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Water

The Bakken Development is dependent on a tremendous amount of water.  While each new well requires approximately 
two million gallons of water, the amount needed for maintenance over the life of the well could be as much as 8.8 
million gallons per well over a 30-40 year period.*

* North Dakota’s Salty Fracked Wells Drink More Water to Keep Oil Flowing; National Geographic Daily News; November 2013

1.  Domestic Water
Supplying an adequate supply of qualitydrinking water 
has been a major challenge to western North Dakota 
(and the entire state) for decades.

Advancing Regional Water Systems

The regional systems draw water from the Missouri River and Lake Sakakawea, and supplant the need for regional 
municipalities to construct individual systems.  Cities that formerly were impacted by high volumes of fluoride, nitrates 
and uranium now enjoy some of the best drinking water in the world.

Scope of Section

This section of the Regional Plan has two sub-sections:

1. Domestic Water (quality and accessibility)

2. Recreational Water

Award

Water from the Southwest Pipeline Project recently won an award 
for the “sixth best-tasting drinking water in the world.*

* Source: Mary Massad, Manager, Chief Executive Officer, Southwest Water Authority

ISSUE:  water

The Issue
The drinking water needs of residents throughout the 
region are largely served by regional water systems. 
These systems are facing extraordinary investment 
and expansion requirement in order to meet future 
projected demand.  In addition, Vision West ND seeks 
more responsive policies and management of access 
to Lake Sakakawea.

RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Maintain and Enhance Communication among Federal and 

State Agencies, and Local Communities to Support the 
Continued Growth of Each Community

2. Develop a Long-term Strategic Plan for the Management of 
and Improved Access to Lake Sakakawea

3. Coordinate and Support Efforts of the Friends of Lake 
Sakakawea



Regional Plan |  Prepared by Building Communities, Inc.86

Water

Because of the triple challenge of poor local water quality, inadequate local water supply and the appropriation of 
existing water supplies to agriculture and other uses, municipalities in western North Dakota have relied on the 
development of regional water systems since the 1970s.  

The challenges faced by each regional water system 
vary dramatically. In some instances, communities have 
been waiting decades for clean, adequate water to reach 
their communities through the regional water systems.

The Southwest Pipeline Project is critical to the growing 
western North Dakota region. While it started on a smaller 
scale, the growth of the last few years establishes the 
need to expand the water system. The Western Area 
Water Supply is a relatively new system, capitalizing 
on the need to serve industry and municipalities 
simultaneously.  The Northwest Area Water Supply is intended to serve existing older systems such as the Upper 
Souris Water District, the All Seasons Water User District and the Garrison Rural Water District.  The Fort Berthold 
Water System serves the needs of the MHA Nation.

While the pressures of economic growth are significant for the regional water systems, effective local advocacy, 
combined with a supportive state administration and willing legislature, is effectively addressing this challenge.  The 
North Dakota Resources Trust Fund largely addresses the need to finance such improvements. 

The recent population growth in western North Dakota has placed a tremendous burden on regional water systems 
to continue to provide adequate capacity for business and individual consumption.

If you build it… 

In total, the 2013 ND Legislative Assembly committed $500 million 
to regional water systems.  

Of critical importance is accurate forecasting of oil-industry 
activity, population growth and new housing starts.  Regional water 
systems are highly reliant on such economic forecasting by the 
ND Department of Mineral Resources and the North Dakota State 
University. These studies indicate that approximately 200,000 
people will be moving to western North Dakota and water will be 
needed to support them. 
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The map on the previous page shows how western North Dakota communities are served by various regional water 
systems.  While the systems appear on the map to be similar entities, in reality, there are vast differences in the 
structure, purpose and challenges of each entity. 

The human, environmental and financial benefits of North Dakota’s regional water system are well documented.  
Without such a system, communities will not be able to meet the demand on municipal water systems, water quality 
will be substandard, economic growth will be restricted and utility rates will skyrocket.  Water lines should be placed 
where development is intended and where water quality is poor.

