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Water-Our Nation’s Most Valuable Resource: Needed Increase in the Federal Investment in the USGS Cooperative Water Program

Statement made by Dr. Emery Cleaves, American Association of State Geologists, at his request, to the Advisory Committee on Water Information, September 14, 2004


Water, our most valuable resource, is essential to our daily life!  Growing communities, industries, agriculture, energy production and critical ecosystems depend upon water being available in adequate quantity and suitable quality.  Providing for our nation’s future water supply needs will require a committed, sustained, and supported effort by water users, governments, state agencies, and federal agencies working together to implement the appropriate combination of water monitoring, water resources research, planning, and regulation.  The effort begins with adequate water monitoring and research, and at the federal level, one keystone is the Cooperative Water Program of the U.S. Geological Survey.

            The mission of the USGS Cooperative Water Program is to provide reliable, impartial and timely information needed to understand the Nation’s water resources through a Program of shared efforts and funding with state, tribal and local partners to enable decision makers to wisely manage the Nation’s water resources (USGS Circular 1192, p.15.)

The Problem


Matching funds for the Cooperative Water Program continue to decline. In FY 2000, $40M in state and local funds was unmatched and that amount has increased to $60M in FY 04. In recent years federal funding for the Program has been “even funded”—i.e., neither significant increases nor decreases in the Program Budget. But because of inflation, federal cost-of-living increases and pay raises the buying power of USGS matching funds continues to decrease.

            The Program used to be a 50% Federal—50% Cooperator cost share match, but many investigations are currently matched at 45-55, 40-60 and even 0-100. In FY04 The Cooperative Program received approximately $137M from state and local cooperators of which about $60M was NOT matched. Approximately 1400 cooperators participate in the Program.

            Cooperators are a major supporter of stream gaging; but the continued escalation of stream-gaging costs has resulted in some states making significant reductions in their stream-gaging programs. For example, in FY 05 Mississippi State Budget reductions will eliminate funding for 10 of 89 gages; and in New Hampshire7 of 46 gages will be lost due to State Budget reductions. In Maryland 12 of 115 gages were scheduled for elimination as well as 153 ground-water level observation well comprising the entire State Network. Fortunately, the Maryland funds for these monitoring networks have been restored. In past years other states have also reduced or withdrawn from the USGS stream-gaging Program.


Such drawing back of cooperator funding does not appear to be happening in the area of water studies and assessments, as evidenced by the continuing growth in unmatched funds.  But because of the stagnation in the Cooperative Water Program budget, the increasing reliance on state, local and regional entities for funds reduces USGS options to choose the studies that they undertake.


  With the continued growth of unmatched funds being driven by increasing community, state, and regional needs for water supply and water quality information and assessments is there any compelling reason for USGS, DOI, OMB, and the Congress to alter the situation?

Reasons to Change



The change from a 50-50 partnership and the continued growth of unmatched funds contributes to a consulting group image. Such an image is harmful to USGS’ reputation of producing unbiased scientific data and assessments, and compromises their position of minimal competition with the private sector.



The loss of funding leverage provided by matching funds reduces the funds available for vital water investigations and water monitoring networks that are increasingly needed for water supply planning management and regulation as well as water quality investigations (e.g., MTBE, arsenic and radium in ground water.)   For example, a hypothetical 2 year water study costing a total $500 K with no USGS matching funds would result in $250 K invested in the study, itself, and $250 being absorbed by overhead (assuming a 50% overhead.) However, if matching funds were provided at 50-50 the study would cost $1 M, with $500 being invested in the study. The significant $250 K difference would greatly enhance the scientific effort invested in the study!

What Can be Done?

            To obtain the needed administrative support and financial resources the Cooperative Water Program needs, water resource issues at the Federal, State and Local levels need to attain a greater level of visibility than is presently the case. At the Federal level the cooperators in the Cooperators the Program and the associations to which they belong need to carry the message to the senior people in the Department of Interior, Environmental Protection Agency, Office of Management and Budget, and Office of Science and Technology. They especially need to communicate their concerns to key committees on Capitol Hill and their State delegations. It is suggested that initially $10 M in increased funds be requested for the current fiscal year, and that in future years incremental increases be requested so that the gap in unmatched funds can be closed within four years.

             Hopefully this is not a quixotic request, but I realize that it could be a long and continuing one. 
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