
PROTECTING WATER FOR WESTERN IRRIGATED AGRICULTURE

2021 Activities and Accomplishments

Prepared by: Dan Keppen, Executive Director, Family Farm Alliance

February 2022  |  dan@familyfarmalliance.org



2021 Activities and Accomplishments

2022 ANNUAL CONFERENCE SPONSORS



2021 Activities and Accomplishments

ACCOMPLISHMENTS REPORT ADVERTISERS

Ecological restoration.
One community at a time.

Helping landowners leave 
a legacy of water quality for 
farm, family, and watershed.

Environmental Mitigation
Stormwater Management and Water Quality

Climate Adaptation and Flood Resilience

Ecological restoration.
One community at a time.

Environmental Mitigation
Stormwater Management and Water Quality

Climate Adaptation and Flood Resilience

RES.US

 
 

Deschutes Basin Board of Control Member Districts 
Arnold Irrigation District • Central Oregon Irrigation District • Lone Pine Irrigation District  

North Unit Irrigation District • Ochoco Irrigation District • Swalley Irrigation District 
Three Sisters Irrigation District • Tumalo Irrigation District 

DBBC President – Craig Horrell, chorrell@coid.org 
PO Box 919 - Madras, OR  97741 

 
 



2021 Activities and Accomplishments 7

Congratulations!

You are part of this year’s in-person Family Farm Alliance Annual Conference! 

I don’t have to tell you how strange this past year has been. On the positive 
side of things, Dan Keppen and our team of over 220 organizations included 
$8.3 billion in funding for Western water in a massive infrastructure bill.  On 
the negative side, we have seen drought strike in an unprecedented way. Our 
world is struggling with a pandemic that impacts our everyday lives.

The message this year from the Family Farm Alliance about how we impact 
solutions and protect ourselves from increasingly dangerous agendas. We 
understand that the pyramid that is a successful society is built on a base 
of food production.  America has been a successful society because of its 
commitment to farmers and ranchers and a predictable food supply. Sadly, that great reality is being challenged at 
fundamental levels.

As you may know, Sharon and I went to the international climate talks in Glasgow, Scotland last fall. We will have 
a panel describing that experience at this year’s conference. The takeaway that was most troubling for me was the 
shockingly uninformed demonization of food producers we witnessed. A very diverse audience consistently blamed 
production agriculture for many of the world’s problems. Ill-informed descriptions of food production matters 
permeated our time there. 

I have always been proud to be involved with the Family Farm Alliance. Our world view and record of problem solving 
is tangible and widely recognized. Coalition building is one of our strengths.

Our agenda this year is a journey through both emerging and long-term policy discussions. We know there will be 
challenges, almost without precedence. Significant dollars will be available, but an undefined implementation plan is 
the critical piece of the puzzle. 

We look forward to a vibrant discussion. How we come together as partners is critical. 

Sincerely,

 

Pat

MESSAGE FROM  THE PRESIDENT
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Steve Benson 
Brawley, California 
Steve Benson is a fourth generation farmer of winter vegetables and hay/seed crops in Brawley, California.  He 
is currently President of Planters Hay, Inc. and managing partner of Benson Farms, LLC since 2007. He currently 
serves as Treasurer of the Imperial Valley Vegetable Growers Association, Advisory Board Member of the Imperial 
County Farm Bureau, and board member of Imperial Valley H20, a local water rights advocacy group.  He is the 
past president of the board of directors of Imperial Irrigation District, the Imperial Valley Economic Development 
Corporation, and Imperial Valley Boys and Girls Clubs. Mr. Benson has a BS Civil Engineering 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.

William Bourdeau  
Coalinga, California 
William Bourdeau – who comes from a fourth generation California Central Valley family – was born and raised 
in Coalinga where he served as a local city council member. Currently he is the Executive Vice President of Harris 
Farms Inc., one of the largest integrated farming operations in the Central San Joaquin Valley. Prior to Harris 
Farms, Mr. Bourdeau had a rich career in finance and also taught economics as a professor at West Hills College. 
He erved honorably in the United States Marine Corps from 1993 to 2001. William has served on the boards and 
committees of numerous community organizations. Amongst many other leadership positions, he currently 
serves as the Chair for the California Water Alliance, the Vice Chair for the San Luis & Delta-Mendota Water 
Authority and is on the board of directors for the Westlands Water District. Mr. Bourdeau earned his bachelor’s 
degree in Accounting from Fresno State and his MBA from University of Nevada-Reno. He is also a CPA and 
Chartered Global Management Accountant.

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 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 longtime board member of the Family Farm Alliance. Mr. Hurd has 
three sons and eight grandchildren as farming partners. 

BOARD OF DIRECTORS

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 Welch’s Juice Corporation and some 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 an alternate on the Board of Columbia Basin Hydropower and a past board member of the Columbia 
Basin Development League. A graduate from the Washington Agforestry Leadership Program, Class XXl, Mr. Lyall 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. He 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 Growers Association.

Paul Orme  
Mayer, Arizona 
Paul Orme was a longtime member of the Alliance’s Advisory Committee before joining the board. His law practice focuses 
on representing special districts in water, electric power, and utility law matters. He serves as Counsel to three special districts 
in Pinal County, Arizona. Mr. Orme also lives on and serves as President of his family’s 4th Generation cattle ranch in central 
Arizona. In this capacity he also serves on the board of directors of the Arizona Farm and Ranch Group and is a member of the 
Arizona Cattle Growers Association and the Arizona Agribusiness and Water Council.

9



2021 Activities and Accomplishments

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. His 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 Commission’s 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, Idaho, he returned to 
the family farm and expanded the scope of the farm operation to include 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, 10 years as a farm supply co-op board director and chairman, and 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. Mr. Pline joined the 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, Mr. Schwindt 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. He 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 from 
1999 through 2008. Currently, Mr. Schwindt serves on the boards of Southwestern Water Conservation District 
and the Colorado Water Congress. The water board business gives a focus to his passion for understanding his 
community’s history. He and his wife Jody enjoy spending time with extended family.

Tom Schwarz  
Bertrand, Nebraska  
Tom Schwarz is a lifelong resident of Bertrand, where he received a certificate in agriculture from the University of 
Nebraska, Lincoln. He has 35 years of farming experience and has owned a hay-grinding 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.

Dave Stix 
Fernley, Nevada 
Dave Stix owns and operates Dave Stix Livestock, a livestock feeding operation, feeding its own locally raised cattle 
as well as cattle purchased throughout central and northern Nevada. Mr. Stix is a co-owner of S&L Trailers, a proud 
member of the Nevada Cattlemen’s Association, and is the official trailer dealership of the organization. He has 
served as the mayor of Fernley, the president of the Nevada Cattlemen’s Association and a board member for the 
Truckee Carson Irrigation District. 

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.  Over the last 25 years Mr. Thalacker has completed over 30 projects that 
have converted open canals to pipes in TSID. TSID recently finished building a 700kW hydro plant located at 
the end of 4 miles of 54” HDPE pipe serving as its penstock and a 200kW Micro-Hydro Demonstration Project 
that went live in 2018. TSID recently piped the last phase of the District’s Main Canal system which will serve 
as a penstock to a third small conduit 300kW hydro. This project will go live in 2022. Mr. Thalacker has been 
recognized for his work in conservation by various agencies and lauded by TSID patrons for his work in improving 
irrigation water distribution. His ultimate goal is to make TSID carbon neutral. Marc serves on several boards 
including Oregon Water Resources Congress and is actively involved in energy and water legislation.

BOARD OF DIRECTORS

“

—Patrick F. O’Toole, President

I have always been 
proud to be involved 
with the Family Farm 
Alliance. Our world view 
and record of problem 
solving is tangible and 
widely recognized. 
Coalition building is one 
of our strengths.
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Dave Anderson – Garrison Diversion Conservancy District, ND

Paul Arrington – Idaho Water Users Association, ID

Ara Azhderian – Panoche Water District, Firebaugh, 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 

Shelley Cartwright – Westlands Water District, Fresno, CA

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, Saint Anthony, 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

Paula Garcia – New Mexico Acequia Association, NM

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

Craig Horrell – Central Oregon Irrigation District, OR

Rusty Jardine – Truckee-Carson Irrigation District, NV

Sheldon Jones – Soil Health Institute, NC

Kevin Kasberg – Central Valley Project Water Association, Sacramento, 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

ADVISORY COMMITTEE AND ORGANIZATIONS

Wade Noble – Law Office of Wade Noble, AZ

John O’Callaghan – South Columbia Basin Irrigation District, WA

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

Adam Robin – Yuba Water Agency, CA

Clifford Searle – Burley Irrigation, ID

Tina Shields – Imperial Irrigation District, CA

Patrick Sigl – Salt River Project, Phoenix, AZ

April Snell – Oregon Water Resources Congress, OR

Roger Sonnichsen – Quincy 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

Eric Whyte – Ute Mountain Ute Tribe, CO

Steve Wolff – Southwestern Water Conservation District, CO

13
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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 grassroots 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 33 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 now 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, he 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 Mr. Limbaugh 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. He earned his B.S. in accounting, graduating 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, Mr. Rolph 
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 taxes, 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 as Associate Director of AAMSI (Ag 
Association Management Services, Inc., Sacramento, CA) for 
over 30 years. The company currently manages 42 agricultural 
trade associations in California and the Pacific Northwest.   
Among other duties, Ms. Townsend serves as the Executive 
Director of the California Agricultural Irrigation Association, 
California Bean Shippers Association, California Women 
for Agriculture, coordinator for the Mid-Pacific Water Users 
Conference, and the 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 of 
Procedural Law.  She and her husband Craig have three grown 
children, and three granddaughters. They live in Clearlake 
Oaks, California and enjoy the great outdoors.
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One year ago, the Alliance Board of Directors and Advisory Committee held 
several meetings to prioritize initiatives for 2021. At the top of the list were 
a series of actions intended to establish working relationships with the new 
Administration. At the time, there were also fears of drought and a sense that 
some sort of “once in a generation” infrastructure package could find its way to 
the President’s desk. These latter issues rose to the top of the priority list for the 
Alliance as the year progressed.

Who would have thought, one year later, that the unprecedented drought 
that occurred helped spark public and political awareness of the importance 
of Western water infrastructure and contributed to the inclusion of $8.3 
billion funding for Bureau of Reclamation infrastructure? Truly, a once in a 
generation investment! 

There was also a very effective grassroots campaign of Western water, ag 
and urban interests who helped make that historic investment a reality, and 
the Alliance helped lead that effort. 

In the fall of 2020, before the election, a group of representatives from five 
organizations – Family Farm Alliance, Western Growers, California Farm Bureau, 
National Water Resources Association and Association of California Water Agencies – starting planning for the possible 
eventuality that Joe Biden would win the presidency, and that Democrats might gain control of the House and the 
Senate. This was similar to the dynamic that existed in late 2008, when President Obama was elected, and Democrats in 
Congress helped push the big economic stimulus infrastructure package that was signed into law later that year. 

It’s always a challenge getting lawmakers to talk about water when infrastructure is teed up in Washington. When 
water infrastructure makes it to the front burner, it’s usually drinking water, especially since the crisis in Flint, 
Michigan. The goal of our coalition was to get “our type of infrastructure” – “Western” water infrastructure needs 
like repairing aging water facilities and building new storage and conveyance facilities – included in the mix when 
infrastructure talks began in this new Congress.

Sure enough, the Democrats last January assumed control of the White House and both chambers of Congress. Our 
first task was to demonstrate to the new Administration and Congress that there was interest in the West for such an 
effort. In January, we submitted letters to President-elect Biden and leaders of Congress signed by over 220 Western 
ag, urban and water organizations in support of an “all of the above” infrastructure package, including a suite of 
water supply enhancement and demand management actions.  We pulled together several of these interests from 
a dozen Western states and established advocacy and communications teams to reach out to Western Members of 
Congress, Congressional leadership, and the Administration. 

Led by Lane Dickson – newly hired by The Ferguson Group from his previous job as Senior Professional Staff to the 
Senate Committee on Energy and Natural Resources – the steering committee developed a well-justified “ask” of 
the types of projects and estimated dollar amounts that we began shopping to Congressional water committees, 
beginning last March. Then we worked with the state groups to meet with their Western Senate offices, using lists of 
potential projects in each state, developed by those groups. Armed with this information, the state groups took the 
lead to reach out to Western members of Congress for each state. Our goal was to try make sure that each of these 
Members was aware of the importance of including Western water infrastructure in any infrastructure legislation. 
Much of this advocacy work was supported by state-driven media and public outreach efforts.  

Eventually, three Western Senators – affectionately termed the “Three Amigos” by our steering committee – 

MESSAGE FROM  THE EXECUTIVE DIREC TOR
successfully included provisions in the infrastructure bill that was passed by the Senate last summer with bipartisan 
support. Senators Diane Feinstein (D-CALIFORNIA), Mark Kelley (D-ARIZONA) and Kirsten Sinema (D-ARIZONA) and 
their legislative staff were the true champions who made this happen. Senator Michael Bennet (D-COLORADO) led 
the charge to get much needed forest restoration dollars into the same bill, which was passed by the House and 
signed into law by President Biden last November. 

Through our intense engagement on drought and infrastructure matters, we also strengthened our relationships with 
key water ag officials in the new Administration, several of whom will be participating in this year’s annual conference.

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 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 new Treasurer Marc 
Thalacker; 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 
Josh Rolph (communications advisor).

On Friday, we’ll honor two long-serving board members  - Dan Errotabere 
(CALIFORNIA) and Bill Kennedy (OREGON) - who stepped down from the 
board after helping lead the Alliance on the board for NEARLY 25 YEARS! 
Both were instrumental in establishing the Alliance in its early days. Bill 
is a past president, and Dan served as Treasurer for the last 15 years. 
Both positions were voluntary and unpaid, and based on the time and 
resources they spent serving in those positions, it was clear how much 
they cared about the Alliance and Western irrigated agriculture. Thank 
you, Bill and Dan! Our deepest thanks also extend to Dan Thelander, who 
was a real credit to his state of Arizona for the term he served on our 
board. We appreciate your service, Dan! 

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 conference. 

