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SUPPORT OUR ADVERTISERS

For more than 80 years, your Colorado River District has been working to safeguard 
West Slope water and keep our water on the Western Slope.  

We’re protecting water supplies for the farmers and ranchers that put food on our tables.   
Because when farmers and ranchers thrive, the whole community thrives. 

This is your water - These are your rivers - And this is your Colorado River District 

Learn more at ColoradoRiverDistrict.org

https://www.inmtn.com/
https://www.coloradoriverdistrict.org
https://www.coloradoriverdistrict.org
https://www.inmtn.com
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Dear Family Farm Alliance Members and Friends,

Who could have imagined, when we left each other last year that our world 
would turn upside down?  In this second decade of the second millennium 
we are, as farmers and ranchers who irrigate, challenged  with redefining our 
fundamental principles.

The Family Farm Alliance has always worked with an eye to the future. Our 
reputation is that of problem solvers. The need for those skills will never be in 
more demand. We have established a wide range of relationships that span 
our productive capacity and our interactions with others that share the most 
important of resources—water.

In thinking about fundamental principles, I came to the conclusion that the 
most basic of our values is the dignity of labor.  As we move in a world going 
faster and faster, I believe it is important to recognize the slow steady progress of those of us who produce food and 
steward the beautiful lands we have kept whole. Our society has so taken for granted the food production and the 
multiple conservation benefits that farmers and ranchers provide. There is nothing like the feeling of looking out at 
dawn and seeing rows of young plants reaching through the soil What can compare with watching a newborn calf or 
lamb struggle to its feet to its mother’s care. 

The hard work done by ranchers and farmers provides food, provides fiber and rewards us with satisfaction of a job 
well done.

Yet not all appreciate the fruits of our labors. The products we provide are taken for granted, and the water we depend 
upon to grow living plants and animals is cynically viewed as a commodity.

A recent editorial in the Denver Post asserted that all irrigation on Colorado’s Western Slope should be stopped. That is a 
wake-up call indicating the depth of challenge our organization is facing.

Our leadership—Mark Limbaugh and his crew in D.C., Dan Keppen and his team—is unparalleled. We need to 
maintain our on-line communication more than ever in order to keep ourselves up-to-date on the inevitable changes 
that are coming towards us.

I am proud to play a part in the Family Farm Alliance. I am confident we are up to the demands put to us by our unique 
position in the water world.

Sincerely, 

 

Patrick F. O’Toole, President

MESSAGE FROM  THE PRESIDENT
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Steve Benson  
Brawley, California 
Steve Benson is president of Planters Hay, Inc. and has been a managing partner of Benson Farms, LLC in Brawley, 
California since 2007. He is the past president of the board of directors of Imperial Irrigation District. He currently 
serves on the Imperial Valley Economic Development Corporation and is the Chairman of the board of the 
Imperial Valley Vegetable Growers Association. He is a former board member of the Imperial County Farm Bureau 
and the Imperial Valley Boys and Girls Clubs.  Mr. Benson has a BS from Bucknell University and his MBA from the 
Marshall School of Business at the University of Southern California. He is married and the father of four children.

Sandy Denn  
Willows, California 
Mrs. Denn is a third-generation farmer. Born in Willows, she farms rice at Snow Goose Farms with her husband, 
Wallace Denn. The Denns believe that agriculture and the environment can coexist in harmony if common sense 
and sensitivity are applied to agricultural practices and environmental reforms. Snow Goose Farms, situated near 
the Sacramento National Wildlife Refuge, is a winter haven to migratory waterfowl. Mrs. Denn has been politically 
active in local, state and federal arenas for many years. From 1993-2015 she served on the Glenn-Colusa Irrigation 
District board. She is past president of the Central Valley Project Water Association. In 1994 she initiated a 
movement in Glenn County to unite opposing entities in the matter of groundwater management to gain 
local control. She helped put in motion the Northern Sacramento Valley Water Forum to promote interface and 
exchange of education on water issues between water agencies and local governments. Mrs. Denn also served 
on the California Department of Water Resources’ Water Advisory Panel which oversaw grant applications for 
groundwater projects. She has served in many other water related and civic positions and earned a law degree.

Dan Errotabere  
Riverdale, California 
Daniel Errotabere is a general partner of a family farm operating in the Riverdale and Huron areas of California. 
The farm is diversified with crops that include pima cottons, wheat, processing garlic and onions, cannery 
tomatoes, cantaloupes, market and seed lettuce, pistachio and almonds. Mr. Errotabere is a third-generation 
farmer and along with his two brothers farm about 5,200 acres covering the counties of Fresno and Kings on the 
western regions of the San Joaquin Valley. In 1985, Mr. Errotabere received his B.S. in Agribusiness from California 
State University, Fresno. He is also a 1992 graduate of the California Agricultural Leadership, Class XXI. In addition, 
Mr. Errotabere currently serves as the president of the board for the Westlands Water District and is past chairman 
and president. He is a director on the board of the Fresno County Farm Bureau, Fresno Madera Farm Credit 
Association and San Luis Delta Mendota Water Authority. He is a past board member of the California Cotton 
Growers Association and the California Farm Bureau Federation. Mr. Errotabere is a Trustee of the Agricultural 
Foundation for California State University, Fresno. He is married to Susan, a long-time key player in Alliance 
fundraising activities, and has two children.

Mark Hansen  
Ellensburg, Washington 
Mark Hansen raises irrigated forage crops (primarily timothy hay and alfalfa) and cattle in the Kittitas Valley near 
Ellensburg, Washington. He grew up in Patterson, California, and helped on the family apricot and walnut farm. 
After graduating from Cal Poly, San Luis Obispo, with a degree in Crop Science, Mr. Hansen worked for more 
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than 15 years as a crop consultant on the west side of Fresno County for a vertically-integrated family farm. In 1995 he 
bought the Ellensburg hay ranch and the family moved to Washington. He is currently a board member of the Kittitas 
Reclamation District and the Kittitas Farm Bureau and a past board member of the Kittitas Valley Hay Growers Association 
and Kittitas School District. Mr. Hansen and his wife Melissa have two children. 

Chris Hurd  
Firebaugh, California 
Chris Hurd is a managing partner of Circle G Farms in California’s San Joaquin Valley. His 1,500-acre family farm operation 
produces almonds, pistachios and row crops. Mr. Hurd graduated from Cal Poly San Luis Obispo in 1972 with a degree in 
mechanized agriculture. He is a graduate of California Ag Leadership Class 17. He is past president of the San Luis Water 
District and a long-time board member of the Family Farm Alliance. Chris Hurd has three sons and eight grandchildren as 
farming partners. 

William Kennedy  
Klamath Falls, Oregon  
The Kennedy Family ranches in Klamath County, Oregon and Glenn County, California. Natural resource production 
revolves around wildlife habitat and includes irrigated pasture, small grains and forest products. "Our Holistic Resource 
Management includes annual planning with a long-range vision for our family as well as migrating waterfowl and 
complementary predators". Bill graduated from Cal Poly, San Luis Obispo in 1979 and earned a certificate in forest 
management from Oregon State University in 1999. He has been a board member of Alliance since 1995 and is a past 
president. Other interests include outdoor family activities, bicycle touring, wildlife viewing, skiing, and boating. Bill, and 
his wife Marilyn, have two daughters.

Charles Lyall  
Grandview, Washington 
Charles Lyall is a third-generation farmer in the lower Yakima Valley and Columbia Basin. In 1978, he joined his family 
farm, Lyall and Sons. They continue to grow cherries, apples, concord grapes for Welches Juice Corporation and a small 
amount of produce for farmer’s markets in Washington State. He has served as a Director on the Board of South Columbia 
Irrigation District, since 2000. He is a alternate on the Board of Columbia Basin Hydropower and a past board member of 
the Colombia Basin Development League. He is a graduate of the Washington Agforestry Leadership Program, class of 
XXl. He has been married to Thea for over 33 years and has three children.

Cannon Michael  
Los Banos, California 
Cannon Michael is the President/CEO of Bowles Farming Company. He is the 6th generation of his family to work 
in the family farming business. A graduate of the University of California at Berkeley, he joined the company in 
1998, and became the President and CEO in 2014. He is an advocate for California agriculture and intelligent water 
policy. Environmental stewardship, ethical treatment of workers and sustainable production are core values for Mr. 
Michael and the Bowles Farming Company team.  Cannon Michael serves as the Chairman of the San Luis & Delta 
Mendota Water Authority, as a director on the Water Education Foundation Board, as a director on the San Luis Canal 
Company Board, as a director on the Henry Miller Reclamation District Board, as the president of the San Luis Resource 
Conservation District Board, as a director of the  Cotton Incorporated Board, and as director and past chairman of the 
California Cotton Ginners and Growers Association.
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Pat O’Toole  
Savery, Wyoming 
Patrick O’Toole, a member of the Alliance’s Board of Directors since 1998 and a former member of Wyoming’s 
House of Representatives, was named as the organization’s fifth President in March 2005. He is a cattle and sheep 
rancher and hay grower with strong backgrounds in irrigated agriculture and Wyoming politics. Mr. O’Toole and 
his wife, Sharon, live on a ranch that has been in her family since 1881. Pat O’Toole’s interest in water intersected 
with the Alliance while he was serving on the Clinton administration’s Western Water Policy Review Advisory 
Commission. Mr. O’Toole was the only commissioner representing Western irrigated agriculture and, in the 
end, refused to sign the report, opting instead to prepare a dissenting alternative report. The O’Toole family 
and Ladder Ranch were the recipients of the distinguished 2014 Wyoming Leopold Environmental Stewardship 
Award. Pat and Sharon met while students at Colorado State University, where Pat graduated with a philosophy 
degree.  They have three children and six grandchildren.

Clinton Pline  
Nampa, Idaho 
Clinton Pline was raised on a family operated dairy farm near Nampa in the 1960s and 70s.  After obtaining 
degrees in Agri-Business and Agricultural Mechanics from the College of Southern Idaho in Twin Falls, Id., he 
returned to the family farm and expanded the scope of the farm operation to include a number of vegetable 
seed crops, wheat and sugar beets.  Mr. Pline’s leadership experiences extend from his 4-H and Future Farmer 
of America days, college student senate, County Farm Bureau Board, ten years as a farm supply co-op board 
director and chairman, and graduate of the Leadership  Idaho Agriculture (Class IV, 1990). He was recently 
elected to his 5th term as Director, Nampa & Meridian Irrigation District and also serves  as Chairman of 
Treasure Valley Water User's Association.  Clinton Pline joined the Family Farm Alliance Board in February of 
2019 and previously served as an Advisory Board member for five years.

Don Schwindt 
Cortez, Colorado 
Don Schwindt and his wife Jody started farming in their home community in Southwest Colorado in 1975 
producing irrigated hay.  As they explored initiating their desire to make their living farming, Don was told 
it was close to an impossible dream.  He is now proud to tell people that he is a first-generation agricultural 
producer. He graduated from Stanford University in 1971 with a degree in anthropology.  Don has been 
active in the water business since 1980, serving locally on the boards of both Montezuma Valley Irrigation 
Company and the Dolores Water Conservancy District.  He is still on the DWCD board.  He has been a Colorado 
board member of the Family Farm Alliance since 1993.  He served on the Colorado Water Conservation Board 
representing the San Juan, San Miguel and Dolores Basins from 1999 through 2008.  Don serves on the boards 
of Southwestern Water Conservation District and the Colorado Water Congress.  The water board business 
gives a focus to Don’s passion for understanding his community’s history.  Don and Jody enjoy spending time 
with extended family, including their two children and five growing grandchildren.

Tom Schwarz  
Bertrand, Nebraska 
Tom Schwarz is a life-long resident of Bertrand. Mr. Schwarz received a certificate in agriculture from the 
University of Nebraska, Lincoln. He has 35 years of farming experience and has owned a hay-grinding 
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business for 28 of those years. He has served as a board member of the Central Nebraska Public Power and 
Irrigation District, Nebraska Water Users, Inc., Central Water Users, and Phelps-Gosper Livestock Growers. He is a 
senior fellow in the Nebraska LEAD program. He and his wife Linda have been married over 25 years, and they have 
two children – Alex and Becky. Alex helps on the farm, and Becky works there in the summer between sessions at 
the University of Nebraska.

Marc Thalacker 
Sisters, Oregon 
Marc Thalacker has been the Manager of Three Sisters Irrigation District (TSID) since 1997.  He has farmed and ranched 
in Central Oregon since 1988.  Marc serves on the boards of the Oregon Water Resources Congress and the Family 
Farm Alliance. Over the last 18 years Marc has completed over 30 piping projects resulting in the piping of over 55 of 
the 64 miles of open canals in TSID. TSID recently built a 700kW hydro plant located at the end of 4 miles of 54” HDPE 
pipe serving as its penstock.

