastewater treatment and effluent management; 

 Water quality; 

 Water conservation; 

 Future demand and supply; and 

 Ensure conformance among various regional plans.  

 

Each of the duties listed above plays a role in one of the Commission’s primary 

responsibilities, that is the ongoing development and implementation of the Comprehensive 

Regional Water Management Plan (the Plan), which is intended to be a living document that 

will change over time as new information becomes available and new challenges and 

opportunities arise in managing the area’s water resources. In accordance with the NRS, the 

WRWC adopted the Plan in January of 2011 and then submitted it to the Legislature in 

February of 2011.  The Plan incorporates water resources and facility plans completed by 

several entities including TMWA, the cities of Reno and Sparks, Washoe County, and the 

http://www.leg.state.nv.us/Interim/76th2011/Committee/StatCom/OverseeWRWC/?ID=65
http://www.leg.state.nv.us/Interim/76th2011/Committee/StatCom/OverseeWRWC/?ID=65
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Sun Valley GID.  Each of the water management elements discussed in this report is addressed 

in detail in the Plan, which can be accessed online at: http://www.nnwpc.us/index. 

php?alias=2011waterplan.html.   

 

For clarity, this report divides the topics addressed by the Committee during the Interim into 

three categories, as follows:  

 

A. Public water purveyor consolidation;  

 

B. Water resource management, which included:  

 

1. Water resources and supply and demand; 

2. Monitoring and ensuring water quality; 

3. Effluent and wastewater treatment and reclaimed water use;  

4. Storm water management; 

5. Domestic wells and septic systems monitoring and mitigation; and 

6. Truckee River Flood Management Authority;  

 

C. Interbasin water transfers.  

 

A. PUBLIC WATER PURVEYOR CONSOLIDATION 

 

After extensive analysis, which is covered in Legislative Counsel Bureau Bulletin No. 11-10 of 

the 2009-2010 Interim, the WRWC formally found in 2009 that a merger of the Washoe 

County DWR into the TMWA would be beneficial to the residents of Washoe County.  

Subsequent to that finding, Washoe County and TMWA entered into an interlocal agreement to 

proceed with the merger. 

 

At both of the meetings held during the 2011-2012 Interim, several officials reiterated their 

beliefs that the consolidation of the Washoe County DWR and the TMWA would reduce costs; 

improve efficiency, customer service, and reliability; and make better use of existing facilities 

thereby increasing their life span and forestalling any immediate need for new facilities to 

be built.  

 

The Washoe County DWR and the TMWA continue to work through the complexities of a host 

of issues including:  (1) dealing with real property, easements, and water rights; 

(2) making revisions of Washoe County ordinances to mirror TMWA’s rules for service; 

(3) developing joint facility operating plans; (4) planning master control system; 

(5) finalizing water quality monitoring plans; (6) handling labor negotiations; 

(7) completing a merger agreement; and (8) refinancing of Washoe County debt.   

 

The current timeline is to have the merger agreement completed by the end of 2012 and 

to begin implementing the transition process in early 2013.  Although several elements of 

http://www.nnwpc.us/index.php?alias=2011waterplan.html
http://www.nnwpc.us/index.php?alias=2011waterplan.html
http://www.leg.state.nv.us/Division/Research/Publications/InterimReports/2011/Bulletin11-10.pdf
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the merger remain to be completed, representatives of the involved entities suggested that the 

merger might be completed as early as July of 2013. 

 

A lengthy financial analysis of the merger was completed in 2011 by TMWA and the 

Washoe  County DWR with the assistance of an independent financial advisory firm.  

According to testimony, the analysis found that the merger could go forward without causing 

any adverse financial impact to water customers or bond holders.  With the establishment of 

the Washoe County bond bank completed in 2012 (Assembly Bill 238, Chapter 268, Statutes of 

Nevada 2011), TMWA will be able to cost-effectively refinance Washoe County’s 

water-related debt in order to meet the requirements of the interlocal agreement and complete 

the merger.  Improving market conditions suggest that the debt refinancing portion of the 

merger could be completed along with the rest of the merger by July of 2013.     

 

The Washoe County DWR’s water-related debt has been issued to the State revolving 

fund for transfer to TMWA as soon as DWR ratepayers are likewise transferred to TMWA.  

Testimony indicated that the State Treasurer has been supportive in advance of the debt 

transfer to TMWA.  Officials from both water purveyors have been working with underwriting 

banks that will assist in refinancing the public-issued debt at the appropriate time. The financial 

forecast that was completed in 2011 will be revisited prior to final implementation to ensure 

that financial conditions remain positive.  However, it is worth noting that testimony indicated 

that, while the economic downturn of the last several years caused fluctuation in both water 

sales and expenses, the situation has stabilized and the future outlook remains positive.  

