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Farmers  would  rather  lease  rights
than  sell

Survey  on  South  Platte  bodes  well  for  programs  like
proposed  Super  Ditch.

By  CHRIS  WOODKA
THE  PUEBLO  CHIEFTAIN

DENVER  -  A survey  of  South  Platte  River  irrigators  shows
support  for  water  leasing  programs  as an  alternative  to
selling  agricultural  water  to  cities.

ÒItÕs amazing  that  water  rights  are  private  property  rights,
but  the  sale  of  them  can  have  a public  impact  as well,Ó said
James  Pritchett,  an  agricultural  economics  researcher  at
Colorado  State  University.

Pritchett  said  that  lease - fallow  programs,  such  as the
concept  of  a Super  Ditch  program  being  promoted  by  the
Lower  Arkansas  Valley  Water  Conservancy  District,  are
among  the  most  popular  with  farmers,  with  63  percent
saying  they  would  be  willing  to  participate  if  adequately
compensated.

Most  farmers  believed  compensation  should  fall  into  the
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Most  farmers  believed  compensation  should  fall  into  the
range  of  $225  to  $575  per  acre  per  year,  according  to  the
survey.  Four - fifths  of  those  surveyed  also  preferred  an
option  that  would  allow  them  to  lease  water  back  as part  of
a contract.

ÒI was  pleased  to  see  those  attitudes  to  keep  the
consumptive  use of  water  in  the  agricultural  area,Ó said
Lower  Ark  Chairman  John  Singletary,  who  attended  the
event.  ÒI think  whatÕs missing  is finding  a way  to  keep  the
rural  communities'  economy  strong,  while  finding  a way  to
deliver  the  water  without  doing  harm  to  other  water  rights.Ó

Pritchett  led  a survey  of  farmers  with  50  acres  or  more  on
the  South  Platte  last  year  and  shared  the  results  with
participants  at  the  GovernorÕs Forum  on  Colorado  Agriculture
last  week.

While  only  7  percent  of  farmers  said  they  plan  to  sell  water
rights  in  the  next  five  years,  62  percent  said  they  would
rather  lease  than  sell,  and  80  percent  said  water  could
become  a good  source  of  revenue  for  farmers  through
leases  -  one - time  sales  of  water  that  do  not  change
ownership.

Leases  are  seen  both  as a way  for  farmers  to  make  money,
but  as a way  to  keep  rural  communities  strong,  as 70
percent  of  those  in  the  survey  agreed.  Meanwhile,  57
percent  believe  the  leases  would  be  sufficient  to  meet  the
needs  of  cities.

Pritchett  said  a future  survey  will  look  at  what  cities  are
willing  to  pay  for  water  leases.  Future  questions  that  have
to  be  answered  include  whether  transactions  costs
overwhelm  lease  prices  and  how  lease  agreements  will  be
monitored.

In  the  case  of  the  Super  Ditch,  the  Lower  Ark  district  has
spent  more  than  $600,000  in  legal,  engineering  and
economic  studies and  would  provide  more  assistance  in  the
water  court  change  case  that  would  be  needed.

The  Super  Ditch  proposal  would  form  a new  cooperative
agency  that  would  lease  water  to  cities  through  voluntary
land  fallowing  on  seven large  canals  with  diversions  between
Pueblo  and  John  Martin  Reservoir.

A steering  committee  of  irrigators  from  each  of  the  canals
has  been  meeting  with  the  Lower  Ark  for  the  past  year
about  the  possibility  of  forming  the  Super  Ditch,  but  none  of
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