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Good afternoon.  My name is David Wunsch and I am here to speak on behalf of the National Ground Water Association (NGWA). We appreciate the opportunity to provide the perspective of its members on the SECURE Water Act. 

The National Ground Water Association is a not for profit professional society and trade association for the ground water industry.  Our more than 14,500 members include some of the country’s leading public and private sector ground water scientists, engineers, water well contractors, manufacturers and suppliers of ground water related products and services.  The Association’s vision is to be the leading community of ground water professionals that promotes the responsible development, use and management of ground water resources.

I would like to begin my testimony commending the Committee’s leadership in the introduction and dialogue occurring here today on an issue of vital importance for the United States – improving our ability to assess and manage our nation’s water resources. NGWA has continuously encouraged lawmakers to consider the importance of assessing, protecting and developing long-term strategies for one of our most critical resources – ground water.  Developing scientifically based strategies for sustainable use of our nation’s ground water resources is a key component in our ability to address the growing demands of an increasing population and to prepare for the potential adverse effects of climate change. 

NGWA strongly supports the bill’s findings that adequate and safe supplies of water are fundamental to sustain the health, economy, security and ecology of the United States.  We also support the bill’s goals of developing and implementing systematic data gathering programs.  Implementing the SECURE Water Act will help ensure data are available to effectively manage our water supplies and maintain their chemical quality to support population growth, economic growth, irrigated agriculture, energy production and sustain ecosystems.  NGWA also concurs with the bill’s statement “States bear the primary responsibility and authority for managing water resources of the United States” but “the federal government should support the states, as well as regional, local and tribal governments…”

One overriding theme that NGWA would like to present to the Committee for consideration is to ensure the bill promotes programs that recognize water quality and quantity are inextricably linked when discussing water availability. Water must be of sufficient quality for designated or intended uses.  Knowledge of both quality and quantity are required for state and local water management and development and should be treated with equal importance particularly when this bill promotes building communication channels among various agencies and organizations.  Promoting collaborations on quality and quantity would also ensure that data collection efforts could serve to develop water management strategies that not only work to protect our nation’s water resources, but also provide information as to what water is available, and for what use. 

Climate Adaptation Program

NGWA supports the bill’s inclusion of establishing a climate change adaptation program. Climate change has the potential to cause significant impacts on the distribution of the nation’s water resources, and subsequent water demand.  Changes in local and regional temperature and precipitation patterns in the nation have been observed and well documented over the past century. 1,2   Further climate change related modifications of temperature and precipitation patterns are expected to occur over the next century creating greater uncertainty in water supply reliability. In addition, changes in sea level in response to the changing climate may have profound impacts on state and national ecologic and water resource systems.

The bill requires an assessment of specific risks to the nation’s water supply including changes in snow pack, timing of runoff, reservoir evaporation rates, and any increase in the demand for water.  However, there is no mention of assessing changes in ground water recharge and discharge, which are equally important. While other parts of the bill recognize ground water-surface water interactions, it is not reflected in this section.  NGWA recommends adding that the assessment of changes in ground water recharge and discharge be specifically listed as an important component of an integrated water resources management framework for planning. 

Ground water, the nation’s subsurface reservoir, will be relied on more in the future to help balance larger swings in precipitation and temperature, and to increase the water supply reliability in the more uncertain times caused by climate fluctuations.  NGWA strongly supports the bill’s inclusion of conjunctive ground water and surface water storage as a viable strategy to mitigate water supply changes from climate change. There will be more emphasis on conjunctive use, which involves the coordinated and planned operation of both surface and ground water resources for conservation and optimal use. 3 However, NGWA recommends the Committee also include examining enhanced ground water storage and availability as a potential strategy for mitigating water supply shortages, in addition to conjunctive ground water and surface water storage. 

Water Management Improvement

Ground water has and continues to play an expanding and pivotal role in national, state and regional water management planning.  The expanding emphasis on the need and use of ground water resources will require improved management, planning and policy tools to provide citizens with safe, reliable water supplies.  National leadership and cooperation with state and local governments are necessary to ensure these tools are made available to water professionals to develop strategies for long-term sustainable use of our ground water resources. 