Dan Thelander  
Tempe, Arizona 
Dan Thelander is a partner in his family farm, Tempe Farming Co., along with his nephew and son.  They farm about 5000 
acres in Pinal County, growing cotton, alfalfa, durum wheat, silage corn, and guayule. Most of the farm is flood irrigated, 
but about 1000 acres utilize sub surface drip irrigation.  Dan has been active in many farm organizations through the 
years.  He is a past president of the Maricopa County Farm Bureau and Arizona Cotton Growers Association.   He is 
currently serving as a vice-president of the American Cotton Producers, Chairman of Electrical District 3, and is Vice-
President of Maricopa Stanfield Irrigation District.  In that position, Dan has taken an active role in representing Central 
Arizona Project agriculture water users.  Dan received his BS in Agronomy with an Ag Business Curriculum from the 
University of Arizona in 1977.  Dan lives in Tempe, Arizona with his wife, Karen.
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Dave Anderson – Garrison Diversion Conservancy District, ND

Paul Arrington – Idaho Water Users Association, ID

Ara Azhderian – Panoche Water District, CA

Donald Barksdale – Nampa and Meridian Irrigation District, ID

Alexandra Biering –  Friant Water Authority, CA

Mike Britton – North Unit Irrigation District, OR

James Broderick – Southeastern Colorado Water Conservancy District, CO

Devin Brundage – Central Nebraska Public Power and Irrigation District, NE 

Robert Cogan – Salt River Project, AZ

Michael Comeskey – Nampa & Meridian Irrigation District, ID

Ken Curtis – Dolores Water Conservancy District, CO

Aaron Dalling – Fremont- Madison Irrigation District, ID

Tom Davis – Yuma County Water Users Association, AZ

Duane DeKrey – Garrison Diversion Conservancy District, ND

Urban Eberhart – Kittitas Reclamation District, WA

Dean Edgar – Burley Irrigation District, ID

Gary Esslinger, Chairman – Elephant Butte Irrigation District, NM

Pete Gile – Kansas-Bostwick Irrigation District, KS

Mauricio Guardado – United Water Conservation District, CA

Dr. Larry Hicks – Little Snake River Conservation District, WY

Rusty Jardine – Truckee-Carson Irrigation District, NV

Sheldon Jones – Soil Health Institute, NC

Kevin Kasberg – Central Valley Project Water Association, CA

Cary Keaten – Solano Irrigation District, CA

Zane Kessler – Colorado River District, CO

Tom Knutson –  Water Management Solutions, NE

Mike LaPlant – Ephrata, WA

Matt Lukasiewicz – Loup Basin Reclamation District, NE

David Mansfield – AZ

Fergus Morrisey – Orange Cove Irrigation District, CA

Andy Mueller – Colorado River District, CO

Tom Myrum – Washington State Water Resources Association, WA

Wade Noble – Law Office of Wade Noble, AZ

Paul Orme – Paul R. Orme, P.C., AZ

Antonio Ortega – Imperial Irrigation District, CA

ADVISORY COMMITTEE AND ORGANIZATIONS

Jason Peltier – Coalition for a Sustainable Delta, CA

Scott Petersen – San Luis & Delta-Mendota Water Authority, CA 

Jason Phillips – Friant Water Authority, CA

Bill Plummer – AZ

Rick Preston – Gering-Ft. Laramie Irrigation District, NE

Pat Riley – MT

Clifford Searle – Burley Irrigation, ID

Patrick Sigl – Salt River Project, AZ

April Snell – Oregon Water Resources Congress, OR

Dave Solem – South Columbia Basin Irrigation District, WA

Jeff Sutton – Tehama-Colusa Canal Authority, CA

Chris Udall – Agri-Business and Water Council of Arizona, AZ

Chris Voigt – Washington State Potato Commission, WA

Bruce Whitehead – CO

Brad Wind – Northern Water, CO
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The Alliance was founded in the early 1990’s with one overriding ethic: Agriculture doesn’t need another 
association, but it does need an effective, low cost grass roots group that can get the job done. All staff 
work is done under contract, so we maintain flexibility and very low overhead.

Dan Keppen  
Klamath Falls, Oregon  
Dan Keppen is Executive Director for the Family Farm Alliance. He has over 30 years’ experience in association 
management, water resources, power and environmental policy, facilities design, planning, economic analyses 
and contract administration in the public and private sectors. Since 1997, he has worked primarily in advocacy 
positions with the Northern California Water Association, and as executive director of the Klamath Water Users 
Association. He served one year as special assistant to the Director of the Bureau of Reclamation’s Mid-Pacific 
Region. Prior to that time, Mr. Keppen was a water resources engineer for Tehama County, California and a 
water resources engineering consultant in Portland, Oregon. He is a Registered Civil Engineer in California. Mr. 
Keppen received his M.S. in Water Resources Engineering from Oregon State University and his B.S. in Petroleum 
Engineering from the University of Wyoming. He lives in Klamath Falls with his wife Dena; they have a daughter, 
Anna and a son, Jackson. 

Mark Limbaugh  
Washington, D.C.  
Mark Limbaugh joined The Ferguson Group (a government relations firm) in 2007 and is the firm’s president. 
He provides strategic policy and legislative advice to the Alliance. Prior to that, in 2005, Mr. Limbaugh was 
appointed by President Bush and confirmed by the U.S. Senate as Assistant Secretary for Water and Science 
at the U.S. Department of the Interior.  Previously, Mr. Limbaugh served as Deputy Commissioner – External 
and Intergovernmental Affairs for the Bureau of Reclamation in Washington, D.C. for over three years. 
Prior to his federal service, Mark accumulated over 22 years of on-the-ground experience in production 
agriculture, water management and natural resource issues, and has been actively involved in various state 
and federal water organizations throughout his career. Other positions Mark has held include President of 
the Family Farm Alliance, Watermaster of Idaho’s Payette River Basin and Executive Director of the Payette 
River Water Users Association. Mark earned his B.S. in accounting cum laude from the University of Idaho 
and has worked as a CPA.

Josh Rolph  
Rocklin, California 
Josh Rolph assists the Alliance with website, social media and communications. After two decades working 
in politics and policy for elected officials in Washington, and then representing California farmers before the 
federal government, he founded the YEAH YEAH Agency. His full service marketing firm helps nonprofits and 
small businesses compete effectively in an increasingly noisy communications environment. Previously, Josh 
served 11 years in the Federal Policy shop for the California Farm Bureau Federation, 5 of which he served as 
its Director. His issue specialty included tax, food safety, the Farm Bill, and international trade. He worked in 
Washington in various roles, including Associate Director at USDA’s Office of Congressional Relations overseeing 
legislative affairs for 9 agencies, as well as Legislative Director and aide to two members of the U.S. House of 
Representatives. He lives in Rocklin, California with his wife, Kristina, and their four children.

CONTRACTOR PROFILES

Norm Semanko  
Boise/Coeur d’Alene, Idaho 
Norm Semanko serves as general counsel for the Family Farm 
Alliance. He is the Pacific Northwest Water Law Practice Group 
leader at Parsons Behle & Latimer. He has represented clients 
in state and federal courts and has extensive experience with 
water resources, environmental, natural resources, public lands 
and regulatory issues, as well as governmental affairs and 
lobbying. Mr. Semanko previously served as Executive Director 
& General Counsel for the Idaho Water Users Association and as 
the President of the National Water Resources Association. He 
was also a member of the Western States Water Council. Prior 
to his law career, Mr. Semanko served as a Legislative Assistant 
handling water issues in both the U.S. House and Senate in 
Washington, D.C. He earned his law degree from Georgetown 
University.

Jane Townsend  
Lake County, California 
Jane Townsend has been an Associate Director of AAMSI 
(Ag Association Management Services, Inc., Sacramento, 
CA) for 30 years. The company currently manages over 40 
agricultural trade associations, commissions and marketing 
orders in California and the Pacific Northwest. Among many 
other duties, Ms. Townsend serves as the Coordinator of the 
Mid Pacific Water Users Conference, Western Alfalfa & Forage 
Symposium, and Family Farm Alliance Annual Conference. 
Jane is also the Family Farm Alliance Fundraising Coordinator. 
She studied Journalism at Southwest Texas State University 
and received a paralegal certification from MTI College. She 
and her husband Craig have three grown children, and three 
granddaughters.  They live in Lake County California, and 
enjoy the great outdoors.
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The past year was one of the most unpredictable, unstable and impactful 
periods in American history. The coronavirus crisis has taken over 400,000 
American lives and continues to drive all aspects of life, from personal 
matters, to work, to Wall Street, to policy decisions made in Washington, 
D.C. and state capitol buildings throughout the American West. Every 
one of us knows someone who lost their life to COVID. Last December, we 
were saddened to learn that Jim Lundgren - a long time member of the 
Family Farm Alliance board of directors from Nebraska - passed away from 
COVID-19 related complications. 

As if the pandemic were not enough, fires last summer engulfed large 
swaths of Western states, and urban unrest simmered and exploded in 
large cities up and down the Pacific coast. All of this coming down in a 
presidential election year has contributed to a political dynamic where 
our  country is now more divided than it has been in generations. 

Now more than ever, our country needs to find opportunities to work together to bridge this divide. The 2021 
Family Farm Alliance annual conference is structured to show that farmers and environmentalists, Democrats and 
Republicans, urbanites and rural folks can find common ground and begin to build bridges over troubled waters. We 
have two U.S. Senators speaking – one R, and one D. We have two prominent Western Congressmen participating in 
a D.C. panel – one D, and one R. One of our keynote speakers ran the nation’s largest wholesale water supplier under 
former President Trump. The other will be senior water policy official and assistant to President Biden’s new Secretary 
of the Interior.  Our panels will feature diverse speakers addressing the critical challenges of climate change and 
watershed health in the West.

In every tragedy, some splinter of hope or lesson learned can be gleaned. In the case of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
one silver lining is the public awareness that has resulted regarding the importance of a strong, secure domestic 
food supply. Farming and agriculture last year topped Gallup Inc.’s annual Business and Industry Sector Ratings for 
the first time in the poll’s 20-year history. They were boosted by a COVID-19-fueled jump in public awareness of 
food and how it gets to the table, according to Gallup.

It’s something that’s happening in other parts of the world, too.

Last year, we worked informally with a counterpart organization in Spain called Fundación Ingenio. Spanish 
farmers are building up an organization similar to the Family Farm Alliance, and are working to educate the public 
and policy makers on the challenges that farmers are up against, and the importance of getting face to face with 
legislators and policy makers.  Their board of directors sent the Alliance a video including a “thank you” message 
from the President of the foundation, Adolfo Garcia, who explained the challenges Spanish farmers are facing from 
the COVID-19 crisis. While things are very tough in Spain, President Garcia emphasized that this experience will 
likely strengthen the agricultural sector.

Western farmers and ranchers are already a tough lot, and that’s who makes up our organization. It’s time to once 
again buckle up and engage with the constructive energy that our organization has generated for over 25 years. 

For more on the Alliance’s recent activities, please take some time and scan the document in your hands. This year’s 
report is organized according to the priorities established by the Alliance board one year ago. I think you’ll agree that 
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the Alliance’s influence and track record is impressive, particularly given 
the very lean budget which supports our organization.

We are successful because of the volunteer efforts of our leadership: 
the board of directors, led by President Pat O’Toole and Treasurer Dan 
Errotabere; our talented Advisory Committee, headed up by chairman Gary 
Esslinger, and our top-notch team of consultants, including Mark Limbaugh 
(federal advocate), Norm Semanko (general counsel), Jane Townsend 
(conference coordinator and fundraising coordinator), and our newest 
member of the Alliance team – Josh Rolph (communications advisor).

I would especially like to give a shout-out to one of the Alliance’s true “first 
families” – Dan and Susan Errotabere, from Fresno County (CALIFORNIA). 
Dan, the Alliance’s Treasurer and one of our organization’s co-founders, 
is a third-generation farmer, whose family has grown food and fiber 
since the late 1920’s. His wife, Susan, for several years served as the 
Alliance’s able fundraising coordinator. Dan will soon be stepping down 
as Treasurer, a voluntary and time-consuming job he has performed for 
nearly 15 years. We were all proud to hear last year’s announcement that 
the Fresno Chamber of Commerce had named Dan Errotabere as the 2020 
Agriculturalist of the Year. We wish Dan and Susan well, and we’re grateful 
for their efforts in helping to build the Alliance into what it is today.

Fergus Morrisey, who manages Orange Cove Irrigation District in 
California’s Central Valley, recently told me that, over the next four 
years, there will be great need to bolster the effort to achieve objective 
scrutiny, using compelling data, science and communication. 

“In addition to embracing the spirit of collaboration (with those 
employing objective scrutiny), the Alliance is the poster child for 
smoothly executing the process to achieve fair and stakeholder balanced 
policies,” Fergus said. “Supporting the Alliance is now more important 
than ever.”

I agree.  Thank you in advance for your loyal support as the Alliance 
continues its work to protect water for Western irrigated agriculture. I 
hope you enjoy this year’s virtual conference. 

Sincerely,

 

Dan Keppen

Executive Director
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The Alliance has defined itself by developing several targeted core programs. Each of these programs has been 
developed with the same goal in mind – to increase our visibility and effectiveness at the Federal level. In addition to 
working the hot issues of the day, the Alliance is continuing its core programs:

       Farmer Lobby trips to Washington DC;

       Congressional Outreach;

       Continue publications – Monthly Briefing, Water Review, Issue Alerts;

       Educate members and supporters through the Annual Meeting.

You can rest assured knowing that your contribution goes directly to the Alliance’s programs-not to unproductive 
overhead costs. The Alliance is unique in that we are a “virtual organization”- our staff are all highly competent 
independent contractors. This gives us powerful representation with a flexibility that allows us to focus resources 
quickly on emerging issues.

Western U.S. agriculture for the past year has faced one of its biggest crises since the Great Depression, as the 
COVID-19 pandemic has impacted markets, disrupted the food supply chain, collapsed commodity prices, and 
intensified labor challenges. Rural communities on average were more vulnerable to the public health and economic 
crisis after a decade of slower recovery from the last recession, compared with more populated areas. 
They are also more reliant on industries like agriculture, mining, and manufacturing.

Farmers and ranchers who supply the food lost their markets last 
spring with the closure of arenas, stadiums, restaurants, 
airlines, and cruise ships. Fifty percent of the 
country’s food supply suddenly had nowhere 
to go. The cattle market crashed hard, and 
ranchers early on in the pandemic sent 
a letter to President Trump asking 
for “emergency measures” to keep 
livestock producers afloat. Farmers 
and food suppliers maneuvered to 
meet the shifting demand, while 
regulators tackled the logistical 
challenges that come with rewiring 
the food distribution network.

WHAT ARE THE FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE’S  
CORE PROGRAMS?

COVID-19 PANDEMIC 

Farm labor has also been a big concern.  Lost markets and lost off-farm income related to the pandemic have proven 
doubly difficult for many farmers and ranchers. The effects of COVID-19 last spring delayed the arrival of seasonal 
immigrants who normally help harvest crops. The shutdown of meatpacking plants across the country earlier in 2020 
left many livestock producers without buyers, forcing some to cull their herds. While livestock backlogs persisted, 
slaughter rates returned to near-normal. Dairy producers dumped millions of gallons of milk last spring. On the 
ground in several Western states, farmers and ranchers now contend with new regulations intended to limit outbreaks 
in agricultural fields, orchards, and labor camps. 

Due in part to the federal response to rescue struggling farms, there are signs that segments of the agriculture economy 
have stabilized after months of supply chain disruptions. The federal coronavirus response remains a priority issue in 
agriculture policy, and is likely to remain so for some time.

ALLIANCE ACTIVITIES RELATED TO THE  
COVID-19 PANDEMIC RESPONSE
Irrigated Agriculture as an Essential Industry

The Trump Administration in March 2020 classified 16 industries as “critical” to the nation’s response to the new 
coronavirus pandemic. Employees in the designated industries must maintain their usual work schedules to assist 
with the local and federal response to the pandemic, even as other employees across the country alter their schedules 
or shift to telework. The industries were identified in the March 19, 2020 Department of Homeland Security (DHS) 
memorandum titled, “Guidance on the Essential Critical Infrastructure Workforce.” Over the next two months, the 
Alliance worked to get confirmation that irrigation employees were determined critical and would be exempt from 
‘shelter in place’ rules.