The federal government, through several agencies such as USDA Rural Development and the Environmental 
Protection Agency, supports communities and regions across the United States to develop water infrastructure.  

logistics of Building Water Systems

Building water systems faces the same challenges and constraints with respect to the escalating cost of equipment 
and materials, labor and fuel, as does other needed infrastructure development.  A constant challenge for regional 
water systems is dealing with conflicts over easements required to meet other infrastructure needs. This issue is 
addressed in the Pipelines section of this plan.

ReCommendaTion #1:  mainTain and enhanCe CommuniCaTion amonG fedeRal and 
sTaTe aGenCies, and loCal CommuniTies To suppoRT The ConTinued GRoWTh of eaCh 
CommuniTy
Summary:  USDA Rural Development’s policies fully support the development of regional water systems through agency loan and grant programs.  
USDA Rural Development views the continued development of regional water systems as an essential component of the mission of USDA Rural 
Development to increase economic opportunity and improve the quality of life for all rural Americans. The Environmental Protection Agency has 
demonstrated its support for regional water system development and maintenance through its policies and the use of the State Revolving Fund.

The North Dakota State Water Commission has established a new outreach policy, and is holding basin-wide meetings throughout the state.  The 
commission needs to be leading the coordination of growing water systems and communicating the goals and objectives of the rural water agencies.

Action: Advocate, Convene

Lead: Vision West ND, State Water Commission, USDA

One of the most serious constraints on the design, construction and management of growing regional water systems 
is pending large-scale turnover in labor and expertise.  While the management of such systems has required a tripling 
(or more) in regional staffing, many of the operators of these systems are approaching retirement age.  Given the 
pressure on wages for infrastructure professionals, simply maintaining expertise will be a significant challenge.   This 
challenge is already being faced by regional water systems.

2. Recreational Water
Lake Sakakawea represents one of the most precious resources in western North Dakota.  Ever since the fifth-largest 
earthen dam in the world was completed in 1953, people throughout the region have utilized the water for municipal 
water systems, recreation, power generation, flood control and other beneficial purposes.   
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Water

The construction of the Garrison Dam necessitated the purchase of over 150,000 acres of land on the Fort Berthold 
Reservation.  The lands were owned by the Three Affiliated Tribes, and to this day hold a special place in the hearts 
of the Mandan, Hidatsa and Arikira Nation.  

Concerns expressed during the Vision West ND planning process are two-fold: 1) residents and visitors are not able 
to adequately access the reservoir, and 2) there are disputes about the utilization of water from the lake for municipal 
water systems.  In general, local communities and state governments are finding the managing federal agency, the 
Army Corps of Engineers, non-responsive to their concerns and needs.

ReCommendaTion #2:  develop a lonG-TeRm sTRaTeGiC plan foR The manaGemenT of 
and impRoved aCCess To lake sakakaWea
Summary: Lake Sakakawea is located in the heart of some of the most strategic land in the entire United States.  

While the State of North Dakota and its people are benefitting tremendously from the economics of the Bakken Development, residents in the region 
are paying a high price.  The greatest price is measured by the losses in quality of life due to the externalities of the growth industry: incredible traffic 
volume, increased crime, higher housing prices, demands on schools, pressures on hospitals and on and on.

The federal government should convene local, state and federal interests in a Vision West ND-sponsored process that has this national interest as its 
driving rationale.  In particular, plans and investments should be made by the federal government to improve recreational access to Lake Sakakawea 
and to better serve the needs of the state’s vital regional water systems.

Action: Convene, Create Policy

Lead:  Vision West ND, Friends of the Lake, the ND State Water Commission and the Army Corps of Engineers

Lake Sakakawea 2011, A Federal/State Management Issue to be Resolved

In February of 2011, the State of North Dakota sent a letter to the Army Corps of Engineers clearly stating the state believes it has the right to allocate 
and manage both the natural flows of the Missouri River and the originally authorized water diversions from Lake Sakakawea for the people of North 
Dakota.  The state believes it has these rights without storage contracts and that the Corps current position is incorrect. 

One of the goals of the inter-agency Partnership for Sustainable Communities (HUD, DOT and EPA) is to improve interagency federal communication, 
with a high priority focus on resolving sustainability issues.  Support for the state’s position on this policy was universally expressed during local 
strategic planning meetings.  Renewed efforts to resolve this matter should be made.  

