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 2023 ANNUAL CONFERENCE 
SPONSORS AND EXHIBITORS

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
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Climate Adaptation and Flood Resilience
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Dear Family Farm Alliance Members and Friends,

Welcome to the Family Farm Alliance annual meeting and conference. 

I am you. My family is your family. For generations we have proudly 
produced food for America. We have together in good conscience, 
traded profitability for a lifestyle that is proud and satisfying. We are still 
overwhelmingly trusted by our fellow citizens.

It is now discouraging to hear the constant criticism of agriculture by 
those who have agendas rather than solutions. How do we keep our 
children on farms and ranches when they hear the constant drum beat 
of attack coming from predictable yet cynical sources?

I will tell you how. We meet together to celebrate our values, to give direction by our actions and unite to 
solve problems. This year, one so full of unexpected events that it is hard to catalog, our team - your board, 
Dan, Mark and Lane - have helped in a major way. They raised 12.3 billion dollars to deal with the water crisis.

This meeting is an opportunity to articulate to our partners how to apply our experience and cumulative 
history to move forward. We have had, in my lifetime, the fact of a positive balance of trade. We are now 
facing an American agricultural trade deficit this year, the third time since 2019, something we had never 
experienced in the previous fifty years. The numbers are going the wrong way. How do we turn that around? 
We do it by sticking with a policy that strengthens rural America. We fund infrastructure storage, we stay 
with a philosophy that values our food supply.

I was in a recent discussion about how food that we have produced for generations here in the West, is 
now coming from Mexico. Some of these trucks are being forced to pay cartels – the worst in the Western 
hemisphere – cash dollars for each truck, just to bring that food into the USA.

Join with me here, now, to work together to direct policy that is true sustainability.

Sincerely, 

 

Patrick F. O’Toole, President

MESSAGE FROM  THE PRESIDENT
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Steve Benson 
Brawley, California 
Steve Benson raises irrigated forage and vegetable crops as the managing partner of Benson Farms, LLC.  His third 
generational family farm was established in 1932 near Brawley, California. He is President of Planters Hay, Inc. 
and was a former board member/President of the Imperial Irrigation District. He currently serves on the boards 
of the Imperial Valley Economic Development Corporation, Imperial Valley Water (IVH20), and the Imperial Valley 
Vegetable Growers Association. He is an Advisor to the Imperial County Farm Bureau and former board member/
President of the Imperial Valley Boys and Girls Clubs.  Mr. Benson has a Civil Engineering degree 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 William had a rich career in finance and also served as an economics professor at West Hills College. 
William also served 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 long-time board member of the Family Farm Alliance. Chris 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 Welches Juice Corporation and a small amount 
of produce for farmer’s markets in Washington State. He has served as a Director on the Board of South Columbia Irrigation 
District, since 2000. He is an alternate on the Board of  Columbia Basin Hydropower. A past board member of the Columbia 
Basin Development League. A graduate from the Washington Agforestry Leadership Program, class of XXl. He has been 
married to Thea for over 33 years and has three children.

Cannon Michael  
Los Banos, California  
Cannon Michael (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 Cannon and the Bowles Farming Company team.  Cannon 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 California Cotton Alliance and as director and past chairman of the 
California Cotton Growers Association. He is married to his loving wife Heidi and they have three sons.

Paul Orme  
Mayer, Arizona 
Paul Orme was a long-time member of the Alliance’s Advisory Committee. His law practice focuses on representing special 
districts in water, electric power, and utility law matters. He serves as Counsel to five 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.
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Pat O’Toole 
Savery, Wyoming 
Patrick O’Toole, a member of the Alliance’s Board of Directors since 1998 and a former member of Wyoming’s 
House of Representatives, was named as the organization’s fifth President in March 2005. He is a cattle and sheep 
rancher and hay grower with strong backgrounds in irrigated agriculture and Wyoming politics. Mr. O’Toole and 
his wife, Sharon, live on a ranch that has been in her family since 1881. Pat O’Toole’s interest in water intersected 
with the Alliance while he was serving on the Clinton administration’s Western Water Policy Review Advisory 
Commission. Mr. O’Toole was the only commissioner representing Western irrigated agriculture and, in the end, 
refused to sign the report, opting instead to prepare a dissenting alternative report. The O’Toole family and Ladder 
Ranch were the recipients of the distinguished 2014 Wyoming Leopold Environmental Stewardship Award. Pat 
and Sharon met while students at Colorado State University, where Pat graduated with a philosophy degree.  They 
have three children and six grandchildren.

Clinton Pline  
Nampa, Idaho 
Clinton Pline was raised near Nampa, Idaho on a family operated dairy and irrigated farmland in the 1960s and 
70s.  After college, Mr. Pline came back to the family farm and they expanded their land operation to include 
various seed crops and sugar beets.  Since his early days in 4-H until present Mr. Pline has served in numerous 
leadership rolls.  Those include;  Student Senate at College of Southern Idaho, County Farm Bureau, Farm supply 
Co-op Director and County P&Z Commissioner.  Mr. Pline is currently serving his 6th term as Director for Nampa 
& Meridian Irrigation District and is also serving as chairman of Treasure Valley Water User’s Association and Water 
District 63 (Boise River Basin).   Clinton Pline has been a Board Director of Family Farm Alliance since 2019.

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

Tom Schwarz  
Bertrand, Nebraska  
Tom Schwarz is a life-long resident of Bertrand, Mr. Schwarz received a certificate in agriculture from the University 
of Nebraska, Lincoln. He has 50 years of farming experience and has owned a hay-grinding business for 40 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 was honored to receive a 
fellowship in the University of Nebraska LEAD program. He was further honored to be the 2019 LEAD Outstanding 
Alumni.  He and his wife Linda have been married over 38 years, and they have two children – Alex and Becky. They 
both farm with their family. 

BOARD OF DIRECTORS
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 20 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 serves as a penstock 
to a third small conduit 300kW hydro which also went live in 2018. 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 irrigation and water rights legislation.

“

—Patrick F. O’Toole, President

I am you. My family 
is your family. For 
generations we have 
proudly produced 
food for America. We 
have together in good 
conscience, traded 
profitability for a 
lifestyle that is proud 
and satisfying.
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Dave Anderson - Garrison Diversion Conservancy District, ND

Paul Arrington - Idaho Water Users Association

Ara Azhderian - Panoche Water District, CA

Donald Barksdale – Nampa and Meridian Irrigation District, ID

Alexandria Biering -  Friant Water Authority, CA

Mike Britton – North Unit Irrigation District, Madras, OR

James Broderick - Southeastern Colorado Water Conservancy District, Pueblo, CO

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

Shelley Cartwright – Westlands Water District, Freson, CA

Robert Cogan – Salt River Project, Phoenix, AZ

Michael Comeskey – Nampa & Meridian Irrigation District, ID

Ken Curtis – Dolores Water Conservancy District, Cortez, CO

Aaron Dalling – Fremont- Madison Irrigation District, ID

Tom Davis - Yuma County Water Users Association, Yuma, AZ

Duane DeKrey – Garrison Diversion Conservancy District, Carrington, ND

Nate Eckhoff –Piper Sandler & Company, NE

Urban Eberhart - Kittitas Reclamation District, WA

Dean Edgar - Burley Irrigation District, Burley, ID

Gary Esslinger, Chairman - Elephant Butte Irrigation District, Las Cruces, NM

Pete Gile - Kansas-Bostwick Irrigation District, Courtland, KS.

Mauricio Guardado – United Water Conservation District, Santa Paula, CA

Dr. Larry Hicks - Little Snake River Conservation District, Baggs, WY

Craig Horrell – Central Oregon Irrigation District, Redmond, OR

Sheldon Jones – Soil Health Institute, Research Triangle Park, North Carolina

Kevin Kasberg – Central Valley Project Water Association, CA

Cary Keaten – Solano Irrigation District, Vacaville, CA

Zane Kessler – Colorado River District, Glenwood Springs, CO

Tom Knutson -  Water Management Solutions, St. Paul, NE

Mike LaPlant – Ephrata, WA

Matt Lukasiewicz – Loup Basin Reclamation District, Farwell, NE

David Mansfield – Arizona

Fergus Morrisey – Orange Cove Irrigation District, Orange Cove, CA

Andy Mueller – Colorado River District, Glenwood Springs, CO

Wade Noble - Law Office of Wade Noble, Yuma, AZ

ADVISORY COMMITTEE MEMBERS AND 
REPRESENTATIVE ORGANIZATIONS

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

Jason Peltier – Coalition for a Sustainable Delta, CA

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

Jason Phillips - Friant Water Authority, Lindsay, CA

Bill Plummer - Scottsdale, AZ

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

Pat Riley - Helena, MT

Adam Robin – Yuba Water Agency, Marysville, CA

Clifford Searle - Burley Irrigation, Burley, ID

Ben Shawcroft - Truckee-Carson Irrigation District, Fallon, NV

Tina Shields – Imperial Irrigation District, Imperial, CA

Patrick Sigl – Salt River Project, Phoenix, AZ

April Snell – Oregon Water Resources Congress, Salem, OR

Roger Sonnichsen – Quincy Columbia Basin Irrigation District, Quincy, WA

John Stuhlmiller – Washington State Water Resources Association, Olympia, WA

Jeff Sutton - Tehama-Colusa Canal Authority, Willows, CA

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

Chris Voigt - Washington State Potato Commission, Moses Lake, WA

Bruce Whitehead – Animas-La Plata Water Conservancy District, Durango, CO

Brad Wind - Northern Water, Berthoud, CO

Eric Whyte – Ute Mountain Ute Tribe, Towaoc, CO

Steve Wolfe – Southwestern Water Conservation District, Durango, CO
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The Alliance was founded in the early 1990’s with one overriding ethic: Agriculture doesn’t need another 
association, but it does need an effective, low-cost grass roots group that can get the job done. All staff 
work is done under contract, so flexibility and very low overhead are maintained.

Amanda Coffman  
Laton ,California   
Amanda Coffman is the Financial Administrator for the Family Farm Alliance. She is the daughter of a third-
generation farmer and was raised on the family farm in Laton. She has worked for Errotabere Ranches for over 
16 years as a bookkeeper. She also helps with the bookkeeping on her family’s farm where she lives with her 
daughter, and helps her father and brother in the fields. Prior to joining Errotabere Ranches, she worked at the 
Laton Cooperative Cotton Gin for three years. 

Dan Keppen  
Klamath Falls, Oregon  
Dan Keppen has served as Executive Director for the Family Farm Alliance since 2005.  He has 34 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 and daughter-in-law, Jackson and Hayley. 

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

Josh Rolph  
Rocklin, California 
Josh Rolph assists the Alliance with website, social media and communications. After two decades working in 
politics and policy for elected officials in Washington, and then representing California farmers before the federal 
government, he founded the YEAH Agency. His full-service marketing firm helps nonprofits and small businesses 

CONTRACTOR PROFILES

compete effectively in an increasingly noisy communications 
environment. Previously, Josh served 11 years in the Federal Policy 
shop for the California Farm Bureau Federation, 5 of which he served 
as its Director. He worked in Washington in various roles, including 
Associate Director at USDA’s Office of Congressional Relations, as well 
as Legislative Director and aide to two members of the U.S. House of 
Representatives. 

Norm Semanko  
Boise/Coeur d’Alene, Idaho 
Norm Semanko serves as general counsel for the Family Farm Alliance. 
He is a 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. He 
represents numerous irrigation districts, canal companies and other 
water providers in Washington State and Idaho. 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, 
having served in that position under three different Governors. He is 
currently a member of the Legal Advisory Council for the Mountain 
States Legal Foundation. 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 and is also a graduate of the University of Idaho.

Jane Townsend  
Lake County, California 
Jane Townsend has been an Associate Director of AAMSI (Ag 
Association Management Services, Sacramento, CA) for over 30 years.  
The company currently manages over 50 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, U.S. 
Committee on Irrigation & Drainage, California Women for Agriculture, 
and conference 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.  

15
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Driven by concerns with rising food prices and the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the Alliance 
Board one year ago directed our contractors to work with others in an effort to improve 
communications on what rising inflation and the Ukraine crisis means to American consumers.  

Throughout 2022, the Alliance worked to educate the public, the media and policymakers 
on the linkage between the war in Ukraine, severe drought conditions in the Western U.S., 
significantly inflated food costs, global supply chain challenges, and a looming global famine. 
Notably, the Alliance and California Farm Water Coalition (CFWC) teamed up with Klamath 
producers and went to work, solicited contributions, and designed a full-page advertisement 
that was published in the Wall Street Journal on April 2, 2022. The QR code at the bottom of the ad led readers to a web 
page with more information about this dire situation and what must be done to correct it. The campaign progressed over 
the summer with paid social media posts aimed at consumers aged 18 to 44 in major urban centers around the country. 

To date, the campaign has generated over 7.3 million impressions with over 220,000 people clicking the link to visit the 
web site, where major points were made with supporting information. 

Still, while inflation and the cost of living being the top concern of American voters, the mainstream media  largely 
fails to connect the dots between these concerns and our own government’s policies that are directing water to the 
environment, away from some of the world’s best producers of safe, affordable food– our members.  Some recent 
developments should only reinforce the urgency for our national leaders to address our national food security and the 
looming global hunger crisis.  

The 2022 Global Agricultural Productivity (GAP) Report was released last October by Virginia Tech College of Agriculture 
and Life Sciences. The GAP Report in 2010 first quantified the difference between the current rate of agricultural 
productivity growth and the pace required to meet future world food needs. That report predicted that total global 
agricultural output would have to be doubled by the year 2050 to meet the food needs of a growing global population. 
The overall message of the new 2022 GAP report is that vulnerable agricultural systems rest on fragile foundations. 
Reversing the downward trajectory of global agricultural productivity growth, the report says, demands urgent action 
from policymakers, leaders, donors, scientists, farmers, and others in the agri-food system.

The U.S. has long been an agricultural juggernaut, and our agricultural export capability has helped feed the world. But 
in 2019, for the first time in more than 50 years, the U.S. ran an agricultural trade deficit. The USDA forecasts we will again 
run a deficit in 2023, for the third time since 2019. 

Meanwhile, in California’s Central Valley, 695,000 acres of farmland went fallow this past year. Undoubtedly, the Western 
drought has reduced the amount of water for many users, including irrigated agriculture. However, in places like 
California, the Klamath Basin, and Oregon’s Deschutes River Basin, much of the water that once flowed to farms and 
ranches is currently being re-directed by the federal government for environmental purposes. 

In other words, federal water policy is shutting down water availability for hundreds of thousands of acres of productive 
farmland. 

At a time when the future of Ukraine and other countries’ ability to help feed the outside world is at risk, our ability to 
increase productivity is being further curtailed – due in part, to our own government. 

America gave up domestic manufacturing over the last several decades leading to global trade deals that resulted in 

MESSAGE FROM  THE EXECUTIVE DIREC TOR

The Alliance is 
seen by many 
water resource 
stakeholders and 
policy makers across 
the West and in 
Washington, D.C. as 
a key player in the 
context of Western 
water resource 
management and 
how this important 
function is impacted 
by implementation 
of federal laws and 
regulations. We 
have a proven track 
record of successful 
engagement with 
federal policymakers 
that includes 95 
invitations to appear 
before Congress 
since 2005. 

a diminished national security. Are we now headed for a crisis which will lead to the loss of domestic food production, 
inevitably leading to a complete collapse of our national security?

The expulsion of Sri Lanka’s president from his country in July and the downfall of Britain’s prime minister late last year 
should serve as a warning to all of the political peril that awaits those who fail to address the erosion of living standards, 
no matter the cause.

At the Alliance, we will continue our 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.

The unprecedented drought that we have experienced for over two years 
has helped spark public and political awareness of the importance of 
Western water infrastructure. This certainly contributed to the inclusion of 
$8.3 billion funding for Bureau of Reclamation infrastructure and another 
$4 billion to address the Western drought. This level of federal investment – 
which the Alliance helped drive - is something we’ll likely never see again.  