The Alliance and its allies in Washington, D.C. contacted senior officials at the White House, Interior and 
Agriculture Departments, urging that irrigation employees be specifically treated as “essential” in this guidance.  
Deputy Commissioner of the Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation) David Palumbo quickly issued a letter stating 
that local operators of Reclamation water and power facilities are “essential employees”. Alliance members in the 
West also urged their state and federal delegations regarding the importance of irrigation districts operations 
during the COVID-19 public health emergency. Initial success stories ensued in states like Idaho, New Mexico, 
and Washington.

The general consensus amongst federal policy makers in Washington, D.C. for some time appeared to be that 
the March 19th DHS memo implied that the water delivery industry would be considered a part of the essential 
infrastructure workforce. However that connection was not truly formally clarified until DHS’s March 28 version of 
the “essential workers” list, which included “irrigation infrastructure workers”.  Many other organizations – National 
Water Resources Association (NWRA), Farm Bureau, Western Growers Association, and others – worked this issue as 
well, and the overall effort finally bore fruit. 
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ALLIANCE ACTIVITIES RELATED TO THE  
COVID-19 PANDEMIC RESPONSE 2020 ELECTION  

Public and Political Outreach

Mark Limbaugh and The Ferguson Group – who represent the Alliance in Washington, D.C. -  have closely 
monitoring the federal response to the pandemic since the initial outbreak. In the past year, Alliance Executive 
Director Dan Keppen and Mr. Limbaugh participated in several briefings, describing how Western agriculture 
has been impacted by the government response, and summarizing the Alliance’s work. That work has primarily 
entailed advocating that any infrastructure stimulus package include Western water provisions, and working to 
ensure that the irrigation industry be considered “essential”.  Briefings were provided in ZOOM sessions hosted 
by the Idaho Water Users Association, Tri-States (IDAHO, OREGON, and WASHINGTON), Colorado Water Congress, 
Pacific Power community liaisons (OREGON), federal and state conservative policy interests and think tanks, 
including the Heritage Foundation, and others. 

The Senate Energy and Natural Resources (ENR) Committee conducted a hearing in July 2020 on the COVID-19 
pandemic.  While the hearing focused primarily on impacts associated with closures of public lands like national parks 
and campgrounds, Doug Kemper of the Colorado Water Congress also addressed challenges related to water supply. 
Mr. Kemper’s testimony included a section prepared by the Alliance that discussed on-the-ground impacts of the 
pandemic to Western agriculture.

President Trump signed several COVID-19 relief bills into law in 2020, including the largest stimulus package in U.S. 
history - the CARES Act, a $2 trillion emergency package intended to stave off total economic collapse in the wake 
of the coronavirus crisis.  The Alliance signed on as a supporter to a bipartisan “Dear Colleague” letter penned by 
Representative TJ Cox (D-CALIFORNIA), urging House and Senate leadership to make state and local governments 
eligible for emergency paid family and sick leave payroll tax credits.

Monitoring Potential Infrastructure Stimulus Legislation

The Alliance and its allies anticipated that some sort of infrastructure bill might move in the past year, be it through 
COVID-19 stimulus legislation, or through traditional vehicles like the Water Resources Development Act (WRDA) 
or appropriations negotiations. Three times in 2020, the Alliance teed this issue up with Congressional leaders, 
Western Members of Congress, and key water committees.  Basically, the ask was – “if an infrastructure stimulus 
package is being considered, please make sure that ag water infrastructure is also considered.”

The Alliance - working with the California Farm Bureau Federation (CFBF) and Western Growers Association – last 
April sent letters to Congress and the White House, urging that aging Western water infrastructure be addressed as 
further measures are considered to help the U.S. economy recover from the ongoing coronavirus crisis. The letters 
were signed on to by over 150 Western water and agricultural interests and the action was picked up by several 
media sources, including the Denver Post.  

The Alliance later in the year worked with CFBF, Western Growers, NWRA and Association of California Water 
Agencies (ACWA) on letters to Congress and the White House intended to inform federal policy makers of 
the need to include Western water infrastructure in any new stimulus package that includes an infrastructure 
component. The letter was completed in early January of 2021, and was signed by over 200 ag, urban and water 
organizations. The letter was transmitted to the Hill and the Biden-Harris transition team later. Since that time, 
the coalition has been working on securing support from those who signed on to help push and lobby the Hill 
and to promote local communications. 

Joe Biden was sworn in as the nation’s 46th President of the United States on January 20, 2021 by Supreme Court Chief 
Justice John Roberts. After he was sworn in, he delivered his inaugural address, where he laid out his vision to “defeat 
the pandemic, build back better, and unify and heal the nation.”  Earlier in the month, the joint session of Congress to 
count electoral votes was delayed for several hours after rioters breached the Capitol Building. Before certifying the vote, 
Congress rejected Member objections to the electoral votes of Arizona and Pennsylvania. Several more objections were 
expected; however, after the riots broke out in and around the Capitol, any additional objections were abandoned.

The First 100 Days of the Biden Administration and the 117th Congress

After their victories in the January 5 Senate runoff elections, Senators-elect Raphael Warnock (D-GA) and Jon Ossoff (D-GA), 
along with Senator-designate Alex Padilla (D-CA), were sworn into office on January 20 (Padilla assumed Vice President 
Kamala Harris’ Senate seat). The Senate will now be split evenly with 50 members of the Senate Democratic Caucus and 50 
Senate Republicans for the remainder of the 117th Congress (2021—
2022), with Vice President Kamala Harris the tie-breaking vote. 

House Speaker Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) and Senate Majority Leader 
Chuck Schumer (D-NY) have already vowed to work cooperatively 
with President Joe Biden to pass additional COVID-19 emergency 
relief legislation as quickly as possible. Other legislation that the 
House and/or Senate will likely consider within the first 100 days of 
the Biden Administration includes a massive infrastructure package, 
immigration reform, democracy reform/voting rights, health care, 
clean energy, tax reform, criminal justice reform, and Congressional 
Review Act (CRA) disapproval resolutions to nullify various final rules 
published by the Trump Administration between August 21, 2020 and 
January 20, 2021. 

On July 1, 2020, the House passed the $1.5 trillion Moving Forward 
Act (H.R. 2) by a vote of 233-188. Several House Democratic leaders 
have indicated that this legislation will very likely be a template for an 
infrastructure package that the 117th Congress will consider. 

It is likely that House and Senate Democratic leadership will utilize the 
budget reconciliation process to pass infrastructure legislation, which 
would only require 51 votes in the Senate instead of the 60 votes 
usually needed to overcome a legislative filibuster by the minority 
party. This would allow the legislation to pass with only Democratic 
support in both chambers. 

As previously noted, the Alliance has been working with California 
Farm Bureau, Western Growers, NWRA and ACWA to brief federal 
policy makers of the need to include Western water infrastructure 
in any new stimulus package that includes an infrastructure 
component. This coalition has been expanded to include dozens 
of organizations from all over the West, working on a concerted 
grassroots advocacy and communications campaign. 
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Biden Administration Priorities

The new administration will move in a different direction from the Trump Administration on issues like 
environmental regulations and climate change. On his first day in office, President Biden signed an Executive 
Order entitled “Protecting Public Health and the Environment and Restoring Science to Tackle the Climate Crisis,” 
which, among many other things, directs all executive departments and agencies to immediately review and 
take appropriate action to address federal regulations and other executive actions taken during the last four 
years that were “harmful to public health, damaging to the environment, unsupported by the best available 
science, or otherwise not in the national interest”.

Of note, rulemaking associated with “Waters of the U.S.” (WOTUS), Endangered Species Act (ESA) critical habitat, 
National Environmental Protection Act (NEPA) and the Central Valley Project BiOp for Delta Operations will all be 
scrutinized. The Alliance, its members and many of its allies spent many hours and placed high priority in helping 
to influence these efforts with the past administration. Many more hours may be needed, trying to salvage at 
least some of this work and trying to educate policymakers on the importance of the current rules to Western 
irrigators and water managers. President Biden has said he would reevaluate the Trump Administration’s WOTUS 
rule, incorporating feedback from farmers and ranchers. The incoming administration is likely to face significant 
challenges in reversing or revising WOTUS, since even the quickest options of repeal or seeking a voluntary 
remand are judicially uncertain.

President Biden has repeatedly said that he wants Congress to pass a massive infrastructure package early in 
2021. Like the Moving Forward Act, his plan includes billions of dollars in funding for transportation, energy, 
water, broadband, and school infrastructure. At some point in February 2021, President Biden is expected to 
release his Administration’s second detailed COVID-related legislative proposal, his Build Back Better plan, which 
will be focused on pandemic recovery. First announced during the general election in July 2020, the plan called 
for spending trillions on American-made products, health services, and infrastructure updates.  

Energy and Environment Cabinet/Climate Advisor Choices

On January 19, key Senate Committees kicked off confirmation hearings for several 
of President Biden’s Cabinet nominees. The new president has appointed Cabinet 
members with strong energy ties across the federal government as he prepares 
to enact an ambitious green energy plan, facing a slim majority in the House and 
Senate and deep political polarization. 

President Biden has already formally announced several key picks for top agriculture, 
energy, environment, and climate change jobs critically important to Western 
irrigated agriculture. They include Tom Vilsack returning to the role of Secretary 
of Agriculture, Rep. Deb Haaland (D-NEW MEXICO) for Secretary of the Interior; 
former Michigan Gov. Jennifer Granholm for Secretary of Energy; North Carolina 
DEQ head Michael Regan for Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Administrator; 
Brenda Mallory for Chair of the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ); Natural 
Resources Defense Council head Gina McCarthy as White House domestic climate czar; and Ali Zaidi, advisor to 
NY Gov. Andrew Cuomo, as Ms. McCarthy’s deputy. Environmental organizations and progressive Democrats 
have enthusiastically praised most of  Mr. Biden’s picks.   As of January 20, President Biden has announced  all 
the members of his Cabinet, in addition to dozens of other department and agency nominees and political 
appointees throughout the federal government. 

2020 ELECTION 

Alliance Activities 

In late November 2020, the Alliance transmitted a letter for the 
Biden-Harris transition team that outlined the issues important 
to the organization. The Alliance is looking with an eye towards 
finding common ground, and using new avenues and messaging 
to drive its initiatives. Many of the new policies implemented by 
the Trump Administration are successful and have value. Aging 
infrastructure and payment for ecosystem services are areas 
of focus, and there is also strong support for the Trump Water 
Subcabinet concept.  All of these recommendations are infused 
in the Alliance letter with a message conveying the importance of 
domestic food production and a reliable food supply chain, issues 
that have been highlighted due to the COVID crisis. 

The Alliance and others in the ag sector worked with constructive conservation organizations to get organized ahead of 
a new focus on addressing climate change in a Biden administration. The Food and Agriculture Climate Alliance (FACA) 
was formed in February 2020 by four groups that now co-chair FACA: American Farm Bureau Federation, Environmental 
Defense Fund (EDF), National Council of Farmer Cooperatives and National Farmers Union. Together, the group 
developed more than 40 recommendations for the incoming administration. Alliance President Pat O’Toole has been 
working with the group through his involvement with other national ag climate organizations. EDF helped organize a 
panel discussion about this effort for the 2021 annual conference on this initiative. 

Tom Vilsack
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Every year at its annual meeting and conference, the Family Farm Alliance board of directors, with 

input provided by the Alliance Advisory Committee, establishes priority issues to engage in for 

the upcoming year. After a full day of internal discussions in Reno last February, the key initiatives 

established by Alliance leadership for 2020 were: 

•	 Further develop the organization, with emphasis on fundraising, social media engagement, and fundraising 
“road trips”; 

•	 Continue to interface with the Trump administration and push for the development of a West-wide executive 
water memo, similar to that developed for California and the Pacific Northwest in 2018; 

•	 Modernize and improve implementation of the ESA;

•	 Improve implementation of the Clean Water Act (CWA), “Waters of the U.S.” and other proposals; 

•	 Curb regulations & administrative actions that threaten Western irrigated agriculture; 

•	 Advocate for repairing aging water infrastructure and developing new storage and delivery infrastructure by 
engaging in Congressional infrastructure negotiations; 

•	 Seek ways to streamline the regulatory process for water and power projects;

•	 Push for continued support of grants and pursue innovative financing opportunities, particularly in the area of 
“payment for ecosystem services”;

•	 Continue to advocate for means of simplifying the title transfer process;

•	 Continue to advance the arguments made in the 2015 Colorado River Basin policy paper;

•	 Influence 2018 Farm Bill guidance and rulemaking;

•	 Advocate for “climate-smart” agriculture and needed changes in Western water policy;

•	 Advocate for active forest management in federal Western watersheds.  

The Family Farm Alliance in 2020 addressed these issues and others in a variety of governmental, political, legal and 

media forums, as further discussed in the following section, where each of the above Alliance initiatives is backed 

up by related Alliance engagement and developments in Washington, D.C. and the West.

2020
FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Further develop the organization, with emphasis on fundraising, social media 
engagement, and fundraising “road trips”.  

Fundraising 
At the 2020 Alliance Annual meeting, the board of directors made organization 
fundraising and coordination a top priority. One of the recommendations was 
that local fundraising events would be scheduled throughout the West, hosted 
by local Alliance members. Unfortunately, this particular recommendation 
was never realized, since travel and social distancing restrictions related to the 
COVID-19 pandemic were instituted in several Western states just weeks after the 
February 2020 conference in Reno. Travel and social gathering restrictions still 
persist in many areas of the West.

With that said, some important and positive fundraising developments were 
undertaken by the Alliance board of directors. The Finance Committee met via ZOOM 
in July and unanimously agreed to recommend to the full board that Jane Townsend 
be hired as the new fundraising coordinator, to replace Susan Errotabere who 
stepped down for personal reasons after serving several years in the position. Ms. 
Townsend – who has long served as the Alliance’s conference coordinator – has been 
recently updating the member data base, and is working with members, employing a more streamlined invoicing process. She 
also played an important role in securing sponsorships for this year’s annual conference. 

Social Media 
The Alliance board of directors dedicated significant time last February in 
Reno discussing recommendations developed by the Alliance Social Media 
Subcommittee. A primary concern expressed at that time was finding 
resources to “work out the bugs” in the existing social media system. At 
the annual meeting, the board also talked about hiring an independent 
contractor with specific IT/social media duties. The board supported this 
action, and budgeted line-item dollars for social media purposes in the 
upcoming year.