Once the debt transfer is initiated, the timeframe for completion is approximately four months 

during which time other elements of the merger, including facility and labor consolidation, 

will be ongoing.   

 

According to testimony, employees who will be transferred from the Washoe County DWR 

to the TMWA have been aware of this for several years and are comfortable with the process.  

The Washoe County DWR is currently looking at which of its employees will be absorbed into 

either TMWA’s bargaining unit or its management structure and, accordingly, what labor 

agreements need to be reached between the two purveyors.  According to Rosemary Menard, 

Director, Washoe County DWR, approximately 30 DWR employees will be absorbed into 

TMWA, while the rest of the Washoe County DWR staff will remain with Washoe County.  

At the time of the Committee’s final meeting, the two entities were ready to enter into the 

initial phase of employment negotiations and reported that this process should fit well into 

the overall timeframe for merger completion.  Again, while the slow economy has caused staff 

reductions over the last several years, representatives from both water purveyors expressed 

their belief that the outlook is improving and that no additional staff reductions will be 

necessary as a result of the consolidation.   

 

One of the requirements of the TMWA Board of Directors prior to merger implementation is 

that Washoe County must determine the future of STMGID.  The options of setting up 

STMGID as a separate utility or merging STMGID into DWR are currently being considered 

by the Washoe County Board of County Commissioners.  A decision regarding this matter is 

http://www.leg.state.nv.us/Session/76th2011/Bills/AB/AB238_EN.pdf
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expected in the December 2012 timeframe. Until this is completed, the merger cannot move to 

the implementation stage.   

 

An added consideration in regard to timing the consolidation properly is that Washoe County is 

also currently consolidating the Washoe County DWR with its Public Works, Buildings and 

Safety, Community Development, and Parks and Open Space Departments.  With so much 

merging and consolidation taking place at the same time, Washoe County wants to be sure it 

handles each task carefully.  However, Ms. Menard remains optimistic that these changes will 

enhance efficiency and provide cost savings for the community. 

 

B. WATER RESOURCE MANAGEMENT 

 

1. Water Resources and Supply and Demand 

 

Analyses conducted during the development of the Plan found that Washoe County has 

sustainable water resources to meet projected water demands through the year 2030 (the 

horizon for the current Plan).     

 

The primary source of water for the Truckee Meadows is the Truckee River, which the flows 

in are controlled by federal decree.  However, TMWA and the Washoe County DWR also 

make use of groundwater from wells and treated water resources through what is known as 

conjunctive use.  An overview of the TMWA water system assets provided by John Erwin, 

Director, Natural Resources Planning and Management, TMWA, indicated that at present, 

TMWA manages its resources to provide between 70,000 to 110,000 acre-feet annually 

(a.f.a.).  The Agency’s planning window provides for 10 to12 years of adequate water supply. 

 

Since 2006, as many as 30,000 people have moved from the Truckee Meadows, resulting in an 

overall drop of water used per connection.  For 2011, TMWA’s use-per-connection had 

dropped to just under 0.8 a.f.a.), down from just over 0.9 a.f.a. in 2005.  A corresponding 

drop in overall water consumption occurred during the same period with usage going from 

approximately 85,000 a.f.a. in 2007 to 70,000 a.f.a. in 2011. 

 

According to testimony at the Committee’s meetings during the 2011-2012 Interim, TMWA 

owns 22,250 acre-feet of upstream reservoir storage and can produce approximately 63 million 

gallons per day (MGD) from 31 wells, while the Washoe County DWR operates 41 groundwater 

wells.  Additionally, TMWA converted approximately 64,000 acre-feet of water rights originally 

granted for irrigation to municipal use.  Blending these sources together through conjunctive use 

allows TMWA to provide water to approximately 85 percent of Washoe County residents 

through 93,000 connections while the Washoe County DWR serves 18,500 connections.  

General improvement districts in the area represent about 10,000 additional connections and are 

also supplied through conjunctive use. 

 

Annual snowpack for the Truckee River Basin (not to be confused with the Lake Tahoe Basin) 

varies greatly resulting in vastly different Truckee River flows from year to year.  
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For example, in 1991, only 140,000 acre-feet of water crossed into Nevada, while in 

1996 approximately 1.1 million acre-feet flowed across the border.  Accordingly, one of 

TMWA’s primary goals is to ensure that there is adequate storage in reservoirs and 

groundwater supply to make up for losses experienced in dry years. 

 

The Lake Tahoe dam provides for storage of approximately 744,000 acre-feet when 

Lake Tahoe is at capacity.  In drier years, water has to be released from Lake Tahoe and lower 

reservoirs to meet daily flow requirements for the Truckee River.  In addition to getting water 

from Lake Tahoe, TMWA owns half of the storage capacity of Donner Lake and all of the 

storage capacity of Independence Lake.  These reservoirs, along with Boca, Prosser, and 

Stampede Reservoirs, are used to store water for recreation and wildlife management, and to 

augment Truckee River flows when necessary.   