The Alliance is seen by many water resource stakeholders and policy makers 
across the West and in Washington, D.C. as a key player in the context of 
Western water resource management and how this important function is 
impacted by implementation of federal laws and regulations. We have a 
proven track record of successful engagement with federal policymakers 
that includes 95 invitations to appear before Congress since 2005. 

We are successful because of the dedicated volunteer efforts of our 
leadership: the board of directors, led by President Pat O’Toole and 
Treasurer Marc Thalacker; our talented Advisory Committee, headed up by 
chairman Gary Esslinger, and our top-notch team of consultants, including 
Mark Limbaugh and Lane Dickson (federal advocates), Norm Semanko 
(general counsel), Jane Townsend (conference coordinator and fundraising 
coordinator), and Josh Rolph (communications advisor). We’ve been ably 
assisted by good work of our newest contractor, Amanda Coffman, who has 
provided invaluable financial administrative services. 

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
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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 its 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 it is a “virtual organization” – staff are all highly competent independent 
contractors. This gives the organization powerful representation with a flexibility that allows us to focus resources 
quickly on emerging issues.

Longer-term drought remained entrenched across much of the West as 2022 rolled in. Following a wet December 
2021 across parts of the West, a very dry pattern persisted during much of 2022, mainly from southern Oregon 
southward. Due to the persistently dry pattern since early January 2022, drought conditions worsened as the 
year progressed in parts of northern California and southwest Oregon, including the Klamath River Basin and the 
headwaters of the Sacramento River drainage, a key catchment for Shasta Lake, the cornerstone of the Central 
Valley Project (CVP).  For the fourth time in the last decade, south-of-Delta irrigation contractors served by the 
CVP received a 0% allocation. California was hit particularly hard, before year-ending “atmospheric storms” 
provided much-needed relief.

Farmers and ranchers served by the federal Klamath Irrigation Project in Southern Oregon and Northern California 
continued to face water supply uncertainty in the second year of serious drought. Last spring, Reclamation 
announced it would provide a 15% water allocation for the Project, which serves roughly 200,000 acres of farmland. 
That included zero water for districts with junior rights. Klamath Project irrigators also had their already-limited 
water supply unexpectedly curtailed one month earlier than normal.

Drought conditions in the Pacific Northwest in 2002 were not nearly as severe as they were in 2021, but some 
areas still saw severe, extreme and even exceptional drought. Over 65% of Oregon experienced moderate to 
exceptional drought conditions. Between 50-60% of farmland served by North Unit Irrigation District in Central 
Oregon were fallowed due to lack of water. On August 28, Governor Kate Brown (D-OREGON) issued an executive 
order proclaiming a state of emergency due to the imminent threat of wildfire. Oregon at that time had 29 active 
fires, including 6 large fires, that had burned over 21,000 acres.

The past year marked the 23rd year of ongoing historic drought and low runoff conditions in the Colorado River 
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Basin. Over the last 20 years, the flows of the Colorado River have been 20% below average due to a drought 
more severe than any in the last 1,200 years.  Downstream releases from Glen Canyon and Hoover Dams – which 
created Lakes Powell and Mead – will be reduced again in 2023 due to declining reservoir levels. In the Lower 
Basin, the reductions represent the second year of additional shortage declarations, demonstrating the severity 
of the drought and critically low reservoir conditions. More on the drought and the government and stakeholder 
response is discussed under the Colorado River initiative section, later in this paper. 

Western Drought Damage

A recent report from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) found that drought covered 
63% of the contiguous United States on Oct. 25, the largest such footprint since the severe drought of 2012. 
Drought contributed to more multibillion-dollar disasters in the form of growing wildfire threats. The NOAA 
disaster report, among other findings, reported that the average precipitation across the U.S. in 2022 was the 
third driest on record. Climate change also makes it more likely for disaster to “compound,” NOAA said. Other 
reports issued in late 2022 showed that U.S. red winter wheat crop was the worst since 1963. Oregon and Texas 
cattle herds were down 30-50%, which could spike beef prices in the coming years.

The U.S. Forest Service (USFS) recently released a study that suggests drought is the main contributor to 
ongoing losses of dense conifer forests in the southern Sierra Nevada Mountains, speeding the conversion 
of land to non-forest or lower density woodlands. Drought and the beetle infestations it invites were more 

responsible than 
the combined 
effects of wildfire 
or forest-thinning, 
researchers said. 
Trying to preserve 
forests in their 
current state won’t 
be an effective 
approach, they 
said, given the 
changing dynamics 
of climate and other 
conditions already 
pushing forests 
toward transitions. 
These findings 
are consistent 
with eyewitness 
accounts from 
Alliance members 
across the West. 



2-22 Activities and Accomplishments 21

Drought Aftermath in California

The official water year concluded on September 30, 2022, marking an end to a period in California that saw both 
record rainfall in October and the driest January-to-March period in at least a century. 2022 was a bad year for 
rice harvesting in California, producing only half the usual amount. Researchers estimate that the state’s irrigated 
farmland dropped by 752,000 acres from 2019 to 2022. In the Sacramento Valley, more than 600 square miles of 
agricultural lands were left fallow on the west-side last year due to lack of water deliveries. This had a serious impact 
on the economy in the region. Rural disadvantaged communities suffered economic dislocation and drinking water 
wells went dry; and there were significant impacts on the diverse landscape that supports more than 225 species, 
including numerous birds on the world-renowned Pacific Flyway. A report by the University of California, Davis 
found that supply chains were devastated, and further estimated that in the Sacramento Valley there was 14,300 
jobs lost; $1.3 billion lost in economic value added; and $732 million in lost labor income.  

Drought Followed by….California “Atmospheric Rivers”

On January 4, 2023, California Governor Gavin Newsom was dealing with an extreme weather challenge on the 
other side of the disaster spectrum. The governor declared a state of emergency after a series of atmospheric 
rivers systems struck California, and in advance of additional forecasted storms and expected flooding. Historic 
storms piled deep snow in the Sierra Nevada, provided some relief for depleted reservoirs and brightened water-
supply prospects for agriculture. But they also inflicted a harsh toll, with showers, mudslides and fierce winds 
combining to ruin thousands of acres of crops with filthy water while wreaking havoc on orchards (California 
Farm Bureau). Between December 26 and January 9, reservoir levels behind Shasta Dam, part of the CVP, rose 21 
feet. The California State Water Project’s largest reservoir, Lake Oroville, similarly rose 62 feet over the same time 
period. Other reservoirs have also seen similar increases in inflows and storage. 

A top priority identified by the Alliance board of directors 

at their February 2022 meeting in Reno was to continue to 

look for ways to assist members, provide unity, and educate 

policy makers on the continuing drought. Many of the actions 

related to drought assistance were driven by the Alliance’s 

work on implementation of the BIL programs by the Bureau 

of Reclamation and Natural Resources Conservation Service 

and advocacy efforts that helped secure $4 billion in Western 

drought provisions in the Inflation Reduction Act. The Alliance 

also engaged Congress throughout the year in multiple 

drought forums.

—Dan Keppen, Executive Director

Drought Resilience Interagency Working Group Releases Summary Report

The Biden Administration in June released the Drought Resilience Interagency 
Working Group’s (IWG) Summary Report, outlining the actions taken to date 
to improve communities’ longer-term resilience to drought through financial 
and technical assistance. The Alliance was appreciative of the report’s focus on 
investment in infrastructure. However, much of the report is dedicated to how the 
agencies will spend the BIL dollars, and not so much on what is being achieved 
through the spending, although that might be expected in only the first year of a 
5-year spending horizon. Agriculture is addressed fleetingly in the report, with no 
mention made of food security, of which water for agriculture is obviously a critical 
component. Alliance Executive Director Dan Keppen was interviewed and quoted by 
a reporter who wrote about this report for Politico.

Alliance Engagement on Drought Policy Matters

A top priority identified by the Alliance board of directors at their February 2022 meeting in Reno was to continue to look 
for ways to assist members, provide unity, and educate policy makers on the continuing drought. Many of the actions 
related to drought assistance were driven by the Alliance’s work on implementation of the BIL programs by the Bureau 
of Reclamation (Reclamation) and Natural Resources Conservation Service, or “NRCS” (see related discussion later in this 
report) and advocacy efforts that helped secure $4 billion in Western drought 
provisions in the Inflation Reduction Act (also discussed further, later in this report). 
The April 2022 Alliance “Monthly Briefing” provided more detail on the dire drought 
conditions in California, the Pacific Northwest, the Great Basin, and parts of the 
Great Plains. The Alliance also engaged Congress throughout the year in multiple 
drought forums, as discussed below.

House Water, Oceans and Wildlife (WOW) Subcommittee: Klamath River Hearing

On March 8, the House Committee on Natural Resources WOW Subcommittee held a virtual oversight hearing on Klamath 
River Basin conditions. Witnesses included government and tribal witnesses, as well as representatives from Klamath Water 
Users Association and Modoc County, California. The latter witnesses testified about the consequences of Reclamation’s 
decision in 2021 to allocate zero water for wildlife refuges and Klamath Project agriculture. They noted that the decision 
was intended to protect fish, but it did so at the expense of other species, dried up hundreds of domestic wells, and created 
health problems in the form of dust. The Alliance worked with GOP staffers to provide guidance on selection of local 
witnesses.

GOP Forum: How Western Drought Affects Every American

House Committee on Natural Resources Republicans on May 11 hosted a forum examining how drought in the American 
West causes increased grocery prices for American families at a time when inflation was already skyrocketing. Committee 
Ranking Member Bruce Westerman invited Republican Members to participate in an oversight forum examining how 
the ongoing western drought contributes to soaring grocery and electricity prices nationwide. Members heard from 
witnesses from across the country who are experiencing these impacts firsthand and further examine the need to 
implement short and long-term drought solutions for American consumers. Mr. Keppen testified (virtually) on behalf of 
the Alliance at this hearing. 

Senate Energy and Natural Resources (ENR) Committee Hearing

Short-term and long-term solutions to the Western drought were the topic of the June 14 Senate ENR Committee 
hearing. Alliance President Patrick O’Toole’s unscripted, heartfelt testimony about the drought’s impact to Western 
farmers and ranchers was a hearing highlight. The Colorado River was the primary focus of discussion at the hearing, 
due in part to the obvious interest of Senators Barrasso (WYOMING), Lee (UTAH), Kelly (ARIZONA), and Cortez-Masto 



2-22 Activities and Accomplishments 23

(NEVADA), all of whom engaged the witnesses at the hearing. Mr. O’Toole’s family owns and operates a ranch on a 
headwater tributary of the Colorado River in Wyoming. Early on in the hearing, Reclamation Commissioner Camille 
Touton emphasized that between 2-4 million acre-feet of  “conservation and demand management” actions would 
be needed in the Colorado River Basin, starting in 2023. John Enstminger 
(Southern Nevada Water Authority) summarized urban efforts to reduce 
per-capita water use and echoed Commissioner Touton’s comments, and 
further suggesting that agriculture must also cut its consumption. He further 
suggested that farmers reconsider growing crops like alfalfa, while admitting 
that SNWA is planning to serve a population that will swell to 3.8 million by 
2072. 

Mr. O’Toole told the Committee that he believes water storage and improving 
forest health are important steps to addressing the severe ongoing drought 
in the West. He cautioned that taking water away from farms would increase 
the amount of food the U.S. needs to import from other countries. The 
Alliance written testimony pointed out the domino effect of drought in 
the West, highlighted the recent brutal Western wildfires, and concluded 
by emphasizing the importance of local decision-making in Western water 
management. Senator Barrasso and Committee Chairman Joe Manchin (D-
WV) also publicly agreed that the Western drought is tied to food insecurity 
and higher prices. 

Senate Committee on Agriculture Subcommittee Hearing

Senator Michael Bennet (D-COLORADO) chaired a June 7 hearing in the Senate Ag Committee’s Conservation, Climate, 
Forestry and Natural Resources Subcommittee on “The Western Water Crisis: Confronting Persistent Drought and Building 
Resilience on our Forests and Farmland”. Alliance Advisory Committee Member Andy Mueller (General Manager, Colorado 
River Water Conservation District) testified on behalf of his district at this hearing. The Alliance also developed extensive 
written testimony for this hearing, which provided an opportunity to tee up some farm bill and drought priorities. 
Chairman Bennet at the hearing called for the Alliance testimony be included in the hearing record.  

INFLATION AND GLOBAL FOOD INSECURITY 
The Western drought extended into 2022, at the same time Americans were facing rising food costs and world leaders 
increasingly shared their fears of looming global famine. Grocery prices in April were up 10.8% from a year earlier, the 
highest annual increase since November 1980. Meanwhile, our own government’s policies withheld water from food and 
fiber producers in places like the Central Valley, Central Oregon and the Klamath Basin. 

Alliance leaders in their February 2022 internal meetings at their annual conference in Reno traded stories about how 
arguments in support of Western irrigated agriculture have in recent years been drowned in a flood of commentary 
from faraway critics who downplay and even criticize the importance of using water to produce affordable and safe food 
and fiber.  Driven by concerns with rising food prices and the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the Alliance Board directed 
contractors to work with others in an effort to improve communications on what rising inflation and the Ukraine 
crisis means to American consumers.  Throughout 2022, the Alliance worked to educate the public, the media and 
policymakers on linkage between the war in Ukraine, severe drought conditions in the Western U.S., significantly inflated 
food costs, global supply chain challenges, and a looming global famine. 

Short-term and long-term 

solutions to the Western 

drought were the topic of the 

June 14 Senate ENR Committee 

hearing. Alliance President 

Patrick O’Toole’s unscripted, 

heartfelt testimony about the 

drought’s impact to Western 

farmers and ranchers was a 

hearing highlight

A Wake-Up Call to our National Leaders 

Within weeks of the 2022 annual conference, the Alliance teamed up with other allies in Western water to begin public 
outreach efforts. Capital Press in March posted a guest editorial written by Mr. O’Toole which outlined the importance 
of food security, and how that critical strategic national priority is now often taken for granted by the American public. 
Western Farmer-Stockman magazine carried a similar guest column authored by Mr. Keppen.  Both opinion pieces 
referenced a new  Alliance report –“Is Anyone Listening? A Wake-up Call to Our National Leaders from an American 
Rancher” - that explains why food security is something that Alliance leaders have warned policy leaders about for 
over fifteen years. The report urges federal leaders to employ the right combination of tools and incentives, supported 
with both public and private sector investments, to allow Western irrigated agriculture to help close the global food 
productivity gap and sustainably meet the world’s needs by 2050. 

Wall Street Journal Advertisement

The Alliance helped lead Western producers in March to band together and take out a full-page ad in the Wall Street Journal 
(WSJ), sharing the viewpoint that the government’s delivery of water to farmers is critical to ensuring a strong domestic food 
supply. In late March, an idea to sound the alarm of the pending food scarcity issue began with some Klamath Basin farmers. 
The idea seemed simple: tell the story in a full-page ad in a major newspaper to start the conversation with the unaware 
public. It was a much bigger project than could have been 
imagined. The Alliance and California Farm Water Coalition 
(CFWC) teamed up with the Klamath interests and went 
to work, solicited contributions, and designed the ad. The 
paper chosen was the WSJ.  The ad ran on Saturday, April 
2 and the QR code at the bottom of the ad led readers to a 
web page with more information about this dire situation 
and what must be done to correct it. The landing page 
links to the Alliance “Wake-up” report noted above. The 
campaign progressed over the summer with paid social 
media posts aimed at consumers aged 18 to 44 in major 
urban centers around the country. To date, the campaign 
has generated over 7.3 million impressions with over 
220,000 people clicking the link to visit the web site, where 
major points were made with supporting information. 

Wall Street Journal Follow-Up

The WSJ ad was a great first step, but it was only a first step: 

• Alliance Director Paul Orme (ARIZONA) and Mr. Keppen co-authored another guest opinion appeared in the Arizona 
Republic: “Water Policy Threatens Our Food Supply”. The Republic is the state’s largest newspaper. The Arizona Capitol 
Times also included a full-page ad paid for by the Alliance, which was  essentially a full-page reprint of this guest 
column. 

