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From your perspective as a community leader in Northern Colorado, what is your 
key takeaway from today’s session? 

● My key takeaway from the excellent Alternative Transfer Mechanisms (ATMs) 
presentation by Brett Bovee, Intermountain Regional Director, WestWater 
Research, is this: Brett is skilled at presenting complex water issues clearly and 
in ways that are understandable for regular folks. One of those issues is the 
“harsh reality” that towns and cities are growing and developing where the 
best farmland is located – near rivers and tributaries. Sediment carried down 
from upper watersheds in the mountains and foothills creates alluvial soils that 
are very good for irrigated farming and building homes. Furthermore, a graph 
showed that a changing economy related to job growth in the professional 
sector (office jobs) drives different water demands – more municipal use. 
People work in urban settings doing professional work, and this correlates with 
increased municipal water use resulting in loss of irrigated farmland. By 2050, 
the Colorado Water Plan (CWP), shows the state could lose up to 500K acres 
of irrigated farmland – 20% to urbanization, 40% to municipal uses, and 40% 
for other reasons such as augmentation needs, interstate compact compliance, 
USDA FSA Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) enrollment, and groundwater 
recharge. The overarching purpose of ATMs is to reduce the permanent dry-up 
of farmland, and there are four categories of benefit – municipal, groundwater 
sustainability, environment, and compact compliance. Brett provided an 
explanation of the “Dry Up Covenant” referenced in water court. To develop 
land for municipal purposes, the municipality must secure the agricultural water 
rights and dedicate them to municipal uses. The water court dry-up covenant 
requires that the water can no longer be used for agriculture because if the 
field continues to be irrigated, it is hard to track this and want to avoid “double 
dipping” on original water right. This was fascinating. With ATMs, it is very clear 
that there must be a willing seller and willing buyer to make an agreement, and 
there are different payment structures. I understood that the amount of water 
required to grow a crop (consumptive use) is the amount for municipal water 
use.  

● My key takeaway from today’s presentation on ATMs is that there are many 
opportunities for ATMs and other creative methods, but it seems like we are in 
the early stages of figuring out where the sweet spot is with some of these 
tools. As a local conservation organization, we have had discussions with our 
Water & Sewer department of how to collaborate with conservation easements, 
ATMs, and other creative solutions to conserve prime ag lands without a full 
buy-and-dry solution. We haven’t yet found the best win-win situation, but I 
think we’re heading in the right direction. 
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● Progress has been made to address water policy and use, but it is a laborious 
process that doesn't necessarily keep pace with water needs or with potential 
innovation. 

● I’ll admit that since I started this class I’ve been rather pessimistic about future 
growth projections as they all seemed to revolve around taking additional 
water out of rivers or buy and dry strategies to convert water to municipal 
usage. I was glad to see ATMs as a more sustainable path towards providing 
water to growing populations along the Front Range. The need for regional 
collaboration to address the challenges of water scarcity and climate change 
will necessitate great flexibility to provide water on a temporary or intermittent 
basis. So it was great to see that Colorado’s rigid system of water laws are 
being amended to allow for municipalities to create systems for transfers that 
can meet water demands while not negatively impacting the regional economy 
and ecosystems.  

● I was most struck by the complexities involved with making ATMS work in 
Colorado. The economic, legal, and engineering challenges are daunting and it 
will take a great deal of resolve, or maybe a transition to a public trust doctrine 
to help make ATMs a key water management tool. Municipal water providers 
will have to much more closely monitor their water portfolios and water 
supplies—especially during drought years—to make ATMs more reliable for 
municipal use.  

● My key takeaway from this month’s session was that ATM’s are not just 
necessary but almost a given that municipalities have to entertain as a part of 
their water portfolio in order to have exhausted every possible avenue 
necessary in order to ensure that their citizens have security in the longevity of 
the supply of their water.  

● My key takeaway on alternative transfer methods was that it allows for multiple 
solutions. It is definitely not one size fits all, which is good since different 
people around the state need it for different reasons (municipal use, 
groundwater sustainability, in-stream flows, and compact compliance). I'm glad 
the legislature passed the ATM bill in 2007 and has continued funding for 
research and now pilot projects.  