NGWA recommends adding language under this section to include treating brackish ground water or other impaired waters.  Treating brackish ground water, utilizing gray water and remediated contaminated ground water, as well as, innovative uses of water impaired by either natural or manmade substances would expand the water supply from what is currently viewed as available. 

Climate Change and Water Intragovernmental Panel

NGWA supports the creation of an intragovernmental panel to develop a comprehensive understanding of global climate change potential impacts on the water resources of the United States. In order to ensure the panel maximizes the resources of governmental experts and data collections, NGWA recommends including the U.S. EPA, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the Bureau of Land Management and U.S. Forest Service to the panel.

Water Data Enhancement Program and Water Use Availability Assessment Program

In recognition of the primary role states play, NGWA supported the formation of the Subcommittee on Ground Water (SOGW) under the auspices of the Federal Advisory Committee on Water Information, wherein the federal, state and private sectors could come together collaboratively to develop and encourage implementation of a nationwide framework for ground water quality and quantity monitoring.  SOGW has grown and is continuing to grow.  Currently, more than 60 individuals from around the country, representing a wide range of organizations as well as individual interests, have volunteered their time and energy in specific work group assignments.  We appreciate the bill’s incorporation of consultation with ACWI and believe the SOGW can help in achieving some  of the legislation’s aims set out in these sections.  We encourage on-going dialogue regarding the SOGW to ensure the directives for federal agencies as outlined in S. 2156 complement the efforts of the SOGW. To that point, NGWA would recommend adding to the objectives for the National Groundwater Resources Monitoring Program the following “to provide information necessary for the planning, management and development of ground water supplies to meet current and future water needs and sustain ecosystems as necessary.” 

Funding for Water Data Enhancement/Water Use and Availability Assessment Program

NGWA did have some concerns regarding the funding mechanisms for the Water Data Enhancement and Water Use and Availability Assessment Programs. We have submitted questions for clarification to the Committee to determine if it intended that only federal agency personnel do the actual ground water monitoring data collection or can state agency staff or others do the work and provide the data to the federal agency if it proves more cost-efficient or for other reasons determined to be more beneficial.  NGWA is also concerned states may not be able to participate without sufficient federal support. 

NGWA has long supported increased federal funding for cooperative ground water quantity and quality data collection.  A possible model to consider is the National Cooperative Geologic Mapping Program (NCGMP).  This popular program includes a core federal program, FEDMAP, as well as two additional cooperative funding programs.    Federal funding available to the states is provided to state geological surveys through the USGS STATEMAP program, which is the state component of the NCGMP. The STATEMAP program utilizes state staff knowledgeable in the local geology to maintain the data upon which much of the mapping is based.  The states, not the federal government, also select the areas of the state that are in most need of mapping data.  The program provides a comprehensive understanding of the geology at/near land surface, in which ground water is commonly a major consideration.  However, limitations of the program are that it requires a 1:1 matching of state funds, which can prove to be a burden in some states.  Thus we would encourage the Committee to allow states to have personnel actively involved and provide a funding stream that will not prohibit states unable to provide cost-share from being involved (i.e. the federal government may at a maximum provide 100% of the funding and at a minimum provide 60%). 

NGWA also requested clarification as to whether grant funds under the Water Use Availability Assessment Program could be used by the states to support their state ground water monitoring networks – the actual data gathering – with the idea of submitting the information to USGS.  NGWA is currently completing work on a ground water monitoring survey with other cooperating associations.  Preliminary results show several states do not have a statewide ground water monitoring level program and for other states, their programs may not currently be sufficient for the purposes of pulling and compiling a national assessment of water availability without increased fiscal support. 

Concluding Remarks

NGWA again would like to express its appreciation of the Committee for the introduction and discussion of the SECURE Water Act.  We commend your leadership for recognizing and addressing data, tools and communication channels that need to be supported and implemented in order for the United States to develop long-term water management strategies.  The need for sound water policies and management is especially vital with current drought conditions and growing population.  We look forward to working with this Committee and the entire Senate to ensure passage of the SECURE Water Act.  The NGWA is, as always, available to this Committee to act as a resource for scientific data as well as a conduit for further discussions with our leading ground water scientists.  
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