• Alliance director Don Schwindt (COLORADO) and Mr. Keppen co-authored an opinion piece that was published in the 
May 11 edition of the Colorado Sun, as part of this initiative. 

• The Northern California Water Association in October posted a guest blog post by Mr. Keppen titled, “There Has 
Never Been a More Important Time to Protect American Food Production”.

• The Farm Bureau in Fresno County – the largest ag production county in America- ran the story the Alliance 
published in its April “Monthly Briefing” about food supply concerns. 

• Progressive Grocer, an industry trade publication, covered the issue of land fallowing, impending food shortages, and 
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higher prices as described in an informational graphic published by CFWC.

• Two California producers and CFWC Executive Director Mike Wade appeared on a segment that was reported on 
by Lester Holt on NBC Nightly News. 

• The BBC published a story on water shortages and the effects they are having on the nation’s food supply. CFWC 
President Bill Diedrich, appeared in the story.

Western Farm Press also ran multiple guest columns by Mr. Keppen, seeking to “connect the dots” on these matters for 
readers.  Throughout the year, Alliance social media consultant Josh Rolph also blasted out several good blogs to draw 
further attention to this issue. 

Taking it to the Streets

Alliance and CFWC spokespersons also took their message across the West. Mr. Keppen delivered the keynote address 
of global food security in September at the Arizona Agri-business and Water Council water conference in Phoenix, 
and in October at the Upper Missouri Water Association conference in 
Deadwood (SOUTH DAKOTA). He also spoke on this topic at the World 
Alfalfa Congress conference in November in San Diego, and in December 
at the North Dakota Water Users Association conference in Bismarck. Mike 
Wade with CFWC advanced the food security message in his keynote 
address before the Columbia Basin Development League in Washington 
state in November. Audiences throughout the year were very supportive of the efforts to educate the public and 
policy makers on the importance of Western irrigated agriculture to our national security. 

Media Attention 

As the year advanced, public awareness and media coverage expanded daily as the ripple effects of the conflict in 
Ukraine further drove up U.S. food prices, intensified global food scarcity, and increased farm production costs. A 
flood of national news stories began to shed light on the impacts the global food shortage and inflation are having 
on domestic food security. For example, the Washington Post ran back-to-back stories, with one article covering both 
the national conflict’s impact on expected food and farming costs, and another focusing specifically on the California 
drought, where water deliveries to millions of acres of productive farmland were curtailed, in part due to state and 
federal regulatory policies. 

Congressional Attention

House Republicans last May 2022 hosted an oversight forum examining how the ongoing Western drought 
contributes to skyrocketing grocery and electricity prices nationwide. Members heard from witnesses across the 
country who were experiencing these impacts firsthand and to further examine the need to implement short and 
long-term drought solutions for American consumers. Mr. Keppen testified virtually at this forum, as did several 
Alliance members and Bill Diedrich, representing CFWC. A copy of the WSJ ad was used as a prop at the hearing. 

Alliance Director Steve Benson – a vegetable and seed crop grower from California’s Imperial Valley – in May testified 
remotely before a forum hosted by the House Natural Resources Committee and Energy and Commerce Committee 
Republicans on how rising energy prices are impacting American households and businesses. Members heard from 
Mr. Benson and over a dozen other witnesses across the country who were experiencing the impacts of rising energy 
prices firsthand and discussed solutions to address skyrocketing costs. Mr. Benson testified that in 2022, it cost more 
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to ship vegetables across the United States than the cost to grow. His written testimony also explained that fossil fuels 
are critical ingredients towards tackling challenges associated with aging infrastructure and water conservation. 

White House Nutrition Summit

The Biden administration in September hosted a conference focused on nutrition, health, and hunger in America. 
The White House said the conference was intended to help craft a national strategy to “identify steps the government 
will take and catalyze the public and private sectors to address the intersections 
between food, hunger, nutrition, and health.” The timing of the conference was held 
amidst record-high food prices in this country. In the lead-up to the conference, 
the Biden administration announced billions of dollars in public and private 
contributions as part of a “transformational vision” to help end hunger and reduce 
diet-related diseases such as diabetes by 2030. 

Fruit and vegetable producers appeared to be pleased with the good attention 
paid by conference organizers to their products. However, the deeper issues of 
rising food costs, global hunger, and the role of American producers in tackling 
these challenges were given short shrift. Rep. G.T. Thompson (R-PA) in August sent 
a letter to the White House requesting answers to numerous questions regarding 
the “haphazard planning” of the event. Receiving no response, Rep. Thompson and 
other Republicans sent a follow-up letter to the White House expressing concern at 
the lack of bipartisan outreach.  

“Alfalfa 101”

With the Western drought in the news every day during the summer of 2022, the attack against cows, forage 
and alfalfa from competing Western water sectors – particularly in the stressed Colorado River Basin - hit new 
levels in 2022. Academic reports, YouTube videos, print media and columnists set their sights on agriculture – 
and cows and the forage crops that feed them, in particular – to place the blame for the Colorado River’s water 
woes. With Western farmers struggling to find adequate water supplies, competing interests ramped up pressure 
on the federal government to cut the water supply farmers are using to grow our food, including alfalfa, which 
is a foundational food chain crop. In response, the Alliance and CFWC produced a White Paper titled, “Our Food 
Supply at Risk; The Importance of Alfalfa Production in the American West,” detailing the valuable role alfalfa 
plays as a principal feed source for the nation’s livestock and dairy industries, as well as its environmental 
benefits, and other positive virtues.  

Last November, Mr. Keppen presented a related alfalfa paper to the World Alfalfa Congress Symposium in 
November in San Diego. At the same time, Mr. Wade from CFWC addressed the report as part of his remarks to 
the Columbia Basin Development League Conference in Moses Lake (WASHINGTON). Mr. Keppen and Mr. Wade 
delivered a “tag-team” presentation on this topic at the January 25, 2023 luncheon before the Mid-Pacific Water 
Users Conference in Reno (NEVADA). 

Rep. G.T. Thompson
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PRESIDENT SIGNS 
INFLATION REDUCTION ACT (IRA) INTO LAW

President Biden on August 16, 2022 signed the $459 billion IRA – a massive health care, climate and tax bill – into law. 
House Democrats on August 12 cleared the bill, with no Republicans joining Democrats in supporting the act. Senate 
Democrats passed the bill five days earlier, by a 51-50 margin, with Vice President Kamala Harris breaking the tie. Senator 
Kyrsten Sinema (D-ARIZONA) was the key vote in the Senate, where she helped secure $4 billion of funding intended to 
address the Western drought crisis. The legislation 
represents the largest investment in addressing 
climate change in U.S. history, it allowed Medicare 
to negotiate with pharmaceutical companies on 
the costliest prescription drugs and it extended 
health care subsidies through the 2024 election. 
Republicans sharply opposed the massive package, 
which they claim was financed largely by tax 
increases. 

The IRA contains hundreds of millions of dollars to 
staff up agencies burdened with permitting new 
climate and infrastructure projects. EPA received 
billions of dollars to aid in the fight against climate 
change. The legislation contains more than $4.5 
billion intended to track and cut emissions of conventional air pollutants, as well as greenhouse gases. More than $20 
billion went to USDA to provide farmers and ranchers climate-smart agriculture tools they need to address the climate 
crisis. The IRA appropriates a total of $4.9 billion in spending on various forestry programs, through September 30, 2031. 

Alliance Efforts: IRA Western Drought Relief Funding

After months of withholding his support for the massive reconciliation package, Senator Joe Manchin (D-WV) announced 
that he would support the bill in late July. Shortly thereafter, a coalition of Western agriculture and water organizations 
– including the Alliance- sent a letter to Senate leaders, expressing “surprise and concern” about how legislation aimed 
at climate change failed to include meaningful provisions to address water security and emergency drought response. 
None of the nine organizations signing the letter – which also included the Agribusiness and Water Association of Arizona, 
Association of California Water Agencies (ACWA), National Water Resources Association (NWRA), Western Growers, and 
four Western state Farm Bureaus – formally supported the IRA. However, the coalition letter urged that if a reconciliation 
package were to be considered, Congress must also include provisions to provide immediate drought relief to the West. 
The coalition felt this legislation could be a vehicle to get some big-time dollars to help address the drought throughout 
the West, including short-term funding that is critical to generate water savings in the next few years on the Colorado River. 

The Alliance was in communication with several of the Colorado River Basin Democrat Senators as the letter was being 
developed and in the days after. Senator Sinema – who had opposed past reconciliation moves (e.g., President Biden’s 
“Build Back Better” plan) – was the last Senate Democrat to publicly support the bill, and she held out until she had fully 
studied the legislation.  Ultimately, she signed on after securing a handful of changes, including $4 billion for drought 
resilience, which would be directed to Reclamation. 

These provisions will certainly be helpful, although the final language included in the Senate-passed bill differs from 
what the Alliance and its allies were advocating for. A total of $4 billion instead of $5 billion was included, the block grant 
capability to assist with community impacts was pulled, and the priority was more on the Colorado River Basin then “West-
wide”. In short, the Western drought provisions included in the IRA will: 1) Help fund conservation projects to increase 

water level of water in Colorado River system reservoirs; 2) Compensate water users for reducing water use (through 
temporary or multi-year agreements); and 3) Help mitigate effects of drought by funding environmental restoration 
projects, including inland waterways (like Salton Sea). 

Other Alliance Activities 

The Alliance quietly worked over the past year with editorial staff at Arizona Republic, a USA Today publication. An August 
5, 2022 editorial column titled “How many farms can Arizona and California lose before we feel it at the grocery store?” was 
published as the Western drought language was being negotiated and was shared with the offices of Senators Kelly and 
Sinema. It did a good job of carrying the Alliance message. Director Paul Orme (ARIZONA) and Mr. Wade are both cited in 
the article. Mr. Keppen was quoted in another on the $4 billion drought provisions published by the Palm Springs Desert Sun, 
and the Alliance’s federal advocate, Mark Limbaugh was quoted in piece distributed by Circle of Blue. 

Next Steps

The language in the IRA calls out the Colorado River Basin as a priority for this funding and, based on their existing 
authorities, Reclamation is developing both short- and long-term strategies to put the funding to good use (see related 
discussion under Colorado River initiative section). There are other basins in the West that are in serious multi-year 
drought and could also benefit from some of the funding, but the Colorado River will remain the priority. From a West-
wide perspective, this funding helped set the stage for the rest of 2022 and the 118th Congress by drawing attention to 
the reality that there were many other areas that are hurting, not just the Colorado River.  

THE 2022 MID-TERM ELECTIONS
Republicans on election day secured a majority in the House of Representatives, and Democrats maintained control in 
the Senate. In the House, Republicans now carry a slim majority – a 222 Republicans to 213 Democrats final tally.  The 50-
seat majority for Senate Democrats grew to 51-49 after the Georgia runoff between incumbent Senator Raphael Warnock 
(D-GA) and his Republican challenger Hershel Walker on December 6th. The Republican party is sure to use control in 
the House as a check to President Biden, congressional Democrats, and their legislative agenda over the next two years. 
With little chance of legislative compromise on major initiatives under the GOP-controlled House, the White House will 
be forced to rely on federal agencies to advance much of President Biden’s priorities over the next two years, pushing to 
enact major regulations and develop new ones during his remaining time in office. 

Many pundits and lawmakers expected a healthy Republican majority in the House and a majority in the Senate in 
what some were anticipating as a “red wave.” Looking at national results, many political observers believe the likely 
factors that largely kept Democrats in power were voter turnout efforts, the lingering effects of the US Supreme Court’s 
Dobbs decision, and the quality of the losing candidates. Unaffiliated voters who were also concerned with crime and 
inflation ultimately didn’t choose GOP candidates in the numbers that were anticipated. Environmentalists touted their 
successful organizing and outreach strategy that brought “climate voters” to the polls in record numbers to help achieve 
key Democratic victories in the 2022 midterms and limit GOP gains. Some argue that their successes could help bolster 
ongoing and future advocacy on climate and environmental policy matters. Of note, the 2022 midterms saw $16.7 billion 
in federal and state spending, setting a record for a midterm cycle.
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ACTION IN THE 
117TH CONGRESS LAME DUCK SESSION
FY 2023 Omnibus Appropriations Bill Passes

After months of negotiation and several continuing resolutions, Congress on December 23rd passed the gargantuan 
Performance Enhancement Reform Act (H.R. 2617), the vehicle for the fiscal year 2023 omnibus spending package.  
As the last act of the lame-duck session and 117th Congress, the $1.7 trillion, 4,000-page measure funds the federal 
government through September 2023. President Biden signed the bill into law in advance of the December 30 deadline. 
The omnibus appropriations package includes all 12 fiscal year appropriations bills for the fiscal year 2023 – plus a lot 
more. Democrats championed the omnibus bill’s record-setting level for domestic spending — $800 billion, or a 9.3 
percent increase from last year’s levels (PoliticoPro). Among the funding bill’s other provisions: 1) Nearly $40 billion in aid 
for Ukraine; 2) Bipartisan election reforms intended to prevent another Jan. 6 attack; 3) A ban on the Chinese-owned 
app TikTok on government devices; and 4) New incentives for retirement savings. The omnibus also includes member 
earmark projects. While Republican leaders successfully negotiated huge increases to the bill’s military spending, GOP 
resistance held up the bill for days in the Senate

Provisions for Agriculture in the Omnibus Appropriations Bill

The appropriations bill allocates an additional $3.74 billion to offset crop losses due to droughts, wildfires, hurricanes, 
or floods. It includes appropriations for Agriculture Conservation Programs and Rural Development. Some agricultural 
groups lauded these provisions, as well as the additional $494.5 million that was earmarked for livestock disaster 
losses (Western Farmer-Stockman). Several farm groups expressed disappointment that the Senate did not include the 
Affordable and Secure Food Act, which addresses agricultural immigration reform. The NRCS conservation operations 
received $941 million, as well as $925 million for the Emergency Watershed Protection (EWP) Program. The agreement 
directs NRCS to work with States, irrigation districts, acequias, and others to implement area-wide plans to address 
drought resiliency and mitigation.  It also directs NRCS to collaborate with outside stakeholders and streamline guidance 
to use the Watershed and Flood Prevention Operations (WFPO) funds for projects that modernize irrigation systems, 
while also providing benefits for drought response and wildlife habitats. This report language is something the Alliance 
worked on with the office of Senator Jeff Merkley (D-OREGON).

Provisions for Reclamation in the Omnibus Package

The Department of the Interior received $1.8 billion for Reclamation’s 
western water projects and regional programs in the Water and Related 
Resources Account ($30 million above FY22). The agreement directed 
$134 million from Water Conservation and Delivery appropriations 
toward water storage projects authorized by the Water Infrastructure 
Improvements for the Nation (WIIN) Act. Additional direction on 
funding included:1) Aquifer storage and recovery projects ($20M); 2) 
desalination projects in WIIN section 4009(a) ($12M); 3) Airborne Snow 
Observatory Program ($4M); and 4) Snow modeling data processing 
in coordination with NOAA and USDA ($1.5M). Section 203 of the 
bill amended the SECURE Water Act to increase funding for water 
management from $750M to $820M. The bill also provided $3.5M for 
work with Open ET.

2022 Water Resources Development Act (WRDA) Signed into Law

President Biden on December 23 signed the National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) for Fiscal Year 2023 into 
law, which included the 2022 WRDA, biennial legislation that authorizes flood control, navigation, and ecosystem 
restoration projects for the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps). WRDA legislation in recent years has also 
included provisions for Reclamation projects, although this year’s WRDA was Corps-focused, as it was included 
in the must-pass NDAA package to support military funding and authorizations. However, the 2022 WRDA does 
have a strong Western flavor. Notably, it establishes a Corps Western Water Cooperative Committee. The purpose 
of this new committee is to ensure that Corps “flood control projects in Western States are operated consistent 
with congressional directives by identifying opportunities to avoid or minimize conflicts between the operation 
of Corps projects and water rights and water laws in such States.” Mr. Keppen was invited to be a featured 
speaker at the January 2022 monthly meeting of stakeholders and Senate staff hosted by the Western Caucus 
Foundation, where the topic of the day was WRDA.