● My key takeaway is that there is a predicted large loss of agriculture irrigated 
acres in the next couple of decades. Most of these acres will be lost to 
urbanization. Historically, there has been a mindset shift away from the “buy & 
dry” philosophy and movement towards a “smarter” mode of these ATMs. 
Collectively Colorado seems to want to avoid the “buy & dry” and move to 
innovative new methods of water use.   

● My enthusiasm about alternative transfer methods was diminished by learning 
that ATMs are more amenable to industrial and environmental uses than to the 
urban uses that are really driving the increase in water consumption. I was 
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further disappointed to learn that there is not yet widespread interest in ATMs. 
Since ATMs, like projects to store or divert more water, are generally too 
complex and too big for individual developers of residential or industrial 
properties to afford, I am more in favor of cash in lieu of dedicating water 
shares.  

● Brett's talk on ATM's provided creative insight into the ways available to cities 
and the ag producing community to create working agreements to keep water 
on the land, and allow cities to provide for future demands. This process 
reduces the drying of farm land, and creates a balance of open spaces 
intermixed with the hardscape of cities.  

● When forced to adapt, we will adapt. It was fun to see everyone on the zoom 
video call. It is amazing how quickly business meetings and other connections 
have been able to pivot to maintain production. What will this pivot look like 
when climate change and drought are the issue that force society to change its 
operational norms? The way of water in the west is run by a complex yet old 
system. The “modernization” of water rights and management seems to be a 
growing rally cry from an overburdened system. It still blows my mind that 
Northern Colorado’s water provider board seats can be held for 20-30 years. 
At what point are we holding back positive change, that can impact our futures 
security now, by allowing “the way it always was” to make our decisions? ATMs 
and other water sharing projects do feel like steps in the right direction for 
collaboration and new ways to work together. 

● ATM’s new twist on increasing water efficiency in a changing world is a good 
thing! 

● ATM appears to be a viable solution for us, but seems that in the long term we 
still have an issue with supply and demand. This is an attempt to reduce buy 
and dry. Long term leasing is still more expensive than buying, however, 
maybe the delay can help in a way to buy time until a more innovative way to 
develop supply sources. 
 

What questions do you have based on what you heard from today’s speakers and 
group discussion? 

● An important question to consider is, should there be a strict definition of 
ATMs? Apparently, water practitioners are divided on the answer to this 
question, and it would be interesting to delve into this question to better 
understand the different perspectives and how they likely differ based on 
geographic location and sector – agriculture, municipal and industrial. Based 
on the barriers discussion, I would like to better understand about incentives 
for “right sizing” municipal water dedication amounts and incentives for 
building smaller square footage homes to further reduce per capita water 
consumption. A tiered water fee structure, as Berthoud established, is one way. 
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I would like to learn more about cost comparisons between leased and owned 
water rights and how you make these rates more competitive. 

● Brett talked about the ATM Grant program - the six million granted so far with 
more research money granted prior to 2015 and more pilot project funding 
after that. He made a mild reference to the pilot programs later in the 
presentation but no clear description if any of the projects are creating new 
solutions that can be replicated and are sustainable on a larger scale.  

● I’d like to learn how these can be expanded to support in-stream flows in areas 
that have seasonal dry up on rivers such as the North Fork of the Poudre or the 
Dolores River. It would seem that supporting regional economies should also 
extend beyond agriculture to businesses that depend on living rivers for 
recreation opportunities. 

● How can ATMs become a more viable and widespread tool for municipal water 
management, given the uncertainty and risks involved?; How can legislative 
leaders help clear some of the obstacles involved with ATMs and make them 
easier and quicker to implement?; Are there any ways to make leased transfers 
more secure or more long term so they can be counted on, even in dry years? 

● In the discussion it was mentioned by the speaker that municipal water 
supplies must also reduce the water volumes needed or required by new 
developments and that those developments must be encouraged to be “low 
water use” developments - what would that look like and at what cost to either 
the developer, builder or new homeowner up front or ongoing? 

● Are ATMs that common?; How many ATMs are in effect in Colorado?; Is the 
Colorado Water Board or anyone else promoting them - or are they 
little-known? 

● I have further questions about ATMs and the statement about transitioning to 
cash in lieu policies. I am still not 100% comfortable with the statements that 
push for a decrease in the amount of water dedications required for new 
development saying that current municipal water dedications require more 
water than typical yearly use. I still wonder about the future growth we are 
predicted to have and if it is sustainable and if we require less water dedication 
for new development will that exacerbate further the challenges we are facing. 
I also wonder about the science of using these ATMs to stabilize groundwater 
levels.  