Sincerely,

 

Dan Keppen

Executive Director

Alliance Advisory Committee member Pete 
Gile presents Dan Keppen with the Kansas  

“Headgate” award at the Four States Irrigation 
Council annual meeting
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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 the Alliance’s 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, D.C.;

       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.

The Alliance spent considerable time in 2020 monitoring and 
engaging in the massive government response to the COVID-19 
pandemic. As new variants of the virus emerged throughout 2021, 
the organization’s typical operations were most impacted by social 
distancing, quarantine and travel restrictions intended to minimize 
the spread of the virus. For the first time ever, the annual meeting 
and conference were conducted virtually. Also for the first time in 
the history of the Alliance, the Farmer Lobbyist trip to Washington, 
D.C. did not occur. Travel expenses were a fraction of the amounts 
spent in previous years, and meetings with lawmakers and policy 
officials in Washington took place by Zoom or other virtual means. 
For many Western water policy wonks and water users, the Family 
Farm Alliance 2020 conference in Reno , Nevada, was the last in-
person public event they participated in, until social distancing 
mandates were withdrawn in late 2021.

COVID case numbers have been breaking records in the earlier 
part of 2022 here in the US, but deaths and hospitalizations are 
still largely down. The Supreme Court in January blocked President 
Biden’s vaccine and testing requirement for large businesses, 
but allowed the mandate for certain health care workers. This 
is a significant decision as the Occupational Safety and Health 

WHAT ARE THE FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE’S  
CORE PROGRAMS?

COVID-19 PANDEMIC 

Administration (OSHA) will not have the authority to mandate vaccinations in workplace settings for over 80 million 
Americans. Separately, in a 5-4 ruling, the Supreme Court stayed the injunctions that barred enforcement of the Centers 
for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) COVID-19 vaccine mandate in 24 states. Also, the Supreme Court rejected a bid 
to block the mask mandate on airplanes.

ALLIANCE ACTIVITIES RELATED TO THE  
COVID-19 PANDEMIC RESPONSE
Alliance Activities Related to the COVID-19 Pandemic Response

President Joe Biden shortly after his inauguration signed the $1.9 trillion American Rescue Plan Act of 2021 into 
law (PL 117-2). This massive piece of legislation included numerous provisions of importance to public entities, 
including $350 billion in relief funding to all state, local, county, tribal, and territorial governments. Mark 
Limbaugh and his team at The Ferguson Group (TFG) prepared a special report for the Alliance that provided 
details on this funding and other important provisions in the bill, which the Biden Administration began 
implementing in early 2021. The legislation allocated critically needed financial relief to special districts that have 
experienced unforeseen expenditures, decreases in revenue, or both, as a result of the COVID-19 health crisis. 

Special Districts Provide Essential Services Act

The National Special Districts Coalition (NSDC), comprised of state special districts associations in five states, along 
with 126 national, state, nonprofit and private business organizations —including the Family Farm Alliance — last 
year formally expressed support of the Special Districts Provide Essential Services Act (S.91/H.R.535). In a letter to 
House and Senate leadership, these organizations, who are the voice of more than 30,000 special districts across 
the country, urged Congress to include the needs of special districts in future COVID-19 relief aid legislation. Special 
districts, like irrigation and water districts, are independent local governments that provide critical infrastructure 
and essential services. S.91 / H.R. 535 would provide these districts certain access to future Coronavirus relief 
funding. The legislation would allocate critically needed financial relief to special districts that have experienced 
unforeseen expenditures, decreases in revenue, or both, as a result of the COVID-19 health crisis.  

Executive Order (EO) 14042: Vaccine Requirements

President Biden’s E.O. 14042 mandated that most American workers, including covered federal contractors, get 
vaccinated against Covid-19 or subject themselves to frequent testing. Last fall, the Alliance formally expressed 
serious concerns that the effect of implementing the President’s EO could have devastating impacts on national 
food supply chains and Western water supply reliability. The White House guidance defined a “covered contractor 
employee” in broad terms, which raised questions from irrigation districts and others who have entered into 
water supply, operation and maintenance, construction, and other contracts with the Bureau of Reclamation 
(Reclamation). Many of these entities have specific concerns not only about the necessity of the vaccine mandates 
and timing of the potential vaccine requirements, but also how far-reaching these mandates could be to ditch 
riders and farmworkers. There are legitimate questions on whether those with federal water supply and other 
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contracts would be covered by the mandates. The Alliance transmitted a letter on this matter to Interior Assistant 
Secretary Tanya Trujillo and Reclamation Commissioner Camille Touton. As noted previously, the Supreme Court in 
January 2022 blocked the Biden Administration’s new rules that require many private sector employers to ensure 
that their workers are vaccinated or tested weekly for Covid-19.

Treasury Department Issues Final Rule for SLFRF Program 

The U.S. Department of Treasury last May released a 151-page Interim Final Rule providing guidance on the 
eligible uses of the Fiscal Recovery Funds. The Treasury Interim Guidance requested comments on several 
questions related to water, particularly related to Drinking Water State Revolving Funds and Clean Water State 
Revolving Funds. The Alliance submitted formal comments to Treasury on these 
topics in order to broaden the approved use of those funds to meet specific Western 
water needs. On January 6, 2022, the agency issued the much-anticipated Final 
Rule for the State and Local Fiscal Recovery Funds program created in the American 
Rescue Plan (P.L No: 117-2). The ruling is intended to increase flexibility and simplifies 
requirements for state and local governments so officials can “focus on responding to 
the crisis in their communities and maximizing the impact of their funds,” according to 
Treasury. Unfortunately, the final rule did not incorporate the key recommendations 
put forth in the Alliance letter. 

THE 2021 WESTERN DROUGHT  
The 2020-2021 water year shaped up to be one of the worst in recent Western history. Across the West, a drier than usual 
2020-2021 winter contributed to a drought that stretched past its second decade in some regions. Most basin snow 
water equivalent percentiles across the Western Region one year ago were well below normal for the period of record, 
especially in the Four Corners region. Only parts of the Pacific Northwest and areas of central Montana experienced near 
and above-normal seasonal snowfall. There were widespread reports of low soil moisture conditions and groundwater 
depletion for many areas of the West. Above-normal temperatures in late winter months resulted in rapid snowmelt and, 
due to dry topsoil, much of the snowmelt water never made it into the rivers, lakes, and reservoirs. 

Irrigated farms in the federal Klamath Project faced the worst year in the Project’s 116-year history, with essentially no 
water from the Klamath River stored water system. The federal Central Valley Project (CVP) in California received almost 
zero supply. The Colorado River Basin endured its 21st year of drought and its reservoirs ended up at their lowest levels 
since they were initially filled. Watersheds in the American Southwest were parched, and devastating wildfires destroyed 
millions of acres of forests, particularly in California and Oregon. The southern portion of the Great Salt Lake in Utah in 
2021 dropped to its lowest level ever. The U.S. Drought Monitor at one point showed that nearly 100 percent of the state 
of Utah was experiencing extreme drought conditions, with more than two-thirds of state in exceptional drought — the 
highest level. 

“We are in a world of hurt, hydrologically speaking,” Reclamation Deputy Commissioner Camille Touton told the 
Family Farm Alliance Board of Directors on a Zoom call last June. “There’s been huge amounts of water lost to Klamath, 
Central Valley Project and the Colorado River system in recent months. Reclamation is leaning on its partnerships to 
get through this.” 

Oregon made national headlines last spring when Reclamation announced that the Klamath Project was not going 
to receive any water deliveries for the first time since the project’s creation in 1907. The reason was a combination of 
drought and regulatory restrictions under the Endangered Species Act (ESA). For the first time since its construction in 
1907, there was zero water available from the A Canal for irrigation or wildlife refuges along the California-Oregon state 
line. Twenty years of this sort of management by federal agencies — driven in part by court-ordered direction — is 
whittling away local farmers and two national wildlife refuges. 

The Klamath curtailment marked the first in a series of other water shortages in Oregon, driven by extraordinarily low 
precipitation, low soil moisture and abnormally hot temperatures. As spring turned to summer, the expanding drought 
affected all of Oregon’s diverse commodities and growing regions, from the normally wet coastal region to the arid 
southeastern part of the state (Oregon Farm Bureau). 

The late June heat wave in the U.S. Pacific Northwest was estimated by scientists to be a roughly 1-in-1,000-year event 
in today’s climate. Washington faced severe drought conditions last summer, after the second driest spring and summer 
on record was followed by the unprecedented heat wave in late June. Farmers and ranchers without irrigation in Eastern 
Washington reported up to a 50 percent loss of wheat crops and difficulty finding feed for livestock. Rising water 
temperatures in the lower Yakima, Okanogan, and Snake rivers reached levels lethal to some fish, including threatened 
salmon species. 

California farmers and ranchers served by the CVP, like those in the Klamath Project and Oregon’s Deschutes River Basin, 
were also impacted by the combination of drought and regulatory constraints that put the needs of fish above farmers. 
During California’s six-year drought, from 1987 to 1992, farm water allocations never fell below 25 percent. When the 
next drought came along, from 2012 to 2016, water supplies were cut to zero for more than a million acres of farmland, 
starting in just the second year of a five-year drought. It’s difficult for many to accept that, just two short years after its 
reservoirs were largely full, California was so water-short that the California Water Resources Control Board seriously 
considered completely eliminating water supplies for thousands of family farms throughout the Central Valley.
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Impacts to Western Farm and Ranch Communities

Severe drought is one of the most challenging issues faced by Western producers. 

Stock ponds ran dry across the West and farmers were forced to haul water in several locations. Additionally, there 
were increased reports of reduced pasture forage, livestock requiring supplemental feed and/or being sold off. 
Western producers were forced to let fields go fallow due to the severe drought. According to an American Farm 
Bureau survey, 85 percent of ranchers reported selling off portions of livestock 
herds due to drought impacts on water supplies and grazing lands. Some 77 
percent of growers destroyed crops due to water shortages. 

When surface water supplies diminish or disappear, farmers turn to 
groundwater, if they have access to it. In some areas, canal water is a prime 
source of recharge for shallow domestic wells. That did not happen last year 
because the canals were bone dry. Thousands of wells in the Central Valley, the 
Klamath Basin, and elsewhere dried up last summer. Many households relied on 
bottled water to drink. Rural residents who don’t even farm were forced to stay 
with family and friends to shower and wash clothes.

As the region-wide drought and tight water supplies continued to shrink the 
amount of hay grown last year, it hurt the farmers who grew it — and the 
ranchers and dairy operators who depend on the crop to feed their livestock, 
according to the Capital Press. Nationwide, alfalfa hay production was expected 
to be down 12 percent last year on 16.1 million acres, a decline of 107,000 acres 
compared to 2020. Production of other hay was estimated to be down 4 percent 
on 35.4 million acres, a decline of 594,000 acres. 

Response from Washington, D.C.  

The drought received widespread political attention in D.C. Forty-five bipartisan lawmakers last summer sent 
a letter urging the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) to come up with new ways to provide relief for 
Western farmers. The letter summarized impacts to producers and crop yields, and urged disaster declarations 
be expanded to cover those producers who suffered the greatest heat-related losses. Agriculture Secretary Tom 
Vilsack toured Oregon and California last summer and met with several Alliance member farmers and ranchers to 
discuss drought challenges, although ag labor issues dominated many of those conversations.

White House: Western Water Drought Relief Working Group 

The Biden-Harris Administration in April 2021 announced the formation of an Interagency Working Group to 
address worsening drought conditions in the West and support farmers, Tribes, and communities impacted by 
ongoing water shortages. The Working Group is co-chaired by the Departments of the Interior and Agriculture 
builds upon existing resources to help coordinate across the federal government, working in partnership 
with state, local, and Tribal governments to address the needs of communities suffering from drought-related 
impacts. The Working Group was tasked with working to identify immediate financial and technical assistance 
for impacted irrigators and Tribes. Development of longer-term measures to respond to climate change was 
also a priority, including a recommitment to strengthening the National Drought Resilience Partnership (NDRP). 
Formed in 2013, the NDRP brings together multiple federal agencies to build long-term drought resilience, 
including developing innovative science-driven actions to address water supply challenges.

THE 2021 WESTERN DROUGHT  

Some Western Republicans in the House of Representatives felt the Biden Administration needed to do more. 
Last spring, Republicans criticized the administration for not providing any initial plans or details regarding the 
Interagency Working Group. House Natural Resources Ranking Member Bruce Westerman (R-Ark.) alongside 10 
Western Caucus Members called on the Biden Administration and Democrats in Congress to address the severe 
drought crisis plaguing communities throughout the West. Earlier in the month, Members of the GOP Western 
Caucus and Natural Resources Committee sent a letter to the Biden Administration urging for a clear plan to 
address the drought crisis and deliver relief to impacted communities.

Western Drought Webinar

Alliance Executive Director Dan Keppen was asked last July by the Biden Administration to provide an overview of the 
drought impacts facing producers in the Western U.S. The Western drought webinar, hosted by the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), was organized to provide the latest information on drought conditions across the 
West, as well as the serious impacts on diverse sectors of the economy. NOAA’s National Integrated Drought Information 
System program joined with federal, state, tribal, and local partners to host the seminar, specifically intended for Western 
communities. Mr. Keppen’s presentation focused on impacts to Western agricultural producers, their communities, and 
the environment, which were driven by a combination of extreme hydrology and, in many cases, regulatory inflexibility. 

Additional Drought Response from the Biden Administration

USDA Secretary Tom Vilsack on September 29 announced a comprehensive set of investments to address challenges 
and costs associated with drought. USDA put forth $3 billion in investments to support drought resilience and 
response, animal disease prevention, market disruption relief, and purchase of food for school nutrition programs. 
Of this amount, $500 million of this package was targeted to support drought recovery and encourage the adoption 
of water-smart management practices. Earlier in the month, in response to the severe drought conditions in the 
West and Great Plains, USDA announced its plans to help cover the cost of transporting feed for livestock that rely 
on grazing. USDA updated the Emergency Assistance for Livestock, Honey Bees and Farm-raised Fish Program to 
immediately cover feed transportation costs for drought impacted ranchers. Meanwhile, USDA’s Natural Resources 
Conservation Service (NRCS) provided technical and financial assistance to improve irrigation efficiency and water 
storage in soil, helping producers build resilience to drought. NRCS targeted $41.8 million in Arizona, California, 
Colorado and Oregon through Conservation Incentive Contracts, a new option available through the Environmental 
Quality Incentives Program, focused on drought practices. USDA offers a comprehensive portfolio of disaster 
assistance programs at farmers.gov.