THE OUTLOOK FOR THE 118TH CONGRESS
After a week of steadily peeling away detractors in his own party at 
the onset of 2023, Rep. Kevin McCarthy (R-CALIFORNIA) finally eked 
out victory on the 15th ballot, claiming the  speakership of the House 
of Representatives for the new 118th Congress. His four-day slog to 
a win underscores the challenges he will face in guiding the GOP’s 
narrow House majority through the rest of this Congress. But in order 
to get there, the new Speaker made many concessions to hard-right 
conservatives in a new rules package that was voted on, which could 
make the legislative process very difficult to manage, including 
several must-pass bills raising the debt ceiling and funding the 
government. Rep. Cliff Bentz (R-OREGON) will be the new chairman of 
the House WOW Subcommittee, which has been renamed the Water, 
Wildlife and Fisheries Subcommittee, having jurisdiction over many 
Western water and energy matters involving federal agencies like 
Reclamation. Chairman Bentz will be the keynote luncheon speaker at 
the 2023 Family Farm Alliance annual conference.

In the Senate, Democrats now control the body with a 51-49 margin 
and are expected to push a legislative agenda on climate and energy 
policy this year, despite the expected united opposition to such 
policies from the GOP-controlled House. Senate Democrats will focus 
on implementation of IRA and BIL, foreign relations, and permitting reform. Of note, 80-year old Senator Mitch 
McConnell (R-Ky.) will become the longest-serving Senate party leader in history. Mark Limbaugh will moderate a 
panel of staffers for key Senate and House committees in the annual “A Look at D.C. from the Hill” presentation at 
this year’s annual conference in Reno. 

New House Speaker Kevin McCarthy 
(R-CALIFORNIA)
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Every year at its annual meeting and conference, the Alliance board of directors, with input provided by the 
Advisory Committee, establishes priority issues to engage in for the upcoming year. After a full day of internal 
discussions in Reno last February, the key initiatives established by Alliance leadership for 2022 were: 

1. Engage with the Biden Administration and Members of Congress. 

• Look for and encourage bipartisan opportunities to collaborate, particularly in “climate-smart” agriculture 
and needed changes in Western water policy. 

• Continue to seek to educate policy makers about the implications of eliminating all of the initiatives from the 
prior administration that improved the regulatory landscape for Western producers and water managers. 

2. Work with our allies in an effort to find ways to improve communications and push back on those who 
demonize producers and Western irrigated agriculture.

3. Seek to ensure efficient and effective implementation of the BIL by federal agencies. 

•  Work with our members to develop success stories to share with the public.

• Work with our members to identify obstacles associated with accessing the funding, and share those 
concerns with Reclamation, NRCS and other federal agencies. 

4. Finalize and advocate for the recently completed Colorado River policy position.

5. Prepare to influence the development of the 2023 Farm Bill. 

6. Work with other organizations to host and participate in field tours for Congressional staff, 
Administration policy makers, and the media at key project areas in the Western U.S.

7. Continue to advocate for active forest management in federal Western watersheds and better quantifying 
watershed health improvements associated with these and other water conservation actions.

8. Continue to monitor rulemaking and legislation and advocate for modernizing and improving 
implementation of the ESA.

9. Continue to monitor rulemaking and legislation and advocate for improving streamlining regulatory 
processes for water and power projects.

10. Continue to monitor the Western drought.

• Look for ways to assist our members and educate policy makers.

• Seek to provide unity between our members during the coming drought crisis.

Alliance efforts to work with its members and allies to educate consumers and policy makers about the importance 

of Western irrigated agriculture in light of the drought, inflation, and global strife (Priority #2, above) is described in 

further detail in the previous section, “Inflation and Global Food Insecurity”. Actions that drove Priority #10 are detailed 

further in the previous “The 2022 Western Drought” section. 

Progress made in 2022 on the other initiatives is discussed further below.  The Congressional passage of the 

reconciliation effort that morphed into the IRA became a top priority for the Alliance last summer, as discussed in the 

previous section. Colorado River issues and agency implementation of the newly passed IRA rose to the top of the 

priority list as the year advanced and are also discussed in the next section. 

2022

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Engage with the Biden Administration and Congress, looking for and 
encouraging opportunities to participate in collaborative opportunities, particularly in “climate smart” agriculture 
and needed changes in Western water policy. 

The Alliance continues to engage and discuss potential effects and impacts of climate change in the West, building 
upon the interest created by the 2007 Alliance report on climate change and active engagement addressing climate 
change on Capitol Hill and three administrations. 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. Even though climate change barely cracks the “Top 
10” issues of most concern to Americans for much of 2022, the U.N., mainstream media and many Democrat leaders 
continue to place high priority on it. 

Biden Administration Climate Change Actions

There is a tremendous amount of federal funding available to support agricultural commodities that are produced in 
a way that reduces greenhouse gas emissions. In February, the USDA offered up to $1 billion to support new “climate 
smart” products. The Biden Administration earlier in the year announced the release of more than 20 agencies’ annual 
reports showing how they are addressing climate risks and vulnerabilities. The updates show agencies’ progress on 
the climate adaptation plans they released last October, including reports from the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA), the Department of the Interior, the Energy Department, and the Treasury, to name a few.  The Administration 
highlights the fact that both the IRA and the BIL include $50 billion in investments to protect American infrastructure 
against catastrophic wildfires, heat, and floods, and $4.5 billion for drought preparedness.

COP27 – Egypt

The two-week 2022 U.N. Climate Change Conference (COP27) kicked off in early November in Sharm el-Sheikh, 
Egypt. President Joe Biden and his leadership team were present, as were American agricultural producers 
represented by SfL. USDA Secretary Tom Vilsack used the international 
platform of COP27 to showcase the Partnerships for Climate-Smart 
Commodities, through which USDA is investing in new revenue streams 
for America’s climate-smart farmers, ranchers and forest landowners. 
These projects will expand markets for climate-smart commodities, leverage the greenhouse gas benefits 
of climate-smart production and provide direct, meaningful benefits to agriculture, including for small and 
underserved producers. Alliance President O’Toole traveled to Scotland one year ago and participated in the 
COP26 talks.

Farmers Engage 

The U.N. Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCC) in 1994 established an international environmental 
treaty to combat “dangerous human interference with the climate system”, in part by stabilizing greenhouse gas 
concentrations in the atmosphere. One way the Alliance builds support for agriculture is by working with the 
UNFCCC Farmers Constituency, which is made up of farmers and agricultural NGOs from around the world. SfL 
served on the drafting team that constructed the Farmers Constituency statement, affirming “the world’s farmers 
must be at the heart of climate policy to ensure that it reduces global agricultural emissions, increases the 
climate resilience of the global food system and contributes towards ending the global food security crisis.”

2022 IN REVIEW  
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Global Agenda for Sustainable Livestock

Pat O’Toole and his wife Sharon travelled to Dublin, Ireland last year for the Multi-Stakeholder Partnership 
meeting of the Global Agenda for Sustainable Livestock (GASL). This all falls under the umbrella of the Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO). The organizations driving this agenda are not necessarily 
listening to livestock producers, but more to critics of livestock and European academics who blame “emissions” 
from cows for climate change. President O’Toole was there to keep an eye on things and inject some much-
needed reality into the discussions. 

EPA: A New Plan to Address Water Pollution

EPA last year released a new strategy that promotes a voluntary approach to remove nutrients polluting the 
nation’s waterways. Radhika Fox, EPA Assistant Administrator for Water released a nine-page memo that laid out 
steps the agency plans to take to combat nutrient loading to rivers and streams. The memo proposes increased 
engagement with the USDA and financial tools such as grants that EPA is considering to help states rein in 
nutrient pollution, including a new rule that allows states to add nutrient trading to water permits. Importantly, 
the memorandum strives to “deepen collaborative partnerships with agriculture” by collaborating with USDA 
leadership and expand engagements with agricultural stakeholders and highlight their successes. EPA in the 
guidance document makes clear it plans to lean more on the Clean Water Act  (CWA) to serve as an “incentive and 
backstop” for collaboration with states, utilizing Total Maximum Daily Loads in reducing nutrients entering water 
quality-stressed water bodies. 

The Alliance has been working The Freshwater Trust (TFT) and others from the private and government sectors 
to engage EPA, where the Alliance is part of an agency/stakeholder workgroup that puts action behind EPA’s 
recently released Nutrient Memo. The particular focus is going to be on how to get watershed outcomes funded 
pilots off the ground as a response to the Memo, with a specific focus on using point source permitting and 
funding as the catalyst for a nonpoint source fund that other state and federal agencies can then pile onto. 
Members of the workgroup will be represented on a panel at this year’s annual conference in Reno.

2022 Engagement on Western Water Legislation 

The Alliance throughout the 117th Congress engaged with Senate ENR Committee staff as several regional and 
West-wide bills were developed. The Senate ENR Subcommittee on Water and Power last year heard testimony on 
17 bills dealing with drought mitigation and hydropower projects.  The Subcommittee also included a number 
of additional bills that address specific water issues and needs in in several Western states. Ultimately, only a 
handful of bills that had bipartisan support, were marked up by the Committee, and had minimal fiscal impacts 
were rolled into the omnibus appropriations package that was passed by Congress right before Christmas. The 
Alliance engaged in the development of several of these bills throughout the 117th Congress:

• S. 2693 (Padilla, CALIFORNIA) is a bill to authorize projects related to the Salton Sea.  Senators Barrasso 
(R-WYOMING) and Hickenlooper (D-COLORADO) offered an amendment to this legislation that extended 
Colorado River Drought Contingency Plan conservation authorities. 

• S. 4176 (Risch, IDAHO) amended the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (IIJA) to modify eligibility 
requirements for small water storage and groundwater storage project grants program. The Alliance advocated 
to expand the eligibility of this program to include reregulating reservoirs by changing the minimum reservoir 
capacity size from the 2,000 AF limit (as directed in the 2021 IIJA) to 2 AF. The law that was passed included a 
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minimum of 200 AF. This change should allow most of the expensive re-regulating reservoirs to qualify while 
pushing the smaller projects to WaterSMART and other programs. 

• H.R. 5001 extended implementation of endangered fish recovery programs for the Upper Colorado and San 
Juan River Basins. The Alliance worked with the offices of Senator Hickenlooper and Romney (R-UTAH) to help 
secure bipartisan leadership on this bill. 

• S. 2568, a bill introduced by Rep. Cortez-Masto (D-NEVADA) to establish the Open Access 
Evapotranspiration (OpenET) Data Program was pulled from a proposed markup hearing, in part due 
to concerns raised by the Family Farm Alliance and other Western agricultural organizations (see 
further discussion, below).  S. 4233 (Barrasso, WYOMING), a bill to amend the BIL to provide for critical 
maintenance and repair of certain Reclamation reserved or transferred works, was also withdrawn but will 
likely be taken up in the current Congress. 

Other legislation not passed by the 117th Congress that the Alliance engaged in included:

• The River Democracy Act - introduced by Oregon Democrat Senators Wyden and Merkley, would expand Wild 
and Scenic River designations for dozens of stream segments across Oregon. The Alliance shared water user 
concerns with both Oregon Senate offices and the Reclamation Commissioner’s office on this legislation, 
which also faced some stiff opposition from Republicans. 

• The Stream Act - The Alliance worked  with staff from the office of Senator Dianne Feinstein (D-CALIFORNIA) 
for over two years on drafting parts of The Stream Act, a complicated piece of legislation intended to extend 
the WIIN Act in a manner that might be more palatable to constructive conservation groups. Some of the 
Alliance’s California members and a handful of NGOs have also been involved with these negotiations.

• Water Data and Security Act of 2022 (S. 4236) - New Mexico’s Democrat Senators Martin Heinrich and Ben Ray 
Luján introduced S. 4236, which would create a national framework for data generated by the planning and 
management of water resources. The Alliance supported the water data framework provisions of S 4236. Rep. 
Melanie Stansbury (D-NEW MEXICO) introduced companion legislation in the House. Alliance contractors 
met virtually with Rep. Stansbury in early May to discuss the legislation, which the Alliance board of directors 
unanimously supported. 

• Water Infrastructure Finance and Innovation Act (WIFIA) Amendments of 2022 - was a bipartisan bill to fund 
critical water and wastewater infrastructure projects. The bill makes common-sense fixes and includes parts 
of previously introduced legislation to improve the WIFIA, a 2014 law that created a federal credit program 
administered by the EPA for eligible water and wastewater infrastructure projects. The Alliance quote in 
support of the legislation was included in a press release issued by Rep. Schrier (D-WASHINGTON). 

• The Watershed Results Act, introduced by Senator Ron Wyden (D-OREGON), was publicly supported by the 
Alliance. 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. Federal agencies would coordinate to establish several watershed restoration programs across 
the country. Mr. Keppen was quoted in Senator Wyden’s press release announcing the introduction of his 
legislation. The Alliance is supportive of this legislation – which was not marked up by Congress in 2022 – 
because it encourages collaboration among all those funding and working with and on behalf of water.  
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Legislation to Keep an Eye on in the 118th Congress

The Alliance shares the concerns expressed by other agricultural 
producers in the West regarding the Open Access Evapotranspiration 
Data Act (H.R. 4832), introduced in the last Congress, which would 
inject major federal funding into the OpenET program. The Alliance has 
proposed alternative language to the Senate sponsors of this legislation, 
which would scale down the scope, remove the linkage to federal 
conservation program compliance programs, and address privacy 
and data quality concerns raised by farm groups through the use of 
pilot projects. The Alliances stands ready to work with the sponsors of 
these and similar proposals to ensure they do not have unintended 
consequences for Western agriculture. 

Legislation was also drafted in the 117th Congress to provide federal 
funding to “repurpose” agricultural lands with uncertain water supplies, 
modeled after a similar existing program implemented by the State of 
California. The Alliance believes that implementation of programs like the 
one in California should be only used as a last resort, intended to provide 
compensation to agricultural producers for “worst-case” situations. One 
example would be lands in the San Joaquin Valley that are solely irrigated 
with groundwater supplies that are anticipated to be curtailed due to 
implementation of the Sustainable Groundwater Management Act. 

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

Clean Water Act “Waters of the U.S.” (WOTUS)

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 EPA and the Corps, urging them to repeal the 2015 rule, 
and providing guidance as to how the new rule should look.  

Agriculture Organizations’ Amicus Brief

The Alliance board of directors at its February 2022 meeting in Reno authorized General Counsel Norm 
Semanko to work with other national agricultural interests to file an amicus brief in the Supreme Court of the 
United States (SCOTUS) review of the Sackett case last fall. The opportunity to address WOTUS in the Supreme 
Court comes along very infrequently; the last one was over 15 years ago. The Alliance joined  an “agriculture” 
brief signed on to by 14 national organizations, led by the American Farm Bureau (AFB). The brief generally 
explains how the uncertainly and broad scope of jurisdiction asserted by the agencies over the years have 
made it difficult for farmers to operate, that the agencies have failed to create a workable definition, and 
advocates for the need for SCOTUS to clearly define WOTUS. The hope was that this brief would help push the 
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Court in the right direction and hopefully get them to put appropriate guardrails on the agencies moving forward.  

EPA Public Hearings 

In the months leading up to the issuance of the final rule, EPA conducted a series of public hearings to solicit public 
comment on the revised definition of WOTUS. Mr. Semanko represented the Alliance at the January 13, 2022 hearing. 
He argued that, for the irrigation community, certainty in the definition of WOTUS is critical. The federal agencies 
should simply revert to the pre-2015 regulations and guidance that has been longstanding and is familiar to the 
regulated community. The proposed rule should not include additional interpretations of the Supreme Court’s 
decisions in SWANCC, Rapanos, and other relevant CWA cases in administering the pre-2015 regulations and 
guidance. The current guidance memo on implementing the Clean Water 404(f ) exemptions for construction and 
maintenance of ditches and maintenance of drains should remain in place, Mr. Semanko argued. The Alliance also 
worked with its members to prepare a formal comment letter to EPA that was transmitted to the agency on February 
7. The Alliance letter recommends the agencies conclude that man-made canals, drains, roadside ditches, wastewater 
and stormwater treatment, constructed wetlands, water reuse and recycling facilities, groundwater recharge facilities, 
and other similar infrastructure features not be categorized as WOTUS and regulated under the CWA. 