● With the constant pressure from population growth along the Front Range to 
take water resources from agriculture, it seems that we need to decide which 
is a better fit to Colorado’s environment: cities or farms. Given that farm 
products can be transported long distances quickly, are there other regions of 
the country that have the capacity to take over Colorado’s agricultural 
production at lower economic and environmental costs?; Similarly, given that 
many jobs and industries are flexible on their locations and that quality of life 
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seems to degrade with population density beyond a certain point, are there 
other places where it would be better to incentivize people to remain or move?  

● In the requirements of ATM's, shouldn't the cities buying be required to 
increase the efficiency of water use on farms and open spaces as a 
prerequisite to agreement? This would incentivize farmers, through increased 
production, to being willing partners. 

● Are municipalities the only allowable “owner” of ATM water rights?; When 
developers dedicate water to a municipality for development, how are 
municipalities being held accountable to apply the “beneficial use” of their 
surplus water supplies that start to build up?; Are municipalities adjusting their 
dedication rates to match the lower water use land codes that are coming from 
the Colorado Water Plan initiatives? 

● Brett Bovee with his slide show did an excellent job presenting. No outstanding 
questions at this time. 

● If used statewide, how much of a difference will it make on the overall supply 
chain/usage efficiency?; Can this be used to transfer between watersheds 
and/or  trans mountain delivery or even trans basin between the upper and 
lower Colorado River basin? 
 

What did you learn today that encouraged you, discouraged you, or captured your 
attention to the extent that you could see yourself engaging in it further?  

● I am encouraged that the CWP has set a 2030 goal of protecting 50K AF of 
water through ATMs, and the CO Water Conservation Board (CWCB) has a 
grant program currently at $6.6M for research and implementation of ATMs. I’m 
also encouraged that there is more attention to these water trade/sharing 
agreements and deeper analysis of range of options and scaling up these 
alternative practices to the buy and dry status quo. There was a discussion 
about barriers to implementing ATMs, including economic (homeownership 
versus rental analogy), regulatory and infrastructure/hydrology issues. 
Upstream, municipalities own 60-70% of ditch companies because it is easier 
in the upper watersheds to transport water to the water treatment plants and 
water quality is better for municipal uses. Another barrier is different comfort 
levels with ATMs. There are also complementary actions to preserve 
agricultural land such as establishing conservation easements, “right-sizing” 
municipal water dedication amounts because per capita water use has 
decreased and less water is required per new home from 20-30 years ago, 
and transition to developers paying cash in lieu for access to water supply 
bought and owned by the city. NISP has a water-sharing provision. Higher 
prices for water may affect development and residential growth in the future 
but not significantly impacting now even though C-BT water shares are 

5 



2019-2020 Water Literate Leaders of Northern Colorado 
Homework Assignment for April 2020 
 

expensive. All of this knowledge captured my attention and informs my further 
engagement.  

● I am encouraged by the creative uses of water through ATMs, Recreational 
In-Channel Diversions, in-stream flows, etc. That said I am regularly frustrated 
when I hear a local water buffalo refer to one of the river systems in northern 
Colorado as if it was a concrete ditch. This unwillingness to recognize the fact 
that we know now that river systems are living ecosystems, and a 1930s era 
approach to something in 2020 just isn’t going to work. Like many of the 
entrenched approaches and positions of the past several decades, only when 
the current power-holders relinquish their hold on their respective 
organizations can we really begin to evolve into the next generation of thought 
and innovation. Maybe Gov. Ritter’s thoughts on changing the prior 
appropriation doctrine aren’t so far-fetched, but rather just more a premonition 
of things to come.  

● When Brett was discussing the barriers to the use of ATMS, it struck me that so 
much is in the hands of local governments that are not all necessarily working 
together on solutions. And, leadership changes can either increase solutions 
around water policy and solutions or decrease them with no true overarching 
oversight or impetus to make collaborative agreements. Until we can get 
everyone on the same page, I fear long term solutions will continue to be 
elusive.  

● I’d like to learn how community stakeholders that may not have water rights or 
large amounts of capital can support and expand the use of ATMs here in 
Larimer County. Brett’s comment that Front Range development is taking place 
on some of the best land for agricultural use in the state really struck a chord 
with me. Many of the municipalities in our area proudly promote their 
agricultural heritage so it would be great to see ATMs included in sustainable 
growth planning to preserve open space and farmland while also 
acknowledging the reality that we are poised for continued rapid population 
growth.   