 

The Truckee River General Electric Decree (1915) requires that water must flow into Nevada 

at 500 cubic feet per second (cfs) from April 1 through September 30 each year.  The flow 

requirement is reduced to 400 cfs in winter.  On average, about 550,000 acre-feet of water 

flows into Nevada annually via the Truckee River. Of that amount, the Truckee Meadows 

consumes only about 35,000 a.f.a. or 3 to 5 percent.  Testimony also indicated that TMWA 

has enhanced its surface water treatment capacity significantly in the last several years which 

has helped reduce the need to draw on groundwater supplies in years when there is adequate 

precipitation. 

 

More information on water resource management in the Truckee Meadows is available at 

TMWA’s website at: http://tmwa.com/water_system/resources/. 

 

2. Monitoring and Ensuring Water Quality 

 

At the Committee’s first meeting, Ms. Menard provided a brief overview of the regulatory 

framework governing surface water and wastewater management.  The Clean Water Act 

of 1972 (as amended in 1977 and 1987), and the Safe Drinking Water Act of 1974 

(as amended in 1986 and 1996), as well as related federal regulations, are the primary sources 

of water quality governance.  In large part, these statutory frameworks are focused on 

protecting and restoring surface water quality and ensuring the continued beneficial use of the 

nation’s surface water.   

 

In the Truckee Meadows and surrounding areas, as elsewhere, protecting cold water fisheries 

and preserving certain fish species is of paramount importance.  For the Truckee River, 

beneficial uses include:  industrial, municipal, and domestic water supply; irrigation; livestock 

watering; recreation involving fresh water; and wildlife propagation and aquatic life 

preservation, including brown, Lahontan cutthroat, and rainbow trout, Cui-Ui, and mountain 

white fish.   

 

The CWA regulates point-source discharges to surface waters from, for example, wastewater 

treatment plants, through a system of regulatory permits.  It also provides for voluntary 

http://tmwa.com/water_system/resources/
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approaches and a permitting process to reduce nonpoint source pollution from such sources as 

storm water and irrigation run-off.   

 

Public wastewater systems are highly regulated but, testimony by Washoe County DWR staff 

indicated that regulations for individual septic systems do not address any possible impacts of 

septic system effluent on surface or groundwater resources.  As such, with approximately 

16,000 septic systems being used in the Truckee Meadows service area, TMWA and the 

Washoe County DWR devote significant resources to monitoring and managing septic system 

contamination of groundwater.  Importantly, some 6,000 properties in the Truckee Meadows 

service area get their water from domestic wells, and most of these properties also use a septic 

system.  Under this scenario, nitrate contamination by septic system effluent of the 

groundwater drawn from domestic wells is common.  Monitoring and mitigation of septic 

system and domestic well issues is addressed below in the section titled “5.  Domestic Wells 

and Septic Systems Monitoring and Mitigation.” 

 

The Safe Water Drinking Act and associated federal regulations establish water system 

operating requirements necessary to protect public health.  The U.S. Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA) typically delegates implementation and enforcement to the states.  In Nevada, 

the State Division of Environmental Protection’s (NDEP) Bureau of Safe Drinking Water 

oversees implementation of the Act’s provisions, except in Clark and Washoe Counties, where 

implementation is handled by the respective County Health Districts. 

 

The EPA, the State, and the Washoe County Health Department, require TMWA to publish 

an annual Water Quality Report which provides information regarding the monitoring of 

over 100 contaminants that may appear in the water supply.  Water in the Truckee Meadows 

service area consistently exceeds federal quality standards.  The 2012 Water Quality 

Report  can be found online at:  http://tmwa.com/docs/your_water/water_quality/2012_wqr_ 

report.pdf. 

 

3. Effluent and Wastewater Treatment and Use of Reclaimed Water 

 

In a dry environment such as Nevada’s, treated effluent and wastewater are valuable resources.  

Testimony before the Committee focused on current practices and future opportunities for 

putting reclaimed water to its best use.  There are five water reclamation facilities in the 

region, each utilizing different effluent management practices based primarily on its geographic 

location.  John Buzzone, Senior Licensed Engineer, Resource Planning and Management 

Division, Washoe County DWR, explained that nearly all of the 29 MGD of wastewater 

processed at the Truckee Meadows Water Reclamation Facility (TMWRF) must be returned to 

the Truckee River for downstream users.  Accordingly, this water is highly treated.  

The limited amount of water that is retained at TMWRF can be reused for landscape irrigation 

at golf courses and other locations, parks, and schools.   

 

The University of Nevada, Reno’s (UNR’s), Main Station Field Lab is the largest single user 

of effluent in the region.  Through a trade agreement with UNR, TMWA supplies the Lab with 

http://tmwa.com/docs/your_water/water_quality/2012_wqr_report.pdf
http://tmwa.com/docs/your_water/water_quality/2012_wqr_report.pdf
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effluent so that fresh water owned by UNR can remain in the Truckee River.  Ultimately, this 

means less water has to be treated which results in cost savings.   