Regional Roundtables

Later in 2022, EPA hosted ten virtual stakeholder meetings on WOTUS. After accepting a proposal by the California 
Farm Bureau (CFB) to lead a Western geographic 
region roundtable, EPA and the Corps participated in a 
livestream discussion June 16. Federal agency officials 
heard from business and farm groups, water managers, 
government agencies and others on the application of 
WOTUS in each of their respective states. Mr. Keppen 
represented the Alliance at the WOTUS Western Region 
roundtable. CFB did a nice job summarizing the hearing 
and some of his testimony in their June 23 issue of Ag 
Alert, as did Progressive Farmer, in this June 20 article 
(bit.ly/3DKifTM). Many participating stakeholders – 
including Mr. Keppen – suggested that the agencies 
postpone finalizing its pending WOTUS rule until the 
U.S. Supreme Court issues its decision in the pending 
Sackett case. As noted above, a decision in that case 
could trigger the Biden administration to revise its 
WOTUS rule, which is expected to be finalized prior to 
the decision. 

Supreme Court Hears Oral Arguments on Clean Water Act (CWA) WOTUS Case

SCOTUS on October 3rd heard oral arguments in Sackett v. EPA, a case that many CWA experts argue could define what 
WOTUS means under the CWA. In the case, the high court is set to determine whether the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 9th 
Circuit set forth the proper test for determining whether wetlands are WOTUS under the CWA. The lower court referenced 
Justice Kennedy’s “significant nexus” test of jurisdictional waters, as opposed to the late-Justice Scalia’s “relatively permanent 
continuous surface flow” test.  Some of the initial media coverage of the oral arguments heard on October 3rd suggested 

mailto:https://www.dtnpf.com/agriculture/web/ag/news/article/2022/06/20/ag-wotus-roundtable-seeks-clear-grip?subject=
mailto:https://www.dtnpf.com/agriculture/web/ag/news/article/2022/06/20/ag-wotus-roundtable-seeks-clear-grip?subject=
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that SCOTUS appeared to be backing the Biden EPA. Mr. Semanko monitored the hearing and did not agree with all of the 
headlines. Based on the comments and questions to both lawyers from the Justices, Mr. Semanko did not think that the 
Court would likely soften the “adjacency” test for wetlands from the Riverside Bayview case. However, it could likely dump 
the “significant nexus” test for WOTUS from the Rapanos case. Conceivably, the Court could adhere to existing precedent 
regarding adjacent wetlands but jettison the significant nexus test for WOTUS. That would still be a very good result for 
farmers, ranchers and the larger regulated community. 

Biden Administration Issues Final Revised WOTUS Rule

On December 30, 2022, EPA and the Corps announced a final rule establishing their version of a more “durable” definition of 
WOTUS. The final rule outlines the agencies’ intentions to apply both the “relatively permanent” or “significant nexus” tests 
derived from the SCOTUS 4-1-4 decision in Rapanos to be used in determining the agencies’ jurisdiction over waterbodies 
and codifies eight exclusions from the definition of WOTUS. 

Alliance Response to the Final Rule

The continued use of the “significant nexus” test from the SCOTUS Rapanos 
decision in determining WOTUS is a concern to the Alliance. This test 
allows significant jurisdictional discretion by the agencies in determining 
a covered waterbody, and could even allow agency jurisdiction over some 
of the specifically exempted features provided for in the rule as a WOTUS. 
The Congressional Western Caucus included a quote from Mr. Keppen 
in their “What Others are Saying” document that was shared with the 
media.  On January 3, 2023, Mr. Keppen participated in a 30-minute virtual 
briefing, led by EPA Assistant Administrator Radhika Fox and Jaime A. 
Pinkham (Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary of the Army for Civil Works), 
along with 70 other representatives of national agricultural organizations. 
Probably the most important development / concern that came out of 
that meeting is the Biden Administration vowed to finalize this rule in 60 
days and was already making plans to train Corps / EPA staff on how to 
implement / administer the new rule. Obviously, this is a concern when 
SCOTUS is expected to rule on the Sackett case, which will likely have 
implications for some of the same principles the Biden rule is built upon. 

Next Step

The final rule will likely face legal challenges and a pending SCOTUS 
opinion in Sackett v. EPA is expected to impact the jurisdictional reach of 
the CWA on the country’s waters and wetlands. Senate Environment and 
Public Works ranking member Shelley Moore Capito (R-WV) said she will 
introduce a Congressional Review Act (CRA) resolution to overturn the 
Administration’s WOTUS regulation, which would take both Democrat and 
Republican votes to pass the Senate, albeit by a simple majority vote. The 
GOP-controlled House would likely pass the resolution. If a CRA resolution 
against the WOTUS rule somehow makes it out of Congress, President 
Biden would surely veto the resolution and there will not be enough votes 
to override that veto.
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FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Seek to ensure efficient and effective implementation of the BIL by federal 
agencies. Work with Alliance members to develop success stories to share with the public, identify obstacles 
associated with accessing the funding, and share those concerns with Reclamation, NRCS and other federal agencies.

With President Joe Biden’s signature on the BIL on November 15, 2021,  the Alliance and others involved with the year-
long effort to secure $8.3 billion in Western water infrastructure provisions began working with the Biden Administration 
to immediately clear the path for projects that will address critical Western water supply needs. The energies of the 
infrastructure coalition the Alliance helped lead were redirected to the agencies overseeing administration of the funds; 
namely – Reclamation. The Alliance and other members of the steering committee that led the 2021 Western Water 
Infrastructure Initiative – ACWA, California Farm Bureau, NWRA, and Western Growers - wanted to ensure that most of these 
dollars would be spent on-the-ground for the intended purpose. Senior leaders from the Department of the Interior’s 
Office of Water and Science and Reclamation were also present at the Alliance’s 2022 annual conference, to highlight the 
implementation of the BIL and reinforce the importance of partnerships. The Irrigation Association interviewed Mr. Keppen 
regarding the Western water infrastructure initiative.  

BIL Implementation Letter Sent to Administration

Also in January 2022, the Alliance submitted a letter – co-signed by the other steering committee organizations – to the 
Secretaries of Agriculture and Interior and the Chair of White House Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ). Several 
key implementation concerns were raised in the letter, including BABA provisions, Reclamation’s interaction with its 
water customers, the importance of working with local interests on restoration projects, and environmental compliance 
challenges. The Cato Institute published an article that included a link to the coalition letter. 

Reclamation’s Implementation of the BIL  

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. 
Reclamation in late 2021 and early 2022 quickly began to 
implement new programs funded and/or authorized by the BIL 
and expand existing work to deliver results. So far, more than 240 
projects have been funded by the BIL (per Reclamation’s 1/19/23 
webinar). Awards have been made in all 17 Western states, and 
more than $1.4 billion BIL funds have been allocated at project 
level. Reclamation has issued 14 BIL-funded or BIL-related funding 
opportunities (NOFO’s or application cycles) to date, and more are 
on the way.  New programs include: 1) Small Storage; 2) Aquatic 
Ecosystem Restoration; and 3) Environmental Water Resources 
Projects with new categories. So far, Reclamation has allocated 
more than $1 billion from the BIL to projects in the Colorado River Basin 
for Endangered Species programs, drought relief, aging infrastructure, and 
more. Family Farm Alliance members across the West had projects that benefitted from the BIL funding. A small smattering 
of these projects includes 1) $137 million for three California storage projects; 2) $60 million for the Arkansas Valley Conduit, 
a Colorado water pipeline project; 3) $5 million to expand the Cle Elum Reservoir in Washington state; and 4) $35 million for 
the Truckee Canal Extraordinary Maintenance Project in Nevada. 

Groundbreaking ceremony for the Arkansas 
Conduit Project (photo source: DOI).
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“Buy America” General Applicability Waivers

With the passage of the BIL, federal financial assistance programs for infrastructure must comply with domestic content 
procurement preference requirements established in the “Build America, Buy America Act” (“BABA”). In addition to the 
massive levels of infrastructure funding, the BIL also includes changes to domestic content procurement requirements, 
such as making permanent an American iron and steel requirement for the drinking water State Revolving Fund (SRF).  
Throughout 2022, the Alliance monitored federal agencies – including the Reclamation - to assess how they use their 
authority to issue waivers on a general applicability basis to avoid project delays or cost increases. The Alliance – along with 
ACWA, California Farm Bureau, NWRA and Western Growers Association in early 2022 sent a letter to the Interior Department 
and Reclamation, urging Interior to employ discretion and flexibility regarding the “Build America” mandate. The January 
coalition letter raised concerns about how BIL requirements regarding Build America, Buy America could impact 
infrastructure projects costs and time frames. The coalition letter urged the Council, among other things, to issue an explicit 
general applicability waiver for manufactured products for water infrastructure investments.

Interior later in 2022 approved a BABA general applicability waiver request. Programs and projects that are exempt from  
the BABA provisions are certain Indian tribes and tribal organizations, Conservation Service Corps, fishing events, certain 
WaterSMART planning activities, and research and development / science and technology. The Department of Interior 
6-month adjustment waiver expired on January 12, 2023. 

Alliance Engagement on Development of Aging Infrastructure Account

In January 2022, Alliance representatives met remotely with Reclamation on the final version of PEC 05-03, the Reclamation 
policy on the newly created BIL aging infrastructure account and associated loan program. The Alliance sent a detailed letter 
in late 2021 to Reclamation, outlining concerns with the earlier draft version of PEC 05-03. Reclamation incorporated most 
of the recommendations into the final version of the policy. Importantly, in their final policy, Reclamation has determined 
that a project beneficiary of a transferred work operator can enter into a third-party contract with Reclamation to repay its 
portion of XM costs to Reclamation under the aging infrastructure account and loan program. The final version of the D&S 
can be downloaded from the Reclamation Manual 
website.

Suggested Categorical Exclusion Actions for 
Reclamation 

The Alliance and Trout Unlimited – working 
through the Western Agriculture and Conservation 
Alliance (WACC) – helped lead the development 
of a letter requesting Reclamation to develop an 
informal, collaborative working group to look at all 
ways to achieve environmental compliance under 
NEPA. This could be accomplished through the 
development and creative, flexible, and predictable 
use of new and existing Categorical Exclusions (CEs) 
on appropriate water and conservation projects. 
The letter also recommended some immediate 
actions Reclamation could take to adopt CEs that 

2022 IN REVIEW  
ACTIONS DRIVING ALLIANCE INITIATIVES

are already included in the Department of the Interior’s NEPA Manual of Existing 
Categorical Exclusions and utilized by other bureaus and offices.

Reclamation Confirms that ARPA Funds Count as Non-Federal Cost-Share for Grants 

For much of the early part of 2022, the Alliance and others sought clarity from 
the Commissioner’s office regarding the use of funding provided under the 
America Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) as the nonfederal match for WaterSMART 
grants. The Commissioner’s office ultimately confirmed that in general, funding 
provided to states, U.S. territories, and Tribal governments under ARPA may be 
counted toward non-Federal cost-share requirements for WaterSMART and similar 
Reclamation grant programs. Each Notice of Funding Opportunity describes other 
requirements applicable to all cost-share contributions. 

Legislative Fixes to the BIL 

The Alliance also worked with staff from the Senate ENR Committee to 
provide language to make some tweaks to the BIL. In general, the Alliance 
recommendations sought to: 1) Change minimum requirement for small storage 
program in BIL from 2000 AF to 2 AF; 2) Improve flexibility to access non-
reimbursable funds under the BIL; 3) Allow extraordinary maintenance projects 
to access the Aging Infrastructure Account; and 4) Consider Aging Infrastructure 
Account funds to be non-Federal for any matching Federal grant program.  
Ultimately, Congress modified the storage grant program to lower the minimum 
eligible size for a small storage project from 2,000 AF to 200 AF (S. 4176) using the 
omnibus Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2023.

Remaining Reclamation BIL Implementation Challenges 

As Reclamation continues to steadily advance implementation of the $8.3 billion for 
Western water projects provided by the BIL, inflation is taking a toll on water projects 
across the country. Prices for some key materials in infrastructure construction have 
risen even more. Inflation is driving up costs so much that some state and local 
officials have been forced to postpone projects, scaling back others and reprioritizing 
their needs. Many Alliance members are concerned about how rising energy costs 
and availability of petroleum products with impact current and near-term projects, 
many of them funded with the $8.3 billion for Western water projects provided 
by the BIL. In the year since the BIL was passed, the Alliance has also had several 
conversations about opportunities to improve the processes used by Reclamation 
to get the $8.3 billion on the ground. To that extent, the Alliance is in the (very) early 
stages of developing a white paper discussing opportunities for improvement in 
these processes.

USDA Implementation of BIL Funds

Watershed and Flood Prevention Operations Program 

USDA in early 2022 announced it would invest $420 million in 132 infrastructure 
projects in 31 states, including rehabilitating dams, flood prevention, and watershed 
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restoration projects. These  investments were funded by the BIL and build on a $166 million investment announced earlier 
in the year. The infrastructure announcement included funding through two programs: 1) the WFPO Program provides 
technical and financial assistance for new watershed infrastructure; and 2) the Watershed Rehabilitation Program (REHAB) 
upgrades to existing NRCS dams. In total, NRCS received $918 million of BIL funding to allocate through its watershed 
programs. In addition to WFPO and REHAB, this includes funds for EWP to help communities recover from natural disasters. 
The WFPO program is one that Alliance members have put to use to replace leaking, open canals with pressurized pipes, 
and overall improving agricultural water security. The program’s funding is becoming increasingly competitive because of 
the scale of need in modernizing agricultural infrastructure.

Senators Merkley (D-OREGON) and Inhofe (R-OK) at that time sought to include additional Senators to support watershed 
programs in the FY23 Agriculture Appropriations bill. Senator Merkley’s office asked the Alliance and some of its partners 
for help in reaching out to additional Western Senate offices to sign on. The Alliance put together an Issue Alert, urging 
members to contact their Members of Congress regarding this important federal conservation program. Within one week, 
six additional Western Senators added their names to the original letter, in large part due to these grassroots efforts. 

$1 Billion “America the Beautiful Challenge”

The Biden-Harris Administration in 2022 launched a $1 billion America the Beautiful Challenge to leverage Federal 
conservation and restoration investments (much of which comes via the BIL) with private and philanthropic 
contributions to accelerate conservation efforts across the country. Throughout the transition and first two years of 
the Biden Administration, the Alliance has worked with other Western landowner groups and Members of Congress 
to monitor and seek to influence the development of the “Conserving and Restoring America the Beautiful” initiative, 
commonly referred to as the “30 x 30” initiative, which seeks to “conserve” 30% of the nation’s lands and waters by the 
year 2030.  Western House Republicans remain critical of the Biden administration’s proposal, which they claim would 
put those lands and waters under strict environmental regulations. 

Chairman Dan Newhouse (WASHINGTON) and Senate Western Caucus Chairman Steve Daines (MONTANA) in October 2022 
sent a letter to U.S. Department of the Interior Secretary Deb Haaland renewing their earlier request for details on the Biden 
initiative.  In early 2021, Western GOP members in the House and the Senate released their Western Conservation Principles, 
an alternative proposal to the Biden Administration’s initiative. This proposal emphasized regulatory reform, such as 
changes to the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and the ESA, as well as renewed support for extractive industries. 
Notably, the Congressional Water Caucus report specifically promoted the protection of Western water infrastructure, a 
recommendation the Alliance provided to the authors of this report. 
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USDA Implementation of IRA Funding

Coalition Letter to NRCS 

The Alliance helped lead a coalition that developed formal comments and recommendations to USDA, who 
last November asked for public input on implementation of more than $19 billion provided by the IRA. The 
NRCS intends to use the investments provided through IRA-funded conservation programs to support farmers 
and ranchers in adopting and expanding climate-smart activities and systems. NRCS requested comments on 
how to target program benefits, quantify impact, and improve program delivery and outreach, especially for 
underserved producers. 