Alliance Drought Messaging Actions 

The media coverage of the 2021 Western drought was extensive, and for the most part, accurate. The Alliance had 
multiple interactions with the media last summer on drought matters. Mr. Keppen’s comments at the Western 
drought forum were noted in a July 25 story published by Fox News. Mr. Keppen was also later interviewed by 
Discover magazine and an editor from USA Today about the Western drought. Farmers with ties to the Alliance were 
also interviewed by the media in coverage of the Colorado River Basin drought. Some of the Alliance’s Arizona 
members, including Paul Orme (Alliance board member) and Mr. Keppen did lengthy interviews with AZCentral, 
part of the USA Today network, which published a related opinion piece (bit.ly/3JD1j2j). Alliance Director Don 
Schwindt was featured in a Water Education Colorado article (bit.ly/3uK4MYj). Former Alliance Director Dan 
Thelander (Arizona) was pictured and quoted in an article from CNN (cnn.it/3oI8AWn).

When surface water 
supplies diminish or 
disappear, farmers turn 
to groundwater, if they 
have access to it. In some 
areas, canal water is a 
prime source of recharge 
for shallow domestic wells. 
That did not happen last 
year because the canals 
were bone dry. 
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House Water, Oceans and Wildlife Subcommittee: Colorado River Drought Hearing

Alliance President Patrick O’Toole, whose family owns and operates a cattle and sheep ranch in Wyoming, testified in 
October 2021 before the House Natural Resources Subcommittee on Water, Oceans and Wildlife (WOW) on the Colorado 
River drought — an unprecedented disaster for many farmers and ranchers, their families, and rural communities. Forty 
million Americans, 6 million acres of cropland and many ecosystems rely on the waters of the Colorado River, which is 
currently enduring a 20-year megadrought. Mr. O’Toole was joined by Alliance Advisory Committee Member Tom Davis 
(Arizona) and Alliance member Imperial Irrigation District general manager Enrique Martinez at the virtual hearing. 

The hearing was the second of two conducted by the WOW Subcommittee 
over the course of one week, aimed at beginning the process of figuring 
out how states will need to make do with less water. The first day of the 
hearing included testimony from water experts from each state in the Basin. 
President O’Toole was asked to testify on his involvement with forest and 
watershed health activities in the Upper Colorado River Basin, and to convey 
the position of Alliance members throughout the West on the importance 
of actively managing to restore critically important Western forested 
watersheds. Mr. O’Toole’s testimony presented his “recipe for success”: forest 
restoration, requiring planning, resources, commitment and will. Mr. O’Toole 
and Mr. Davis both emphasized the importance of including farmers and 
ranchers as long-term management solutions are developed on the Colorado River.

Senate ENR Subcommittee Oversight Hearing on Historic Drought

The Senate Energy and Natural Resources (ENR) Subcommittee on Water and Power last October held an 
oversight hearing on the historic drought and how the federal government was handling the crisis. At the 
time, nearly the entire Western U.S. was dealing with extraordinarily dry conditions, according to the U.S. 
Drought Monitor, with nearly 60 percent in “extreme” or “exceptional” drought — the scale’s more severe 
ratings. The Water and Power Subcommittee is chaired by Sen. Mark Kelly (D-Arizona), whose home state was 
particularly devastated. Along with Nevada and the Country of Mexico, Arizona will face its first mandatory 
cuts in Colorado River supply following a shortage declaration for 2022. Although the Alliance did not testify 
at the hearing, a tome of written testimony was quickly assembled and introduced into the hearing record 
by Senator Kelly. The Alliance testimony was also referenced by Senator John Barrasso (R-Wyoming) in his 
questioning of hearing witnesses.

House WOW Subcommittee Hearing on Western Drought

With drought conditions worsening across the West, Mr. Keppen was asked to testify a second time before 
the House Natural Resources Subcommittee on Water, Oceans and Wildlife (WOW). The May 25 hearing, titled, 
“Oversight: The Status of Drought Conditions Throughout the Western United States,” focused on the role of 
climate change in the worsening drought, as well as near- and long-term solutions. The almost three-hour 
meeting included a robust discussion of Western drought from two perspectives: 1) severity of conditions 
and their impacts across the region; 2) efforts being undertaken, and continued needs that remain, to 
address drought including use of desalination, water conservation, reuse and recycling as well as surface and 
groundwater storage. There was also a recognized need for active forest management practices to reduce the 
“fuel load” that drives the size and intensity of wildfires across the West. 

THE 2021 WESTERN DROUGHT  

Mr. Keppen’s written testimony addressed both the macro-consequences of drought while also drilling down 
on seven specific Western regions and the challenges faced in each. He put forward solutions to prevent future 
drought, including investments in water infrastructure and the need to provide increased flexibility for water 
management by locality. The Alliance testimony also advocated for improved forest management to promote 
the health of the watershed. Mr. Keppen was asked to focused part of his testimony on the crisis evolving in the 
Klamath Basin, where farmers and ranchers served by the Klamath Project “A” Canal last year went without stored 
water for the first time, in a project where that water was originally developed for irrigation. 

House Republicans Host Western Drought Forum

In the week prior to the May 25 WOW Subcommittee hearing, House Committee on Natural Resources Ranking 
Member Bruce Westerman (R-Arkansas) and WOW Subcommittee Ranking Member Cliff Bentz (R-Oregon) led 
another forum on the catastrophic drought situation across the American West. Several GOP House Members 
who participated in the forum claimed that weather may not be solely to blame for the unprecedented Western 
drought; federal and state policies also play a role. Many others of those who testified at the forum pointed out 
that increased water storage could play a significant long-term role in providing water for multi-parties. The 
Alliance provided written testimony for the forum, and several of the experts who testified (via Zoom) had ties to 
the Alliance. Advisory Committee Member Jason Phillips was quoted in a press statement issued by Committee 
Republicans after the hearing. Although the Alliance did not directly testify at this event, its written testimony 
was posted on the forum website (bit.ly/3oInX10). 
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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. 

For the first time in decades, these face-to-face meetings were not conducted in 2021, due to the travel and 

meeting restrictions associated with the COVID-19 pandemic. Instead, discussions of Alliance priorities were 

conducted through several focused Zoom calls, where the following key initiatives for 2021 were established: 

1. Engage with the Biden Administration. 

• Establish relationships.

• Look for opportunities to collaborate on “climate-smart” agriculture and needed changes in Western water 
policy, a top priority for the new administration.  

• Seek to educate policy makers about the implications of eliminating all of the Trump initiatives that 
improved the regulatory landscape for Western producers and water managers.

• Look for opportunities to collaborate with Native American Tribes. 

2. Advocate for repairing aging water infrastructure and developing new storage and delivery 
infrastructure through Congressional engagement, building upon the letter signed by over 200 Western 
organizations. 

3. Advance the arguments made in the 2015 Colorado River Basin policy paper.

4. Advocate for active forest management in federal Western watersheds and better quantifying 
watershed health improvements associated with these and other water conservation actions.

5. Further develop the organization, focusing on board succession, replacement and recruitment. 

6. Other continuing efforts, including:

• Monitor and influence, as required, 2018 Farm Bill guidance and rulemaking and work with the WACC and 
other allies to prepare to influence the development of the 2023 Farm Bill. 

• Monitor the new facilitated title transfer process at Reclamation. 

• Advocate where necessary on modernizing and improving implementation of the Endangered Species 
Act.

• Advocate for improving streamlining regulatory processes for water and power projects.

 

Progress made in 2021 on each of these initiatives is discussed further next. 

2021
FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Engage with the Biden Administration, beginning initially with key appointees 
we have relationships with, identify and educate new allies, and look for ways to establish relationships and build the 
Alliance’s credibility. 

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 sought to find common ground, using new avenues and messaging to 
drive its initiatives. Many of the new policies implemented by the Trump Administration were viewed as successful and 
had 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 were 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.

U.S. Water Alliance “Listening Sessions”

During the early months of the Biden Administration, Alliance Executive Director Dan Keppen participated in a virtual 
forum hosted by the U.S. Water Alliance, an organization which has close ties with the Biden Administration. This was one 
of a handful of related forums that took place last spring; this one included about two dozen representatives from diverse 
water and environmental organizations from the Southwest and Rocky Mountain region. Another one of the four speakers 
was the Alliance’s newest Advisory Committee member, Paula Garcia (New Mexico). Mr. Keppen concluded his remarks by 
observing that the only silver lining that might come out of the Western drought is that it would hopefully draw public and 
political attention of the need to find solutions in order to maintain food security for the nation and the economic wellbeing 
of the Western landscape.

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Engage with the Biden Administration and look for opportunities to 
collaborate on “climate-smart” agriculture and needed changes in Western water policy, a top priority for the new 
administration. 

Climate change is one of the top four priorities of the Biden Administration, and the new administration’s actions on this 
front were outlined immediately after President Biden took office when he issued his Executive Order (EO) on Tackling 
the Climate Crisis at Home and Abroad. That EO affirms the policy of the Administration to “organize and deploy the 
full capacity of its agencies to combat the climate crisis to implement a Government-wide approach.” It advocates that 
successfully meeting these challenges will require the federal government to pursue such a coordinated approach from 
planning to implementation, coupled with substantive engagement by stakeholders. One example of the “Government-
wide approach” was President Biden’s late 2021 order to the U.S. government to reduce its greenhouse gas releases 
by 65 percent by 2030 and make sure buildings and facilities are powered with no carbon energy. The goal is for the 
federal government, with the goal that the U.S. government be “net-zero” on carbon emissions by 2050 and have a zero-
emissions vehicle fleet within 13 years. 

The Biden Administration is also moving forward with plans to establish a “carbon bank” through USDA, intended to help 
pay producers for climate-friendly farming. However, even those producers who appear likely to profit from this initiative 
have been skeptical. Some farmers and ranchers worry that big agribusinesses and financial institutions will skim most of 
the profits from the carbon market. Others are wary of any action on climate change that could affect producers’ bottom 
lines. Questions surround the challenge of how to recognize farmers who have been saving carbon in their soil for years. 
USDA appears to be committed to listen and consider these concerns.

2021 IN REVIEW  
ACTIONS DRIVING ALLIANCE INITIATIVES
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Family Farm Alliance Climate Change Initiative 

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 2021 virtual annual meeting supported its longtime 
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 involvement with Solutions from the Land (SfL) and the Steering 
Committee of the North American Climate Smart Agriculture Alliance (NACSAA), the Alliance has been monitoring United 
Nations (U.N.) global climate talks over the past several 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 
commonsense farm improvements.

The United Nations Climate Change Conference (COP26) 

The 26th U.N. Climate Change Conference of the Parties (COP26) in Glasgow, Scotland, was conducted in late 2021, and 
Alliance President Pat O’Toole was engaged on the ground. The U.N. Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 
established an international environmental treaty in 1992 to combat “dangerous human interference with the climate 
system. The treaty called for ongoing scientific research and regular meetings, negotiations, and future policy agreements 
designed to allow ecosystems to adapt naturally to climate change, to ensure that food production is not threatened and to 
enable economic development to proceed in a sustainable manner. 

Biden Administration Engagement at COP26

President Biden sought to restore the United States’ role as a major global player on climate change with an address on the 
opening day of the COP26 summit. Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack in Glasgow underscored the USDA’s support for 
President Biden’s “whole-of-government” approach to combating climate change and creating jobs and economic growth 
in the United States. Secretary Vilsack additionally highlighted USDA’s Climate Smart Agriculture and Forestry Partnership 
Initiative, which he first announced during U.N. Climate Week in September. The initiative will connect agricultural producers 
who are implementing climate-smart practices with retailers, companies and consumers who are demanding low-carbon 
agricultural commodities. The Biden Administration sent a contingent of career staff and lower-level political appointees to 
accompany the Cabinet secretaries attending the international climate talks.

SfL Engagement at COP26

Alliance President O’Toole and his wife, Sharon, were part of a team of American SfL farmers and ranchers who 
traveled to Glasgow as delegates to the COP26 event, with the intent of injecting some common sense into global 
talks regarding agriculture’s role in climate change. The O’Tooles shared their experiences through a series of blog 
posts from the event, which were posted on the Intermountain West Joint Venture website (iwjv.org). President 
O’Toole serves on the board of directors of SfL. These ranchers, farmers, foresters, and partners advocate for enabling 
agricultural landscapes to provide solutions to challenges like food and energy security, sustainable economic 
development, and environmental improvement. 

While in Glasgow, the SfL delegation interacted with member state representatives, other farmer organizations and 
a wide cross-section of business, academic, conservation, environmental, renewable energy and health and nutrition 
stakeholders. Discussions with these parties focused on pathways to address growing climate change challenges 
across the globe. The European Union and others in Glasgow advocated for a top-down strategy to address global 
challenges. The SfL team argued that farmers must be at the center of all discussions and decision-making. Producers 
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can offer the significant input needed from across a wide range of agricultural interests and organizations that fall 
outside of typical policymaking structures. 

The SfL team of seven was highly effective. They communicated with all sorts of representatives-from the U.S. Special 
Presidential Envoy for Climate, John Kerry, to the lone delegate from Tajikistan-about the importance of agriculture 
and forestry, and its role as a solution to climate change. The SfL delegates warned against being distracted by those 
who would advance an “agriculture is broken” agenda and simplistically call for an overhaul of the sector without 
understanding the interdependent functions that make up the world’s food, feed, fiber, energy and ecosystem services 
production platforms. An interview Mr. O’Toole did with the China 
Global Television Network at COP26 is available at bit.ly/3oIIEKi. 