 

Virtually all of the water reclaimed at the South Truckee Meadows Water Reclamation Facility 

is reused.  This water is stored in a 4,000 acre-feet reservoir in winter and then used for 

irrigation in the dry summer months.  The 300,000 gallons of water reclaimed daily from the 

Cold Springs facility is allowed to flow into rapid infiltration basins where it helps to recharge 

local aquifers.  Wastewater processed at the Lemmon Valley and Reno-Stead facilities is 

partially used for wetland enhancement at Swan Lake and is then allowed to evaporate.  

 

It is anticipated that, by 2030, the WRWC will need to identify additional disposal 

opportunities for as much as 10 MGD of wastewater.  Storage is expensive to build, and 

treatment facilities cost even more.  For example, testimony indicated that a reverse osmosis 

treatment facility that could process 20 MGD would cost on the order of $350 million to build.  

This estimate does not address additional operating and maintenance costs.  In lieu of taking on 

such an expensive project, integrated regional planning for wastewater facilities and effluent 

management has begun with staff engineers at the various facilities in the planning area 

coordinating their efforts and sharing information in order to improve efficiency and ensure 

best practices are being followed.  The WRWC has also hired an outside expert in the use of 

reclaimed water to help the Commission understand how better to use this important resource, 

including using reclaimed water for groundwater recharge. 

 

While highly treated effluent can meet drinking water quality standards, public perception 

makes putting this into practice highly unlikely.  The WRWC is investigating other options 

with include, indirect potable recharge (IPR)—a process whereby potable treated water is 

injected into groundwater basins to be reused later.  In order for this option to become viable, 

however, State regulations will have to be amended, an avenue the WRWC is exploring with 

NDEP.  Other possibilities include using treated water for power generation and various 

commercial applications, as well as expanding environmental and wetland uses as appropriate.     

 

4. Storm Water Management 

 

Storm water and other runoff in the Truckee Meadows flows directly into the Truckee River.  

The Truckee Meadows Stormwater Quality Management Program has been implemented 

region-wide across several agencies and focuses on not only urban run-off, but on other 

nonpoint sources, such as construction sites and privately held land.   

 

For example, the Program is responsible for conducting inspections at construction sites to 

ensure that best management practices are in place to keep silt and other pollutants on site.  

Low-impact development is also encouraged; one example of which is curb cuts that were built 

into the Cabela’s parking lot during construction.  These cuts allow water to run into 

landscaped islands for infiltration rather than into storm drains.  Similarly, the inclusion of 

storm vaults into new developments helps facilitate filtration and recharge of groundwater.  

Finally, the Program also inspects industrial facilities to encourage best practices.  A good 
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example of this kind of management is the vehicle tire wash at Granite Construction, which 

helps keep pollutants on site when heavy construction equipment leaves the property.  

 

The Truckee River Coordinated Monitoring Program, initiated in 2009, continues to function 

well. Sixteen federal, State, tribal, and local entities that conduct monitoring of the 

Truckee River entered into a memorandum of understanding resulting from the passage of 

S.C.R 2 (File No. 61, Statutes of Nevada 2009).  The parties cooperated to develop a 

consistent nomenclature for disparate site naming conventions, drafted new site maps for 

posting to the Truckee River Information Gateway (TRIG), and worked through nuances of 

programmatic differences and regulatory drivers that called for different end products. 

Today, a much better shared understanding of the watershed continues to develop, and further 

efforts in field collaboration are occurring.  Members continue to post and share data publicly 

via the TRIG website at:  www.truckeeriverinfo.org. 

 

5. Domestic Wells and Septic Systems Monitoring and Mitigation 

 

a. Domestic Wells 

 

The Heppner Subdivision in northeast Lemmon Valley has more than 500 domestic wells in a 

1.5-square-mile area.  Most of these wells are drilled in granite, which is a less suitable source 

for water than others, such as alluvium or sedimentary rock.  The WRWC has addressed 

domestic well issues in Lemmon Valley in several ways.  Transitioning customers from flat 

rates to water meters has cut demand by more than half since 2001.  Additionally, federal 

construction grants, community development block grants, and loans made from the Water and 

Sewer Financial Assistance program (A.B. 54, Chapter 325, Statutes of Nevada 2009) have all 

helped to ease the financial burden of moving from septic systems and domestic wells to the 

municipal system.   

 

The Mount Rose-Galena Fan area similarly contains over 500 domestic wells, most located 

south of the Mount Rose Highway.  While these wells are typically situated in better water 

source material, increased development and fluctuating precipitation amounts have reduced 

groundwater levels and forced some homeowners to deepen their wells while other wells have 

seen reduced production.   