The Alliance and others sought to address the concerns of some Western producers that the carbon-centric priority 
of the IRA program does not endanger projects that also address broader matters. The coalition believes that 
climate mitigation should not just focus on carbon and assume that planting more carbon-sequestering trees will 
solve the problem. Projects that help producers and water managers adapt to the impacts of climate change must 
also be encouraged. The comment letter – signed on to by five Western state Farm Bureaus, Western Growers, two 
conservation NGOs, and irrigation districts from multiple Western states – focused on a collective concern that 
irrigation management, conifer removal, and other conservation measures important to sage grouse management 
are not listed as covered practices in the proposed rule. The coalition letter underscored that efforts to control invasive 
species like tamarisk, juniper, and salt cedar are important and should not be seen as being somehow bad, simply 
because carbon-capturing vegetation is being removed. 

Western Senators Push USDA to Focus More on Drought 

Senators from four Western states in late 2022 also weighed in with USDA on the proposed IRA “climate smart” 
conservation program, arguing that those dollars should be directed in part to drought resiliency, itself a key aspect 
of the climate crisis. The letter urges NRCS to specifically incentivize the adoption of conservation practices that, 
while combating climate change, can simultaneously mitigate the impacts of drought. Another group of 15 Western 
senators led by Senator Michael Bennet (D-COLORADO) called on Agriculture Secretary Vilsack to help Western states 
survive the “22-year mega-drought” that is threatening farms and ranches across the West. As reported by The Hill, the 
senators argued that many existing USDA programs “do not translate well to the needs of Western agriculture” and 
want USDA to promote projects to help Western river basins. The Senators also urged Secretary Vilsack to address the 
capacity of USDA field offices and to prioritize hiring more staff with expertise in Western agricultural production.  The 
Alliance provided input to Senate offices as this letter was developed. 

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Finalize and advocate for the recently completed Colorado River policy position.

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.  The Colorado River provides water to two countries, seven western states, 30 Tribal Nations and 40 million 
residents. It is currently experiencing the longest and worst drought on record, driven by hotter temperatures 
under climate change. Efforts continue across the Colorado River Basin to find ways to stabilize water storage 
volumes in Lakes Powell and Mead. Reclamation and water agencies are working to take extraordinary actions to 
protect the River System.
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Colorado River Policy Brief 

Within weeks of putting Colorado River agricultural water use policy as a top priority for the upcoming year, the Alliance 
board of directors on March 11, 2022 formally adopted a policy brief that sets forth Colorado River principles. The Alliance 
helped organize a group of Basin agricultural water users from the headwaters to the 
Mexican border to come together to present key principles and expectations that are 
critical to sustainable and durable operation of the Colorado River into the future. At the 
time, this group felt it could play a major role as the seven Colorado River Basin States 
and Basin stakeholders engage to replace the 2007 Interim Guidelines for Lower Basin 
Shortages and the Coordinated Operations for Lake Powell and Lake Mead. These Interim 
Guidelines are set to expire in 2026. The Alliance policy brief urges Colorado River Compact 
decision-makers to incorporate 8 principles into new operating guidelines. At the top of 
the list is a demand that Colorado River decision-makers recognize that Western irrigated 
agriculture is a strategic and irreplaceable national resource. 

The Alliance formally transmitted the policy brief along with a letter to Interior Assistant 
Secretary for Water and Science Tanya Trujillo and Acting Commissioner of Reclamation 
David Palumbo following a February 15, 2022 listening session led by those two, with 
Basin agricultural representatives. The letter requested that Interior and Reclamation consider conducting further meetings 
focused solely on Colorado River Basin agricultural interests on a quarterly basis. The Alliance policy brief was formally 
adopted last year by IID, Palo Verde Irrigation District, Dolores Water Conservancy District, Yuma County Ag Water Coalition, 
Wellton-Mohawk Irrigation & Drainage District, Central Arizona Irrigation and Drainage District and the Maricopa Stanfield 
Irrigation and Drainage District. 

Alliance Engagement in IRA negotiations

As discussed further under the IRA section of this report, the Alliance last summer worked with Western Senators 
as the IRA was being negotiated, pushing for Western drought provisions that materialized in the form of $4 billion 
funding, prioritized for short-term Colorado River demand reduction measures intended to prevent the reservoir 
levels behind Hoover Dam and Glen Canyon Dam from crashing. Many believed the burden for meeting these 
short-term measures would fall on agricultural water users with senior rights near Yuma and in the Imperial Valley. 
Alliance members in those areas wanted to ensure that the full spectrum of impacts – not just direct impacts, but 
also impacts to national security, food supply, rural communities, the Salton Sea, and third-party stakeholders – are 
properly assessed.  

After the IRA was signed into law, a coalition of agricultural organizations – including the Family Farm Alliance – also 
offered their support, assistance and counsel for the immediate implementation of drought funding from the IRA in 
a letter sent to Interior Secretary Deb Haaland and Commissioner Touton. The letter identified some key principles, 
including a recommendation that Reclamation should quickly release a Notice of Funding Availability with guidance 
to water managers currently developing drought response proposals and urgently deploy that funding to address 
the most critical needs. The organizations that signed on to the final letter include Agribusiness and Water Council 
of Arizona, Arizona Farm Bureau, California Farm Bureau, Colorado Farm Bureau, Family Farm Alliance, Oregon Farm 
Bureau and Western Growers. Alliance representatives last August met virtually with Interior Assistant Secretary Tanya 
Trujillo and representatives from Reclamation’s Commissioner’s office to discuss Colorado River developments, and 
specifically, how the $4 billion in IRA funds will be spent. 
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CRWUA Conference

Family Farm Alliance leaders and members made the trek through wintry Western weather last December to engage 
in the 2022 Colorado River Water Users Association (CRWUA) Conference in Las Vegas (NEVADA). The CRWUA 
conference brought together water officials, policymakers and interest groups from across the Basin, which includes 
seven U.S. states, 30 Native American tribes and the Country of Mexico. Prior to the CRWUA conference, the Alliance 
issued a press release where irrigated agriculture producers who depend on the waters of the Colorado River 
watershed expressed concerns that the issues most important to farmers and 
ranchers in the Basin would not be  addressed at the three-day event. 

While the conference took place in the wake of numerous media reports 
calling for the elimination of irrigation for crops in order to send more water 
to urban areas to facilitate growth, the CRWUA event was relatively tempered, 
with speakers preaching for collaboration, rather than confrontation. The 
“all together, now” mantra was echoed by high-level appointees within the 
Department of Interior, who are urging the seven Basin states to develop a 
consensus alternative in the coming months. In the weeks leading up to CRWUA, the Alliance and CFWC released a 
white paper that tells the “other side of the story” about alfalfa, not often conveyed in media accounts of Colorado 
River water battles (discussed earlier).  

Interior Department v Navajo Nation

The Alliance board of directors last year moved to join an amicus (“friend of the court”) brief with other Western 
water groups in support of plaintiffs as SCOTUS considers Interior Department v. Navajo Nation. This case could decide 
whether the federal government has a duty to protect the Navajo Nation’s access to the dwindling flows of the 
Colorado River. The federal government argues in the case that it is not legally obligated to assess the Navajo Nation’s 
needs because no treaty, agreement or law explicitly addresses the tribe’s claim to Colorado River water. The 9th U.S. 
Circuit Court of Appeals sided with the Navajo Nation and said the Interior Department had a “duty to protect and 
preserve the Nation’s right to water.”  The Biden Administration and backers of the Western water user amicus brief 
argued that the lower court ruling would complicate ongoing efforts among seven Western states to reduce their use 
of water from the drought-plagued Colorado River that serves the needs of 40 million people and millions of acres of 
important food-producing farms and ranches. 

Other Alliance Actions

The Alliance monitored meetings with several of its member districts in Arizona and California last summer, following 
Commissioner’s Touton’s statement at the Senate ENR Committee hearing. The Alliance was also in the mix of the 
negotiations that led to $4 billion of IRA money being dedicated to Western drought, with priority placed on the 
Colorado River, as previously discussed. Alliance members continue outreach efforts to add new supporters in the 
Yampa River watershed and Colorado’s West Slope. 

Last summer, Mr. Keppen met with Commissioner Touton and Deputy Commissioner David Palumbo in Klamath Falls 
(OREGON), who were part of a larger Interior Department team that met with tribes and stakeholders up and down 
the Klamath River. He raised the Alliance’s concerns about the current fallowing that is occurring in the Central Valley, 
parts of Oregon and Arizona, and the potential of hundreds of thousands of additional acres being considered for 
fallowing in the Colorado River Basin. 
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Reclamation on September 30 hosted a “listening session” to receive input on 
the implementation of the IRA drought provisions. Mr. Keppen was asked by 
the Commissioner’s office to provide some opening comments, based on the 
letter the Alliance sent to Reclamation providing recommendations intended to 
kick-start implementation programs to spend those $4 billion over the next four 
years. Since he was traveling home from D.C. at that time, Tina Shields (Imperial 
Irrigation District, or IID) who serves on the Alliance Advisory Committee, agreed 
to pinch hit in his absence, and did a great job. 

There was an overwhelming amount of press coverage on Colorado River 
issues in 2022. An NPR story features quotes from Alliance director Steve 
Benson (CALIFORNIA) and JB Hamby, who serves on the IID board of directors. 
Mr. Keppen was interviewed by Roll Call last November on Colorado River 
development which included some of his closing thoughts near the end.  

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Prepare to influence the development of the 
2023 Farm Bill. 

The farm bill is an omnibus, multiyear law that is typically renewed about every five years. With enactment of the 
omnibus spending bill (discussed earlier in this report) in December 2022, lawmakers laid the groundwork for battles 
to come in the next farm bill. The current farm bill expires at the end of September. The planning and budgeting 
process for the 2023 Farm Bill has begun, and Congressional Agriculture committees are starting to outline the next 
five years’ spending for national conservation, food, farm and nutrition programs. 

Politico recently reported that the House leadership chaos of January 2023 may have wide implications for the farm 
bill — including holding up work on the bill and complicating its eventual path to passage. However, the House 
and Senate Agriculture Committees are poised to focus on debating a new farm bill after lawmakers used the newly 
enacted omnibus funding package to clear their to-do lists. House Ag Republicans are expected to make increasing 
oversight of the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program and other nutrition programs a general priority in the 
next Congress.  GT Thompson, who will chair the House Ag Committee, has suggested he’ll quickly launch probes into 
the Biden administration’s expansion of food assistance programs during the pandemic, along with the Agriculture 
Department’s rollout of climate-ag program funding. The government funding bill President Joe Biden recently signed 
funnels billions of dollars to agriculture for one year — and sets up policy debates for at least the next five.

Family Farm Alliance Farm Bill Priorities

The Alliance throughout 2022 prepared for the next farm bill by engaging with agricultural and conservation partners, 
developing written testimony for Congressional hearings, and working with its members to prioritize its energies in 
the farm bill debate. In the initial weeks of 2023, the Alliance put together its Farm Bill “wish lists” for Congressional 
offices and committees. Outside of WACC engagement, the Alliance in 2022 also worked directly with Congressional 
agriculture committee staff and Western Members of Congress on the next farm bill. Alliance President Pat O’Toole 
met Senator John Hickenlooper (D-COLORADO) directly to discuss the 2023 Farm Bill. 
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A large portion of the energies at the Alliance will be devoted to the 2023 Farm Bill conservation title. Once again, 
the Alliance will work closely on this with its partners in the Western Agriculture and Conservation Alliance (WACC). 
In light of what could likely be a polarized and unstable environment in the House, it will be interesting to see what 
legislation is actually enacted by the body. In this divisive political environment, a thoughtful group like the WACC is 
needed more than ever.

Watershed and Flood Prevention Operations Program

The Alliance and many of its members are strong supporters of the NRCS Watershed and Flood Prevention Operations 
Program, often referred to as the “PL-566” Program. The WACC supports modernizing the Watershed and Flood 
Prevention Operations Program to prioritize multi-benefit projects that reduce flood and drought risk to producers 
and rural communities through a combination of infrastructure investments with improvements and protections to 
natural features that help provide the risk reduction.  The Alliance supports expanding and modernizing the PL-566 
Program to prioritize multi-benefit projects that reduce flood and drought risk to producers and rural communities. 
This can be done through a combination of infrastructure investments with improvements and protections to natural 
features that help provide the risk reduction.

An interagency “Memorandum of Understanding” (MOU) was signed last year by Reclamation and NRCS for PL-
566 projects on Reclamation facilities. While Western water managers were pleased to see the commitment of the 
agencies to coordinate on PL-566 projects, concerns remain regarding the time required to address environmental 
and cultural resources regulatory requirements on proposed conservation projects. 

Overarching Capacity Concerns

Several Alliance members over the past two decades have noted diminished efficiencies associated with NRCS 
delivery of conservation programs to on-the-ground applications. They have observed that the “evolutionary process” 
which began to occur at that time has weakened NRCS’ ability to provide technical assistance. The Alliance would like 
to see less paperwork and more applied conservation. 

One means of improving local input would be to dedicate more dollars to educating farmers on available programs 
and opportunities. The once strong role of watershed teams needs to be revived. There are also opportunities to 
leverage personnel at the local level, where local professionals can take on some of the technical duties once provided 
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by NRCS staff. Many producers in the West use irrigation water delivery systems that are shared among multiple producers, 
such as irrigation districts, canal companies, or mutual ditch companies. Thus, flexibility is needed to work directly with these 
multi-producer, water-delivery entities to best deliver the Farm Bill’s conservation title benefits to western producers. Greater 
focus on the part of NRCS to work with these agencies both in terms of education and program implementation is needed.  

Farm Bill Engagement with the WACC

The Alliance co-founded the WACC over a decade ago, in an effort to support the common interests of agriculture, 
conservation, and other interests tied to resources on behalf of a viable and sustainable rural West. Water is the core 
resource concern that the WACC wants the government to address more effectively. The WACC strives for USDA 
prioritization of project proposals that deliver cross-sector benefits to farming, ranching, and conservation. A key part 
of WACC collaboration has focused on Farm Bill conservation programs, where the interests of coalition agriculture 
and conservation groups are very closely linked. 

The Conservation Title programs that the Alliance via its involvement with WACC are focused on for 2023 Farm Bill 
reauthorization include EQIP, the Conservation Innovation Grant Program (CIG), and RCPP.  The Alliance supports 
reducing the high administrative burdens on both NRCS staff and partners alike that leads to project delays and 
unnecessary expenditures on complex contract administration. This concern was one raised at a hearing conducted by 
a House Agriculture Subcommittee in September. The WACC is also striving to find ways to simplify program delivery 
without harming environmental interests or program integrity. 

The WACC last year teed up a letter to the Senate Subcommittee on Agriculture Appropriations, asking for provide 
full funding in the FY23 agriculture appropriations bill for EQIP, RCPP, Agricultural Conservation Easement Program, 
and the WFPO Program. In seeking the fullest possible funding, the WACC particularly asked appropriators to resist 
using the accounts for these programs as banks to fund member non-agriculture committee interests. In the face of 
worsening drought, flood, and weather events that continue to impact critical working landscapes and communities, 
the WACC believes these funds could be deployed more strategically through a combination of incentive structures 
and streamlined procurement processes that would drive funding to high impact projects much more quickly. These 
arguments will likely be advanced by the WACC as the 2023 Farm Bureau negotiations begin. 

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Work with other organizations to host and participate in field tours for 
Congressional staff, Administration policy makers, and the media at key project areas in the Western U.S. 