Alliance Engagement in U.N. Climate Workshop 

President O’Toole was one of a handful of international panelists who 
participated last October in a U.N.– sponsored workshop on sustainable 
land and water management. Mr. O’Toole talked about some of the 
fundamental principles that he practices in his part of the world, 
which extrapolates to the entire world of people who produce food. 
The UNFCCC in 2017 adopted a decision on the “Koronivia joint work 
on agriculture,” which requested scientific bodies to address issues 
related to agriculture, including through workshops, to address the 
vulnerabilities of agriculture to climate change and approaches to 
addressing food security. Mr. O’Toole’s presentation was made on behalf 
of the farmers constituency at part 2 of the Koronivia workshop.  

Other Family Farm Alliance Actions on Biden Climate Change Initiative

The Alliance last year helped prepare two comment letters to USDA in response to an agency request for public input 
on Biden Administration climate and forest initiatives. This was a good opportunity to provide comments to USDA on 
a variety of issues important to the Alliance membership, including climate-smart agriculture and forestry, biofuels, 
bioproducts, renewable energy, and catastrophic wildfire. The 18-page Alliance letter to USDA provided background on 
Western agriculture and forestry challenges, and recommended several actions regarding climate-smart agriculture, with 
an emphasis on looking to experienced Western producers who have a proven record for innovation. The letter urges 
USDA to encourage more participation, more investment and more recognition of private property owners’ efforts in 
landscape-scale solutions. It notes that existing USDA programs (like the Regional Conservation Partnership Program) 
provide funding, financing and authority to conduct many climate-smart agricultural and forest programs. The Alliance 
also worked with the Western Agriculture and Conservation Alliance (WACC) to craft a another, more conservation-
oriented response to USDA’s request.

21st Century Agriculture Renaissance

SfL last year released a report, “21st Century Agriculture Renaissance”, written by farmers, ranchers, foresters and other 
land stewards in partnership with climate, energy and conservation experts. It seeks to stimulate empathy and action 
towards the many roles that farmers must take on for them to be successful and for all to live and grow. The report 
features a write-up and video by Alliance President Pat O’Toole on sustainable water management on his family’s 
Ladder Ranch.  
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Talking Climate Change Solutions While Floating the Colorado River

Alliance President O’Toole last summer participated in a float down the Colorado River near Moab (Utah), 
organized by Sen. Michael Bennet (D-Colorado) to talk about climate change and drought in the West. Senator 
Bennet, Sen. Mitt Romney (R-Utah) and Utah Lt. Gov. Deidre Henderson invited other state politicians, ranchers 
(like President O’Toole), industry representatives and scientists to participate. Mr. O’Toole pushed the Alliance 
positions on water infrastructure and forest health during his time with the Senators. A few weeks later, Mr. 
O’Toole spoke directly with U.S. Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack in Fort Collins and Boulder at two different 
Colorado River events. President O’Toole’s message last year focused on his “Western Solution Trifecta,” 
supported by locally driven initiatives that encourage investment in new infrastructure, irrigated agriculture, 
and health forest restoration.

“30x30” Conservation Initiative

The Biden Administration last May unveiled its framework for the “30 x 30” conservation plan with the 
goal of setting aside 30 percent of the nation’s lands and waters by 2030. The 24-page report, which has 
been rebranded into a 10-year “America the Beautiful” campaign, emphasizes voluntary efforts by states, 
private landowners and tribal nations, leaving many details to be outlined later. Biden Administration 
officials stressed that the program would rely on private conservation efforts, including easements on 
working lands like farms and ranches, as well as increased federal 
investments in open spaces and urban parks. While the report did 
not provide an estimate of the total cost for the plan, Administration 
officials cited the Great American Outdoors Act enacted in the last 
Congress that fully funded the Land and Water Conservation Fund as 
a “down payment” on the plan. President Biden issued an executive 
order earlier in the year directing the Interior Department to propose 
guidelines for which lands and waters would qualify for conservation 
and how to measure progress. In a year-end report released last 
December, the Administration acknowledged that it will be at least 
another year until its “American Conservation and Stewardship Atlas” 
conservation database is released after receiving public input. 

Many Western producers are anxious about President Biden’s climate 
change and conservation priorities, including the 30x30 initiative. 
Senate Republicans have expressed concerns about how 30x30 will 
affect production agriculture and resource development, including on 
federal land. The Congressional & Senate Western Caucuses led by 12 
Senate Members and 50 House Members of the respective Caucuses 
last spring sent a letter to President Biden, outlining their concern 
that Western states would be disproportionately impacted by the 30 
x 30 Initiative. The Caucuses issued a report outlining their vision of a 
Western conservation initiative, which included water infrastructure 
language suggested by the Alliance. In a separate letter sent to 
President Biden, 120 Democratic members of the U.S. House and 
Senate expressed support for the “bold and necessary” 30x30 goal. 

The success of President Biden’s 30 x 30 initiative could hinge largely on how the administration engages private 
landowners, who own 900 million acres of farm and ranch lands and 445 million acres of forests.

Alliance Efforts on 30 x 30

Throughout the transition and early months of the Biden Administration, the Alliance worked with other 
Western landowner groups and Members of Congress to monitor and seek to influence the development of the 
Administration’s “Conserving and Restoring America the Beautiful” initiative. Alliance President Patrick O’Toole 
worked closely with the Western Landowners Alliance (WLA), a well-connected NGO that advances policies 
and practices that sustain working lands, connected landscapes, and native species. The Alliance, along with 7 
other organizations representing farmers, ranchers and landowners on hundreds of millions of acres across the 
West, signed on to a September 10 letter addressed to Department of Interior (DOI) Secretary Deb Haaland and 
Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack, spearheaded by WLA. The letter proposed a collaborative engagement process 
with the administration to identify solutions intended to keep working landscapes whole and healthy for the 
benefit of people, wildlife and ecosystems. 

President O’Toole and Executive Director Dan Keppen in November 2021 participated in a 4-hour working 
session hosted by WLA that featured briefings by Robert Bonnie, (USDA Under Secretary for Farm Production and 
Conservation), Kate Kelly (Interior Department Deputy Chief of Staff for Policy) and other senior policy officials 
from the Biden Administration. The overall intent of this workshop was to identify solutions to keep working 
lands whole and healthy, support and revitalize rural communities, and achieve conservation objectives of the 
30 x 30 initiative and other federal initiatives. Many Western producers have serious concerns that the federal 
agencies are not prepared to implement this initiative at-scale. Local producers and resource managers must 
be at the table. Much of the conversation revolved around ongoing conservation measures and which of those 
warrant inclusion in the conservation atlas.

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Engage with the Biden Administration and seek to educate policy makers 
about the implications of eliminating all of the Trump initiatives that improved the regulatory landscape for 
Western producers and water managers. 

The Biden Administration in 2021 quickly moved forward on the President’s Inaugural Day pledge to undo 
rulemaking efforts completed by the Trump Administration associated with implementation of federal laws that 
have critical bearing on Western water management activities. While certain litigious environmental groups 
cheered these developments, the Family Farm Alliance and other organizations who supported the Trump 
actions voiced concern. The Biden Administration quickly proposed removing and replacing rules implemented 
by the Trump Administration that change implementation of the Clean Water Act (CWA), the ESA, and National 
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). 

The Alliance believes many of the changes made to these decades-old federal environmental laws by the 
Trump Administration helped bring them into the modern era. In 2021, the Alliance went back to the drawing 
board again with the Biden Administration and reiterated previously voiced concerns regarding regulatory 
processes. The Alliance has long advocated for processes that allow for more efficient, informed, and transparent 
management and infrastructure development decisions without impacting the effectiveness of environmental or 
species protection measures.
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Clean Water Act “Waters of the U.S.” 

The Biden Administration last fall had proposed a February 2022 timeline for its new CWA definition of jurisdictional 
“waters of the U.S.” (WOTUS), but now is planning to unveil a new definition of what constitutes a WOTUS later this 
year. Currently, the Biden Administration has moved to formally rescind the Trump Administration’s Navigable Waters 
Protection Rule (NWPR) and to put back in place pre-2015 CWA regulations informed by past court precedent. The 
EPA also announced that it would be holding some stakeholder roundtables on a new WOTUS definitional rule but 
have not yet released a schedule for these roundtables. The Alliance worked with the Arizona and California state Farm 
Bureaus to fill slots on two regional roundtable proposals. 

In the proposed rule, which was signed by EPA Administrator Michael Regan and Acting Assistant Secretary of the 
Army for Civil Works Jaime A. Pinkham on November 18, EPA and the Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) interpret 
WOTUS to include: traditional navigable waters, interstate waters, the territorial seas, and their adjacent wetlands; 
most impoundments of WOTUS; tributaries to traditional navigable waters, interstate waters, the territorial seas, 
and impoundments that meet either the relatively permanent standard or the significant nexus standard; wetlands 
adjacent to impoundments and tributaries, that meet either the relatively permanent standard or the significant nexus 
standard; and “other waters” that meet either the relatively permanent standard or the significant nexus standard. 
The agencies say in the proposed rule that recent court decisions have reinforced the need for a stable and certain 
definition of WOTUS, noting that federal district courts in both Arizona and New Mexico have vacated the Trump 
Administration’s WOTUS rule. 

Most agricultural organizations are also not happy with the EPA proposal. For example, the National Corn Growers 
Association says the administration is taking farmers backward by removing a rule that’s provided “certainty” for 
farmers who feed and power America. 

Alliance Actions 

The Alliance has made engagement on WOTUS, which now spans three presidential administrations, a top priority. 
During the Trump Administration era, working with a team of Western attorneys and water managers, the Alliance 
developed detailed comment letters to the EPA and the Corps, urging them to repeal the 2015 rule, and providing 
guidance as to how the new rule should look. On September 3, 2021, the Alliance transmitted a formal letter to the 
EPA and the Corps that reiterated this message and outlined the concerns the Alliance would address in the upcoming 
rulemaking process.

The Alliance letter advocates for guidance that sustains, recognizes, and implements the CWA provisions in Sec. 404(f ) 
that exempt the construction, operation, maintenance, repair, and rehabilitation of man-made ditches and canals 
and maintenance of drains from CWA Section 404 jurisdiction. The letter also insists that the new rule ensures that 
Congressionally approved permitting exemptions for point source regulation of agricultural stormwater discharges 
and irrigation return flows are acknowledged and protected. The Alliance will continue to advocate for clearly written 
exclusions of dry washes, arroyos, and other ephemeral features, as well as the other ten non-jurisdictional features 
that the NWPR excluded from the definition of WOTUS.

The EPA in January 2022 began a series of public hearings to solicit public comment on the revised definition of 
WOTUS. Alliance General Counsel Norm Semanko represented the Alliance and testified at the January 13 hearing. For 
the irrigation community, certainty in the definition of WOTUS is critical. The Alliance blasted out an “Issue Alert” that 
captured Mr. Semanko’s excellent 3-minute comments on this critical issue. The Alliance WOTUS Subcommittee also 
prepared more detailed written comments that were transmitted to the EPA earlier this month.

Hawaii Wildlife Fund v. County of Maui 

President Biden’s EPA Office of Water last year rescinded the Trump Administration’s January 14, 2021 guidance 
document entitled “Applying the Supreme Court’s County of Maui v. Hawaii Wildlife Fund decision in the Clean Water 
Act Section 402 National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System Permit Program [NPDES]”. In April 2020, the Supreme 
Court held that discharges to groundwater require an NPDES permit if the pollutants eventually reach a WOTUS and 
they are the “functional equivalent” of a direct surface discharge. The Court identified seven factors to determine a 
functional equivalent discharge. The Alliance was party to an amicus brief submitted in support of Maui County. The 
Trump guidance based on the Court’s decision was rescinded because the Biden Administration determined it to be 
inconsistent with the Clean Water Act (CWA) and the Maui decision. 

Biden EPA Maui Guidance

In June 2021, a small group of Alliance representatives participated in a Zoom meeting hosted by the EPA on this 
topic. The Alliance was one of three national agricultural groups invited to participate in this “listening session”. On 
that call, Alliance representatives emphasized the need to avoid undermining or eliminating the threshold conditions 
required to trigger the need for an NPDES permit, as well as protecting existing exemptions from the NPDES 
permitting program. Alliance General Counsel Norm Semanko stressed that the Alliance does not believe that the 
U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in Maui impacted either the threshold NPDES requirements or existing exemptions, 
and that it was appropriate for the EPA to provide guidance that includes these matters. Mr. Semanko explained that 
clarity is important for the regulated community to understand the requirements. The Alliance encouraged the EPA to 
retain the Trump Maui guidance and perhaps consider modifying it to include specific reference to the existing NPDES 
exemptions, which are important to agriculture. The EPA obviously chose to go in a different direction. 

Also participating in the meeting were representatives from the American Farm Bureau Federation (AFBF) and 
National Cattlemen’s Beef Association, which speaks very highly of the Alliance to be included with these other select 
groups. What was even more encouraging was that attorneys from both organizations supported Mr. Semanko’s 
assessment, and AFBF’s attorney was particularly complimentary of the Alliance’s perspective.
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FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Engage with the Biden Administration and look for opportunities to 
collaborate with Native American Tribes. 

The disproportionate incidence of COVID in Indian Country has been correlated with the lack of access to clean 
water and has brought considerable attention to this longstanding public health issue. According to data from 
the Indian Health Service, nearly half of Native American households do not have access to reliable water sources 
and clean drinking water. A report (bit.ly/369LGkn) commissioned by the Colorado River Water and Tribes 
Initiative documents the different forms of lack of access to safe and reliable drinking water among tribes in the 
Colorado River Basin, together with some of the deficiencies in the federal programs designed to address this 
problem and recommendations for improvement. 

Universal Access to Clean Drinking Water for Native Americans

Last spring, the Alliance was contacted by Anne Castle, former Assistant Secretary for Water and Science at 
the Department of Interior, who currently is a Senior Fellow at the Getches-Wilkinson Center at the University 
of Colorado. She had been working with a “small but dedicated” team to bring attention to the lack of access 
to clean drinking water in Indian country. The Alliance board of directors later in April issued a statement by 
President Patrick O’Toole in support of this initiative. President O’Toole’s statement was intended to qualify 
the Alliance’s support, and references the 2021 priorities adopted by the Board earlier in the year. U.S. Senators 
Michael Bennet (D-COLORADO) and Martin Heinrich (D-NEW MEXICO) later introduced a bill to dramatically 
expand tribal access to clean water by investing in water infrastructure. This bill would increase funding through 
Indian Health Service, Reclamation, USDA, and EPA to address the significant backlog of water infrastructure 
projects in tribal communities and provide clean water to the overwhelming number of Native American 
households who currently lack access.   
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FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Advocate for repairing aging water 
infrastructure and developing new storage and delivery infrastructure 
through Congressional engagement, building upon the letter signed by 
over 200 Western organizations. 