 

Washoe County has developed a recommended domestic well mitigation policy. The purpose 

of the policy is to guide the creation of well mitigation programs and to settle individual claims 

for mitigation that are determined necessary in order to protect groundwater resources and 

address any “unreasonable adverse affects” that municipal pumping might have on domestic 

wells in the service area.  Several criteria must all be met in order for a municipal well to be 

deemed the cause of an unreasonable adverse effect.  (Please see Appendix B.)   

 

Once in place, the mitigation will address three general situations:  (1) properties with wells 

where there is not now, nor is there expected to be water service in the future; (2) properties 

where the availability of water facilities will result in conversion to a water system; and 

http://www.truckeeriverinfo.org/
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(3) properties where a well owners deepened their well in advance of the installation of a 

community water system.  While the costs and benefits both to well owners and to 

Washoe County differ in each of the three circumstances described, the overall goals of the 

program are to preserve and protect groundwater resources into the future while adequately 

compensating well owners for the cost of conversion or well deepening.  Total estimated costs 

for the mitigation program over 20 years are approximately $2,434,860.  Funding for the 

program will come from developer connection fees, user fees, and from STMGID to address 

its portion of current and future impacts.   

 

b. Septic Systems 

 

As noted above, there are some 16,000 septic systems in use in the Truckee Meadows service 

area and approximately 6,000 domestic wells.  According to testimony, contamination of 

groundwater from septic system effluent is a significant problem.  Nitrate contamination has 

been confirmed in some areas and is suspected in others.  Locations in Spanish Springs and 

Golden Valley show nitrate concentrations that exceed the EPA’s maximum contaminant level 

in both domestic and municipal wells.   

 

A groundwater recharge program for 600 parcels with septic systems in Golden Valley is 

helping to improve local water quality and reduce strain on domestic wells, but thus far 

contaminant levels have only dropped significantly in close proximity to recharge wells.  

In Spanish Springs, the NDEP has directed Washoe County to convert homes on septic systems 

to the community sewer system, which costs approximately $30,000 per home.   

 

The WRWC is looking at various funding possibilities to assist with these costs.  At present 

there may only be funding available to convert 150 of the 2,000 systems that need to be 

switched in the area.  The present estimate to convert “priority homes” with the greatest 

impact on drinking water resources across the entire Truckee Meadows service area 

is $300 million.  Testimony indicated that the current funding stream for these conversions has 

run out with the project approximately 10 percent complete.  As such, septic systems are being 

managed as well as possible but are not being replaced with sewer hookups until more funding 

can be obtained. 

 

More information on Washoe County domestic well and septic system programs can be found 

online at:  http://www.co.washoe.nv.us/water/. 

 

6. Truckee River Flood Management Authority 

  

Senate Bill 175 of the 2009 Session (Chapter 477, Statutes of Nevada) authorized the creation 

of a flood management authority in Washoe County for the construction, improvement, and 

maintenance of a flood management project and permitted the use of general obligation or 

revenue bonds or municipal securities for such purposes. The Truckee River Flood 

Management Authority (TRFMA) was formed in 201l out of the previous Flood Project 

Coordinating Committee (FPCC) through a Joint Operating Authority to serve as the region’s 

http://www.co.washoe.nv.us/water/
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official nonfederal sponsor for the Truckee River Flood Project.  The TRFMA is funded 

primarily with a 1/8-cent sales tax dedicated to public safety which currently supports the 

completion of a regional public safety training center, an emergency operations center, and 

ongoing flood project elements.  The TRFMA Board of Directors has authority to raise the 

fees it charges if necessary.  (Please see Appendix C.) 

 

The Truckee Meadows has a long history of flooding, and most residents remember the last 

two major floods that took place in 1997 and 2007.  The worse of these two, the 1997 flood, 

caused approximately $700 million in damage just in Washoe County.  In 2000, the FPCC 

began the process of developing the Living River Plan (LRP), which it formally adopted in 

2005.  The LRP has been updated frequently since then and most recently was adopted by the 

TRFMA in 2011.  The LRP includes several main goals as follows:  to reduce flood damage, 

restore the Truckee River ecosystem, improve fish passage for federally listed species, and 

enhance river-based recreational activities.  In order to accomplish these goals, the LRP 

incorporates several planning elements including, bridge replacements, floodplain land 

acquisitions, floodwalls, instream and riparian restoration, river terracing, set-back levies, and 

urban parkways.   

 

The TRFMA or its predecessors have made several important accomplishments including 

acquiring over 142 acres of floodplain land needed for project completion, relocating several 

tenants and utilities away from flood prone areas, constructing several flood control elements 

such as the Reno-Sparks Indian Colony levee and floodwall and ecosystem restoration in the 

Lockwood area, and upgrading the regional flood warning system.  While some projects have 

been completed prior to gaining formal congressional approval through the Truckee River 

Action (TRAC) program, several more projects ranging in scope and cost remain in the 

design/feasibility phase and will be dependent upon identifying future funding.  