ReCommendaTion #3:  CooRdinaTe and suppoRT effoRTs of The fRiends of lake 
sakakaWea
Summary:  If the Friends of Lake Sakakawea did not exist, the recommendation in this Regional Plan would be to form such an organization.  Given 
that the organization does exist, and has a long track record of success, it is prudent for Vision West ND to coordinate with it. 

The world is run by those who show up.  When it comes to the interest of utilizing the water from Lake Sakakawea, sometimes the strongest advocates 
are not in the State of North Dakota.  They are in Missouri.  Other states, like Missouri, also challenge North Dakota’s right to established water 
allocations.

Action:  Advocate, Convene, Monitor

Lead:  Cities and Counties Coordinated by Vision West ND

Advocacy for Lake Sakakawea

Inspired by the effects of the drought ten years ago, local advocates for access, use and improvements at and around Lake Sakakawea formed a non-
profit organization, Friends of Lake Sakakawea. 

Since then, the Friends group has been very active in its advocacy.  Specifically, the group has helped to secure millions of dollars to build boat ramps 
at the lake.  In addition, it has helped to steer funding for weed control and to address other aquatic nuisances.  In particular, the organization has 
coordinated with U.S. Fish and Wildlife and other federal and state agencies. 
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The organization has a strong membership, and coordinates with many of the cities that surround the lake.  An all-volunteer organization, the group 
relies on the time and expertise of citizens to accomplish its goals.  

While many concerns were expressed in local strategic planning sessions about the Army Corps of Engineers, the Friends group recognizes the many 
restrictions and regulations that challenge the ability of the Corps to be responsive to local needs.  For example, the Corps manages the resource for 
a larger geographic area of beneficiaries.

literature Review
“Legislative Impact on Western ND” 
(Brady Pelton, Deputy Executive Director, North Dakota Association of Oil and Gas Producing Counties, July 2013)

•	 Summary	of	2013	Session
■ 80 days as allowed by Constitution
■ 918 Bills and Resolutions introduced
■ 503 Bills were signed into law by Governor Dalrymple

•	 House	Bill	1358	(the	“Big	One”)	
■ Adjust the Oil and Gas Gross Production Tax (GPT) distribution formula to political subs.
■ Appropriate money towards oil producing and non oil producing counties for roads.
■ Appropriate money for Energy Impact Grants.
■ Appropriate money for grants to nursing homes, base care facilities and developmental disabilities service workers.
■ Appropriate money for critical access hospital grants.

•	 9%	of	the	total	local	amount	in	counties	receiving	$5	million	or	more	in	GPT	revenue	goes	to	Williston	(60%)	Dickinson	(30%)	and	Minot	(10%).
■ Oil and Gas Impact Grants (Williston received $2 million, Dickinson received $7.

“Modeling Direct and Secondary Employment in the Petroleum Sector in North Dakota” 
(NDSU Agribusiness and Applied Economics, September 2012)

•	 A	report	detailing	the	methods,	procedures	and	assumptions	of	a	model	developed	to	estimate	direct	and	secondary	employment	in	the	
petroleum industry in North Dakota

•	 Report	discusses	issues	associated	with	the	use	of	historic	methods	and	models	to	estimate	employment	associated	with	expansion	in	the	oil	
and gas industry.

•	 Findings	suggest	that	current	employment	forecasting	techniques	do	not	accurately	model	conditions	in	the	Williston	Basin.

“Williston Basin 2012:  Projections of Future Employment and Population North Dakota Summary” 
(NDSU Agribusiness and Applied Economics, January 2013)

•	 A	study	summarizing	the	status	of	the	following	measurements	of	oil	production	activity:
■ Rig counts
■ Estimated number of operating wells
■ Direct employment
■ Direct employment by temporary and permanent workforce
■ Total employment
■ Housing demand 
■ Population projections

BACKGROUND  - A Pending Water Crisis

It is highly probable that the result of the next multi-year drought affecting the Midwest will create substantial political firestorms between the 
states.  Given North Dakota’s lack of population and lack of political mobilization on the issue of the use of Lake Sakakawea water, North Dakota 
would likely lose unless the leaders of the region become more unified and effective in their advocacy.*

* Source: Mark Resner 