The Bipartisan Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act 

With President Joe Biden’s signature on the bipartisan Infrastructure 
Investment and Jobs Act (IIJA) last November, a national coalition representing 
thousands of Western farmers, ranchers, businesses, and rural and urban 
water providers declared a victory for Western water users and called on the 
Administration to immediately clear the path for projects that will address 
critical Western water supply needs. The Western water provisions included in 
this legislation represent a once-in-a-generation federal investment that will 
bolster our aging water infrastructure and keep water flowing to our nation’s 
farms and ranches. It will also improve our ability to provide water supply 
reliability for cities and the environment in future droughts. The IIJA includes 
$8.3 billion for Reclamation, including $3.2 billion for aging infrastructure, 
$1.15 billion for new storage and conveyance, $100 million for small scale 
storage projects, $250 million for ecosystem restoration, $100 million for 
multi-benefit watershed projects and $400 million for WaterSMART, including 
$100 million for natural infrastructure projects. 

Western Water Infrastructure Coalition 

Importantly, the IIJA aligns with the solutions advanced by a Western water 
coalition that includes more than 230 organizations from 15 states that 
collectively represent $120 billion in agricultural production — nearly one-third 
of all agricultural production in the country — and many of the local and regional 
public water agencies that supply water to more than 75 million urban, suburban, 
and rural residents. The coalition was led by a steering committee comprised of 
the Alliance, Association of California Water Agencies (ACWA), California Farm 
Bureau, National Water Resources Association (NWRA) and Western Growers. 
Hundreds of individuals and organizations across the West and in Washington, 
D.C. helped drive this effort. The steering committee spent significant time and 
effort on this initiative, which really developed into something to behold. State-
focused lobbying and communications groups were established in 7 Western 
states, and the caliber of people involved and the products they put together 
were incredibly effective. The Alliance helped coordinate every one of those 
Zoom calls, with Western Growers and California Farm Bureau driving the overall 
communications efforts. This group churned out countless draft letters to the 
editor, guest columns and social media examples, which were shared with 
coalition members throughout the West. 

With President Joe 

Biden’s signature 

on the bipartisan 

Infrastructure 

Investment and 

Jobs Act (IIJA) 

last November, a 

national coalition 

representing 

thousands of 

Western farmers, 

ranchers, 

businesses, and 

rural and urban 

water providers 

declared a victory 

for Western water 

users and called on 

the Administration 

to immediately clear 

the path for projects 

that will address 

critical Western 

water supply needs.



2021 Activities and Accomplishments 37

Congressional Outreach

Congressional outreach efforts were sustained at a high level throughout the spring and summer months as the 
Senate negotiated its bipartisan infrastructure package. Zoom calls were conducted on daily basis for weeks on end, 
with focus placed on staffers working for Western Senators and water, ag and environmental committees. The size of 
the diverse coalition and the concerted actions they took in their individual states were key reasons why Congress 
included these important provisions in this legislation. The Alliance also engaged with Congress at several hearings in 
2021 that focused on infrastructure. 

Mr. Keppen testified on March 11 on behalf of the Alliance before the House Subcommittee on Water, Oceans, and 
Wildlife, which hosted a remote oversight hearing on “Building Back Better: Building Resilience for the Economy, Climate, 
and Ecosystems.”  This was the first hearing of the Subcommittee in this Congress, and also the first hearing for Ranking 
Member Cliff Bentz, the new Republican Congressman from Oregon. Mr. Keppen was the sole Republican witness at the 
hearing. His testimony focused on the importance of reauthorizing important Western water infrastructure legislation, 
the need for continued federal investment in multi-purpose water facilities, regulatory streamlining for the construction 
and operation of water projects and protecting water supplies from catastrophic wildfire. 

The House Appropriations Committee, Energy and Water Subcommittee held a hearing, “Innovation and Investment 
in Water Resources Infrastructure,” which provided a good opportunity to bring to light the Aging Infrastructure 
Account’s creation in the December 2020 omnibus appropriations bill. The Alliance worked with Rep. Dan Newhouse 
(R-Washington) to develop talking points about what this account means for rural water infrastructure and the 
importance of it for the West.

Later in the year, the Alliance transmitted written testimony for the record for the Senate Committee on Energy and 
Natural Resources, Subcommittee on Water and Power oversight hearing on natural water infrastructure. The Alliance 
believes that constructing and using natural infrastructure, while used for many decades in managing water in the 
West, must be done in a tightly coordinated fashion with water managers in a watershed. Natural infrastructure 
must be used in conjunction with existing dams and canals, but also must not be the one size fits all approach to 
improving water supplies. The Alliance believes investments must also be made in new and existing water storage and 
conveyance infrastructure, including rehabilitating and upgrading aging facilities.  

Engagement on Reconciliation

Throughout much of 2021, Congressional attention was focused on the $3.5 trillion reconciliation proposal 
pushed by Congressional Democrats in support of President Biden’s “Build Back Better” (BBB) initiative. The 
Alliance and most agricultural groups did not come out in support of BBB, primarily due to concerns with 
the price tag and how it would be paid for. However, at times, it appeared that BBB passage was a certain 
outcome, so the Alliance position was that if Congress was going to pass a reconciliation package, then dollars 

must be included to help farmers with drought and conservation and allow massive, landscape-scale solution 
applications to revive our dead, dying and burning Western forests. Individual House committees last fall worked 
on the various bills that parsed out the $3.5 trillion reconciliation proposal and completed that work during the 
last week of September. Coalition efforts at that time focused on using the reconciliation process to fill in the 
gaps behind earlier $30 billion forest health and $4 billion USDA watershed planning asks. 

In early October, the Environmental Defense Fund, Irrigation Association, The Freshwater Trust, and 
Trout Unlimited joined the steering committee of the Western Water Infrastructure Coalition in a letter to 
Congressional leadership calling out funding gaps that remain in areas critical to counteracting the historic 
drought and wildfires that were gripping the West. The coalition letter identified additional funding needs for 
USDA and DOI to accelerate the pace and scale of restoration that improves ecosystem resiliency, reduces the 
risk of uncharacteristic wildfires, deploys water technology, boosts conservation programs, and responds to the 
ongoing drought emergency.

After weeks of negotiations, the House on November 19 passed the $1.85 trillion BBB (H.R. 5376), by a vote of 
220-213. No Republicans supported the bill. Since that time, the BBB has stalled in the Senate following Senator 
Joe Manchin’s (D-West Virginia) vow to vote “no” on the current version of the BBB Act. Negotiations between 
Sen. Manchin and the White House over the BBB bill appear to have all but stopped. 

Public Relations

Media attention on this matter continued to grow throughout 2021. Outlets like POLITICO and Agri-Pulse reported on 
the Western ag/urban coalition’s efforts, with Western water and ag interests steadily peppering the op/ed pages of 
Western newspapers with guest columns. Alliance President Pat O’Toole (Wyoming) and NWRA President Christine 
Arbogast (Colorado) advocated for these provisions in a guest opinion that ran in the Colorado Sun. Alliance Executive 
Director Dan Keppen was interviewed by the New York Times (nyti.ms/3GNre5g) for a story that ran in the October 11 
Sunday edition. 

Several articles were published by Bloomberg, discussing the need for Western water infrastructure and the Alliance’s 
advocacy efforts. One story specifically focused on the need for new storage and included quotes from Advisory 
Committee member Urban Eberhart (Washington), Jerry Brown with the Sites Authority (California) and Mr. Keppen. 
The Bloomberg editorial board was also supportive of the coalition’s efforts to include Western water infrastructure in 
any Congressional infrastructure package. 

The DC publication The Hill carried a joint op-ed (bit.ly/3rJhyVf ) on the need for investment in Western water 
infrastructure, coauthored by general manager Jennifer Pierre of the California State Water Contractors, president of 
Western Growers Dave Puglia, and Mr. Keppen. Julie O’Shea, representing Alliance member Farmers Conservation 
Alliance (FCA) and Mr. Keppen wrote a blog post (bit.ly/3uKQpTW) that ran in Oregon on a site that is popular with 
state politicians. The blog included a link to the video (adobe.ly/3oIoLTr) that FCA put together to make the case for 
investing in Western water infrastructure.

Alliance board members and Advisory Committee Members were also in the mix, fighting the good fight. Alliance 
Director Marc Thalacker (Oregon), manager of Three Sisters Irrigation District and serving as part-time consultant to 
Krah USA, was in the news, explaining how a new Oregon business specializing in manufacturing plastic pipe could 
make irrigation modernization more affordable and accessible in the West. Alliance Advisory Committee member Chris 
Udall and his team at Agribusiness & Water Council of Arizona did a tremendous job of leading communication efforts 
in his state. His guest commentary was posted on several websites (bit.ly/3HX0vEE). Mr. Udall also was interviewed by 
News Channel 3 & 5 in the Phoenix area last summer. Alliance Advisory Committee Member Tom Myrum, executive 
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director of the Washington State Water Resources Association, penned an 
excellent guest column (bit.ly/3GKvuSY), which was published in the Sunnyside 
(Washington) Sun. Mr. Myrum and his team at WSWRA, along with the Yakima 
Basin Joint Board (YBJB) and the Columbia Basin Development League (CBDL) 
spearheaded efforts in Washington State in support of the West-wide effort. This 
is just a sampling of the overall communications effort that took place across 
the West in 2021.

Implementation of the Bipartisan Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act 

Federal agencies are moving fast to using newly enacted funding from 
the IIJA to address aging water and power infrastructure challenges across 
the country, including the American West. White House infrastructure 
coordinator Mitch Landrieu has asked governors to appoint state-level 
point people to drive the implementation of the infrastructure law. With President Joe Biden’s signature on 
the bipartisan IIJA on November 15, the Family Farm Alliance and others involved with the year-long effort to 
secure $8.3 billion in Western water infrastructure provisions are now working with the Biden Administration to 
immediately clear the path for projects that will address critical Western water supply needs. In recent months, 
the energies of the infrastructure coalition have been redirected to the agencies overseeing administration of the 
funds, namely – Reclamation. The Alliance and its allies want to ensure that most of these dollars are spent on-the-
ground for the intended purpose, and are already working with them to ensure that billions of dollars are spent on 
new infrastructure in a way that is efficient and effective.

Reclamation Capacity, Procedures and Workload Concerns

The Alliance and others shared concerns with Reclamation leadership in the latter half of 2021 about finding 
ways to most efficiently make loans to project beneficiaries to repair aging federal water facilities. A complex and 
lengthy process will make it very difficult to get the significant funding provided to the aging infrastructure account 
disbursed in a timely manner. In the coming months, the Alliance will continue to monitor with its members how 
this program and application process works out in the coming year and communicate with Reclamation leadership 
if challenges arise. 

The Alliance also met last fall with representatives from the Reclamation Commissioner’s office, where concerns were 
raised by some Alliance members regarding the length of time Reclamation takes to perform National Environmental 
Protection Act (NEPA) and National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) Section 106 reviews. Many of the potential 
infrastructure projects that are out there right now will need to comply with NHPA and NEPA. The Alliance shared 
concerns about Reclamation becoming overwhelmed with requests to complete the NEPA and Section 106 reviews and 
the risks that presents to meeting the timelines for spending the funds. Reclamation is looking at ways to ensure NHPA 
compliance, but in a quicker manner. 

Reclamation is looking at some other workload options with the new infusion of infrastructure dollars, including 
increased reliance on Intergovernmental Personnel Act Assignments, which permit the temporary assignment of 
skilled career employees to positions within Reclamation and other federal agencies. Reclamation is also dusting 
off the staffing provisions established in the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 economic stimulus 
package. Several means of addressing workload challenges are being assessed and alternative delivery methods like 
design-build are also being considered. 

Extended Repayment of Extraordinary Maintenance Costs

The Alliance last fall worked with its members to develop formal comments in response to Reclamation’s draft 
revisions to PEC 05-03, “Extended Repayment of Extraordinary Maintenance Costs.” Reclamation initiated the revisions 
to this Directive and Standard (D&S) immediately following the passage of Public Law 116-260 in December 2020. This 
law, which the Alliance supported, creates a revolving fund called the Aging Infrastructure Account. It also requires 
Reclamation to establish an annual application period for eligible contractors to apply for funds and extended 
repayment. The authorization for an aging infrastructure account at the U.S. Treasury Department is a game changer 
for most transferred work operators and reserved work project beneficiaries in the Reclamation system. The ability to 
offer low interest long-term loans from Reclamation for extraordinary maintenance have been long overdue. With this 
authority in place, “once-in-a-generation” funding is now available to back this authority. The IIJA includes $3.2 billion 
for the Aging Infrastructure Account. 

The Alliance comment letter provides specific comments that revolve around one point: if Reclamation makes it 
difficult or places restrictions and barriers to their transferred work operators or reserved work project beneficiaries 
in obtaining these loans, the program will not work as planned or expected. This would make it highly unlikely that 
funding provided to the account will be disbursed in a timely manner. This in turn could further delay much needed 
improvements to aging federally owned transferred and reserved works in the West. Later in the year, the Alliance 
worked with NWRA and set up a constructive virtual meeting with Reclamation leadership on the proposed changes 
to PEC 05-03. 

Other D&S Developments 

In a letter submitted October 25, 2021, the Alliance encouraged Reclamation to work closer with its water and power 
customers as the agency continued to revise existing Directives and Standards. The Alliance and other water and 
power customers were never notified that PEC 05-03 was being revised. After toggling the “Reclamation Manual” (RM) 
page on Reclamation’s website, the Alliance also found five other draft D&S that were out for review, including two 
where the comment deadlines had already elapsed. 