In December, the board of directors hired contractor Josh Rolph with Yeah 
Yeah Agency, who had previously worked with California Farm Bureau and 
others. Last year, Mr. Rolph started a marketing firm dedicated to helping 
farmers, small business, and organizations to find success in the world of social 
media. In recent months, he’s applied those skills to completely revamp the 
Alliance website and e-mail distribution capabilities. In January, the Social 
Media Subcommittee, board and Advisory Committee members were asked 
to preview the site, and complete a related survey / questionnaire. Mr. Rolph is 
now working under contract, and actively engaging on Facebook, Instagram and LinkedIn on social media.  His job will be to 
build on that and improve the numbers of visitors. The new website  is very informative and features blogs and the Alliance’s 
Monthly Briefing. It is now further augmented by social media. 

2020 IN REVIEW  
ACTIONS DRIVING ALLIANCE INITIATIVES



2020 Activities and Accomplishments 27

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Continue to interface with the Trump administration and push for the 
development of a West-wide executive water memo, similar to that developed for California and the Pacific 
Northwest in 2018.  

Continue to interface with the Trump administration and push for the development of a West-wide executive water 
memo, similar to that developed for the California and the Pacific Northwest in 2018.  

President Trump’s Executive Order on Water 
President Donald Trump last October signed Executive Order (EO) 13956 on “Modernizing America’s Water Resource 
Management and Water Infrastructure.” This historic action ensures Federal coordination on water policy is standard 
practice now and into the future by formally establishing a Water Subcabinet of senior Federal agency officials to 
facilitate efficient and effective management and modernization of our water supplies and systems. It also strives to 
eliminate duplication between agencies. 

The formal establishment of the Water Subcabinet was applauded by the Alliance, which hosted several members of an 
earlier, more informal version of the Subcabinet at the organization’s annual conference last February in Reno (NEVADA). 
At that event, Aubrey Bettencourt, Deputy to Tim Petty (Interior Assistant Secretary for Water and Science) acted as 
master of ceremonies for a 90-minute discussion, providing Western farmers and ranchers with a first-hand opportunity 
to see how the highest level water officials from multiple departments in the Trump Administration are coordinating on 
Western water challenges.

Actions Taken Prior to Executive Order 13956

The President’s EO followed up on a meeting conducted in October 2020, where White House CEQ representatives joined 
reps from other departments in announcing the completion of all actions directed by the October 2018 Presidential 
Memorandum on Promoting the Reliable Supply and Delivery of Water in the West. Under President Trump’s earlier 
directive, agencies coordinated to complete the environmental reviews of major water infrastructure projects in 
California, Oregon, Washington, Idaho, and Montana, to meet the needs of agricultural communities and other water 
users within the region. The Alliance’s support for these actions was noted in a Trump Administration press release. 

2020 IN REVIEW  
ACTIONS DRIVING ALLIANCE INITIATIVES

Actions Taken Pursuant to Executive Order 13956

The Water Subcabinet in January 2021 completed several actions proposed in EO 13956 relative to reducing inefficiencies 
and duplication, improving water resource management, integrated infrastructure planning and the water sector 
workforce.  The Alliance worked with staff for the Subcabinet in the last months of the Trump Administration to elevate 
nutrient management and water quality strategies as referenced in the EO. Alliance representatives last fall conducted a 
ZOOM meeting with senior level EPA officials on this matter. 

California Water Supply Reliability

The Trump administration in late 2019 announced new biological opinions (BOs) 
for the Central Valley Project (CVP) that would allow more pumping from the 
Bay-Delta without jeopardizing threatened fish species, if done within certain 
parameters. Environmentalists immediately sued. President Trump returned 
to California in February 2020 to finalize the proposed plan, prompting the 
State of California to challenge them in court. The challengers asked the court 
to immediately block the implementation of the BOs. In a big win for Central 
Valley agriculture and water users and the Trump Administration, the court later 
denied the motion. This positive ruling was welcome news as it relates to the 
Administration’s 2019 BOs and implementing Reclamation’s updated plan for 
the long-term operation of the CVP and the State Water Project (SWP). Many of 
the water users dependent upon these projects support a voluntary agreement 
process that, when fully negotiated could provide a framework to allow the State 
to settle its lawsuit with the federal government and resolve the differences between the federal biological opinions and the 
State’s incidental take permit for the long-term operation of the SWP. 

The Family Farm Alliance – working with California Farm Water Coalition (CFWC) and the California Farm Bureau 
Federation – last May spearheaded the development of a letter sent to California Governor Gavin Newsom - signed by 
over 75 prominent California agricultural organizations, county farm bureaus, and farmers – requesting that the governor 
take the necessary steps to help secure next year’s food supply.  The parties urged the governor to direct state agencies 
and departments to find ways to maximize water supplies for farmers, until such time that the food supply chain from 
farmer to grocery store shelf can be normalized. 

As noted previously, the Biden Administration has announced it will review the CVP BO for Delta Operations and 
potentially change it, so there remains much speculation as to the future of the existing operations plans. 

Federal Developments on California Water Infrastructure

Within a one week period in late 2020, Reclamation took several separate actions to improve water reliability for farms 
across the state and communities from the Bay Area to southern California. Reclamation’s first action was the release 
of a Draft Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for the raise of Shasta Dam by 18.5 feet to the 600-foot 
dam, which would provide an additional 634,000 acre-feet of storage. Reclamation then transmitted to Congress the 
Modification Report for the B.F. Sisk Safety of Dams project - the largest dam safety project in Reclamation’s history. 
Reclamation also released a draft Supplemental EIS for a proposed raise of B.F. Sisk Dam for additional water supply in 
San Luis Reservoir. Reclamation is partnering with the San Luis & Delta-Mendota Water Authority on this project, which 
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would be implemented in conjunction with the dam safety modification project. Finally, Reclamation in 2020 
presented Congress with the Final Feasibility Report for the Los Vaqueros Reservoir Expansion Project. This 
expansion project, providing additional storage capacity on an existing footprint, would provide increased water 
supply reliability and operational flexibility to the Bay Area, the CVP, and Central Valley wildlife refuges. 

The Family Farm Alliance has long advocated for raising Lake Shasta and other new storage projects in California 
and elsewhere in the West.  The Alliance in 2014 released a report that poses reasoned responses to 20 questions 
that often pop up when policy makers discuss new Western water storage projects. Additional on-line storage 
to capture more water in wetter periods would improve water management flexibility, bolster the health of 
imperiled fish species, and better protect rural communities in future droughts.  

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE:  Modernize and improve implementation of the federal Endangered 
Species Act (ESA).

The very significant federal presence in the West presents unique challenges that producers may not face in 
other parts of the United States, particularly with respect to the reach of the ESA. 

Given the nature of water storage and delivery, Alliance members are often directly impacted by the implementation 
of the ESA and other federal laws.  The ESA has at times been interpreted to empower federal agencies to take action 
intended to protect listed species without consideration of the societal costs of such action, even when it is not clear 
that the action taken will actually yield conservation benefits for the particular species. Importantly, once-certain 
federal water supplies that were originally developed by Reclamation primarily to support new irrigation projects in 
recent years have been targeted and redirected to other uses. So, in the West, once certain water supplies – one of the 
few certainties in Western irrigated agriculture – have now been added to the long list of existing “uncertainties.” 

More than three years ago, the Interior and Commerce Departments began considering improvements to the 
regulations the federal government uses to implement the ESA to make them more efficient and effective. 
In 2019, the Trump Administration finalized regulatory changes to section 4 of the ESA dealing with listing, 
delisting and critical habitat, and to section 7 consultation processes. Working with Western water managers and 
attorneys, the Alliance developed formal comments for each of these rulemaking efforts. The Alliance strongly 
supported the Trump Administration’s efforts to reform the ESA and its implementing regulations and believe 
they provide clearer direction to the agencies in applying and enforcing the law. Meanwhile, California, New York 
and more than a dozen other states along with seven conservation groups challenged the Trump Administration 
in August 2018 over how the federal ESA will be implemented, claiming the new rules would fundamentally 
weaken species protections and have far-reaching impacts. A federal judge kept the states’ challenge alive while 
dismissing a similar lawsuit from the conservation groups. 

Fish and Wildlife Service Critical Habitat Rule 

The Family Farm Alliance in 2020 formally responded to revisions proposed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) 
to regulations for designating critical habitat, under section 4(b)(2) of the ESA. This section directs FWS to consider the 
impacts of designating critical habitat and permits exclusions of particular areas following a discretionary exclusion 
analysis. The Alliance letter provides general support for FWS’s revisions to:

•	 Clarify the scope of economic and other impacts that will be considered; 

•	 Assign weight to impacts and benefits based on the expertise of the 
exclusion proponent and the recognition that nonbiological impacts 
are outside of FWS’s expertise; and 

•	 Always exclude an area when the benefits of exclusion outweigh the 
benefits of inclusion unless extinction of the species would result.

The Alliance letter also expressed concerns and noted support for the 
recommendations outlined in the October 8, 2020 letter submitted to FWS 
by the National Endangered Species Act Reform Coalition on this matter.  

Federal Agencies’ Definition of “Habitat” for Critical Habitat Designations

National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) and FWS (collectively referred to as “the Services”) in 2020 finalized a 
regulatory definition of the term “habitat” that will be used for designating critical habitat under the ESA. The new  
definition explicitly limits the term “habitat” to apply only to critical habitat designations under the ESA, and no 
previously finalized critical habitat designations will be reevaluated as a result of its establishment. The final definition 
of “habitat” will continue to improve implementation of the ESA, which defines critical habitat and establishes separate 
criteria depending on whether the area is within or outside the geographical area occupied by the species at the time 
of listing. It does not define the broader term “habitat,” however, and the Services have not previously defined this 
term in implementing regulations. 

A coalition of environmental groups sued the Trump Administration over its final regulations. The lawsuits challenging 
the new regs were filed in the U.S. District Court for the District of Hawaii by the Center for Biological Diversity, 
Defenders of Wildlife, and other litigious organizations.  The incoming Biden Administration has announced that these 
ESA actions will be reevaluated.  

Yellow-Billed Cuckoo Critical Habitat 

The Alliance in 2020 transmitted a formal comment letter to FWS on a proposed rule to revise the designation of critical 
habitat for the western distinct population segment of the yellow-billed cuckoo under the ESA. The letter was a joint effort 
of the Alliance, California Farm Bureau Federation, and California Central Valley Flood Control Association. The California 
organizations worked with the Alliance to join together on one letter, since this proposal would have major implications for 
farming and water management in many parts of that state. The coalition letter argues that an affirmative decision on the 
pending delisting could moot the need for a critical habitat designation entirely. At the very least, the status review required 
for a delisting determination could warrant a reevaluation of any eventual critical habitat designation thereafter. The letter 
recommends that, in the meantime, FWS simultaneously devise a process to properly vet and achieve greater stakeholder 
input and collaborative participation. This should lead to a revised and strengthened, region-specific Conservation Strategy.

2020 IN REVIEW  
ACTIONS DRIVING ALLIANCE INITIATIVES
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Klamath Project “Takings” Litigation 

The Supreme Court of the United States (SCOTUS) last summer denied a petition requesting that it review a lower 
court decision that ruled Klamath Project (Project) irrigators were not entitled to compensation for the re-allocation 
of water under the ESA in 2001. The case arose after Reclamation precluded water deliveries in 2001 in order to meet 
regulatory water demands for ESA-listed fish.  The petition for review to the Supreme Court – known as a petition 
for writ of certiorari – focused on fundamental misunderstandings and misapplications of Western water law by the 
federal courts, both of which are located in Washington, D.C.  A multitude of public and private parties, including 
the Alliance, filed briefs supporting that the Court accept the case for review. The Alliance and Klamath Water Users 
Association co-hosted two webinars to further brief interested parties on this matter in April 2020.

In an effort to maximize public relations associated with the Supreme Court’s consideration of the Klamath takings 
case, the Alliance worked with other amicus parties to maximize exposure of the takings case in the time period 
leading up to the hearing. Media coverage was generated in the weeks leading up to the SCOTUS decision, including 
a blog post on Water Wrights,  a story in DTN Progressive Farmer, a guest column in Western Farmer Stockman 
magazine, and a guest editorial co-authored by Congressmen Greg Walden (R-OREGON) and Doug LaMalfa 
(R-CALIFORNIA) that appeared in the Washington Examiner. Unfortunately, the Supreme Court denied the Klamath 
petition and several others in June 2020. 

Modernizing Klamath Project Water Management Operations

The “Shutdown & Fed Up Taking a Stand for Ag” protest took place on May 29, 2020 in Klamath County (OREGON),  
where farmers and ranchers claimed 20 years of agency mismanagement had created water supply uncertainty for 
Project irrigators with no perceived benefit to fish protected by the ESA. A 29-mile long motorcade of 2,200 tractors, 
trucks, pickups, semis, and various farm equipment ended at a rally site on a farmer’s land served by the Project. 
Local water leaders were hopeful that 
the event would renew attention from 
decision-makers committed to solve 
problems rationally. Their hopes were 
realized when Interior Secretary David 
Bernhardt, Reclamation Commissioner 
Brenda Burman and other high-level 
Interior Department officials traveled 
to Klamath Falls to participate in a press 
conference later in the summer. Alliance 
Executive Director Dan Keppen also 
spoke at the event. 

Reclamation in January 2021 released 
a detailed analysis that will change its 
approach to compliance with the ESA 
at the Project, located in south-central 
Oregon and northern California. The 
new analysis and guidance, called for by 
a Department of the Interior Solicitor’s 

opinion last fall, support that irrigation water deliveries in the Project are not subject to constraints that Reclamation has 
applied in the past. Reflecting the rulings in those court decisions, the new guidance evaluates contracts, signed long 
before the ESA was passed, that commit Reclamation to water delivery in the Project. These contracts do not reserve 
discretion in Reclamation to curtail water deliveries for purposes of species protection. Thus, Reclamation has no legal 
right to curtail the deliveries under the ESA, as it has in the past. The new guidance will not by itself change the way that 
Reclamation operates but will require that Reclamation adopt fundamental changes in its operating plans.