 

Testimony indicated that a primary task is to continue negotiations with the U.S. Army Corps of 

Engineers (Corps) to formulate a flood control plan that will be supported by Corps leadership 

and ultimately authorized by Congress.  Such authorization will make TRFMA eligible to 

receive credit for local funds already spent on TRAC projects.  Negotiations center around how 

to revise the LRP in order to gain Corps approval.  The current LRP extends out 117 years and, 

according to the Corps, is too expensive.  The alternate, proposed by the Corps, is a 50-year 

plan which, according to testimony from TRFMA officials, does not adequately address the local 

community’s goals.  Depending upon how this process plays out, the TRFMA will go down 

one of two paths—construct the plan elements locally which will allow construction to begin 

earlier and end sooner, or, follow the Corps’s path, which will provide more federal funding but 

will require the Corps to manage design and construction.   

 

While this work continues, the TRFMA is also undertaking the necessary tasks to become a 

stand-alone agency.  These tasks include separating from Washoe County, creating a separate 

bank account, and entering into cooperative agreements with various federal, State, tribal, and 

local entities.  More information about the TRFMA and its activities is available online at: 

http://truckeeflood.us/. 

http://truckeeflood.us/
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C.  Interbasin Water Transfers   

 

Kelvin Hickenbottom, P.E., Deputy State Engineer, Division of Water Resources (DWR), 

State Department of Conservation and Natural Resources (SDCNR), provided the Committee 

an informational presentation on how interbasin water transfer requests are handled in Nevada.  

Interbasin transfers involve primarily groundwater.   

 

According to the NRS, the State Engineer must follow certain criteria for evaluating interbasin 

transfer applications, which includes:  (1) the amount of water available from the proposed 

source; (2) whether the proposed transfer will conflict with existing rights or domestic wells; 

(3) whether the proposed use threatens to prove detrimental to the public interest; (4) whether 

the importation need is justified;  (5) whether a conservation plan is necessary in the 

originating basin and is being carried out by the applicant; (6) whether the proposed transfer is 

environmentally sound for the originating basin; (7) whether the transfer will unduly limit 

future growth and development in the originating basin; and (8) any other factors the 

State Engineer deems relevant.  The State Engineer may also seek proof of an applicant’s good 

faith and ability to construct the project, as well as whether the applicant has the financial 

ability to apply the water to the intended use. 

 

While some of these conditions, such as whether the project is “environmentally sound” or 

whether the transfer will “unduly limit future growth and development” in the basin, are not 

defined in the NRS, Mr. Hickenbottom explained that the State Engineer is of the opnion there 

is adequate case law and historical precedent for appropriate determinations to be made.  

Similarly, the State Engineer is of the opinion that his office has issued enough rulings and 

decisions on appeals that applicants have a “feel for how we are analyzing applications. . . 

and how the courts are interpreting those decisions.”  Mr. Hickenbottom noted, however, that 

while there have been many interbasin water transfers in Nevada history, “not enough time has 

passed on any large-scale transfer. . . to know how well the statutory criteria and our 

subsequent decisions are working.”  More information on the DWR is available online at:  

http://water.nv.gov/. 

 

 

  

http://water.nv.gov/


 

14 

IV. COMMITTEE RECOMMENDATION 

 
At its final meeting, the Legislative Committee to Oversee the WRWC discussed and ultimately 
approved one recommendation for a BDR to be considered by the 2013 Legislature.  
Recognizing that the water purveyor consolidation was not yet complete, and may not be by 
July 2013, and generally agreeing that water issues in Nevada are of paramount importance and 
deserve to be addressed by a committee designated solely for this purpose, the Committee 
unanimously approved Chair Gustavson’s recommendation to draft legislation to remove 
the 2013 expiration date for the Committee and to expand the Committee’s purview to 
water-related issues across the State (BDR 17–144). 
 
Finally, Chair Gustavson and the entire Committee expressed their sincere appreciation to 
everyone who has worked hard to assist the Committee in completing its work over the last 
three interims.      
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APPENDIX B 
 

“Status Report for the Legislative Oversight Committee on  
the Western Regional Water Commission Groundwater  

Management and Domestic Well Mitigation Issues” 
  



Status Report for 

the Legislative 

Oversight 

Committee on the 

Western Regional 

Water Commission 

 

 

 

Groundwater 

Management and 

Domestic Well 

Mitigation Issues 

 

 

 

June 28, 2012 

Washoe County 

Department of 

Water Resources 
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Key Provisions of Nevada 

Water Law 

• Municipal pumping is subject to 

limitation based on water rights 

issued by the State Engineer; 

  

• The State Engineer takes into 

account the perennial yield of 

groundwater basins when issuing 

water rights; 

 

• Water suppliers must operate in 

compliance with the provisions of 

their water rights and actively 

monitor aquifer levels. 