The Commissioner’s office was responsive. The Alliance had several conversations with the Commissioner’s office 
on finding ways to improve public outreach on proposed changes to the RM via draft D&S drafting. Reclamation 
has now put together a sign-up form for RM updates. The Commissioner’s office also initiated work with the RM 
team to generate redlines that illustrate RM proposed changes. Finally, Reclamation hosted a 90-minute webinar 
on November 12 to provide the Alliance and water and power customers with a briefing and Q&A on WHY so many 
D&S were being modified.

Implementation of Water / Infrastructure Programs

Proposed WaterSMART Changes 

Reclamation last May proposed several changes to the WaterSMART program for 2022, including updates to the 
eligibility requirements and evaluation criteria for the Drought Resiliency Projects and Water and Energy Efficiency 
Grants funding opportunities. Reclamation also launched a new funding opportunity for Environmental Water 
Resources Projects. This new funding opportunity focused on projects that have environmental benefits, are 
developed as part of a collaborative process, and may be eligible for up to 75 percent federal funding. 

WaterSMART is a program that many Alliance members utilize and appreciate. Through WaterSMART, Reclamation 
works cooperatively with states, tribes, and local entities to plan for and implement actions to increase water supply 
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through investments to modernize existing infrastructure and attention to local water conflicts. Probably the only 
consistent complaint voiced about WaterSMART is that it is underfunded and oversubscribed. The Alliance submitted 
formal recommendations to Reclamation on the proposed WaterSMART changes, essentially expressing support for 
the higher funding levels, but also noting that the current program works well, and Reclamation should try to stick 
with the original intent of the program, wherever possible. 

Water and Agriculture Tax Reform (WATER) Act

The Alliance last July formally supported the Water and Agriculture Tax 
Reform (WATER) Act of 2021, reintroduced in the Senate by Michael Bennet 
(D-Colorado) and Mike Crapo (R-Idaho). A companion bill was introduced 
in the House by Reps. Ken Buck (R-Colorado) and Joe Neguse (D-Colorado). 
This important legislation seeks to reform section 501(c)(12) of the Internal 
Revenue Code to provide mutual irrigation and ditch companies with added 
flexibility that will promote new economic activity such as rehabilitation or 
extraordinary maintenance on aging water delivery infrastructure to better 
meet the challenges of the future, including drought. Across the West, farmers 
and ranchers in this time of unprecedented drought struggle to make ends 
meet. This bill will help keep mutual irrigation and ditch companies in business 
and will help meet the needs of America’s Western farmers and ranchers. 

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: 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. 

Most of the flow of the Colorado River originates in the upper portions of the 
Colorado River Basin in the Rocky Mountains. The Upper Basin experienced 
an exceptionally dry spring in 2021, with April to July runoff into Lake Powell 
totaling just 26 percent of average despite near-average snowfall last winter. 
As the historic Colorado River drought continued, low runoff conditions in the Colorado River Basin prompted 
Reclamation to reduce downstream releases from Glen Canyon Dam and Hoover Dam in 2022 due to declining 
reservoir levels. In the Lower Basin the reductions represent the first-ever “shortage” declaration, demonstrating the 
severity of the drought and low reservoir conditions. The declaration means that, starting this year, the agency will 
reduce water deliveries to the Lower Colorado River Basin states of Arizona and Nevada and to Mexico. 
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Impacts to Producers

Under the 2007 Colorado River Interim Guidelines and the 
1944 Water Treaty with Mexico, Lake Mead will operate under 
shortage status for the entirety of calendar 2022. This includes 
required reductions and contributions for each individual 
state forming the lower basin. These requirements include 
about 18 percent of Arizona’s annual apportionment, 7 
percent of Nevada’s annual apportionment and 5 percent of 
Mexico’s annual apportionment. The cuts will be the largest 
to date on the river and will hardest hit farmers who receive 
water from the Central Arizona Project (CAP). Those producers 
are preparing for the supplies to be entirely shut off in 2023. 
The reductions will force growers in Pinal County to leave 
some fields dry and unplanted, while the state is providing 
funds to help local irrigation districts drill wells. 

Colorado River senior water rights holders will fare better. 
While not directly affected by the shortage reductions, 
the Imperial Irrigation District (IID) is actively monitoring 
the ongoing drought conditions and forecasted reservoir 
elevations as IID looks to protect the Imperial Valley’s sole 
water supply. Since late 2003, IID has generated over 6.2 
million acre-feet (AF) of conserved water for transfer or 
storage to further water supply resiliency in both California 
and the Lower Basin. IID’s ongoing implementation of the 
Quantification Settlement Agreement, the nation’s largest 
agriculture-to-urban water conservation and transfer 
program, generated nearly 500,000 AF of additional 
conservation in 2021.

Power Generation Impacts 

Entering the twenty-second year of drought in the Colorado 
River Basin, nearly every storage reservoir in the system is 
experiencing alarmingly low water levels. Energy production 
and/or power generation at Hoover Dam (Boulder Canyon 
Project) is already down by an estimated 20 percent. 
Parker-Davis firm electric service customers are currently 
experiencing 18 percent reductions. And there is a 1 in 3 
chance that Glen Canyon Dam will be at minimum power 
pool in 2023, worst-case by September of 2022. As a result, 
rates are impacted, and grid reliability and a number of 
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environmental programs are at risk. Now there is a heightened focus on the reservoir levels at Lake Powell, where 
Glen Canyon Dam generates 75 percent to 80 percent of the electricity distributed by the Western Area Power 
Administration (WAPA). Power production is falling because the low reservoir levels mean lower head driving the 
turbines. With lower head, power production is reduced. But WAPA must still deliver power to its customers. This 
is done by buying more expensive electricity on the open market. To cover those costs, WAPA raised its rates last 
December to $3 per megawatt hour, a 14 percent increase. 

500+ Plan

Colorado River lower basin states and the federal government have announced a new voluntary agreement to save 
more water in Lake Mead as the river’s flows continue to be impacted by a multi-year drought and climate change. 
The lower basin states of California, Arizona, and Nevada, along with Reclamation, will provide funding to stabilize 
the level of Lake Mead, the country’s largest reservoir on the border of Nevada and Arizona. The signing of the new 
agreement took place at the December 2021 Colorado River Water Users Association (CRWUA) annual meeting in 
Las Vegas, amid urgency to negotiate new rules for managing the dwindling river beyond 2026, when current river 
operating guidelines and an overlapping drought plan expire. Under the new water deal, each party will put up 
funds — $20 million from California, $20 million from Nevada, $60 million from Arizona and $100 million in federal 
matching funds — over the next two years to fund conservation, efficiency, and reduction measures to implement 
their “500+ Plan” to add 500,000 acre-feet to Lake Mead in 2022 and 2023. The 500+ Plan also includes the Central 
Arizona Project, The Metropolitan Water District of Southern California, and the Southern Nevada Water Authority.

Some of the specific conservation actions and programs that will be implemented through the 500+ Plan have 
already begun, while others are still being identified. The MOU includes conservation efforts in both urban and 
agricultural communities, such as funding crop fallowing on farms to save water, including the recent approval of a 
short-term agricultural land fallowing program in California, or urban conservation to reduce diversions from Lake 
Mead. The 500 + Plan also highlights the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law’s historic $8.3 billion investment in water 
infrastructure and will help minimize the impacts of drought and develop a long-term plan to facilitate conservation 
and economic growth. The new law’s investments will fund water efficiency and recycling programs, rural water 
projects, WaterSMART grants and dam safety to help ensure that irrigators, Tribes and adjoining communities 
receive adequate assistance and support.

Concerns of Colorado River Agricultural Interest

Decision makers, water users, and the general public are all actively engaged in dialogue about the severe water 
and power conditions on the Colorado River. Unfortunately, media coverage throughout 2021 highlighted 
shortage conditions, often employing a “sky is falling” message that has created a state of fear in some circles. 

Even more troubling to some farmers and ranchers are that many reports are advancing a false and dangerous narrative 
that seems to imply the current drought conditions warrant taking water from farmers to make more available for cities 
and the environment. The “500 + Plan ‘’ signed in Las Vegas puts $200 million on the table for conservation efforts in both 
urban and agricultural communities, including funding crop fallowing on farms. Paying farmers not to farm essentially 
adds additional acres to the growing list of Western irrigated agricultural lands that will not produce food and fiber in the 
future. While farmers continue to invest in water conservation and efficiency, federal policymakers and regulators need 
to support science-based, data-backed policies that ensure Western producers can continue upholding the nation’s food 
supply chain by growing and harvesting food and fiber as efficiently as possible. 

Alliance Action

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. 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 CRWUA Conference in Las Vegas and has proven to be a useful resource to Alliance members and the public.

The Colorado River policy paper developed in 2015 still resonates today. The Alliance has always advocated that 
the best solutions are locally driven, coming from the ground up. The success of the Alliance has been based on 
the organization’s ability to deliver the message of the local water user up to policy makers in Washington, D.C. 
The Alliance is currently working with agricultural water users from the headwaters all the way to the international 
border to develop a new treatise that builds on the 2015 policy and is intended to provide further guidance to help 
equip today’s decision-makers. Agricultural water users in the Basin believe seven policy principles from 2015 remain 
fundamental to the long-term health of the Colorado River and the farms and communities it supports, and they 
underpin the specific outcome expectations presented in that paper. These principles include: 

1. Recognize that Western irrigated agriculture is a strategic and irreplaceable national resource. 

2. Provide certainty to all users and interests with Compact equitable apportionment decisions made from a 
foundation of common sense and fairness. 

3. Address critical data gaps to facilitate the trust needed to make fair operational and legal decisions related to the 
next set of Interim Guidelines. 

4. Manage Lake Mead to provide the Lower Basin’s share of the Colorado River Compact water to Lower Basin users. 
Manage Lake Powell to meet both the Colorado Compact obligations to the Lower Basin and protect the Upper 
Colorado River Compact obligations to the four Upper Basin states. 

5. Expand water supply augmentation opportunities as options for meeting growing water demands, at a time when 
Colorado River supplies appear to be diminishing. 

6. Emphasize that future urban growth cannot be encouraged without locking in sustainable and diverse water supplies. 

7. Recognize and address the impacts of drought and Colorado River management on Federal hydropower, its 
customers and related programs, and the resiliency of the power grid.

Decision makers, water users, and the general public are all actively engaged in dialogue about the 

severe water and power conditions on the Colorado River. Unfortunately, media coverage throughout 

2021 highlighted shortage conditions, often employing a “sky is falling” message that has created a 

state of fear in some circles. Even more troubling to some farmers and ranchers are that many reports 

are advancing a false and dangerous narrative that seems to imply the current drought conditions 

warrant taking water from farmers to make more available for cities and the environment. 
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The 2007 “Interim Guidelines for Lower Basin Shortages and the Coordinated Operations for Lake Powell and Lake 
Mead” are set to expire in 2026. The Alliance stands ready to engage and develop positive and sustainable outcomes 
in the current consultation of the Interim Guidelines and intends to use a forthcoming policy position paper as a first 
step in helping decision-makers in the Colorado River Basin deal with the harsh realities of current and future water 
shortages due to drought and overallocation of water. 

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Advocate for improved, active forest restoration management in federal 
Western watersheds. Seek to better quantify watershed health improvements associated with these and other water 
conservation actions.

As the “endless summer” of 2021 came to an end, wildland firefighters wrapped up containment work on 63 large 
fires and complexes that burned more than 3.1 million acres in the Western United States, according to the National 
Interagency Fire Center (NIFC). From August through October, the most extreme conditions caused thousands of 
evacuations, homes and structures lost, and tragic fatalities of 11 people in Oregon and 34 people in California. 
Over 46,000 fires in the West charred more than 5.8 million acres in 2021, slightly lower than the 10-year average. 
Year-end statistics for the 2021 Fire Year were set to be posted on the National Interagency Coordination Center 
website (bit.ly/34tbA28) on February 1.

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 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.

Is the Driver Behind Wildfires Climate Change…or Something Else? 

As wildfires in Northern California and Oregon literally destroyed communities and displaced tens of thousands of 
residents, another debate raged in the West over the causes of those fires and what can be done to reduce future wildfire 
risk and protect at-risk communities. More than 75 million acres across America have burned in the last decade. Nearly 
6 million acres burned last year. Much of the 2021 media coverage on the fires raging in Northern California featured 
commentary from politicians, environmental activists and academics who pointed to climate change as the driving factor 
behind a dozen wildfires that forced more than 42,000 Californians to flee their homes. Many of the fire scientists quoted 
in those media reports said that the solution involves implementing more controlled burns.

Climate change concerns may certainly be shared by some rural Westerners who live in once-thriving timber 
dependent communities. However, there is also a growing frustration that forest management — or rather, the 
perceived lack of management by federal agencies, driven in part by environmental litigation — fails to get the 
attention it deserves in many media accounts of the current Western wildfire infernos. Some rural Westerners who 
have watched the condition of federal forests deteriorate in recent decades have a different perspective. They 
have witnessed how federal forest management actions have been hampered in recent decades, in part due to 
environmental litigation actions initiated by activist groups like the Sierra Club. In fact, a Facebook public group 
called “The Sierra Club is destroying our forests” last year grew to include nearly 15,000 members. A dry ecosystem 
with low fuel loads can tolerate fire. However, inactive management on federal lands, coupled with 100 years of fire 

suppression, is a different story. 

Response from Congress

Lawmakers in both chambers of Congress introduced multiple proposals to encourage more intensive forest 
management, including thinning trees on national forests and streamlining environmental reviews that delay many 
projects. Many of the GOP-sponsored forest management bills will likely face opposition from some environmental 
organizations and Democrats, but some provisions could be dropped into larger legislative packages. 

