OFFICE OF
COUNTY CLERK

COURTHOUSE

P.O. BOX 296
209 N. BROADWAY
ST. JOHN, KANSAS 67576
(620) 549-3509

STAFFORD COUNTY

August 29, 2023

Martha Williams

Director

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
1849 C Street, NW
Washington, DC 20240

Dear Director Williams,

We are writing to express our grave concern for the negative consequences to our local communities if Quivira
National Wildlife Refuge asserts a call for water through the Kansas Department of Agriculture Division of Water
Resources that will result in drastic reductions to the water rights of irrigators, small municipalities, rural water
districts, small businesses, individuals, and livestock owners. Quite simply, this decision could be catastrophic to
the local economy, and we need your support in accepting an alternative to slashing existing water rights in
2024 that is wise for both local communities and the environment.

As you may know, ten years ago Service filed a claim to the Kansas Department of Agriculture — Division of
Water Resources (“KDA-DWR”) that the water flowing into the Refuge from Rattlesnake Creek has been
negatively impacted by irrigation. There have been years of deliberations and analysis as to whether there is a
connection between streamflow and irrigation, and if so, what is the best way to provide the desired water to
Quivira NWR. In 2019 the parties involved, including the Chief Engineer at KDA-DWR, agreed to a plan of
augmentation to the refuge in lieu of drastic cuts to other water right holders in the region. Asyou may know,
augmentation would involve drilling new wells to provide additional water, and this plan was determined by the
Engineer to be an acceptable method for providing the additional water the Service is entitled to under his
earlier ruling. It is important to note that this is not a water conservation measure for a declining water table;
the ground water table in this area is stable and the issue at hand is to provide additional surface water to the
Refuge. The question is how that augmentation will occur, where the wells will be drilled, where the water will
be delivered, and if additional reductions in irrigation will also be required. The parties involved are working on
the federally-required assessment required by the National Environmental Policy Act. As you know, federal

processes take time, and the circumstances surrounding COVID beginning in 2020 have slowed the process as
well,

We ask that you agree to let the NEPA process continue as planned and not make a call for water in 2023 or
2024.
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If irrigation and municipal usage is curtailed, it will be disastrous to the local rural economy, and as leaders in the
organizations that depend on the local revenue generated by property taxes to exist, we want to communicate
the crushing effect this would have. An assessment of the economic impact by the cuts proposed in 2019
determined that the amount of revenue that irrigated cropland in the affected area brings into the local
economy is approximately $190 million per year, and under proposals being considered to require reductions in
irrigation, this could be reduced by $20 to $50 million per year for perpetuity. We understand that the cuts
DWR is proposing in 2024 would cut the amount of water available to junior water right holders twice as much
as in 2019, so the impact would be all the more severe A current proposal to build a man-made infrastructure
to build and pump water to supplement the flow of the Rattlesnake Creek could be tens of millions to build, a
cost to be borne nearly completely by farmers. In reducing irrigation, there would be a ripple effect in the
revenue of businesses that employ people and provide services in agronomy, grain merchandizing and storage,
fuel, fertilizer, agriculture equipment, as well as in non-agriculture related retail, housing, and health care.
School enrollment in districts, already small and operating in innovative ways to maintain high quality education
on small budgets, would drop and possibly threaten the ability to keep the doors open. Land prices would fall,
negatively impacting the tax base on which local governments and schools depend. It would cripple agricultural
banking that has collateralized loans based on current land valuations, which -would not only threaten existing
loans but would freeze future lending. Using a multiplier provided by the Kansas City Federal Reserve Bank, this
full effect could range from $30 million to $125 million per year in this local region in the 2019 proposal —and
again, if the cuts to water are twice as much in 2024 as was proposed in 2019 impact could be twice as drastic.
In this rural area, there simply is not another source of commerce that would replace that revenue. The impact
of even 5% mandated reduction in agricultural production would dwarf the effect of any other state or federal
initiative intended to stimulate economic or community growth, whether it be tax policy or any of a myriad of
government-administered programs.

The impact will not only be felt as the current economic environment is dismantled, but also in the potential for
new development is lost. In Edwards County there is a proposed dairy that which will bring $250 million in
investment and 150 employees, which will likely not move forward if the water cuts are enacted. Stafford
County proposes a railroad transportation hub that will bring approximately $50 million in investment,
anchored by grain transportation, and it will be adversely affected if agricultural production is curtailed

To put these costs into perspective, the assessed (tax) valuation in Stafford County, which is the heart of the
affected area is about $90 million per year, including all land, improvements, housing, commercial property,
utilities, and personal property. The county budget for Stafford County, at the heart of the affected area, is
under $8 million. St. John-Hudson school district, also in the heart of the affected area, has an annual budget of
about $5 million. The general funds of Cities of Stafford, St. John, and Macksville, the three largest towns in the
county, are each under $1 million.  The surrounding counties, their towns, and their school districts have
budgets of similar scope and similarly experience crushing direct effects as well as a ripple effect throughout the
community. The many signatures below are a testament to the widespread and deep consequences not only

to farmers and the businesses that serve them, but also to small towns, school districts, and county
governments.

The decimation of the local economy, however, is not necessary and a different course of action is possible if our
government leaders will choose it.

Finally, we want to make clear the environmental context of this action. This proposed reductions in irrigation
do not reduce aquifer usage or overall water consumption; it would simply take from irrigation use and give to
Quivira National Wildlife Refuge. While curtailing irrigation is a subject of discussion in other parts of Kansas
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and the United States to reduce water usage, in this case reducing irrigation is not reducing overall water
consumption. Moreover, we are in the Great Bend Prairie portion of the High Plains Aquifer, which is a
recharging aquifer that is not experiencing the same issues of water depletion like the Ogallala portion of the
High Plains Aquifer. According to Kansas Geological Survey report Status of the High Plains Aquifer in Kansas,
Technical Series 22 published in 2018, the aquifer in Groundwater Management District #5, which is the area at
issue here, is within 2% of being sustainable with current water use. Having said that, water conservation is an
important topic and there are measures that both the Refuge and farm producers can take to accomplish that
goal. If conservation measures are prescribed as a part of the remedy for the impairment to the Service, it
should require that all parties — including Quivira National Wildlife Refuge —improve water management.

We ask you as the head of the US Fish and Wildlife Service to recognize the legitimate concerns of the people
who live in proximity of the Refuge, understand that this is a prime example of the frustration many citizens
have for the regulatory burden of government. We ask that you exercise your leadership to ensure that staff at
all levels of the agency follow a balanced approach to managing wildlife and private property concerns, and that
this is reflected in discussions with KDA-DWR. We believe that with an open discussion there can be a
reasonable solution that makes sense for all parties involved, and we urge you become involved to ensure that
solution accepted by US Fish and Wildlife Service.

Sincerely, .
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Don Hardin

Mayor
City of Stafford
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Mayor
City of Hudson
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Superintendent of Schools
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President, Board of Education
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Tony Helfrich Morgan Ballard
Superintendent of Schools Superintendent of Schools
USD #382 Pratt USD #438 Skyline

cc:

US Senator Jerry Moran

US Senator Roger Marshall

US Representative Ron Estes

US Representative Tracey Mann

KS Department of Agriculture Secretary Mike Beam
Kansas Governor Laura Kelly

pe. 5