Central Oregon Ribbon Cutting

U.S. Senator Jeff Merkley (D-OR) and Robert Bonnie (Under Secretary of Agriculture for 
Farm Production and Conservation) traveled to Central Oregon last August to celebrate 
the completion of Three Sisters Irrigation District’s (TSID’s) 25-year effort to modernize 
its water delivery system. The Alliance directly engaged with the Senator and the 
Under Secretary at a one-hour roundtable meeting to discuss the importance of the 
WFPO. The event – hosted by Energy Trust of Oregon, Farmers Conservation Alliance 
(FCA), TSID and the NRCS – was organized to showcase the agricultural, environmental, 
energy, economic, and community benefits of irrigation modernization and the 
broad collaboration between the many groups and organizations that made the work 
possible. Following the ribbon-cutting event, Senator Merkley and Under Secretary 
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Bonnie met with Alliance Director Marc Thalacker (TSID’s manager), two 
local irrigation district managers who also serve on the Alliance Advisory 
Committee, and Mr. Keppen to discuss concerns and opportunities 
associated with WFPO implementation. The roundtable event provided a 
tremendous opportunity for the Alliance and its Central Oregon members 
to share firsthand experience working with WFPO and how the program 
has advanced projects that led to multiple benefits for farmers and the 
environment. Part of the conversation also focused on ways to improve 
WFPO to support future modernization projects in the West.

Whatcom County Farms (WASHINGTON)

Mr. Keppen participated in several meetings last summer in northwest 
Washington state to work with local farmers and community leaders on 
water challenges they face. Whatcom County is the far northwest corner 
of the continental U.S. bounded by the upper Puget Sound on the west 
and the foothills of the Cascade mountains, about 50 miles to the east. The 
100,000 acres of rich farmland are supported by a moderate climate with 
abundant rainfall. This area provides the bulk of the nation’s raspberries, as 
well as blueberries, dairy and seed potatoes. 

The several hundred area farmers are united under a group formed in 
2015 called Whatcom Family Farmers. It was this group that invited Mr. 
Keppen to share the experience of the Klamath farmers and provide 
insight into what other farmers are facing involving water access. Despite 
an abundance of water, the Washington Department of Ecology is on track 
to adjudicate all local water rights, based on requests from the two local 
Native American tribes. Recognizing that tribal treaty rights stand tall in 
politics and the law, particularly in the Western states, the farmers believe 
they face an uphill battle to convince the state to support the County-
driven effort aimed at a negotiated settlement. So, they brought in some 
attorneys from Olympia and Sacramento, and Mr. Keppen, to “provide 
some hope and guidance”. The local newspaper did a nice job capturing 
comments Mr. Keppen made at a community meeting on the evening of May 25 (“Whatcom’s water problems are 
‘solvable,’ Lynden Tribune, May 27, 2022). He also did a 40-minute interview on “The Farming Show”, a radio program 
hosted by KGMI, 790 A.M. in Bellingham. 

East Valley Water District (OREGON)

Farmers hoping to build an irrigation reservoir want the Oregon Court of Appeals to rule that in-stream water rights 
can’t be violated by an abundance of water. The appellate court’s ruling may decide the fate of a proposed dam that 
would store 12,000 acre-feet of water in the Willamette Valley, but fundamental questions of water law are also at 
stake. The East Valley Water District’s planned reservoir near Silverton, Ore., once seemed headed for approval but 
was ultimately rejected by state water regulators in 2019 (Capital Press). Mr. Keppen, along with Advisory Committee 
Member April Snell from Oregon Water Resources Congress, toured the East Valley Project last summer and met with 
district staff and local farmers to discuss these challenges. 
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Headwaters of the Colorado Initiative

Alliance President Pat O’Toole, primarily through his involvement with SfL, recently launched the Headwaters of 
the Colorado (HOC) initiative. HOC is a cross-boundary, watershed basin program to restore 100,000 acres of dead 
and dying forests in the Medicine Bow and Routt National Forests of Wyoming and Colorado. The O’Toole family, 
along with SfL, is partnering with private landowners, the Forest Service, the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), 
Reclamation, state foresters, and collaborating agroforestry, business, conservation and academic partners to carry out 
this project. Planned activities would include forest thinning, strategic burning and aspen regeneration. Last summer, 
Forest Service Chief Randy Moore, state forestry officials from Colorado and Wyoming, project partners, and elected 
officials met at Ladder Ranch and toured the HOC project. 

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Continue to advocate for active forest management in federal Western 
watersheds and better quantifying watershed health improvements associated with these and other water 
conservation actions.

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.
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In September, the USFS published a paper quantifying surface water supplies that originate on USFS forests and 
grasslands, sometimes transported to big cities through inter-basin transfers. In the West, USFS lands comprised 19.2% 
of the land area, but contributed 46.3% of the surface water supply, the study showed. In recent years, the Alliance 
board of directors has prioritized advocacy efforts to improve active forest restoration management in federal Western 
watersheds, and to seek to better quantify watershed health improvements associated with these and other water 
conservation actions.

Increased Federal Engagement

After decades of gridlock and worsening conditions in the forests, policies are changing, and help is on the way. 
President Joe Biden on April 22 – Earth Day- signed an Executive Order in Seattle, Washington that includes 
actions intended to protect against wildfire threats, support 
local economies and reduce climate pollution. Earlier in 
the month, Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack announced 
$131 million in BIL investments to begin work on the Forest 
Service’s 10-year wildfire strategy. The initial investment in 
10 landscapes in 8 Western states will lead to about 208,000 
acres of wildfire risk reduction treatments. Since releasing its 
10-year wildfire strategy, the Forest Service and its partners 
have identified the highest risk landscapes for treatment 
projects.  Secretary Vilsack on June 23 issued a memorandum 
to the USDA Forest Service directing the agency to take “bold 
actions” to restore forests, improve resilience, and address 
the climate crisis. This direction comes, in part, in response to 
President Biden’s “Executive Order on Strengthening the Nation’s Forests, Communities, and Local Economies,” 
which tasks the USDA with a series of actions to pursue science-based, sustainable forest and land management. 

Last year, the USFS invested more than $100 million in reforestation – more than three times the investment in 
previous years – thanks to the Repairing Existing Public Land by Adding Necessary Trees (REPLANT) Act adopted 
in November 2021  as part of the BIL. Before that legislation, the Forest Service was only able to address about 6 
percent of its post-wildfire reforestation needs. The REPLANT Act removes a cap of $30 million on reforestation 
efforts and is now expected to provide the agency significantly more resources every year to boost health forest 
growth. Also, a significant portion of some $40 billion set aside for USDA climate efforts in the IRA (see related 
discussion, above) recently passed by Congress would go toward forest restoration work. More than two billion 
dollars would be set aside under the IRA for Forest Service efforts to restore forest growth, while reducing of 
hazardous fire materials. For state and private forests, the bill includes $700 million in funding for the Forest 
Legacy Program, which offers competitive grants to states to acquire land or easements, particularly those which 
can offer significant natural carbon sequestration benefits.

Promoting Effective Forest Management Act

Alliance President O’Toole testified before the Senate ENR Committee on September 29 to discuss the Promoting 
Effective Forest Management Act of 2022, which was introduced by U.S. Sens. Joe Manchin (D-WV) and John 
Barrasso (R-WYOMING). The Senate legislation seeks to reduce catastrophic wildfire risk and improve forest health 
with provisions that direct the Forestry Service and BLM to prioritize accomplishments over rhetoric. The legislation 
would also require agencies to use at least one existing streamlined authority for environmental review on a forest 



2-22 Activities and Accomplishments 51

management project within the next three years and to incentivize 
employees to become more engrained in their communities. It also 
promotes the use of grazing as a tool for preventing wildfire. The 
office of Senator Barrasso issued a press release highlighting Mr. 
O’Toole’s  appearance. The Alliance issued its own press release that 
focused on Mr. O’Toole’s testimony, which was picked up by several 
media sharing sources. 

Outdoor Restoration Partnership Act

Senator Michael Bennet (D-COLORADO) will soon reintroduce legislation 
that the Alliance supported – with caveats – in the 117th Congress. 
The Outdoor Restoration Partnership Act 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. It would empower local leaders by making $20 billion directly 
available to state and local governments, tribes, special districts, and non-
profits to support restoration, resilience, and mitigation projects across 
public, private, and tribal lands. The bill would invest another $40 billion 
in targeted projects to restore wildlife. Senator Bennet’s office reached out to the Alliance earlier this month to discuss 
suggestions to improve the bill from the last Congress. The Alliance will work further with staff to provide specific 
language addressing those concerns. 

Alliance Sends Forest Health Testimony to House Oversight Committee 

Last March, the Alliance developed written testimony for a House oversight subcommittee hearing conducted earlier in 
March on the federal government’s wildfire preparation measures. The  hearing featured testimony from Forest Service 
Chief Randy Moore, but much of the media coverage focused on comments made by another witness - singer Carole King, 
a prominent land conservation advocate. One of the bills discussed at the hearing was Rep. Carolyn Maloney’s (D-NY) 
Northern Rockies Ecosystem Protection Act (H.R. 1755), which would designate about 23 million acres in 5 Western states as 
wilderness lands, marking it as the largest public lands protection bill in the Lower 48 in history (E&E Daily, March 12, 2021).  
H.R. 1755 would also designate 1,800 miles of rivers and streams as wild and scenic rivers. The draconian ‘non-management’ 
measures envisioned by H.R. 1755 would be instituted in the heart of the Alliance membership area and would have 
devastating impacts to some of the most critical headwater areas of the West. The Alliance urged the Committee in its 
testimony to resist this flawed land management strategy and focus on active management of our Western forests. 

FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE INITIATIVE: Continue to monitor rulemaking and legislation and advocate for 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 
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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.” 

FWS and NMFS: Definition of “Habitat” Rescinded

The FWS and National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) in 2022 rescinded 
a 2020 Trump Administration rule that established a regulatory definition 
of “habitat” specific to critical habitat under the federal ESA. The decision 
followed an executive order signed by President Joe Biden 5 days into his 
presidency that order directed all federal agencies to review and address 
agency actions to ensure consistency with Biden-Harris administration 
objectives. FWS and NMFS (or, “the Services”) concluded that codifying a 
single definition of “habitat” could impede the Services’ ability to fulfill their 
obligations to designate critical habitat based upon the best available science. 
Critical habitat designations identify those areas and habitat features that 
are essential for recovery of listed species.  Federal agencies must ensure that 
actions funded, permitted or conducted by those agencies do not destroy or 
adversely modify designated critical habitats. 

The Alliance has long supported efforts to balance effective, science-based 
conservation with common-sense policy designed to bring the ESA into the 
21st century, and felt the 2020 Final Rule was a strong step in this direction. The Alliance and others last November 
formally opposed the Services’ proposal to rescind the definition of “habitat”. The 2020 final rule marked the first 
instance that “habitat” was defined and interpreted for purposes of application to ESA critical habitat designations. The 
recent decision rescinding the rule is the antithesis of promoting transparency, clarity, and consistency. Some Western 
Members of Congress claim the Services’ action will result in inflated, unscientific critical habitat designations and 
infringement on personal property rights. 

FWS: Foothill Yellow-legged Frog Listing 

The Alliance in early 2022 signed on to a letter prepared by a coalition 
of agriculture, timber, water and county government organizations 
regarding FWS Proposed Rule to list four of six distinct population 
segments (DPSs) of the foothill yellow-legged frog, a stream dwelling 
amphibian from Oregon and California, under the ESA. Earlier in 
the year, the Alliance joined California Farm Bureau, ACWA and 
others, requesting and securing an extension to the public comment 
deadline. If finalized, the Proposed Rule would impact 25 counties 
across California. The final coalition letter states collective opposition 
to the proposed listing due to the irreparable damage that is 
anticipated to occur. 

The Family Farm Alliance continues to post updates on Facebook and 
Source: U.S. Geological Survey 
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FWS: Longfin Smelt Proposed Listing 

FWS in 2022 proposed ESA protections for a crucial population of the longfin smelt, another fish that nobody 
really knows about, and which will undoubtedly further pit farmers against environmentalists and likely end 
up redirecting the future course of California’s water.  Reversing earlier calls made during both the Obama and 
Trump administrations -efforts previously supported by the Alliance- FWS said the San Francisco Bay-Delta 
distinct population segment of longfin smelt should be added to the list of endangered species. 

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. 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. 

One priority not receiving lame-duck consideration in the last Congress was permitting reform. Advocates 
in the fossil fuel and clean energy industries are eyeing the divided Congress as a chance to rekindle interest 
in a bipartisan permitting overhaul (E&E Daily). Senator Joe Manchin (D-WV) had hoped to resurrect the 
stalled bill in Congress’ upcoming lame duck period, either as an amendment to the pending defense 
authorization bill or as an inclusion on the must-pass government spending package, but that did not 
occur. The Alliance believes, however, that some type of environmental permitting reform for infrastructure 
projects will be a high priority in the 118th Congress. 

Coordination with WOW Subcommittee GOP staff and the Western Caucus

GOP staff from the House WOW Subcommittee last year twice hosted one-hour working sessions with 
the Alliance board and Advisory Committee. The policy discussions that ensued included updates on the  
House Natural Resources Committee agenda and priorities, brainstorming on solutions to the drought 
and Colorado River challenges, infrastructure legislation, ESA, and Reclamation implementation of the IRA 
and BIL. The group also spent time discussing infrastructure and brainstormed on ideas for Categorical 
Exclusions under NEPA. The Alliance has also worked closely in recent years with the Western Caucus in both 
chambers. The Congressional Western Caucus is a caucus within the House of Representatives composed 
of 62 members. Throughout the year, the Alliance worked with Western Caucus staff on communications 
pieces dealing with Western water, agriculture and environmental matters. 

2022 IN REVIEW  
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White House CEQ: Final Phase I NEPA Rule Issued, Phase II Rule Forthcoming

The Biden White House CEQ in 2022 issued its final Phase 1 NEPA rule, restoring a series of rigorous review mandates 
that the Trump Administration eliminated in its rewrite of the rule, while pushing back on expected criticisms that the 
measure will create confusion and delay critical projects. The final rule is little changed from the draft rule CEQ proposed 
last year, when officials sought to restore NEPA requirements that agencies again assess “direct,” “indirect” and “cumulative” 
effects, requirements the Trump Administration had stripped from previous regulations. The rule also requires agencies 
to “minimize environmental and public health costs,” and re-instates a provision that CEQ’s rules are a floor, rather than a 
ceiling, for federal agencies’ review. The regulations that were finalized by CEQ were open for public comment in the Phase 
1 notice of proposed rulemaking, published on October 7, 2021. The Alliance in November 2021 submitted a 13-page 
letter to CEQ that detailed opposition and provided alternative approaches to all three of these points made by CEQ. 

Last year’s rulemaking is the first step in a two-phase approach that CEQ is taking to reform and modernize the 
regulations that guide NEPA implementation. CEQ has announced that it intends to issue its highly anticipated Phase 2 
NEPA implementing rule for public review and comment in January 2023. The Phase 2 rule was originally planned to be 
released last August 2022 but was delayed by interim developments, such as the enactment of the IRA, which provides 
billions in climate change funding and, as such, impacts the proposed rule. The proposed rule must also go through the 
prepublication interagency review process, which can take up to 90 days. Litigation over the Trump Administration’s 
NEPA rule, Iowa Citizens for Community Improvement, et al. v. CEQ, et al., has been stayed but is still pending in the U.S. 
District Court for the District of Columbia. The Biden CEQ has asked the court to continue to hold the case in abeyance 
through February in order that their rulemaking replacing the Trump NEPA rule can run its course. The Family Farm 
Alliance will continue to transmit formal comments to CEQ as this rulemaking proceeds.

White House CEQ: Tweaking NEPA Review to Account for Climate Change 

CEQ in early January 2023 released updated guidance that calls for federal 
agencies to take a broader look at the climate change impacts from major 
new infrastructure projects, government policies and federal decisions. The 
CEQ interim policy, effective immediately, was an effort to provide clearer 
guidance for how federal agencies should assess greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions NEPA.  The guidance will likely stall progress on the reviews of 
projects ranging from pipelines to federal policy actions, since agencies will 
be instructed to consider not only the amount of GHGs federal projects and 
decisions directly cause, but also the effects a warming world will have on 
the nation and its infrastructure. 