Resilient Federal Forests Act

The only two registered foresters in Congress have come together to propose science-based solutions to prevent 
these catastrophic fires from happening in the first place. Senator Jim Risch (R-Idaho) and Congressman Bruce 
Westerman (R-Arkansas) last year co-authored an opinion piece for Fox News that claimed more than 80 million 
acres of national forests are overgrown and in dire need of active management. There are several bills that have 
been introduced in Congress, intended to facilitate responsible forest management by simplifying and expediting 
environmental analyses, cutting bureaucratic red tape and frivolous litigation, giving land managers essential 
management resources, and accelerating reviews for reforestation activities. One of those is the Resilient Federal Forests 
Act (H.R. 4641), re-introduced from the past Congress by Rep. Westerman. This bill, supported by 85 organizations, 
including the Family Farm Alliance, would address the environmental and economic threats of catastrophic wildfires. 
The Alliance in July issued an alert, asking its members to support H.R. 4641 and share that support with Members of 
Congress. Rep. Westerman also participated in a Zoom meeting with Family Farm Alliance leadership last September 
to discuss the Western wildfire situation and the status of federal forest lands. Much of the conversation focused 
on the deterioration of U.S. Forest Service lands in the past thirty years, and the need to undertake active forest 
restoration on a large scale. 

2021 IN REVIEW  
ACTIONS DRIVING ALLIANCE INITIATIVES



2021 Activities and Accomplishments 47

Outdoor Restoration Partnership Act

Senator Michael Bennet (D-Colorado) last year introduced the Outdoor Restoration Partnership Act, which would 
establish an Outdoor Restoration Fund to increase support for local collaborative efforts to restore forests and 
watersheds, reduce wildfire risk, clean up public lands, enhance wildlife habitat, remove invasive species, and expand 
outdoor access. The Alliance is on record for supporting this important legislation. Senator Bennet later in the year also 
successfully offered the Joint Chiefs Landscape Restoration Partnership Program bill as an amendment to the bipartisan 
Senate infrastructure bill. 

The Alliance has long held that the best natural resource solutions are unique and come from the local, watershed and 
state level. Alliance President Pat O’Toole was quoted in Senator Bennet’s press release. Forests and watersheds are 
the natural infrastructure that sustains our economy in the West. Catastrophic wildfires and prolonged drought are 
becoming the norm, yet Congress has failed to fully invest in our Western lands, undermining our economy and way of 
life. As a result, local governments are often left to foot the bill for conservation, restoration, and wildfire mitigation. 

America’s Revegetation and Carbon Sequestration Act

Elsewhere on Capitol Hill, bipartisan legislation introduced in the Senate would provide carbon credits to companies 
and other non-federal partners in exchange for thinning trees on fire-prone forests. “America’s Revegetation and Carbon 
Sequestration Act,” co-sponsored by Senator John Barrasso (R-Wyoming) and Joe Manchin (D-West Virginia) would 
encourage more intensive forest management —and reforestation — through a variety of initiatives. The carbon 
credit idea would allow non-federal entities to be awarded carbon credits through voluntary markets in exchange 
for money they provide the Forest Service for projects that increase carbon sequestration. Efforts are apparently 
underway to build momentum towards larger forest management reforms in subsequent bipartisan legislation. 

Response from the White House 

Secretary of the Interior Deb Haaland and Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack last May shared their vision for the 
Biden-Harris Administration’s wildland fire preparedness and response, including supporting science and research into 
the effects of climate change on wildland fire. They outlined their goals for wildland fire management in a joint memo 
to wildland fire leadership. The conflagrations also drew attention from the White House. President Biden stopped at 
Boise’s National Interagency Fire Center (Idaho) en route to California last fall to tout his $3.5 trillion spending plan, 
which he said would help battle wildfires, drought and extreme weather in the West, driven by climate change. House 
Committee on Natural Resources Ranking Member Westerman issued a statement in response to the President’s visit 
to the West, criticizing “inaction” by Democrats toward Republican proposals to mitigate the scale and frequency of 
Western wildfires. 

Alliance Joins Coalition Supporting Forest Restoration

The Family Farm Alliance last May joined a coalition of organizations concerned about federal forest management, 
and the resulting impacts of wildfire, soil erosion, and water quality, which called upon Congress to invest $30 billion 
in forest restoration over the next 10 years as part of the upcoming federal infrastructure package. The coalition’s 
$30 billion request is based on a figure widely cited as necessary to meet needs of forest health and is based on 
congressional testimony the U.S. Forest Service gave last year. The group outlines the necessity of the funding and 
points to “protection of critical watersheds and restoration of federal lands as a core infrastructure issue.” 

Payment for Ecosystem Services 

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. 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. 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. Alliance President Pat O’Toole in 2020 was nominated to join the ESMC Producer Circle, 
consisting of up to 15 ranch and farm leaders. 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 Watershed Results Act

The Family Farm Alliance last year publicly supported The Watershed Results Act, introduced by Senator Ron 
Wyden (D-Oregon). This legislation would use the best scientific and data analysis to identify the most effective 
acres where watershed restoration work would generate the greatest environmental results at the best value for 
taxpayers. DOI, USDA and EPA would coordinate to establish several watershed restoration programs across the 
country. Alliance Executive Director Dan Keppen was quoted in Senator 
Wyden’s press release announcing the introduction of his legislation. The 
Alliance has long advocated for collaborative solutions to water challenges 
that employ the best available technology and yield measurable results. 
Farmers play a critical role in ensuring the resiliency of our watersheds. The 
Alliance supports this legislation because it encourages collaboration among 
all those funding and working with and on behalf of water. 

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Further develop the organization, 
focusing on board succession, replacement and recruitment. 

Organizational development in 2020 was the Alliance’s top priority, and the 
organization made great strides in the social media and fundraising areas 
that year. The focus for 2021 was on board succession, replacement and 
recruitment. Longtime Alliance board members Sandy Denn (California) 
Dan Errotabere (California), Bill Kennedy and Dan Thelander (Arizona) 
stepped down from the board of directors. Four new board members 
were appointed, including William Bourdeau (California), Paul Orme 
(Arizona), and the Alliance’s first two directors from Washington state, Mark 
Hansen and Charles Lyall. Interest continues to grow for participation in 
the Alliance’s Advisory Committee, which has grown to include over 55 
volunteers from 13 Western states. 
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Fundraising

Jane Townsend was hired in 2020 as the new fundraising coordinator. Ms. 
Townsend, who has long served as the Alliance’s conference coordinator, 
focused her initial efforts on updating the member database, and working 
with members, employing a more streamlined invoicing process. She also 
played an important role in securing sponsorships for last year’s annual 
conference. 2021 was a great year for the Family Farm Alliance, in no small 
part due to Ms. Townsend’s efforts. Dues revenue was the highest it has ever 
been, and the Alliance welcomed several new members. Sponsorships of 
the 2021 virtual Annual Conference and 2020 Annual Report also surpassed 
previous years. 

Continuing and strengthening public outreach is an important part of the 
Alliance’s strategy to educate its current members, potential members and 
other partners on the organization’s advocacy on their behalf. Ms. Townsend 
works closely with Josh Rolph, the Alliance’s website, social media and communications consultant, 
to ensure that the Alliance’s fundraising work is intertwined with the new Alliance website and social 
media outreach. This work has led to very exciting results and gives the Alliance invaluable tools to 
encourage member and public participation and contributions. Ms. Townsend and Executive Director 
Dan Keppen attended the December 2021 Washington State Water Resources Association Annual 
Meeting in Spokane, where Alliance directors Mark Hansen and Charles Lyall organized a reception that 
provided conference attendees an opportunity to learn firsthand what the Alliance activities entail and 
how the results of those activities benefit water users from Washington and other Western states. The 
lessons learned from that positive experience will be applied at similar events in other states in the 
future. 

“It has been an honor and pleasure to work with you all in my new role as Fundraising Coordinator,” 
said Jane Townsend. “Your generous support is vital to continue to advance our vision for sound 
Western water policy, and we thank you for the trust you place in the Alliance through your 
contributions.”

Social Media

In December 2020, the Alliance board of directors hired contractor 
Josh Rolph with YEAH YEAH Agency, who had previously worked 
with the California Farm Bureau and others. Mr. Rolph is now 
working under contract, and actively engaging on Facebook, 
Instagram and other social media. He works to build on that 
and is improving the number 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. 

Josh’s agency also made improvements to 
the Alliance monthly newsletter to give 
it a more professional look and began 
experimenting with different lengths, 
subject lines, sending at optimal times, and 
using more visual elements. The Alliance 
has expanded its list of subscribers and 
now have an above-average open rate. 

The social posts receiving the most 
interaction in 2021 were those 
highlighting members, providing 
information about the annual conference, 
and sharing thoughtful commentary on 
local issues. The post with the highest 
traction came in June when Dan Keppen 
shared an update on the developing crisis 
situation in the Klamath River Basin. It 
had a personal and honest message and 
the results were significant. The post 
reached nearly 20,000 people who don’t 
follow Family Farm Alliance and received 
hundreds of likes, comments, and shares.

The newly launched website in January 
2021 set the Alliance on the right foot 
and within a short time was drawing more 
traffic from curious Google searchers 
than the previous website. The Alliance 
also began receiving donations and 
memberships on the site, while ending the 
previous, separate conference registration 
site and merging it with the Alliance’s 
home website for this year’s conference. 

Looking forward to 2022, the 
communications team will continue 
disseminating information, events, issues 
and updates on the issues impacting irrigated agriculture. More stories of members will be highlighted, and 
efforts will be made to run more video,, especially on Instagram. These days on social media, video performs 
much better than most other content. The Alliance intends to take full advantage of this opportunity to get 
the organization’s message before more eyes.  
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FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Monitor and influence, as required, 2018 Farm Bill guidance and 
rulemaking and work with the WACC and other allies to prepare to influence the development of the 
2023 Farm Bill. 

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, which 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. 

The Alliance’s work with the Western Agriculture and Conservation Coalition (WACC) has been the key to the 
success on the past Farm Bill efforts. The Alliance will work with the WACC again on the 2023 Farm Bill. There 
is always competition between the proponents of the various titles in Farm Bill authorization. The WACC 
plans to put together the story of how NRCS is using its current Farm Bill dollars, and construct a rationale 
based on facts for why they should keep the baseline in the upcoming round of negotiations. NRCS has 
agreed to work with WACC on this project. This year’s annual conference will wrap up with a WACC panel 
discussion the upcoming Farm Bill activities. 

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Monitor the new facilitated title transfer process at Reclamation. 

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. 

2020 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. One year into the Biden Administration, it appears the title transfer 
process continues to work smoothly, as four additional title transfers were successfully completed in 2021.
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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, titles 
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: Ramp up vigilance to curb proposed agency regulatory actions that 
threaten Western Irrigated agriculture. 

National Marine Fisheries Service: Petition to List Spring-Run Chinook Salmon

The Alliance, California Farm Bureau (CAFB), and Oregon Farm Bureau (OFB) in 2021 developed a formal comment 
letter that was transmitted to the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) on its 90-day finding on the petition 
to list the Southern Oregon and Northern California Coast (SONCC) Spring-Run Chinook Salmon as a separate 
evolutionarily significant unit (ESU) under the federal ESA. CAFB and the Alliance teamed up on a similar letter 
a few years ago in response to critical habitat revisions proposed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service for yellow-
billed cuckoo, which had implications for members in several Western states. Alliance member organizations 
in Southern Oregon and Northern California could be potentially impacted by the proposed spring-run listing. 
If past listings and proposed listings are any indicators, yet another listing at this time could needlessly and 
unproductively exacerbate already significant water use and forestry challenges faced by affected industries, 
regional economies, and resource managers. Additionally, 
water users fear that a separate spring-run listing could 
result in the opposite of the intended effect. Unintended 
consequences could include resistance to continued voluntary 
restoration activities stemming from concerns related to 
increased regulatory liability, and an ever-shifting regulatory 
and compliance landscape.

National Levee Safety Program

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has initiated a partnership 
with the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) 
to develop a new National Levee Safety Program. The Corps 
and FEMA have been entrusted to lead a national discussion 
and develop an integrated framework for managing reliable levee systems and improving community resiliency 
in areas behind all levees throughout the Nation. Since late 2010, Western water managers engaged with the 
National Committee on Levee Safety (NCLS), a group that was authorized in WRDA 2007 and which included the 
Corps and FEMA as the only federal agencies represented on the Committee. The Committee was established to 
deal with post-Katrina flood risk issues, with an emphasis on Corps levees. However, the Committee developed 
a plan that essentially would apply Corps-level engineering specifications and standards to levees and canal 
embankments throughout the country, with little to no coordination with Reclamation and Western water 
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managers. We’ll likely monitor the current process, and if necessary, advocate that any federal or 
transferred water delivery canals or laterals outside of urban areas be exempted from the program and 
that Reclamation’s Urban Canal Safety Program be utilized to address other canal reaches. 

FDA Proposed Produce Safety Regulations

The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) is proposing to amend the agricultural water provisions of 
the produce safety regulation that covered farms have already found to be complex and challenging 
to implement. The proposed rule, if finalized, would change certain pre-harvest agricultural water 
requirements for produce and farms subject to the PSR, other than sprouts operations. Key provisions in 
the proposed rule include: 

• A requirement for farms to manage their agricultural water quality based on the results of a 
comprehensive systems assessment (“agricultural water assessment”) that is adaptable to the wide 
variety of water sources and uses and future scientific advancements. 

• An annual assessment by farms of their pre-harvest agricultural water to identify any conditions 
likely to introduce hazards into, or onto, covered produce or food contact surfaces. Based on these 
assessments, farms would then determine whether corrective or mitigation measures are reasonably 
necessary to reduce the potential for contamination. 

• A requirement that farms implement expedited mitigation measures for hazards related to certain 
activities associated with adjacent and nearby lands, to protect the quality of the water used on 
produce. 

• The removal of certain testing requirements for pre-harvest agricultural water and replacing them 
with the agricultural water assessments identified above.  

Family Farm Alliance representatives and some individual members participated last December in an 
online seminar on the FDA’s proposed rule, which was hosted by United Fresh Produce Association in 
collaboration with PMA, Georgia Fruit & Vegetable Growers Association, Northwest Horticultural Council 
and Western Growers. Many producers are concerned with the proposed rule, and some are still adjusting 
to the water testing protocol that was established under another rule adopted in 2015. The FDA says it 
intends to continue working closely with stakeholders to provide necessary training, technical assistance, 
education and outreach. More information is available at fda.gov/fsma.

