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THE EVOLVING STATE OF GROUND WATER
RIGHT TRANSFERS IN IDAHO

Gary Johnson, University of Idaho, 1776 Science Center Dr., Idaho Falls, ID 83402,
johnson@if.uidaho.edu, 208-282-7985
Bryce Contor, Idaho Water Resources Research Institute, 1776 Science Center Dr., Suite
305, Idaho Falls, 1D 83402, contor@if.uidaho.edu, 208-282-7846
Donna M. Cosgrove, University of Idaho, 1776 Science Center Dr., Suite 305, Idaho
Falls, ID 83402, cosgrove@if.uidaho.edu, 208-282-7914

In Southern Idaho, as in most of the western US, available fresh water supplies are
essentially fully appropriated and future economic growth depends upon the ability to
transfer water rights from lower value uses. These transfers often involve a change in use
of the water as well as a change in location of the point of diversion. The change in
location creates special administrative challenges when dealing with ground water rights.
The effects of ground water use can propagate throughout an aquifer and affect nearly
every ground and surface water user in the basin.

A spreadsheet based Ground Water Rights Transfer Tool has been applied in the Eastern
Snake River Plain in southern Idaho for several years. The Transfer Tool uses a ground
water flow model of the aquifer to calculate the hydrologic effects of changes in well
location on surface and ground water exchange in 11 different reaches of the Snake
River. Typically, the rate or volume of a right will be decreased in the transfer process
because of increased levels of impact to one or more of the 11 reaches of the Snake
River.

Several issues have arisen as a result of the use of the Transfer Tool. Several of these
issues are associated with the establishment of a negligible level of impact. The model
allows us to compute impacts to a fraction of a percent. Regulation to this level is,
however, cumbersome and inhibits transfers. Perhaps the goal of regulation should be to
balance the effects of all transfers rather than attempting to balance those effects on an
individual basis.

Contact: Gary S. Johnson, University of Idaho, johnson@if.uidaho.edu, 1776 Science
Center Dr., Idaho Falls, ID 83402, 208-282-7985, 208-282-7950
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