 48



The Legislature has declared 

that “It is the Policy of this 

State:  

• To recognize the importance of 

domestic wells as appurtenances to 

private homes, to create a 

protectable interest in such wells 

and to protect their supply of water 

from unreasonable adverse effects 

which are caused by municipal, 

quasi-municipal or industrial uses 

and which cannot reasonably be 

mitigated.” NRS 533.024.1(b)  

– Language added to Statute in 1993 
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The Legislature has also 

authorized the State Engineer 

to:  

• “prohibit the drilling of wells for 

domestic use, as defined in NRS 

534.013, in areas where water can 

be furnished by an entity such as a 

water district or a municipality 

presently engaged in furnishing 

water to the inhabitants thereof.” 

NRS 534.120.3(d)  

– Language added to statute in 1955 
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The Heppner Subdivision in 

Northeast Lemmon Valley has 

more than 500 domestic wells in an 

area that is about a mile and a half 

square 
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Location of 

Hydro-

geological 

Cross 

Sections in 

Northeast 

Lemmon 

Valley 

52



Hydro-geologic conditions, such as 

fractured granite, make some areas 

less suitable as sources of water for 

either domestic or municipal wells 
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Water Use by County 

Customers in Northeast 

Lemmon Valley 1990 to 2010 

Municipal Water System Reduced Pumping

 by 51.5% Since 2001
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Domestic Well Issues in 

Northeast Lemmon Valley 

have been addressed by: 
• Transitioning flat rate municipal 

customers to metered rates has cut 

demand by more than 50 % since 2001; 

• Obtaining federal construction grants 

reduced by 58% the cost to residents of 

connecting to the municipal system when 

their domestic wells fail; 

• Obtaining Community Development 

Block Grant Funds has assisted 22 low 

income property owners connect to the 

municipal system at no cost; and 

• Providing loans from the Water and 

Sewer Financial Assistance program to 

assist property owners needing to hook 

up but who are unable to afford the ‘up 

front’ costs of doing so.  
55



Over 500 

domestic 

wells are 

located 

on the 

Upper Mt. 

Rose-

Galena 

Fan, with 

most 

being 

South of 

the Mt. 

Rose 

Highway 
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Locations of 

Mt. Rose-

Galena Fan 

hydro-

geological 

cross-

sections 
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Southwest Truckee Meadows 

and Upper Galena Fan hydro-

geologic Formations  
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Callahan Ranch area wells 

deepened versus those  

connected to the municipal water 

system 
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Several Factors Can Affect the 

Productivity of Domestic 

Wells:  

• Natural variability of annual 

precipitation and multi-year 

droughts; 

• Poor hydro-geologic conditions;  

• Shallow well construction; 

• High concentration of domestic wells 

in an area; and 

• Municipal pumping. 
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Documented Strong Correlation 

Between Groundwater Levels and 

Annual Precipitation 
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Hydro-Geologic Conditions, such as 

fractured granite, make some areas 

less suitable as sources of water for 

either domestic or municipal wells 
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A Domestic Well’s Depth to Water 

Is Critical to the Well’s Viability 

Over Time 

This well is more  
vulnerable to changing  

conditions 
than this one 
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High Concentration  

of Domestic Wells in a Small 

Area 
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Effects of municipal pumping 

on domestic wells in Callahan 

Ranch area 
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Recommended Domestic Well 

Mitigation Policy Statement 

• The purpose of the policy is to 

provide direction on the creation of 

domestic well mitigation programs 

and the settlement of individual 

claims for domestic well mitigation 

that are determined to be 

necessary to: 

– improve management and protection 

of groundwater resources, including 

preventing over-pumping the aquifer, 

and 

– address any unreasonable adverse 

effects of municipal pumping on 

domestic wells in the Washoe County 

water service area.  
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Draft Definition of  

“Unreasonable Adverse 

Effect” 
• An unreasonable adverse effect 

caused by a municipal well may be 
considered to be occurring when all 
of the following circumstances 
exist: 

– The impacted domestic well must be 

experiencing an actual or imminent 

unreasonable adverse effect that 

results in the reduction of ground 

water supply to the well and that leads 

to an actual well failure, significant 

pressure losses, persistent problems 

with sanding and siltation, or must be 

part of an area with multiple domestic 

wells where such impacts are being 

experienced by other domestic well 

owners. 67



Unreasonable Adverse Effect 

Definition 
(continued) 

– The impacted well must draw from the 

same source aquifer as the municipal 

well or wells alleged to be causing the 

unreasonable adverse effect. 

– Objective evidence must exist that 

clearly relates the pumping of the 

municipal well or wells to the impairment 

of the affected well. 