The Alliance will work with Western Growers and other allies as comments for the FDA are developed, and 
will encourage its members to engage in this process and also submit individual comments. The Alliance 
will also be considering ways to make it easier for producers to determine exactly what they must do to 
reach compliance with the proposed rule. Electronic or written comments on the proposed rule must be 
submitted to the FDA by April 5, 2022.

Ocean-Based Climate Solutions Act

A representative from the Alliance last June appeared before the House Committee on Natural Resources, 
which conducted a virtual, fully remote legislative hearing on a dozen bills primarily associated with oceans 
and coastlines. Mauricio Guardardo, the general manager of United Water Conservation District in Ventura 

County (California) represented his district and the Family Farm Alliance at the hearing, where he focused his 
comments on concerns with H.R. 3764 (Rep. Raúl Grijalva, D-Arizona), the Ocean-Based Climate Solutions Act of 2021. 
H.R. 3764 is well-intended legislation, but several areas of the new legislation have the potential for far-ranging 
and uncertain impacts to water management and agriculture, impeding the development of critically needed 
water infrastructure, especially in the drought stricken Western states. Mr. Guardardo did the Alliance proud at the 
hearing, and really knocked the ball out of the park, with very little notice or time to prepare. 

Coordination with WOW Subcommittee GOP staff and the Western Caucus

GOP staff from the House Water, Oceans and Wildlife (WOW) Subcommittee last year twice hosted one-hour working 
sessions with the Alliance board and Advisory Committee. The first Zoom session provided a great opportunity for 
several Alliance leaders to chat directly with the new WOW Subcommittee Ranking Member Bentz, an Eastern Oregon 
water attorney and ranch owner. The policy discussion that ensued included an update on the House Natural Resources 
Committee agenda and priorities, brainstorming on solutions to the drought, infrastructure legislation, ESA, and 
Reclamation. Another similar call brought in Committee Ranking Member Bruce Westerman (D-Arkansas) to join Alliance 
directors, Advisory Committee Members and contractors to share observations and ideas regarding forestry/watershed 
issues. The group also spent time discussing infrastructure and brainstormed on ideas for Categorical Exclusions. 

The Alliance has also worked closely in this Congress with the Western Caucus in both chambers. The Congressional 
Western Caucus is a caucus within the House of Representatives composed of 62 members. Although it has historically 
been bipartisan, it is currently composed exclusively of Republicans. Throughout the year, the Alliance worked with 
Western Caucus staff on communications pieces dealing with Western water. 

Western Water Security Act

U.S. Congresswoman Lauren Boebert (R-Colorado) in 2021 introduced the Western Water Security Act. This legislation 
protects private property rights, upholds state water law, and prohibits federal takings. The Alliance formally supported 
this legislation, as it has done with similar versions of this bill introduced in previous sessions of Congress. The Western 
Water Security Act is intended to prevent federal water grabs, protect private property rights, and help ensure an abundant 
supply of clean water for future generations. Rep. Boebert’s press release includes a quote from the Alliance. Senators John 
Barrasso (R-Wyoming), Jim Risch (R-Idaho) and Mike Crapo (R-Idaho) also introduced S. 855, the Senate companion bill, 
later in the year. 

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Advocate where necessary on modernizing and improving implementation of  
the 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.” 

2021 IN REVIEW  
ACTIONS DRIVING ALLIANCE INITIATIVES
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Biden Administration Rollback of Trump ESA Rules

The Biden Administration in 2021 moved to rollback two policies finalized in the closing days of the Trump 
Administration that changed the designation of critical habitat under the ESA to protect threatened or 
endangered species. The Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) and NOAA Fisheries (NMFS) proposed rescinding a 
Trump-era definition of critical habitat under the ESA that curtailed the definition of “habitat” to pertain to 
areas that can currently support a species. FWS also proposed to end a policy that made it easier to exclude 
territory in a critical habitat determination by barring FWS from granting critical habit protections to an area 
if an analysis determined it was of greater (economic/societal) benefit not to provide such protections. 

Under the ESA, critical habitat is considered “essential for the conservation of the species.” Federal agencies 
that authorize, fund, or carry out an action on designated critical habitat must first consult with FWS to 
ensure it is not likely to destroy or damage a critical habitat. The ESA further states that critical habitat is 
to be designated “on the basis of the best scientific data available and after taking into consideration the 
economic impact, the impact on national security, and any other relevant impact.” The Alliance submitted a 
letter to FWS regarding its proposed ESA implementation revisions. The letter supports and references more 
detailed letters prepared on this topic by the National Endangered Species Act Reform Coalition. 

Meanwhile, Western Republicans in the House of Representatives responded quickly to the Biden 
Administration’s ESA announcement and introduced five bills that would codify the Trump regulations 
to give them the same force and effect of law. They seek to make permanent the Trump Administration 
regulations that withdrew the Blanket 4(d) rule, defined “habitat,” established interagency cooperation 
under ESA Section 7, and addressed the process for considering critical habitat exclusions and listing 
species and critical habitat. 

Western Senators Introduce Bill on ESA Transparency

Sen. Cynthia Lummis (R-Wyoming) along with Senators John Barrasso (R-WYOMING), Jim Risch (R-Idaho), 
and Mike Crapo (R-Idaho) last year introduced the State, Tribal, and Local Species Transparency and Recovery 
Act (S. 3315). The legislation would amend the federal ESA to require federal agencies, including the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service, to provide states, counties, and tribes with the scientific reasoning behind ESA 
determinations. The bill would also require federal agencies to use up-to-date research when making 
decisions about wildlife protected under the ESA, including information that states, tribes, and other 
stakeholders provide them. The bill was previously sponsored by the late Senator Mike Enzi (R-Wyoming) 
in the last Congress. The Family Farm Alliance has supported similar legislation in previous Congresses. The 
Alliance continues to believe that collaboration and consultation with states and private stakeholders as 
partners are needed to meet the objectives of the ESA. At the same time, the focus of reforming the ESA 
should emphasize that the law is applied consistently and without conflict of interest.

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Advocate for improving streamlining regulatory processes 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. National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) 
implementation, in particular, can have a direct bearing on the success or failure of critical water 

supply enhancement projects. The Trump Administration adopted changes that reduced review times, cut 
page counts, limited public input, cut out “cumulative impacts” analyses, and expanded projects that could be 
excluded entirely from NEPA review. The Alliance in March 2020 prepared a detailed comment letter on those 
proposed regulations and believed they would help modernize the Federal environmental review process, 
which would lead to improvements in Western water resource development and management. Many Western 
water users appreciated the Trump CEQ’s effort to reform the regulations, which had not seen a significant 
update since 1978. In the view of the Alliance, many of the changes the Trump Administration made regarding 
implementation of decades-old federal environmental laws like 
NEPA helped bring them into the modern era.

Biden Administration Proposed Changes to NEPA 
Implementation

The Biden White House Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) last 
year proposed to restore a range of analysis requirements on federal 
agencies that the Trump Administration dropped when it rewrote 
NEPA implementing rules. Phase 1 of the proposal would require 
agencies to analyze direct, indirect, and cumulative effects of major 
federal actions and allow agencies to be even more stringent than 
the CEQ rules in their implementing regs. The broader Phase 2 of 
the proposal will follow this year. The proposed plan was published 
in the Federal Register in September, which commenced a public 
comment process that included two public hearings. The two-
phased approach is intended to allow the Biden Administration 
in Phase 1 to quickly revoke what it sees as the most problematic 
pieces of the Trump Administration’s broad rewrite of CEQ’s NEPA 
implementing rules in 2020 and allow time in Phase 2 to consider 
more wholesale changes to the rule. 

The Alliance believes there is a proper and balanced way to 
implement NEPA. Federal agencies implementing the requirements 
of NEPA should not engage, or be forced to engage, in costly and 
unnecessary assessments. The Alliance last fall formally expressed 
those concerns in a letter sent to CEQ regarding proposed changes 
to NEPA implementation procedures. 

NEPA Categorical Exclusions 

The Alliance throughout 2021 worked with House Natural Resources 
Committee GOP staff on new ways to expand the use of Categorical 
Exclusions under NEPA. Alliance members want to make sure aging 
infrastructure improvements or rehabilitation do not get caught up 
in unnecessary NEPA red tape.
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The Alliance’s first (and hopefully, last) virtual annual conference was held February 18-19, 2021. Throughout the 
two days, the audience participating hovered between 150 and 200. The reaction from participants was very 
positive and encouraging, but honestly, everyone probably preferred to have met in-person in Reno. The positive 
aspect of having a virtual event is that four Members of Congress directly engaged in the virtual event, which was a 
first for the Alliance. 

OUTREACH AND COMMUNICATIONS 
The Alliance strives to facilitate the delivery of accurate and timely information to Congress, regulatory agencies 
and its 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 Alliance 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. 

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. He and his 
associate, Megan Newton, have elevated the presence 
of the Alliance in social media forums like Facebook and 
Instagram. Both are eager to post more information about 
Alliance members to better tell the story and put a face to 
the organization. If you would like to participate, please 
contact Megan Newton at megan@yeahyeah.agency or 
805-888-1493.

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 commentary for Capitol Press, including a guest column (bit.ly/3JpgKem), co-authored by Klamath Water Users 
Association Executive Director Paul Simmons, in support of Rep. Cliff Bentz’ (R-Oregon) appointment as Ranking 
Member of the Water, Oceans and Wildlife Subcommittee of the House Committee on Resources. 

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, due to travel and meeting restrictions associated with the pandemic. 

President O’Toole was one of three speakers who participated virtually in the “Solutions in the American West” 
panel at the Water in the West Symposium last fall in Colorado, hosted by Colorado State University. In addition 
to the events discussed elsewhere in this report, Mr. Keppen spoke at virtual meetings hosted by the Idaho Water 
Users Association board of directors, the Tri States (ID/OR/WA) water users, and Reclamation’s regional management 
team. Most of these presentations centered on the drought and the Alliance’s involvement with the bipartisan 
infrastructure bill. 

As the pandemic travel restrictions loosened up, Alliance representatives were also able to hit the road again and 
speak “in-person” at several Western water and environmental conferences in the past year. Mr. Keppen spoke 

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 eleven years ago helped create the WACC, which now includes nearly twenty national, regional and 
state water, ag and conservation organizations. 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. 

Last year, the WACC prepared a water infrastructure letter that urges Congressional leaders to support 
investments in irrigation and municipal water infrastructure that provide important co-benefits of enhanced 
drought resilience and aquatic habitat. The WACC letter details ways to make these essential and successful 
western water infrastructure investments. Climate-smart agriculture, forestry and wildfire are all good areas 
for the WACC to engage in. The closing panel of this year’s annual conference will feature a panel of WACC 
representatives who talk about the coalition’s plans to engage in public outreach, the 2023 Farm Bill, 30 x 30, and 
other issues important to Western producers. 

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 public outreach, the COP26 event, and Klamath Basin waterfowl matters. 

Western Landowners Alliance 

Western Landowners Alliance (WLA) is a nonprofit organization of landowners, managers and partners who are 
united across the political, economic and social spectrum in a shared appreciation for the importance of land and 
its stewardship. WLA’s work is led and informed by experienced landowners and managers who have a vested 
stake in both the economic and environmental well-being of the West’s landscapes and rural communities. WLA 
has opened doors with the Biden Administration and has taken a very constructive and effective approach on 
the controversial “America the Beautiful” initiative. WLA leaders were instrumental in setting up the “30 x 30” 
panel at this year’s annual conference. 

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE PARTNERS 2021 “VIRTUAL” ANNUAL MEETING AND CONFERENCE 
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to conferences hosted by the Oregon Water Resources Annual Conference (Hood River), the Washington State 
Water Resources Association Annual Conference (Spokane); the Oregon Association of Counties (Eugene), and the 
California Agricultural Irrigation Association (Pismo Beach). In July, he spoke at the Western meeting of American 
Farm Bureau executives in Santa Fe (New Mexico). 

Mr. Keppen twice appeared on live talk shows hosted by Oregon Public Broadcasting, where he discussed the 
Klamath water crisis and the role the Alliance played in the bipartisan infrastructure bill negotiations. He appeared 
several times on Southern Oregon television after that bill was signed into law. 

The Water We Talking About? podcast hosted by Water Online last spring featured an extended interview with 
Mr. Keppen about public messaging of complicated water policy matters. The full interview is available on 
Apple, Spotify, and Google Podcasts. Later in the year, Travis Loop, producer of waterloop, published a podcast 
episode with Mr. Keppen and Taylor Hawes, who heads up The Nature Conservancy’s efforts in the Colorado River 
watershed. The focus of the podcast (bit.ly/AgWaterTrust) is on collaboration between farmers, ranchers and 
constructive conservation groups. Ms. Hawes has worked with the Alliance over the past decade, and she and Mr. 
Keppen earlier in the year co-authored an opinion piece pushing back on Wall Street water speculators.

As discussed earlier in this report, the coordinated, multi-state public relations effort associated with the Western 
water infrastructure initiative was a spectacular success, coordinated by Western Growers, with Alliance members 
from around the West contributing. However, challenges remain for Western water users to get their message out 
in a compelling way. The Alliance is part of a California communications group led by the California Farm Water 
Coalition that is always looking for new ways for the farm industry to present itself. They are intended to blunt some 
of the main charges made against irrigated agriculture and get out in front of others who are gaining steam. 

It has been frustrating to Alliance members across the West to see some of the media characterization of the 
tragedy that is being inflicted upon their fellow farmers and ranchers. The New York Times, New Yorker and Los 
Angeles Times in recent months have featured commentary from faraway critics who downplay the importance 
of using water to produce affordable and safe food and fiber. The Alliance still holds a sliver of hope that critical 
thinkers and leaders will easily distinguish this nonsense from reality. The Alliance will continue its efforts to ensure 
that irrigated agriculture continues to play a vital role in feeding our Nation, while keeping our rural communities 
and the environment healthy. At a time of unprecedented change, one certainty holds firm and true — our nation’s 
most valuable natural resource must be preserved.

OUTREACH AND COMMUNICATION

 At a time of unprecedented change, 
one certainty holds firm and true — 
our nation’s most valuable natural 
resource must be preserved.
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The Family Farm Alliance is a 501(c)(6) tax exempt organization; 76% 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: ______________________________________________________ 
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