WATER IS EVERYBODY’S BUSINESS

The City of Moscow and Latah County are committed to improving use and management of our valuable water resources.  We believe success in this effort depends upon broad citizen collaboration in refining our collective understanding of both our options and our challenges.  Much is at stake in our lifestyles and economy as the communities of Latah County seek to set sound water management policies.  
In his keynote address to the Troubled Water conference in Boise April 19-20,  Richard Meganck, Director of UNESCO’s Institute for Water Education, referenced an article from the May 2000 Fortune Magazine that declared “Water promises to be to the 21st century what oil was to the 20th  century”. Mr. Meganck also stated that “water can either divide us, or help form bonds and agreements that make us better neighbors- and at all levels of social, political and economic organization. 
Throughout the conference, it became obvious that in much of the western U.S., while we may have set a price for water, we have yet to fully realize neither its true cost nor its real value.   As evidence of this fact, in 2005 the Idaho Legislature appropriated over $25 million dollars to address our state’s water shortages. Locally, the Palouse Basin was appropriated over $450,000 of these monies that will help us better understand our aquifers.  Idaho Department of Water Resources (IDWR) Director Karl Dreher, a panelist at this same conference, stated Idaho is in its worst drought since 1902.  He went on to explain how Western water law assumes there will be times when there is not enough water and that is why there is a priority right system – first in time, first in right.  Although the doctrine of prior appropriation has been in existence for decades, only recently have we begun to take a greater interest in how we manage and sustain our water resources.
Both of us believe that now is the time to begin a “cooperative conservation” dialogue that encompasses water management, land use development, community values and economic sustainability. Until we commit to a more collaborative, consensus driven decision-making process, we will struggle with how we protect, manage and develop this important resource.   Because we live within a “trans-boundary watershed”, our adaptive water management style must include a large number of stakeholders from both Washington and Idaho.  Fortunately, much of the necessary planning framework is already in place and many local stakeholders are committed and eager to participate in a meaningful process.  We are also grateful for the involvement of all the respective water interests.
 John Tracy, Director of the Idaho Water Resource Research Institute (IWRRI), has committed to working with our communities to help create real solutions through better water education, involvement, understanding and adaptation.  Tracy emphasized that local decision-making should drive the water management process and should also recognize the need to find a marketplace solution. We citizens should also carefully consider the growing perspective that the marketplace should play a large role in how we establish the real cost of water.  With IWRRI’s support, the County and City are already planning for a water summit in September 2005 which will help us build a framework for a reliable, flexible and comprehensive water management plan.

Both Moscow and Latah County have begun implementing more refined water management planning and conservation measures. As two of the local representatives charged with helping create a lasting and sensible solution to our water management challenges, we will continue to support these ongoing efforts.  Additionally, we propose to include consideration of other potential tools including development of surface water storage, building code updates, tiered water rates and better land use planning.  
Significant opportunity now exists to create a water roadmap for the future.  However, the end result of these locally-driven, broad-based efforts should have balance.  Our water management decisions should equally recognize municipal, agricultural, environmental and economic needs. We urge our fellow citizens to join us in the important work ahead in establishing a locally-appropriate balance.  Through collaboration, outreach and goodwill we will succeed in managing this critical resource in the best interests of our community and those who follow us in the future.
Paul Kimmell is a Latah County Commissioner & serves as the Executive Director of the Moscow Chamber of Commerce.

Jon Kimberling is a Moscow City Councilman & City Representative to the Palouse Basin Aquifer Committee. 

Information about upcoming events and meetings may be accessed at these websites: City of Moscow- www.moscow.id.us or Latah County-  www.latah.id.us