● I was encouraged by the many different ways to structure ATMs (e.g., full 
season, split season, rotational fallow, etc.). That degree of flexibility and 
“different strokes for different folks” may help to encourage more water 
providers to consider ATMs. I was discouraged by the difficulty in overcoming 
the problem re: the uncertainty of long-term supply because ATM water is 
leased and not owned. That problem is compounded by the fact that leased 
water is more expensive in the long run. Further adding the difficulties in 
getting most ATM water to treatment plants in Northern Colorado leaves me 
discouraged that there will be large scale adoption of ATMs any time soon. The 
aspects that captured my attention and made me want to learn more were 
centered on the relationship between supply projects and ATMs.  That 
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relationship raises two questions that I’d like to continue to think about: How 
can supply projects help facilitate the growth of ATMS? And the flip side of that 
question is how can ATMs help provide greater amounts of water being stored 
in the supply projects? The fact that many of the new supply projects will rely 
almost entirely on diverting “excess” water during high water seasons indicates 
to me that some kind of seasonal ATM approaches may be the most immediate 
ways to jump start ATMs into becoming more widely-used. 

● I’m encouraged to learn more about and possibly incorporate into our 
municipalities’ long term water plan the idea of doing long-term land lease 
backs with our “local” farms. I’m also kind of curious when the speaker had 
said if the leases that are signed are normally from 10-20 years are there any 
leases that are ever negotiated longer than that or is that not wise to either the 
farm owner or the municipality. I agree that these leases are important but we 
also must maintain the agricultural integrity of northern Colorado so we don’t 
dry it all up in the process. 

● We keep seeing the intersection of growth, land-use planning and water 
planning in this class. They are so intertwined and yet it's almost like separate 
conversations sometimes. "Growth should pay its own way" but yet we should 
"right size" water rights requirements on new homes. We have a county 
land-use plan that says we should keep urban areas urban, so we can keep our 
rural areas rural (i.e. avoiding sprawl), but then new projects like the Hughes 
Stadium redevelopment come along and some people want a semi-rural 
density. It's hard, but I wish there were a better way to bring the pieces of the 
puzzle together in one conversation.  

● I am encouraged by the environmental sustainability benefits of ATMs and the 
instream flow uses that are now possible. I am discouraged once again by the 
Colorado Water Plan being mentioned and understanding that we have no 
funding to fully implement the plan for our water future.  

● I was disappointed to learn that not only does urban growth often take water 
away from agriculture, it often also takes the best sedimentary soils away from 
agricultural production. I would like to see land use planning take both of these 
into effect to make better trade-offs between urban developments and farming.  

● Using these types of agreements, along with modification of the original 
decree, e.g. CBT water reuse, could produce a wealth of  ways to increase 
supply without costly new infrastructure. 

● I was encouraged to read about the City of Fort Collins participating in one of 
the early ATM case studies: City of Fort Collins Water Lease-Back Program. I 
was also encouraged to hear about some of the pilot programs using ATMs to 
add water back to rivers for environmental enhancement. I’ve recently learned 
more about the Colorado Water Trust’s work on the Poudre River, and their 
plans to use augmentation and ATMs for adding water back into dry up points 
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along the river.  I am concerned that the Colorado Parks & Wildlife and CWCB’s 
minimum in-stream flow recommendations are too low for appropriate 
recreation and environmental benefits. The water program grants that the 
Foundation is supporting this year is for collecting more data to measure 
appropriate in stream flow levels, and connecting that with entities who are 
using tools, like ATMs, to supplement our flows.  

● ATM use in conservation projects along riparian corridors creates increased 
potential for success, especially compared to the rigid doctrines of traditional 
Colorado water law. For example, doing a reclamation-restoration planting for 
conservation often involves critical need for water for two-three years until the 
stand roots down and becomes established. ATM’s would allow for the 
temporary or periodic shift of water to establish plantings and periodically give 
them a shot in the arm without the need to permanently adjudicate water for 
the parcel. Improved riparian quality soil serves multiple purposes in improving 
watershed function overall, including water conservation and water quality. 
Now there’s a way to get it done! 
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