Reintroduction of Spring-Run Chinook Salmon in the Yuba River (CALIFORNIA)

NMFS in late 2020 published in the Federal Register a proposed rule to designate a nonessential experimental population 
and reintroduce Central Valley Spring-Run Chinook Salmon in the Upper Yuba River upstream of Englebright Dam. Yuba 
Water Agency – a member of the Family Farm Alliance - financed and built the Yuba Project in the late 1960s, to reduce 
risk of flooding and to provide water supply for Yuba County. For many 
years, Yuba Water has been working collaboratively with NMFS, the 
California Department of Fish and Wildlife, conservation groups, and 
other stakeholders to evaluate the potential for reintroducing spring-run 
salmon into the upper watershed. Yuba Water Agency intends to submit 
substantive comments on the proposed Reintroduction Rule, using the 
best available scientific data. The complex regulatory and biological 
issues encompassed by the proposed Reintroduction Rule warranted a 
comprehensive evaluation of locally significant issues. For these reasons 
and others, the Alliance in December 2020 formally requested that NMFS 
extend the public comment period for the proposed Reintroduction Rule 
by ninety days, a request which was partially granted.

America’s Conservation Enhancement Act  (S. 3051)

The Senate in early 2020 unanimously passed S. 3051, America’s Conservation Enhancement Act (ACE Act). The bill was 
introduced by Environment and Public Works (EPW) Committee Chairman John Barrasso (R-WYOMING) and Ranking 
Member Tom Carper (D-DE). The ACE Act reauthorizes important environmental programs, including the North 
American Wetlands Conservation Act and the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation Act. The bill also enshrines in statute 
partnerships among public agencies and other interested parties that promote fish conservation.  Chairman Barrasso 
asked the Alliance to consider supporting this bill, which the organization did, since some of the conservation programs 
are of interest to our members. 

Endangered Species Act Amendments of 2020

The Senate EPW Committee last summer held a legislative hearing on S. 4589, the Endangered Species Act 
Amendments of 2020.  The bill, introduced by Chairman John Barrasso (R-WYOMING), would amend the ESA to 
“elevate the role of states and increase transparency in the implementation of the” act.  Senator Barrasso’s legislation 
was inspired by the bipartisan Western Governors’ Association’s (WGA) Species Conservation and Endangered Species 
Act Initiative.  Representatives from the Alliance played a prominent public role in several of the 2015 WGA public 
meetings and webinars, and participated in every WGA workshop associated with that initiative. The bipartisan spirit 
of that initiative has dissipated within the halls of Congress in recent years, a factor that may have contributed to the 
lack of diverse stakeholder and bipartisan Senate support for the bill. The Alliance and many others working with 
Senator Barrasso in this Congress expressed appreciation for his leadership on this critically important issue. 
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FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Improve implementation of the Clean Water Act (CWA) “Waters of the U.S.” and 
other proposals.

Administration of CWA jurisdictional issues is very uncertain, particularly in areas where Western farmers and ranchers 
store, move and apply water for irrigation. This uncertainty brings with it the risk of additional regulations, time-
consuming and potentially expensive processes, expanded opportunities for litigation and a shift from local and state 
water management toward increased federal agency regulation and oversight. 

Environmental Protection Agency: Clean Water Act Rulemaking 

The Trump Administration in April 2020 finalized its CWA rulemaking providing protections for waterways and wetlands 
known as “waters of the U.S.,” or WOTUS. The “Navigable Waters Protection Rule” is intended to protect streams with 
perennial and intermittent flows to traditionally navigable waters. It would not consider waterways that only flow in 
response to rainfall and most ditches as jurisdictional under 
the CWA. The legal basis for the new WOTUS rule is largely 
based on the Supreme Court’s plurality opinion in Rapanos 
written by the late Justice Antonin Scalia, but also tries 
to blend in parts of the opinion written by former Justice 
Anthony Kennedy that requires a “significant nexus” test to 
determine jurisdiction under the CWA. 

Four categories of waters will be federally regulated under 
the new rule. They include: 1) The territorial seas and 
traditional navigable waters; 2) Perennial and intermittent 
tributaries to those waters; 3) Certain lakes, ponds, and 
impoundments; and 4) Wetlands adjacent to jurisdictional 
waters. Importantly, the final rule identifies 12 categories 
of exclusions -  features that are not WOTUS- including: 1) 
Groundwater; 2) Many ditches; 3) Prior converted cropland; 
and waste treatment systems; and 4) Water in direct response 
to rainfall (e.g., ephemeral features).  The final rule also 
highlights key clarifications to the scope of the CWA’s jurisdiction. It streamlines separate categories for jurisdictional ditches 
and impoundments and clarifies the definition of a “typical year”. It also better defines “adjacent wetlands” as wetlands that 
are directly abutting or having regular surface water communication with jurisdictional waters.  

The new rule was praised by many agricultural organizations, construction and trades groups, and the elected 
officials who represent them. The Alliance spent considerable time as the Navigable Waters Protection Rule was being 
developed, and provided multiple formal comment letters to the federal agencies over the past four years. Overall, the 
Alliance is supportive of the new rule. 

WOTUS Litigation 

The number of parties battling over the controversial rule is growing, and appears to span the political spectrum. 
Conservative private property interests, environmental groups, industry, and tribes have all joined the fray over the new 
WOTUS rule. The new WOTUS rule is in effect in 49 states (Colorado excepted). A coalition of blue states recently renewed 
their efforts to block the new rule. The states argue in their filing with the U.S. District Court of the Northern District of 
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California that the rule should be struck down as inconsistent with the CWA and 
as “arbitrary and capricious” under the Administrative Procedure Act. The States of 
California and New York led the multistate motion for summary judgment in their 
challenge against the Trump Administration’s WOTUS rewrite. With all these various 
parties and with court actions scattered across the country, uncertainty will abound, 
particularly in the near-term. However, due to a key ruling last summer, there will likely 
be no nationwide preliminary stay on the Trump Rule while the litigation proceeds.  
Also, as noted previously, President Biden has instructed his EPA and the Corps to 
revamp the rule sometime this year.

WOTUS Rule Guidance 

EPA and the Corps followed up on finalizing the WOTUS jurisdiction rule in late 2020 
by releasing four guidance documents on implementation of the rule. In particular, 
their Ditch Memo would replace the Regulatory Guidance Letter (RGL) 07-02 related 
to the exemption for construction and maintenance of ditches and maintenance 
of drains under the CWA. The Alliance scheduled a virtual meeting with high-level 
representatives from EPA and the Corps to provide a brief overview of the recently 
finalized guidance memo. 

The agencies also explored guidance on the 2020 U.S. Supreme Court groundwater 
ruling in County of Maui v. Hawaii Wildlife Fund.  A draft memo from EPA Assistant 
Administrator for the Office of Water David Ross appears to provide some clarity to 
industry following the Supreme Court opinion in County of Maui v. Hawaii Wildlife 
Fund, on how permits would be required under the CWA for pollution that moves 
through groundwater. The Alliance was part of a group of eight national agriculture 
organizations that joined in an amicus curiae (“friend of the court”) brief that was 
transmitted to the U.S. Supreme Court in May 2019. This amicus effort was intended 
to protect routine agricultural operations from a potentially limitless expansion of 
the CWA National Pollution Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) program.  

In the opinion, the Supreme Court justices said such a determination hinges on 
several factors, including time and the distance the pollution travels, as well as 
the nature of the material through which the contaminants move. Some indirect 
paths, the court wrote, may have the ability to dilute or chemically alter pollution 
that travels through them. The Court added the term “functional equivalent” as 
a test of whether pollutants moving through groundwater to CWA jurisdictional 
“navigable waters” are a direct discharge into such waters. 

The draft memo offers several recommendations to the regulated community 
and permitting authorities on how to implement the Maui opinion as part of the 
NPDES permit program. EPA solicited public comments on the draft memo, and the 
Alliance submitted a brief letter that clarifies that the existing exemptions from the 
NPDES permit requirements in the CWA (e.g., for irrigation return flows and for water 
transfers) are not negated or otherwise impacted by the Maui decision. It is likely the 
Biden Administration will assess this memo and could reach different conclusions.
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FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Curb regulations & administrative actions that threaten Western 
irrigated agriculture.

At the top of the list of the challenges confronting Western family farmers and ranchers is the daunting 
number of federal regulatory policy initiatives they face. These types of federal water resource policies and 
regulatory practices could potentially undermine the economic foundations of rural communities in the arid 
West by making farming and ranching increasingly more difficult.  

Bureau of Reclamation: Excess Capacity D&S 

Reclamation earlier this year finalized two Directives and Standards (D&S) that relate to pricing for Excess 
Capacity at Bureau of Reclamation projects. In 2016, the Alliance led an effort to raise concerns with draft versions 
of those documents. Reclamation’s water customers were concerned that the Draft D&S, if adopted, would assess 
inappropriate charges for the non-project use of excess capacity in Reclamation projects and would include a 
charge for operations, maintenance and repair, substantially increasing costs in some regions. Also, contributions 
by water users within one region could end up “subsidizing” other regions. Ultimately, Reclamation backed off 
on both draft D&S in 2016. In 2020, Reclamation worked with the Alliance and water and power customers to 
develop new D&S. The final documents will better benefit customers by protecting project receipts (rather than 
losing access to those funds) and use those revenues to help address maintenance needs.  

National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) Streamlining

Many Alliance members routinely encounter the NHPA in the context of their ongoing irrigation maintenance, 
modernization, and water efficiency efforts. In 1966, Congress enacted the well-intended NHPA in response to fears 
that properties with historical significance faced destruction or substantial alternation. It was seen as a means to 
protect the nation’s cultural heritage. Now, it is used by some parties as a tool to impede necessary development. 

NHPA Section 106 compliance can result in repetitive and burdensome processes for water distribution infrastructure 
that provide minimal historic value, unnecessarily delaying projects that would reduce water transmission losses and 
increase water efficiency. Section 106 most profoundly impacts irrigation and water districts who interact with federal 
agencies like Reclamation. Because the identification of sites and the evaluation of effects are collapsed into the same 
process, opponents of proposed projects can use historic designations as surrogates for other agendas. Essentially, 
those opposed to change look for eligible sites and use their presence to delay or prevent projects they oppose.  The 
Alliance in 2020 submitted formal comments to Reclamation on its proposed request for NHPA Program Comment 
for Water Distribution Infrastructure. The Alliance letter expressed support for Reclamation’s proposal to streamline 
the NHPA Section 106 process through a Program Comment, but we also provided some examples as to why the final 
Program Comment should be carefully crafted to avoid unintended impacts. 

Ocean Climate Bill 

House Natural Resources Committee Chair Raúl Grijalva (D-ARIZONA) last year introduced a 324-page bill intended 
to boost offshore wind energy production and bar new offshore oil and gas drilling while creating new protected 
areas and significantly boosting coastal and wetland restoration. Rep. Grijalva said the lawmakers aimed to further 
fine tune the bill for the 117th Congress. The legislation sets a goal of restoring 1.5 million acres of coastal wetlands 
over 10 years, while creating a grant program for projects that capture greenhouse gases and authorizing hundreds 
of millions annually for five years toward those various efforts across several federal agencies. The Alliance 
developed written testimony for a full Committee hearing on this bill, which was held last November. The Alliance 
testimony outlined concerns that the bill, while well-intended, was likely premature, and very expensive. It also 
discussed how several proposed sections could have potential negative implications for inland agricultural and 
water management activities.

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Advocate for repairing aging water infrastructure and developing new storage 
and delivery infrastructure by engaging in Congressional infrastructure negotiations. 

America must invest (and reinvest) in the Western water infrastructure 
necessary to meet current and future demands. Existing water infrastructure is 
aging and in need of rehabilitation. New water storage is needed to adapt to 
our changing hydrology and develop usable and sustainable supplies to meet 
growing demands for water. 

The Alliance spent considerable time working with Reclamation on water 
infrastructure policy in the past four years, as well as testifying before 
committees and working on WRDA and the components of a Reclamation title 
in the 116th Congress. The Alliance worked with Senate ENR Committee staff 
for much of the past year to see if a Reclamation title might be included in the 
Senate WRDA. The Reclamation title was included in legislation that ultimately 
was signed into law, but WRDA wasn’t the vehicle; the Reclamation title 
authorization ended up instead in a massive year-end spending package. 

FY 2021 Spending Package

Days after suggesting he wouldn’t, President Trump on December 28, 2020 averted a government shutdown and signed a 
massive year-end spending and COVID-19 relief deal into law. The nearly 6,000 page bill included a $1.4 trillion Fiscal Year 
2021 appropriations package, $900 billion for COVID relief, and the 2020 WRDA. The President’s action put into effect a wide 
range of energy and environmental provisions that Congress negotiated in the closing days of the lame duck session.  The 
massive package signed into law by President Trump included WRDA and water related appropriation provisions that will 
benefit Western water users. 

a.  Water Resources Development Act (WRDA)

WRDA is legislation that authorizes Corps studies, project construction, operation and maintenance activities, and policy 
guidance and modifications for water resources priorities across the country. Since 1986, Congress has generally approved 
a WRDA bill every two years. WRDA is an authorization bill, not an appropriations bill, which means that all programs, 
activities, and projects included in the bill must still be funded through the annual appropriations process. After months 
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of negotiations, on December 4, the House Transportation and Infrastructure 
Committee and Senate EPW Committee released their final, compromise 2020 
WRDA bill. The House quickly passed the bill on December 8 by voice vote, 
sending the bill to the Senate for final approval. In order to pass the bill with 
the limited amount of floor time left in the calendar year, WRDA 2020 was 
added to the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2021.  

The 2020 WRDA includes several provisions of importance to Western water 
users, including authorization for enhanced Corps inspections of aging 
federal water resources, water storage, and irrigation projects using current 
and innovative technologies. These inspections will help prevent future 
irrigation tunnel collapses like the one that happened with the Fort Laramie 
irrigation tunnel in 2019. Alliance President Pat O’Toole was quoted in Sen. 
Barrasso’s press release on WRDA passage. President O’Toole testified before 
Chairman Barrasso’s committee in 2019 as the ideas for the 2020 WRDA were 
being conceptualized.

b.	  Reclamation Title 

Throughout 2020, several western water bills and legislation related to Reclamation were considered by Congress with 
the anticipation of either passing a standalone bill or adding a “Reclamation Title” to WRDA 2020. While agreement was 
not reached on a full Reclamation Title, provisions that both the House Natural Resources Committee and the Senate 
EPW Committee reached agreement on were included in the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2021. Specifically, this 
Act included the following legislative provisions:  

•	 Bureau of Reclamation Aging Infrastructure Account 

•	 Aquifer Recharge Flexibility Act 

•	 WaterSMART Extension & Expansion 

•	 Cooperative Watershed Management Program 

•	 Aquatic Ecosystem Restoration 

•	 Snow Water Supply Forecasting 

•	 Water Technology Investment 

The Alliance’s involvement in advancing several of these components is described below. 

 c.	  Energy and Water Development Appropriations 

The Energy and Water Development and Related Agencies Appropriations bill, which was included in the 
Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2021, funds the Corps and the Reclamation programs, as well as the Department 
of Energy and other related agencies. The FY2021 bill provides $49.5 billion in discretionary funding, $1.1 billion above 
the FY2020 enacted level. Most of the money in the bill, however, goes to Department of Energy defense and non-
defense programs. Funding for the Corps ($7.8 billion) and Reclamation ($1.67 billion) combine to make up just over 
19 percent of total spending in the bill. 