– The protectable interest in the impacted 

domestic well or wells is limited to the 2 

acre feet per year of use allowed by 

NRS 534.180(1). 

– The priority date of the domestic well (as 

defined by NRS 534.080) is more senior 

than the priority date for the municipal 

well or wells alleged to be causing the 

unreasonable adverse impact. 
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Proposed area 

on the Upper 

Mt. Rose-

Galena Fan 

where the 

domestic well 

mitigation 

program would 

be 

implemented 
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Mitigation Program 

Recommendations Address 

Three General Situations: 

A. Properties with domestic wells where 

community water service in not now 

and is not expected to be available 

in the future; 

B. Properties where the availability of 

community water system facilities 

will result in the conversion of a 

domestic well to the community 

water system; and 

C. Properties where a domestic well 

owner deepened his/her well in 

advance of the installation of 

community water system facilities. 
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A.  Properties with domestic wells 

where community water service is 

not now and is not expected to be 

available in the future 

• Domestic well owners would receive compensation for 

deepening wells by 150 feet; 

• The compensation amount would be annually updated to 

adjust for cost changes; 

• The compensation amount for FY 2011-2012 is $66 per foot 

for a total of $9961; 

• Property owners in this category who have already 

deepened their well would receive $9961;  

• Property owners would be responsible for covering the cost 

of appurtenances, estimated at $4650;  

• If a well cannot be deepened to provide a long-term, 

sustainable water supply the mitigation program would 

cover the cost of drilling a new well of adequate depth; 

• Properties where new wells are drilled would be responsible 

for covering the cost of appurtenances. 
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B.  Properties where the availability 

of community water system facilities 

will result in the conversion of a 

domestic well to the community 

water system 

• Property owners would receive a hook-up credit for the full 

value of the public right-of-way cost; 

• The value of this credit is between $12,500 and $13,600 

depending on whether a meter pit was installed at the 

property with the water system facilities;   

• Property owners would be responsible for covering all on-

site costs, estimated at $4500 to $7000; and 

• Property owners would be eligible to apply for financing of 

on-site costs under the County’s Water and Sanitary Sewer 

Financial Assistance Program. 

• Property owners who have already paid to connect would 

receive reimbursement for connection fees minus any 

mitigation funds DWR or STMGID already provided for on-

site costs. 

• Properties in SAD 5 that were developed with domestic wells 

prior to the installation of water lines included as part of the 

SAD, would be reimbursed for the amount of their 

assessment. 
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C.  Properties where a domestic 

well owner voluntarily deepened 

his/her well in advance of the 

installation of community water 

system facilities 

• Property owners would receive a transferrable, 

recordable guarantee for a no-cost connection to the 

infrastructure in the public right-of-way when they 

ultimately need to connect; and 

• Property owners would be responsible for covering all 

on-site costs associated with connecting to the 

community system.   
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Estimated Funding 

Requirements 
(in current dollars) 

Water 

System 

Connections 

Deepen 

Wells 

Refunds 

for SAD 5 

Grand 

Total 

Expected Cash 

Payments in FY 

2011-2012 

$311,593 $  594,683 $ 37,000 $  943,276 

Estimated Future 

Obligations 

(over 20 years) 

$ 57,200 $1,434,384 $          0 $1,491,584 

Total Estimated 

Cost 
$ 368,793 $2,029,067 $ 37,000 $2,434,860 
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In General, DWR’s Well 

Mitigation Program for the Mt. 

Rose-Galena Fan Area: 

• Covers about 2/3rds of an 
impacted property owner’s 
estimated cost; 

• Addresses anticipated domestic 
well mitigation requirements in both 
DWR and STMGID service 
territories; 

• Provides implementation funding 
without requiring that surcharges 
be levied on any group of 
customers; and 

• Identifies a method to equitably 
share program costs between 
DWR and STMGID based on a 
scientific analysis of each agency’s 
responsibility. 
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Sources of Program Funding 

• Connection fees paid by 

developments that have occurred in 

the area; 

 

• User fees collected from water rate 

payers; and 

 

• Proposed contribution from 

STMGID to address their portion of 

current and future impacts. 
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Questions ? 
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APPENDIX C 
 

Senate Bill 175 (Chapter 477, Statutes of Nevada 2009) 
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Senate Bill 175 
(Chapter 477, Statutes of Nevada 2009) 
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APPENDIX D 

 

Suggested Legislation 

 

 

The following BDR will be available during the 2013 Legislative Session, or can be 

accessed after “Introduction” at the following website:  http://www.leg.state.nv.us/ 

Session/77th2013/BDRList/.   

 

BDR 17–144 Provides for an ongoing study of water issues in Nevada. 

 

 

http://www.leg.state.nv.us/Session/77th2013/BDRList/
http://www.leg.state.nv.us/Session/77th2013/BDRList/
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