That reverses Trump administration NEPA guidance, which had narrowed 
agencies’ review of the effect major federal decisions have on climate change. It also asks agencies to tally annual 
GHG emissions, net GHG emissions over the lifetime of the proposed action, translate climate effects into metrics — 
such as monetary damage from rising emissions — and to account for environmental justice concerns, including the 
cumulative effects of a decision on pollution, climate change and the environment. The Alliance position has been that 
NEPA should not be used as a vehicle to advance climate regulations that are outside the law’s scope and original intent. 
Federal agencies implementing the requirements of NEPA should not engage – or be forced to engage – in costly and 
unnecessary assessments specific to a potential influence on or because of climate change. 
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FAMILY FARM ALLIANCE PARTNERS

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. 

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. Mr. Keppen has worked with IWJV staff on public outreach, global 
climate events, Farm Bill conservation title programs, and Klamath Basin waterfowl matters.   

National Water Resources Association

The Alliance has worked closely with NWRA in recent years, especially in matters relating to water infrastructure. NWRA 
last year announced that Dale Nellor will be its next Executive Vice President, replacing Ian Lyle, a long-time friend of 
the Alliance.  Mr. Nellor has been a lobbyist on Capitol Hill in the agriculture sector for over 15 years. In addition, he has a 
unique connection to the association and many of its members—he grew up on an irrigated family farm in Nebraska. 

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 twelve years ago helped create the WACC, which now includes nearly twenty national, regional and 
state water, ag and conservation organizations. Groups like the WACC are well poised to push for Western water 
solutions that can be supported by moderates in both parties. 

The Family Farm Alliance 2022 annual conference closed out with a panel of WACC representatives, and the annual 
WACC meeting was held in Reno on the morning of February 26. Several key issues were discussed, with priority 
placed on water, the 2023 Farm Bill, grazing policy, and the Biden Administration’s “America the Beautiful” initiative, 
referred to by some as “30 x 30”, as discussed elsewhere in this report.  The WACC is also working developing field 
tours and more focused media attention on examples of collaborative “success stories” throughout the West. 
WACC representatives from the Alliance, Farmers Conservation Alliance, Audubon Society, Public Lands Council, 
Western Growers, California Farm Bureau, Irrigation Association, The Nature Conservancy Trout Unlimited and EDF 
participated later in year in a number of calls intended to assemble foundational information for the upcoming 
farm bill, as previously discussed.. 

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 the Alliance 2022 annual conference. 

Western States Water Council 

Over the past year, the Alliance has been in communications with Western States Water Council (WSWC), the 
advisory body on water to the Western Governors Association, about its WestDAAT. This initiative is intended to  
help better visualize and streamline the sharing of water data for western states. WSWC plans to roll this out in the 
coming months. The new tool is the latest phase of the WSWC’s Water Data Exchange (WaDE) program, launched 
in 2011, which encourages data sharing by creating a common data system that improves access and analysis of 
public water rights and water use data in standardized and machine-readable formats. WestDAAT provides access 
to information about around 1½ million surface water and groundwater rights, serving about 2½ million uses. 
WSWC staff hosted an early January 2023 webinar for Alliance leadership to demonstrate WestDAAT’s capabilities, 
suggest ways the data could inform Alliance members, answer questions, discuss concerns and seek feedback. 

FUNDRAISING AND FINANCES 
Jane Townsend was hired in 2020 as the Family Farm Alliance 
Fundraising Coordinator. Under her leadership, dues and sponsorship 
revenue in 2022 was the highest on record for the Alliance.  Educating 
members and potential members on the importance of the Alliance 
and its activities, and continuing and strengthening public outreach 
is an important part of the Alliance’s mission to ensure the availability 
of reliable, affordable irrigation water supplies to Western farmers and 
ranchers.  Ms. Townsend works closely with Executive Director Dan 
Keppen and Social Media Consultant Josh Rolph to ensure the Alliance’s 
fundraising work is intertwined with the messages on the Alliance 
website and social media.   This symmetry has led to exciting results 
and gives the Alliance invaluable tools to encourage member and 
public participation and contributions.  

 “While I would like to take credit for the incredible support we 
have received over the past years, it is the Alliance Board, Advisory 
Committee and members who are the true heroes.  Their outreach at 
meetings, their defense of irrigated agriculture in the media, and their 
advocacy on behalf of the members is what truly sells the organization” 
said Ms. Townsend.  

The Alliance also hired Amanda Coffman in 2022 to oversee the 
organization’s financial administration. She has proven to be 
indispensable, as she prepares monthly financial reports for Treasurer 
Marc Thalacker, provides input to Mr. Thalacker and Mr. Keppen as the 
annual budget is prepared, and assists in filing of important corporate 
paper work and annual tax filings. 
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The 2022 Family Farm Alliance Annual Conference took place February 24-25, 2022 at the Silver Legacy Resort 
in Reno (NEVADA). There was strong engagement from Congress and the Biden Administration at the 2022 
event, although some of the speakers participated via ZOOM, due to schedule conflicts and lingering concerns 
regarding COVID-19. Conference highlights include: 

• Reclamation Roundtable - Featuring keynote remarks by Interior Department Assistant Secretary for 
Water and Science Tanya Trujillo, and Reclamation Commissioner Camille Touton (via ZOOM), as well as 
interactive discussion with all five regional directors.

• The Biden Water Leadership Team – A panel of appointed senior officials from EPA and the Departments 
of Agriculture, Army and Interior discussed Western water challenges and issues. The Assistant Secretary 
for the Army for Civil Works – Mike Connor – participated via ZOOM. 

• A Look at D.C. From the Hill – Mr. Limbaugh moderated this panel of Democrat and Republican staff from 
key congressional water committees.

• Report from Glasgow - Alliance President Pat O’Toole and other leaders of Solutions from the Land shared 
their experiences as delegates and participants the international climate talks (COP26) in Scotland.

• The Western Water Infrastructure Coalition – Representatives from the five organizations driving the 

2022 ANNUAL MEETING AND CONFERENCE 

“Western Water Infrastructure Initiative” talked about their “behind the scenes” efforts that succeeded in 
achieving $8.3 billion for Reclamation.

• Colorado River - Agricultural water interests from the Continental Divide to the Mexican border discussed 
their work helping decision-makers facing shortages due to drought and over-allocation.

• Western Innovators – This panel discussion highlighted individual examples of voluntary efforts to 
conserve water and improve water quality.

• Gearing up for the Biden Administration’s 30 x 30 Program - Western landowners, ranchers, 
conservationists and resource managers shared their perspectives on the opportunities and risks 
associated with this far-ranging initiative.

• The Western Ag and Conservation Coalition - Diverse stakeholders discussed preparations to engage on 
the 2023 Farm Bill and other endeavors.

The Alliance’s Josh Rolph and Megan Newton put together a social media piece that highlighted the 
conference, which was blasted out via email the last the day before the conference. Reclamation also 
distributed a national press release that week, discussing how Interior, Reclamation and other Biden 
Administration leaders engaged at the annual conference. 
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The Family Farm Alliance continues to post updates on Facebook 
and Instagram. The primary driver of content is the Alliance 
“Monthly Briefing” and other newsletters sent throughout the 
month. At last year’s conference, the social media team at the 
Yeah Yeah Agency (YYA) captured video of our membership that 
was later posted to Instagram in order to better tell our story. 

The email newsletter has continued to be a key digital 
communication tool sent to 2,715 members, federal officials, 
other organizations, the media, and is open to the general public. 
The email subscriber base has grown in 2022 with the open rates 
jumping from an average of 22% in 2021 to close to 40% in 2022. 
Emails are sent at least weekly to the subscriber base. 

On social media, Alliance followers on Facebook has grown 
by 5% and Instagram followers have grown by 25%. This year, 
the Alliance is working with YYA to make improvements to the 
Alliance website that they built in 2020. 

SOCIAL MEDIA

Thirty farmers, ranchers, water managers and association leaders departed the dry, dusty West and descended 
on Washington, D.C. in late September, sharing their stories and engaging federal lawmakers and policy leaders 
on critical water issues. The 2022 farmer lobbyist 
trip marked the first return to Washington since 
September 2019, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic 
that restricted access to the nation’s capital. This 
year’s farmer lobbyist trip once again presented a 
unique opportunity for Alliance members to share 
with Members of Congress and the Administration 
the important issues that impact Western irrigated 
agriculture. Farmer lobbyists from six Western 
states engaged directly with high-level Biden 
Administration officials, Congressional Members 
and committee staff, and gained insight into what 
lawmakers and policymakers are saying about the 
issues impacting Western irrigated agriculture.  The 
farmer lobbyists engaged in over twenty meetings 
in a 2 ½ day period across Capitol Hill and with 
agency leaders downtown.  

Key topics of discussion with Congressional 
agriculture and water committees included positions on water legislation and the 2023 Farm Bill. Meetings also 
took place with USDA Under Secretary Robert Bonnie, Sara Gonzalez-Rothi (Director for Water Policy at the White 
House CEQ), and leaders at the Department of Interior, Reclamation, and the USFS. The visit culminated with 
two overlapping events on the morning of September 29: an Alliance-led Western drought briefing and a Senate 
committee hearing on forestry legislation, where Mr. O’Toole testified on behalf of the Alliance. 

Capitol Hill Western Drought Briefing

The Alliance’s Western Drought Briefing for Congressional staff took place in a conference room at the Capitol 
Visitors Center. The drought briefing featured brief presentations by farmers and ranchers from Oregon, California, 
and the Upper and Lower Colorado River Basins. This in-person event allowed Congressional staff an opportunity 
to hear directly from the Western producers and water managers who were literally at Ground Zero dealing with 
the challenges of one of the worst droughts for the Western U.S. in modern history. Congressman Cliff Bentz 
(R-OREGON) kicked off the event with opening remarks. He also met earlier in the week with the farmer lobbyists 
in the hearing room of the House Resources Committee. Following Rep. Bentz’s welcoming comments, water 
managers and farmers from California, Oregon, and the Colorado River Basin described the challenges they are 
facing, the drivers behind those challenges, and what can be done to help. The 75-minute event concluded with a 
question-and-answer session.

Farmer lobbyists had nothing but words of praise for the planning and “herding” provided by Mark Limbaugh, Lane 
Dickson, Zach Israel and Tina Dykstra with The Ferguson Group, the Alliance’s representatives in Washington, D.C. 
This year’s farmer lobbyists did an admirable job conveying their personal experiences to some very influential 
officials in Washington. They provided a great service in helping lawmakers and policy makers visualize why it is 
important to continue to offer resources from the federal government to address these issues. 

2022 FARMER LOBBYIST TRIP
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OUTREACH AND COMMUNICATIONS

Media Engagement

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. Mr. 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.  
In addition to these actions and the other media outreach efforts described earlier, Family Farm Alliance board 
members and Advisory Committee Members were busy working with the media in their own lines of work:

• Alliance Director William Bourdeau (Vice President of Harris Farms, a Director of Westlands Water District, and 
Chairman of the Board of the California Water Alliance) spoke about preserving the California Food Supply for 
the Future in this two-part podcast series: californiaagtoday.com/podcasts

• The Washington Post last August in its Sunday edition carried a Bloomberg story that was complementary 
of Western irrigated agriculture: “The Future of the American West is in Central Oregon”, which featured 
quotes and coverage of Director Marc Thalacker, Three Sisters Irrigation District, Arnold Irrigation District, and 
Farmers Conservation Alliance. 

• Alliance Director Cannon Michael is featured in this story that appeared on CBS (San Francisco) - cbsnews.
com/sanfrancisco/news/california-drought-central-valley-farmer-threatened-by-drought-conditions.

• Alliance Advisory Committee Member Urban Eberhart and other Alliance members were highlighted in this 
story, which ran in the New York Times last fall:  “Climate Change Is Ravaging the Colorado River. There’s a 
Model to Avert the Worst. Success in the Yakima River Basin in Washington holds lessons for the seven states 
at war over water in the American West”. 

Speaking Engagements

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. 

The University of Arizona’s Water Resources Research Center (WRRC) hosted its July 12-14 2022 Annual 
Conference in Tucson. Former Alliance board member Ron Rayner (A Tumbling T Ranch) participated in a 
“storytelling” panel, and his son, Ross, provided the “Next Generation” farmers’ perspective. Alliance Advisory 
Committee Member Tom Davis (Yuma County Water Users Association) presented a historical account of irrigated 
agriculture in the Yuma area. The closing panel on the final day of the conference featured Meghan Scott from 
Alliance member Noble Law and Alliance President O’Toole, discussing Arizona’s water sustainability and 
agricultural outlook.  

Mr. O’Toole also represented the Family Farm Alliance at the prestigious Aspen-Nicholas Water Forum last 
October in Aspen (COLORADO). This forum, convened annually by the Aspen Institute’s Energy and Environment 
Program and Duke University’s Nicholas Institute for Environmental Policy Solutions, serves as a platform for 
addressing domestic water challenges in the 21st century.  

Alliance Director Cannon Michael (CALIFORNIA) in June 2022 appeared in a “Free Range Conversations” 
event, hosted by American Farmland Trust (AFT). Mr. Michael – who is also an AFT board member – shared his 
experience managing 11,000 acres of farmland in the Central Valley. 

Mr. Keppen had a busy year on the speaker circuit. In January, he moderated two panels at the 2022 Mid-Pacific 
Water Users Conference in Reno (NEVADA).  He also had several other speaking engagements at several events 
across the West, including: 

• Tri States (IDAHO, OREGON, WASHINGTON) summer meeting (Bend, OR)

• The California Agricultural Irrigation Association summer meeting in Pismo Beach.

• Keynote speech at the annual meeting of the Arizona Agribusiness and Water Council in Phoenix. 

• Upper Missouri Water Users in Deadwood (SOUTH DAKOTA)

• North Dakota Water Users Conference in Bismarck.

• The World Alfalfa Congress conference in San Diego (CALIFORNIA). 

• Oregon Water Resources Congress annual conference in Hood River.

• Washington State Water Resources Association Annual Conference in Spokane.

Audiences throughout the year were very supportive of Alliance efforts to educate the public and policy makers 
on the importance of Western irrigated agriculture to national security.

http://californiaagtoday.com/podcasts
mailto:bit.ly/3RKCZAE?subject=
mailto:bit.ly/3RKCZAE?subject=
http://bit.ly/3XgJdJJ
http://bit.ly/3XgJdJJ
http://bit.ly/3XgJdJJ
http://bit.ly/3YfAHf7
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MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION 
 Name: ________________________________________________________________________ 

 Company: _____________________________________________________________________ 

 Address: ______________________________________________________________________ 

 City/State: ________________________________________ Zip: ________________________ 

 Phone: _____________________________ Cell: ______________________________________ 

 Email: ________________________________________________________________________ 

The Family Farm Alliance is a 501(c)(6) tax exempt organization; 86% of your contribution is tax deductible.  
Our support comes exclusively from those who believe our mission is important enough to contribute.  We 
believe the cause is important enough to ask for your support.  Please join us.   

  Supporter ($250 minimum for individuals) 

  Partner ($500 minimum for organizations/businesses) 

  Defender ($1000) 

  Advocate ($5000) 

  Irrigation District -  @ $0.10 per irrigated acre 

  Other: ______________________________________________________ 

   

  I’d like to learn more about the Alliance 

Suggested Contribution Levels 

  Champion ($10,000) 

 Payment Type:   Check payable to Family Farm Alliance   Credit Card 

 Card Number: ____________________________________ Exp Date: ______ CVC: ________ 

 Name on Card: _________________________   Signature: _____________________________ 
Please return application with payment to: 

Family Farm Alliance 
Jane Townsend, Fundraising Coordinator 
P.O. Box 1705, Clearlake Oaks, CA 95423 

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

THANK YOU FOR YOUR SUPPORT! 



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

February 2023  |  dan@familyfarmalliance.org