The bill provides $7.8 billion for the Corps. Among other things, the bill provides $14.2 million to launch the Corps’ 
Water Infrastructure Finance and Innovation Act (WIFIA) loan program – supported by the Alliance - which will allow 
the Corps to provide up to $1 billion in low-interest, long-term loans to non-federal water infrastructure projects 
nationwide. This initial appropriation is limited to safety of dams work on non-federal dams. 

The bill provides Reclamation with $1.67 billion, $542 million above the President’s budget request. Importantly, the 
bill provides $559 million in additional funding for water resources projects, including those authorized in the Water 
Infrastructure Improvements for the Nation (WIIN) Act. WIIN Act storage projects named in the bill for study/preconstruction/
construction funding, as requested by Interior in June and December 2020 letters to Congress, included several projects 
important to Alliance members in California, Idaho and Washington.  

d.	  Alliance Efforts

The Alliance was engaged as all of these provisions and related bills were developed and several Alliance 
representatives testified before Congressional committees in support of many of them during the 116th Congress. 

i.  Aging Infrastructure Legislation

The Alliance spent considerable energy advocating for the Reclamation aging infrastructure legislation (S. 2044), encouraging 
Western Congressional offices to include the bill in any potential COVID-19 infrastructure stimulus package. Ultimately, 
this never materialized in the 116th Congress, as previously discussed. Another effort was made to use S. 3422, the Great 
American Outdoors Act (GAOA), as a vehicle to carry S. 2044. GAOA, in part,  created a five-year trust fund to draw down some 
of the $20 billion backlog of deferred maintenance projects at national parks and other public lands around the country that 
are managed by Interior. 

The Alliance worked with then-Senator McSally (R-ARIZONA) to craft an amendment that would have provided financing 
provisions to help Reclamation address aging infrastructure challenges. The Alliance and several other Western water interests 
sent letters requesting support from Majority Leader McConnell and Minority Leader Schumer for the inclusion of Senator 
McSally’s amendment in S. 3422.  The Alliance shared the letter with Western Senate Members, encouraged them to support 
this amendment, and urged association members to send similar letters to their Senators. 

Prior to the floor consideration of GAOA, the Alliance widely circulated an opinion piece co-signed by NWRA President 
Christine Arbogast and Alliance President O’Toole, advocating that the time was ripe for Congress to invest in Western 
water infrastructure. The Alliance also distributed a video that underscored the importance of investing in Western water 
infrastructure, prepared by Alliance member Farmers Conservation Alliance. Finally, Mr. Keppen briefed the Intermountain 
West Joint Venture (IWJV) Government Relations Committee last June on some of the key water infrastructure bills in 
Congress. IWJV understands that sustaining agricultural irrigation is absolutely critical to meeting the needs of waterfowl and 
other wetland-dependent migratory birds.

Unfortunately, no amendments on the GAOA were allowed by Senate leadership, or later in the House. However, aging 
infrastructure authorization was included in the Reclamation title of the spending bill signed into law at year’s end. 

ii.  Aquifer Recharge, Water Technology and Snow Water Supply Forecasting

The Alliance formally supported the provisions for aquifer recharge flexibility, water technology investment, and snow water 
supply forecasting. The aquifer recharge provisions were fairly non-controversial and allow Reclamation facilities to be used to 
recharge depleted groundwater aquifers. The water technology section increases the authorization for desalination research 
at Reclamation from $3 million to $20 million annually to provide additional resources to study brine management.  
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The snow water supply forecasting provisions establish an airborne snow observatory (ASO) and measurement program 
within Interior. The legislation would create a federal unified program for mountain snowpack readings and ensure 
that the most proven snowpack measurement methods, like ASO, continue to receive federal investment. The Alliance’s 
support for this legislation was noted in a joint statement issued by Senator Dianne Feinstein and Rep. Josh Harder, both 
Democrats from California. 

iii.  WaterSMART Extension and Expansion

The Senate ENR Committee, Subcommittee on Water and Power conducted 
a legislative hearing last summer in the Dirksen Senate Office Building in 
Washington, D.C. Executive Director Dan Keppen represented the Alliance 
on the witness panel, along with representatives of the conservation 
community and the Trump Administration. The purpose of the hearing was 
to receive testimony on five Western water bills. Mr. Keppen testified and 
answered questions online, in the first Subcommittee hearing held since the 
COVID outbreak. Notably, the Alliance testimony focused on the proposed 
WaterSMART legislation. The Alliance worked with the office of Senator 
Wyden (D-OREGON) to craft language that would allow NGOs to apply for 
those funds, as long as they do so in partnership with water purveyors like 
irrigation districts. In addition to the bills discussed at the hearing, Mr. Keppen 
urged the Subcommittee to consider additional legislation that addresses 
aging water infrastructure and insufficient storage projects. 

In the weeks following the hearing, the Alliance worked with Subcommittee staff on a potential water package, intended 
to include provisions of bills introduced by Senate Democrats along with Republican and bipartisan bills that would 
address Western water infrastructure needs. This final package ended up as the Reclamation Title of the year-end 
spending bill. This was a big win for the Alliance and for Western water. 

iv.  Alliance Engagement on Other Water Legislation

Last summer, the House Committee on Natural Resources, Subcommittee on Water, Oceans and Wildlife (WOW) heard 
testimony on several fishery bills, including H.R. 4723, the FISH Act of 2019, sponsored by Subcommittee Chairman Jared 
Huffman (D-CALIFORNIA).  H.R. 4723 would require the identification of salmon conservation areas in coastal watersheds. 
On the surface, this bill appeared to be well-intended. However, there are several areas of the bill that caused concerns 
for Alliance members, due to potential far-ranging and uncertain impacts to water management and agriculture. The 
Alliance shared those concerns in a letter to the WOW Subcommittee.  Representative Huffman in January unveiled 
comprehensive legislation to respond to America’s growing water crisis and asked for public input on the draft bill before 
its formal introduction. The Alliance reviewed the draft and, working with its members, developed a detailed comment 
letter for Subcommittee staff. 

California Democrat T.J. Cox introduced legislation to increase funding for surface and groundwater storage and 
water conveyance projects. The Western Water Storage Infrastructure Act would authorize Reclamation to partner 
with non-federal entities to spend up to $800 million for increased water storage, as well as provide cost-shared 
funding to repair key canals in California that have been damaged due to land subsidence from over-pumping of 
the local groundwater aquifers. The bill, H.R. 8166, garnered broad water user support, including the Family Farm 
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Alliance and many California and west-wide irrigation associations and districts, and extended provisions of the 
Water Infrastructure Improvements for the Nation (WIIN) Act of 2016, some of which were deemed too controversial 
by the House Natural Resources Committee. 

The Alliance in the lameduck session of Congress worked 
with NWRA, California Farm Bureau Federation (CFBF), 
Western Growers Association and others to develop a 
Western stakeholder letter to Congress, requesting a one-
year  extension of the WIIN Act Sec.4007 program past its 
current Jan 1, 2021 deadline. Without such an extension, a 
number of promising projects important to our members 
in Arizona, California, Idaho and Washington could be 
disrupted. Unfortunately, high level disagreements among 
Congressional leaders prevented the extension of any WIIN 
Act provisions.

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Seek ways to streamline 
the regulatory process for water and power projects.

The often slow and cumbersome federal regulatory 
process is a major obstacle to realization of projects 
and actions that could enhance Western water supplies. 
NEPA implementation, in particular, can have a direct 
bearing on the success or failure of critical water supply 
enhancement projects. Further, Alliance members 
include many Western water managers, who often use 
NEPA mechanisms like “categorical exclusions” (CEs) and 
Findings of No Significant Impact in conjunction with 
annual operations and maintenance activities on ditches 
or major rehabilitation and repair projects on existing 
dams. When appropriately established and applied, CEs 
serve a beneficial purpose. They allow Federal agencies to 
expedite the environmental review process for proposals 
that typically do not require more resource-intensive 
environmental documentation. Applying for a new CE, 
for example, can potentially ease the Federal Energy 
Regulatory Commission permitting requirements for 
irrigators who want to install small hydroelectric projects 
in existing canals and ditches. These projects have minimal 
environmental impacts and offer opportunities to create 
new, clean, renewable sources of energy.  
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White House Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ): Final NEPA Rule

President Trump last year announced the final rule to comprehensively update and modernize  NEPA 
regulations for the first time in over 40 years. The finalization of the rule marked the end of a multi-year review, 
which produced more than 1.1 million public comments and involved a broad range of stakeholders. White 
House CEQ sent out a “What They are Saying” press release that included 31 pages of support comments from 
elected officials and industry organizations, including the Family Farm Alliance.  

NEPA implementation and related litigation can be lengthy and significantly delay major infrastructure and 
other projects. On average, the Federal government previously took over 4.5 years to complete an EIS over 600 
pages in length. In many cases, it was taking a decade or more before permits were issued and construction 
could even begin. After a project is approved, it can be tied up in litigation for years over alleged deficiencies 
in the NEPA analysis. The Alliance last March prepared a detailed comment letter on CEQ’s proposed 
regulations for implementing the procedural provisions of NEPA.  Under the new regulations, environmental 
reviews for major infrastructure projects would be completed in two years. Actions without significant 
environmental impacts would either be categorically excluded or reviewed in under one year. The new regs 
also improve coordination, clarify when NEPA applies, reduce unnecessary paperwork by setting page limits, 
and should reduce frivolous litigation. 

Many environmentalists criticized NEPA reform and President Trump’s related deregulatory actions. Within 
one week of President Trump’s announcement, 20 environmental groups sued the Administration over 
the new rule. Numerous Democratic lawmakers also sent statements of disapproval, even ahead of the 
president’s remarks. Later in the year, a federal judge in Virginia denied environmental groups’ request to 
issue a preliminary nationwide injunction on implementing the rule. However, there have been several legal 
challenges filed against the NEPA rule which are still in the courts. And, this particular Trump rule is definitely 
in the sights of the Biden Administration.  

Meanwhile in Congress, House Republicans last September introduced a bill that would legislate the CEQ 
NEPA rule changes into the law. H.R. 8333, the Building U.S. Infrastructure through Limited Delays & Efficient 
Review (BUILDER) Act, was introduced by Rep. Garret Graves (R-LA). Sen Mike Lee (R-UTAH) had earlier 
introduced the Senate companion to H.R. 8333, the NEPA Agency Process Accountability Act of 2020 (S. 4591). 
The Family Farm Alliance transmitted a letter to Rep. Graves in support of his bill, and was quoted in Rep. 
Grave’s press release. We can expect reintroduction of similar legislation in the 117th Congress, although it will 
likely be contested by many in the majority party.

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Push for continued support of grants and pursue innovative financing opportunities, 
particularly in the area of “payment for ecosystem services”.

New federally backed tools to assist in financing major improvements to aging water infrastructure will be needed 
in the coming years to ensure that farmers and ranchers charged for these upgrades can afford repayment.  Western 
farmers and ranchers can also play a key role in using their lands, water and management practices as tools to engage 
in payment for ecosystem services (PES) projects. Water infrastructure – like farms and ranches - is a long-term 
investment and longer repayment and lower interest terms will be crucial in reinvesting in these aging water supply 
facilities to meet the challenges of tomorrow.  Such improvements could include investments in everything from new 
water storage reservoirs (both on- and off-stream as well as groundwater storage), regulating reservoirs, canal lining, 
piping open channels, computerized water management and delivery systems, real-time monitoring of ecosystem 
functions and river flows for both fish and people, and watershed-based integrated regional water management.  

Ecosystem Markets 

The Ecosystem Services Market Consortium (ESMC) brings together farmers 
and ranchers, food and beverage companies, agribusinesses, and non-profit 
organizations across the agricultural value chain to provide a science-based, 
standards-based program and full-service operation designed to improve 
the environmental performance of U.S. agriculture at scale. ESMC’s first 
operating principle is that a market-based approach must work first and 
foremost for farmers and ranchers to achieve desired ecosystem service 
impacts. In other words, it must create sustainable, long-term change.  
Farm practices that are part of the project have immediate benefits beyond 
climate change mitigation. Organizers say they’re looking to improve 
the soil (good for crop production) and improve water quality, which 
are outcomes encouraged by USDA’s  conservation programs. Overall, 
agriculture could reduce carbon dioxide by as much as 6,000 metric tons 
per year, of which 89% would come from reduced soil emissions, according 
to the consortium. 

Adequate compensation for ecosystem services is among the many 
proposals that Solutions from the Land and the North American Climate 
Smart Agriculture Alliance – two organizations the Family Farm Alliance 
work closely with - have called for in their climate-related work.  Alliance 
President Pat O’Toole last year was nominated to join the ESMC Producer 
Circle, consisting of up to 15 ranch and farm leaders, with two co-chairs: one 
each from the farm and ranch communities. The Producer Circle serves as an in-house focus group and advisory board 
on the development of farmer outreach materials, pilot and protocol development and overall program governance 
and operations.

The Alliance board of directors at its 2020 annual meeting prioritized engagement in the PES arena. The 2020 annual 
conference general session that followed featured Jessica Fox (Electric Power Research Institute, Palo Alto, CA), who 
delivered riveting introductory remarks about the opportunities and innovation that surround the four environmental 
markets: wetlands, threatened and endangered species; water quality and carbon. Farmers are paid to complete 
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The new rule was praised by many agricultural organizations, construction and trades 

groups, and the elected officials who represent them. The Alliance spent considerable 

time as the Navigable Waters Protection Rule was being developed, and provided 

multiple formal comment letters to the federal agencies over the past four years. Overall, 

the Alliance is supportive of the new rule.
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best management practice to generate credit and the credits are used to meet sustainability or compliance goals. 
Two high-profile groups of speakers then addressed two of these markets: carbon sequestration and water quality. 
The first panel of experts – moderated by Sheldon Jones of the Soil Health Institute - discussed how the role of soils 
can be expanded to not only produce nutritious food and feed, but to also improve water quality, increase carbon 
sequestration, reduce greenhouse gas emissions, and improve human and animal health. The second of the general 
session environmental market panel explored how all the pieces fit together and move toward a broader scale. 
Panelists included Joe Whitworth (The Freshwater Trust —Portland, OR), Adam Riggsbee (Founder and President of 
RiverBank Conservation, LLC, Austin, TX), David Ross (Assistant Administrator, Office of Water, EPA);  and Woody Woolf 
(Rancher and President of Wallowa County Farm Bureau, OR). 

EPA has long interpreted the CWA to allow pollutant reductions from water quality trading and offsets to achieve 
compliance with CWA regulatory requirements. In the absence of explicit statutory language or regulations, EPA has 
provided guidance for permitting authorities and stakeholders to consider when developing market-based programs, 
including water quality trading. As discussed previously, Alliance representatives last fall conducted a ZOOM meeting 
with EPA officials on this matter. 

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Continue to advocate for means of simplifying the title transfer process, particularly 
Reclamation administrative efforts to address project power for transferred projects and to streamline NEPA.

Title transfer is a voluntary conveyance of ownership for water projects including dams, canals, laterals and other 
water-related infrastructure to the beneficiaries of those facilities. Title transfers are one of several positive means of 
strengthening control of water resources at the local level. However, despite the benefits, local water agencies in the 
past have been discouraged from pursuing title transfer because the process was expensive and slow. Moreover, every 
title transfer currently requires an act of Congress to accomplish, regardless of whether the project covers 10 acres or 
10,000 acres. 

New Bureau of Reclamation Title Transfer Process 

Reclamation used new administrative and Congressional 
authorities in 2020 to transfer federal facilities to local ownership 
in several Western states. Transfer of federal property previously 
would have taken years and required Congress to pass a specific 
law codifying the move, but the Dingell Act, which was signed 
into law in 2019, included provisions that streamlined the title 
transfer process. In years past, approximately 1.2 transfers per 
year were completed by Reclamation. With the new Interior 
authority and Dingell Act provisions, seven transfers were 
completed in 2020 alone. 

Title transfer is an important issue to the Family Farm Alliance. In 
late 1997, the organization launched an initiative to encourage 
Congressional action on pending project title transfer legislation. 
That effort was successful, and ultimately led to the historic 
transfer of title to the Burley Irrigation District in Idaho two years 

later. Since then, title to over a dozen other projects and facilities have been transferred to local interests who have 
paid off construction costs of the project. The Alliance in 2019 worked closely with Reclamation on the Directive & 
Standard for title transfers that do not require Congressional authorization. Alliance Advisory Committee member Tom 
Knutson (NEBRASKA) and Alliance Executive Director Dan Keppen both testified before a House subcommittee in the 
115th Congress in support of title transfer legislation. 

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Continue to advance the arguments made in the 2015 Colorado River Basin 
policy paper.

The Colorado River is a vital water resource in the southwestern United States and northwestern Mexico. It irrigates 
nearly 5.5 million acres of farmland and sustains life and livelihood for over 40 million people in major metropolitan 
areas including Albuquerque, Cheyenne, Denver, Las Vegas, Los Angeles, Phoenix, Salt Lake City, San Diego and 
Tucson. Since 2000 the Colorado River Basin has experienced its most severe drought in recorded history and 
the risk of reaching critically low elevations at Lakes Powell and Mead—the two largest reservoirs in the United 
States—has increased by nearly four times over the past ten years. The Family Farm Alliance in 2015 crafted a 
white paper articulating the organization’s principles and recommendations for smart, effective management of 
water resources in the Colorado River Basin. At the time, the Alliance sought to help decision-makers in the Basin 
deal with the harsh realities of current and future water shortages due to drought and over-allocation of water to 
growing, predominantly municipal, demands.
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Colorado River “Water Review” 

The Alliance leadership for much of 2019 assembled a 
special Colorado River two-volume version of the “Water 
Review”, which includes the perspectives of eleven key 
water users with ties to the Alliance. President O’Toole 
and other Alliance leaders felt the organization could 
provide a service to its Colorado River membership 
and policy makers by explaining how key players from 
throughout the entire Colorado River System are tackling 
the Drought Contingency Plans and other processes.  
The report was publicly rolled out at the December 2019 
Colorado River Water Users Conference in Las Vegas, and 
has proved to be a useful resource to Alliance members 
and the public, since. Increased media attention has 
focused on outside water speculators looking to buy up 
agricultural water rights in rural areas of Colorado and 
other parts of the watershed, and the views of some West 
Slope irrigators profiled in the Water Review provide a 
perspective not often heard in media reports. 

Alliance members from Upper Colorado River Basin 
in 2020 monitored the System Conservation Pilot 
Program, implemented by the Upper Colorado River 
Commission. Ranchers were paid to turn off water after 
the first cutting of grass hay between July and October, 
allowing it to remain instream instead of being diverted 
into irrigation ditches. The commission – with funding 
from Reclamation, the Walton Family Foundation and a 
number of municipalities – compensated participating 
ranchers and farmers between $150 and $200 per acre 
foot for the water they didn’t use. Several Alliance 
members also provided input as Reclamation developed 
its review of the 2007 Colorado River Interim Guidelines 
for Lower Basin Shortages and the Coordinated 
Operations for Lake Powell and Lake Mead and a 
collaborative study informally referred to as the “Lower 
Colorado River Agricultural Water Savings Pilot Study, 
developed to explore the current methods that are used 
to quantify agricultural water conservation activities 
in the Lower Colorado River Basin and recommend 
approaches to improve quantification methods. 
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FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Influence 2018 Farm bill 
guidance and rulemaking.

President Trump in December 2018 signed into law the 2018 
Farm Bill (H.R. 2). The Farm Bill is a multi-year law, typically 
covering programs over a five-year period, that governs a 
wide array of agricultural and food programs. The five-year 
term of the law is intended to give lawmakers an opportunity 
to periodically review and update agriculture programs and 
policies covered by the law, and to address new issues. 

The 2018 farm bill includes expanded authority advocated for 
by the Alliance under the Environmental Quality and Incentives 
Program (EQIP), allowing irrigation districts– for the first time ever 
- to receive funding as direct applicants for water conservation 
measures as well as continued eligibility as partners. The bill 
provides improved contracting for partners engaged in work with 
producers, which is intended to be streamlined and made more 
effective under the Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP). Importantly, the 2018 farm bill preserves 
existing authorization structure and $50 million in mandatory funding for the Watershed Protection and Flood 
Prevention Act, a flexible and useful program utilized by Western water managers, but not funded sufficiently in recent 
times. The 2018 farm bill also contains an important mix of beginning farmer and rancher provisions. 

Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS): RCPP Funding

USDA in early 2020 released the FY 2020 RCPP, which promotes coordination of NRCS conservation activities with 
partners that offer value-added contributions to expand the collective ability to address on-farm, watershed, 
and regional natural resource concerns. The Alliance, through its participation in the Western Agriculture and 
Conservation Coalition (WACC), was intensely engaged in past Farm Bill negotiations that led to the formation of 
this program. 

The Alliance worked with the WACC to develop a May 11, 2020 comment letter that was transmitted to NRCS. Also, 
Western Resource Advocates (WRA) worked to identify Arizona water users in the ag community who are well-suited 
for USDA Farm Bill programs that facilitate water conservation projects or improve water management. WRA, with 
input from the Family Farm Alliance and others,  developed a fact sheet that highlights: 1)  Recent changes in the 2018 
Farm Bill and programs that provide new opportunities to growers; 2) Funding available in the various programs; 3) 
Programs Arizona growers are likely to participate in, along with important facts about each program; and 4) Examples 
of recent 2019/2020 awards provided to Arizonans by the USDA. Although it is geared towards Arizona producers, the 
fact sheet has information that producers outside of Arizona may find useful, too.

Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS): RCPP Funding

USDA in early 2020 released the FY 2020 RCPP, which promotes coordination of NRCS conservation activities with 
partners that offer value-added contributions to expand the collective ability to address on-farm, watershed, and 
regional natural resource concerns. The Alliance, through its participation in the Western Agriculture and Conservation 
Coalition (WACC), was intensely engaged in past Farm Bill negotiations that led to the formation of this program. 
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The Alliance worked with the WACC to develop a May 11, 2020 comment letter that was transmitted to 
NRCS. Also, Western Resource Advocates (WRA) worked to identify Arizona water users in the ag community 
who are well-suited for USDA Farm Bill programs that facilitate water conservation projects or improve 
water management. WRA, with input from the Family Farm Alliance and others,  developed a fact sheet that 
highlights: 1)  Recent changes in the 2018 Farm Bill and programs that provide new opportunities to growers; 
2) Funding available in the various programs; 3) Programs Arizona growers are likely to participate in, along 
with important facts about each program; and 4) Examples of recent 2019/2020 awards provided to Arizonans 
by the USDA. Although it is geared towards Arizona producers, the fact sheet has information that producers 
outside of Arizona may find useful, too.

NRCS:  New EQIP Rule 

USDA in early 2020 released the final rule for its EQIP. The rule updates USDA’s flagship program as directed by 
the 2018 Farm Bill and integrates feedback from agricultural producers and others. NRCS provides producers 
with financial resources and one-on-one help to plan and implement conservation practices through EQIP. 
Popular EQIP practices include cover crops, nutrient management, forest stand improvement, prescribed 
grazing, irrigation efficiency improvement, and water quality improvement practices. The Alliance commented 
on the proposed rule through its involvement with the WACC.  The February 17, 2020 WACC letter raised 
several issues on the interim-final EQIP rule that were addressed in the final rule, including clarifying language 
on whether ditch and canal companies are eligible for EQIP. In the rule’s preface, NRCS notes that entities 
may be eligible if they are semi-public (which can be a private or public entity), meaning they serve a “public 
purpose”.  The final EQIP rule was viewed favorably by the Alliance, as well as WACC leaders. 

NRCS Western Water Listening session

NRCS in December hosted a virtual, open, public listening session with remote participation only, for 
public input about water quantity in the West as it relates to existing NRCS programs. This event derived 
from actions suggested by members in the WACC, including Alliance representatives.  Alliance Executive 
Director Dan Keppen and several Alliance members delivered statements at the webinar, which featured 
over 50 speakers and hundreds of participants from around the country. 

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Use climatic extremes and repackage the Alliance 2008 climate 
change report to advocate for “climate-smart” agriculture and needed changes in Western water policy.

President Joe Biden during his election campaign said that he would aim to make American agriculture 
the first in the world to achieve “net-zero” emissions if elected. His platform advocates for farmers to be 
able to participate in carbon markets, with the goal of creating new revenue streams. Climate change  will 
be a top priority of the Biden Administration and the Democrat-controlled Congress for at least the next 
two years.

The Alliance continues to engage and discuss potential effects and impacts of climate change in the 
West, building upon the interest created by the Alliance’s report on climate change that was issued in 2007 
and active engagement addressing climate change on Capitol Hill. The Alliance board of directors at its 

2020  annual meeting supported its long-time policy of using 
climatic extremes and findings from its climate change report to 
advocate for “climate-smart” agriculture and needed changes in 
Western water policy. Through our involvement on the Steering 
Committee of the North American Climate Smart Agriculture 
Alliance (NACSAA), we have been monitoring United National 
global climate talks over the past two years and bringing the voice of North American producers and land managers 
to the discussion table. NACSAA believes public policy should provide incentives for climate-friendly and common-
sense farm improvements.

Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) White Paper

Alliance President Pat O’Toole and Executive Director Dan Keppen are part of the team developing Solution 
from the Land’s (SfL’s) SDG white paper, which has forged consensus on the framework outline of the report and 
drafting is now underway. The report will offer a “farmers roadmap” for SDG attainment and is being written for 
an audience consisting of member states, policy makers, the research community, private sector partners, civil 
society and most importantly- farmers and the organizations that represent them. This study will also include 
case studies of farmers using Climate Smart Agriculture systems and practices and a video series where the 
farmers that are featured will showcase their operations on film. SfL’s drafting team is close to finalizing the white 
paper they are constructing on pathways to enable agricultural solutions to SDGs. 

SfL also put forth a call for an “agricultural renaissance” at the 2020 national agricultural sustainability summit last 
November. During this session, five of SfL’s board members and farmer envoys – including Mr. O’Toole and his wife, 
Sharon- shared what they are doing on their farms and ranches to produce not only high quality food, feed and fiber, 
but also clean water, productive soils, enhanced biodiversity and other high value agroecosystem services. 

NACSAA Webinar

The House Energy and Commerce Committee Democratic majority last summer released the long-awaited text of 
its draft climate bill, a comprehensive set of policies to decarbonize the entire U.S. economy by 2050. At more than 
600-pages, the Climate Leadership and Environmental Action for our Nation’s (CLEAN) Future Act would establish 
several new initiatives, such as a federal clean energy standard and a national climate bank, and would provide 
massive new funding authorizations. But rather than creating new authorities and programs, much of the bill would 
reauthorize existing regulatory programs at higher funding levels or modify current regulatory authority to push 
agencies such as the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission and EPA to be more aggressive in requiring carbon 
emission reductions. Democrats appeared to use the effort to set the stage for climate legislative action in 2021.

The Alliance last summer also reviewed the water provisions of a majority staff report from the House Select 
Committee on the Climate Crisis. The Alliance assessment of the report found that, while it calls for investments 
in water storage and infrastructure, it falls short in its consideration of how water should be allocated, especially 
given the increasing demand placed on water resources by expanding metropolitan areas at the expense of 
rural and agricultural needs. While consideration is given by the report for the water needs of fish and wildlife, 
it appears to come at the expense of the needs of U.S. farmers. Other industry groups that did weigh in on the 
report were not especially enthusiastic. The National Cattlemen’s Beef Association, for example, said the plan was 
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“unfortunately the product of partisan discussions that failed to encompass important constituent communities 
across the country.”  

The Alliance last year was represented on a NACSAA panel which took a closer look at the majority staff report from 
the House Select Committee. Patrick O’Toole participated in the webinar, where he explained that the relationship 
between water, biodiversity and farming in the West is a distinct, complex problem that appeared to be harder for the 
Select Committee to fully grasp, though he said there is promise.  He noted that effective water management requires 
watershed-level, public-private land management. Most habitat is on private lands, while federal forests help capture 
water in the system.  President O’Toole and his wife Sharon also wrote a guest opinion that was picked up by over a 
dozen Western newspapers, including the Salt Lake Tribune, titled “If you like birds and fish; hug a cow”. The opinion 
confronts the current public narrative that has become accepted that if more people — especially Americans — stop 
eating meat, the planet will magically improve. 

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Advocate for active forest management that could potentially increase 
water yield, improve water quality, and provide for jobs, and reduce the cost of firefighting while increasing 
forest resiliency.

The number of acres burned by wildfire in the U.S. last year broke a modern record, according to data published 
by the National Interagency Fire Center, as extreme heat and dryness fueled major conflagrations across 
populated areas in the West. Wildfire burned over 10.3 million acres in 2020, breaking the calendar-year record 
of 10.1 million acres, set in 2015. More than 40% of the wildfires in 2020 burned in California. This marks the third 
year that wildfire has burned more than 10 million acres in the U.S., according to fire center records going back to 
1983. All three of those years have been since 2015. 

Western wildfire disasters are becoming an annual occurrence and underscore the importance of improving on-the-
ground management actions that can lead to improved forest health. The Family Farm Alliance believes a responsible 
level of continuous fuels reduction includes a combination of robust mechanical thinning and prescribed fire. This 
can be employed to significantly reduce evapotranspiration, tree stress, disease and pest infestation, preserve health 
forest conditions, and protect species and habitats. Failure to employ this approach will continue the downward, 
accelerating spiral of fuel accumulation, drought, disease and invasive insects. This will lead, inevitably, to additional 
high-intensity fire events in the future.

2020 Agency Actions 

In an executive order issued before he left office, President Trump directed the Secretaries of the Interior and 
Agriculture to lead a new “subcabinet” to find ways to consolidate multiple current task forces and coordinate cross-
agency management efforts on wildland fire, promoting new technology for fire management and suppression, 
among other goals. In December 2018, President Trump issued an executive order promoting a more intensive 
approach to forest management. The new EO outlines broad goals like improved performance measures for 
suppressing large fires but also contains a few specifics, such as identifying regulatory hurdles to hazardous fuels 
reduction and a closer look at how agencies coordinate on NEPA in relation to wildfire issues. The order also 
specifically addresses threats to the electric grid, such as coordination among agencies on vegetation management 
around utility lines.

U.S. Secretary of Agriculture Sonny Perdue in 2020 issued a memorandum to Forest Service Chief Vicki Christiansen 
providing direction that will serve as a blueprint to help modernize the agency’s systems and approaches to ensure 
national forests and grasslands continue to meet the needs of the American people. This announcement follows an 
April decision by Secretary of the Interior David Bernhardt to construct and maintain a system of up to 11,000 miles 
of strategically placed fuel breaks to control wildfires within a 223 million- acre area in portions of California, Idaho, 
Nevada, Oregon, Utah, and Washington. Secretary Perdue’s direction encompassed four areas of the agency’s work:

•	 Increasing the productivity of national forests and grasslands;

•	 Valuing grazing heritage and the national grasslands;

•	 Increasing access to national forest system lands; and 

•	 Expediting environmental reviews to support active management.

These goals are consistent with the Family Farm Alliance position in recent years, which has been to advocate for active 
forest management that could potentially increase water yield, improve water quality, provide for jobs, and reduce the cost 
of firefighting, while increasing forest resiliency. 

Alliance Efforts on Capitol Hill

The Family Farm Alliance joined ACWA and other partners and sent a letter to Congressional Leadership last 
summer urging action on a wildfire legislative package before the end of session.  The Family Farm Alliance formally 
supported S. 4431, the bipartisan Emergency Wildfire and Public Safety Act of 2020, sponsored by Sens. Dianne 
Feinstein (D-CALIFORNIA) and Steve Daines (R-MONTANA). The House Agriculture Subcommittee on Conservation 
and Forestry also held a hearing on the wildfires effecting the West.  The sole witness at the hearing was John 
Phipps, USDA’s Deputy Chief for State and Private Forestry. The Subcommittee Members were provided with an 
article shared by the Alliance, written by a California rancher whose cattle herd was decimated by a fire burning 
through federal national forestlands.
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The Family Farm Alliance works closely with other agricultural organizations and constructive conservation Non-
Governmental Organizations (NGOs). Partnerships are an important part of how the Alliance does business. 

Western Agriculture and Conservation Coalition (WACC)

The Alliance is a member of the steering committee of the WACC, a coalition of constructive agriculture and conservation 
groups who have engaged in recent years on farm bill, environmental appropriations and ESA issues. The Alliance 
ten years ago helped create the WACC, which now includes nearly twenty national, regional and state water, ag and 
conservation organizations. The WACC had its 9th annual face-to-face meeting following the annual conference in 
Reno, where participants discussed short-term actions and priorities for the coming year. Many of those initiatives were 
scrapped or put on hold due to the COVID pandemic which broke out just weeks later. With the slim margin of power 
Democrats hold in Congress, many believe groups like the WACC will be well poised to push for Western water solutions 
that can be supported by moderates in both parties. 

Intermountain West Joint Venture 

The Intermountain West Joint Venture (IWJV) is a partnership of government agencies, nongovernmental 
organizations, and other public and private landowners for the conservation of bird habitats in the inter-mountain 
areas of the western United States. Alliance President Pat O’Toole sits on the IWJV Board of Directors, and the two 
organizations have worked closely on IWJV’s “Water 4” initiative, which seeks to publicize the benefits of flood 
irrigation on ranch lands that benefit waterfowl. Alliance Executive Director Dan Keppen has worked with IWJV staff 
on post-election natural resource policy priorities.  

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE PARTNERS 2020 “VIRTUAL” FARMER LOBBYIST TRIP

This year’s Alliance participants did a great job of describing local water challenges and experiences (e.g. Yakima Basin, 
Columbia River, Deschutes River Basin, Central Valley, Imperial Valley, Upper Colorado River, desert Southwest), and how 
federal programs and policies helped or hindered developing solutions to those challenges. 

Mark Limbaugh and his team at The Ferguson Group (TFG) once again deserve a shout-out for the incredible itinerary they 
developed and professional approach they employed in setting up the first “virtual” farmer lobbyist trip in Alliance history.  

Express support for congressional action and Administration efforts to modernize implementation 
of federal environmental laws. Encourage continued efforts that improve water supply reliability, 
agency coordination, water management flexibility, and wildfire and watershed management.1
Weigh in on current water legislation in Congress. Advocate for the need to expand and improve 
water supply and management infrastructure, including extending and expand federal funding/
financing tools for aging water storage and delivery infrastructure.2
Tell impactful stories about producer and water manager efforts during the pandemic, 
and underscore the importance of irrigated agriculture to our food supply chain and 
national security. 3

2020 “Virtual” Farmer Lobbyist Trip

A group of Family Farm Alliance members spent much of one week in late September 2020 in front of their computers, virtually 
meeting with Trump Administration officials and Congressional staffers as part of the organization’s 2020 “virtual” Farmer 
Lobbyist trip. The Alliance annual farmer lobbyist trip is one of the cornerstone programs of our organization. It was created to 
allow farmers, ranchers and water managers to interact directly with elected officials and other policymakers in Washington, 
D.C. The 2020 farmer lobbyist trip was a “virtual” event, presenting 
a unique opportunity for our members to share with Members of 
Congress and the Administration the important issues that impact 
our industry.  Participants had the opportunity to engage directly 
with high-level Trump Administration officials and Congressional 
committee staff, and gain insight into what lawmakers and 
policymakers are saying about the issues impacting Western 
irrigated agriculture.  This year’s farmer lobbyist group included 
representatives from Arizona, California, Idaho, Nevada, New Mexico, 
Oregon, Washington and Wyoming. 

The primary focus for the 2020 meetings was for Alliance 
representatives to discuss critical Western water policies and 
issues, through three key actions: 

2020 Family Farm Alliance farmer lobbyists and 
Congressional committee staff in virtual mode.  
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The 2020 Annual Meeting and Conference took place in February 2020 at the Eldorado Resort Casino in Reno 
(NEVADA). It was one of the best attended Alliance conferences in recent memory, and featured several diverse and 
high-profile speakers, including 6 members of President Trump’s “Water Sub Cabinet”. Key panels featured speakers 
addressing government “civics”, water quality markets, Habitat Conservation Plan development, innovative water 
management case studies, Western water litigation, and the outlook for ESA modernization. The Alliance continued 
its long-time conference traditions, like the Reclamation Roundtable (featuring all three regional directors and two 
deputy commissioners), and the Washington, D.C. Update (featuring staffers from key water committees in Congress).  

The Alliance worked  with the Interior Secretary’s office to set up a press conference, where local media were 
invited to participate in a round table to learn about how the Water Sub Cabinet is coordinating and collaborating 
on cross-cutting issues that impact Western water users. Later in the day, an “Industrial Hemp Summit” featured 
six experts in the field from all over the country to assess lessons learned from the first year of federally legalized 
industrial hemp production. The Alliance annual conference was featured in the February 28 edition of the Interior 
Secretary’s weekly newsletter. 

2020 ANNUAL MEETING AND CONFERENCE OUTREACH AND COMMUNICATION

The Alliance strives to facilitate the delivery of accurate and timely information to Congress, regulatory agencies 
and our members on issues which impact Western irrigators, through a variety of media forums. The “Monthly 
Briefing” provides up-to-date information on Alliance activities. The “Water Review” focuses on our members and 
the issues and actions they are involved with at the local level, as described in the December 2019 two-volume 
“Water Review” of the Colorado River. Alliance executive director Dan Keppen writes a monthly column on behalf 
of the Alliance that appears in Western Farmer-Stockman magazine and has been invited to also write guest 
columns for Capitol Press.  

The Family Farm Alliance in 2020 hired Josh Rolph with Yeah Yeah Agency to upgrade the Alliance website – 
www.familyfarmalliance.org – and ramp up social media efforts. The new website provides quick access to online 
information about the Alliance and documents prepared by the Alliance.  Mr. Rolph also created a new and more 
efficient e-mail distribution system.

In the past year, Alliance representatives 
participated in panel discussions and presented 
their views at numerous Western water and 
environmental conferences – most of them 
conducted “virtually” using ZOOM, and other, 
similar platforms, once the pandemic broke out. 

Before most public events moved into virtual 
mode, Mr. O’Toole and Mr. Keppen were featured 
lunch-time speakers at the Four States Irrigation 
Council annual meeting (Fort Collins, Colorado) 
in January 2020. Mr. Keppen, who has served for 
over twenty years on the Mid-Pacific Water Users 
Conference Planning Committee – also moderated 
a Reclamation area office managers roundtable 
and a Washington, D.C.-focused luncheon 
presentation at the Mid-Pacific conference in Reno 
(NEVADA). The latter panel featured the Alliance’s 
D.C. representative, Mark Limbaugh, former 
Congressman Dennis Cardoza, and Kiel Weaver, 
Associate Deputy Secretary at the Interior.  

In addition to the events discussed elsewhere in 
this report, Mr. Keppen was also invited to speak to 
several virtual Western water and environmental 
conferences in the past year, including the 
Oregon Water Resources Annual Conference, the 
Washington State Water Resources Association 
Annual Conference; and the California Agricultural 
Irrigation Association summer meeting. 

Mr. Keppen participated in a virtual “fireside chat” about Western water conservation with Shelley Ostrowski, 
Deputy Director of Westlands Water District (CALIFORNIA), as part of the World Water-Tech North America 

https://www.familyfarmalliance.org/resources/
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Summit, which featured participation from 260 guests registered from 27 states and 16 countries. He was also 
on a panel with Farmers Conservation Alliance (FCA) in a forum hosted by the National Council for Science and 
the Environment. Last summer, Mr. Keppen participated in a webinar regarding the impact of water access issues 
on farmland investment, hosted by US Agriculture and New Current Water and Land. Other speakers included 
Alliance Advisory Committee Member Paul R. Orme (Paul R. Orme, P.C.) and former Alliance general counsel Gary 
W. Sawyers (Principal, New Current Water and Land, LLC). 

As the year came to an end, Family Farm Alliance members and representatives were in the news across 
the country:

OUTREACH AND COMMUNICATION

Alliance advisory committee member Tom Myrum (Washington State Water Resources Association), 
Alliance members Scott Revell (Roza Irrigation District) and Vicky Sharlau (Columbia Basin 
Development League), and Mr. Keppen were all quoted in a press  release issued by Rep. Newhouse’s 
office on December 22. 

Mr. Keppen wrote a letter to the editor regarding California water management that ran in the 
December 27, 2020 Sunday edition of the San Jose Mercury News.  

Western Farmer-Stockman also ran an article in December about the NRCS listening session on 
Western water that was held December 17th. Excerpts of comments made during that session by 
Alliance member Craig Simpson (general manager of the East Columbia Basin Irrigation District in 
Othello, Wash.) and Mr. Keppen were included in that article. 

Alliance President Pat O’Toole (WYOMING) was quoted in a December 23, 2020 press release 
that highlights the growing support for the Outdoor Restoration Force Act, a bill that Senator 
Michael Bennet (D-COLORADO) recently introduced to invest in our forests and create jobs. Since 
introduction, Coloradans, westerners like Pat O’Toole, and national organizations have expressed 
their support for the bill as a solution to the challenges facing our forests, watersheds, and wildlife. 
Family Farm Alliance advisory committee member Andy Mueller – the general manager of the 
Colorado River District – was also quoted in Senator Bennet’s press release. 

All in all, it was a positive end 
to a year most would rather forget.

MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION 
 Name: ________________________________________________________________________ 

 Company: _____________________________________________________________________ 

 Address: ______________________________________________________________________ 

 City/State: ________________________________________ Zip: ________________________ 

 Phone: _____________________________ Cell: ______________________________________ 

 Email: ________________________________________________________________________ 

The Family Farm Alliance is a 501(c)(6) tax exempt organization; 84.18% of your contribution is tax deductible.  
Our support comes exclusively from those who believe our mission is important enough to contribute.  We 
believe the cause is important enough to ask for your support.  Please join us.   

  Supporter ($250 minimum for individuals) 

  Partner ($500 minimum for organizations/businesses) 

  Defender ($1000) 

  Advocate ($5000) 

  Irrigation District -  @ $0.10 per irrigated acre 

  Other: ______________________________________________________ 

   

  I’d like to learn more about the Alliance 

Suggested Contribution Levels 

  Champion ($10,000) 

Please return application with payment to: 

Family Farm Alliance 
Jane Townsend, Fundraising Coordinator 

P.O. Box 1705 
Clearlake Oaks, CA 95423 

www.familyfarmalliance.org   email: jane@familyfarmalliance.org 

https://www.familyfarmalliance.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/FLASHY-Sponsorship-Opportunities.pdf
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