
INTRODUCTION 

The Lower Elkhorn River Basin (Basin) is located in northeast Nebraska and covers 
over 2.5 million acres including the all of Cuming, Pierce, Stanton, and Wayne 
Counties and a portion of Antelope, Burt, Cedar, Colfax, Dakota, Dixon, Dodge, Knox, 
Madison, Platte, and Thurston Counties.  There are 45 communities in the Basin, 
which is the foundation of the Lower Elkhorn Natural Resources District (LENRD).  
The Elkhorn River continues to flow to the Platte River in the southeast corner of 
the Basin.  Land use in the Basin is dominated by agriculture and rolling hills outside 
the historical floodplain of the Elkhorn River.  Row crop agriculture is the dominant 
economic activity in the Basin.  With production agriculture comes impacts, 
including pollutants such as nutrients, pesticides, sediment, and bacteria loading to 
water bodies.  Higher rainfall incidents and altered hydrology due to historic land 
use changes have exacerbated stream bed degradation and stream bank erosion in 
the Basin.   

The purpose of this Project Implementation Plan (PIP) is to describe the details of 
the work to be performed by LENRD during the development of the Lower Elkhorn 
River Basin Water Quality Management Plan (Basin Plan) under the sub-award of 
Section 319 funds.  Basin Plan development will be closely coordinated with 
Nebraska Department of Environmental Quality (NDEQ) Nonpoint Source Program 
staff and will meet the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) 9-elements (9-
elements) of watershed planning. 

Basin Plan development will be led by the primary sponsor, LENRD, in coordination 
with neighboring NRDs, NDEQ, Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), 
Nebraska Game and Parks Commission (NGPC), and other Basin stakeholders. The 
LENRD boundary does not follow exact watershed boundaries, therefore there are 
instances where the portions of some watersheds extend into neighboring NRDs.  
The project area is shown in Figure 1.     

LENRD has a long history of implementing land and water conservation practices 
throughout their district.  Over the last 40 years LENRD has installed 100 flood 
control or grade stabilization dams in 35 watersheds, planted and/or sold over 4.8 
million tree/shrubs, sampled more than 1082 wells, and have supported community 
wellhead protection programs.  LENRD has provided cost-share for terraces, 
waterways, diversions, small dams, tile drainage systems, streambank stabilization, 
planting trees, grassland seeding, planned grazing systems, wildlife habitat 
improvement, well closings, flow meters and irrigation management equipment, 
outdoor classrooms, and has supported urban projects including trails, outdoor 
education areas, landscaping, and pond improvements.  

Most recently, LENRD is completing land treatment efforts for the Maple, Willow, 
and Maskenthine watersheds.  This multi-agency effort involved 22 landowners and 
will provide better quality water downstream.  The development of the Basin Plan 
shows a commitment by project sponsor to enhance their existing efforts and 
continue to improve the health of the Lower Elkhorn River watershed.  



 



PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

The two main goals of the Basin Plan are to provide a concise summary of the 
condition of water resources in the Basin and to provide direction and a coordinated 
approach for addressing nonpoint source pollution.  The Basin Plan will allow 
LENRD to more effectively leverage and allocate resources on high-priority 
waterbodies for on-the-ground actions.  The Basin Plan will lay out a 20-year 
strategy to systematically address water resources deficiencies in the Basin and 
allow for enhanced management of the individual watersheds or other areas of 
interest.  Both surface water and groundwater resources will be included in regards 
to water quality management.  Implementation will be guided by a comprehensive 
strategy to address water and land use deficiencies that contribute to degradation of 
surface water resources, groundwater resources, and aquatic and terrestrial habitat.   

The Basin Plan will document a list of projects and practices aimed at improving 
water quality and remove impaired waters from the 303(d) list, establish a program 
to assist public water systems with management of source water protection, and 
eliminate the need for future planning needs on a project by project basis.  
  
Management approaches provided will support the goals set forth by NDEQ’s 
“Nonpoint Source Pollution Management Plan” and other programs targeted at 
reducing impacts of nonpoint source pollution by other agencies such as the NRCS 
and existing programs offered by LENRD. 
 
The Basin Plan will require an update every five years, therefore the format takes 
this into consideration, and it will be designed to be dynamic rather than fixed, 
allowing for minimal updating effort.  Future updates will include new nonpoint 
source load estimates, revision of goals and objectives, updated management 
strategies and priorities, and updates to the resource and budget needs. 
 
Specifically, the Basin Plan will address the following 9-elements for both surface 
water and groundwater resources: 
 

1. Identification of causes and impairment of pollutant sources, 

2. Estimation of pollutant loads collectively or for separate identified water 
bodies or sub-basins and expected load reductions from management 
measures, 

3. Identification of management practices appropriate to address resource 
threats or impairments, 

4. An outreach strategy to educate and engage residents in protecting and 
conserving water resources in the Basin, 

5. A schedule for implementing activities to address identified resource threats 
or impairments, 



6. Milestones to assess effective progress in implementing components of the 
Basin Plan, 

7. Evaluation criteria to determine the effectiveness of actions taken to 
implement the Basin Plan, 

8. A monitoring strategy to assess the impact of actions taken in implementing 
the Basin Plan, and 

9. Estimate technical and financial assistance needed, associated costs and the 
sources and authorities that will be relied upon to implement the Basin Plan. 

The Basin Plan will be vetted through expert and public reviews, and be shared with 
NDEQ and EPA, before it is approved by the project sponsor (LENRD) and 
forwarded, for acceptance by NDEQ and EPA.  Upon approval, it will become the 
guiding document for water quality management in the Basin. 
 

BASIN PLAN GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 
For purposes of this PIP, all actions anticipated to be completed during plan 
development have been grouped into three primary goals described below:  
 
Goal 1 – All water resources in the Basin will be improved by working to 
achieve water quality standards through restorative and protection 
management strategies outlined in the Basin Plan. 
 
Objective 1.1 
All available information will be collected in order to identify and understand 
current land uses, land use changes, and the effects that these changes have on 
influencing structural and functional water resource deficiencies. 

 
Tasks 

1.1.1 Compile collected information into a basin inventory including previous 
conservation work done in the Basin. 

1.1.2 Assess and map current land use and land cover to understand how 
land management practices have contributed to nonpoint source 
pollution. 

1.1.3 Create an inventory of water resource target areas by identifying and 
mapping stream segments, reservoirs, and wetlands relative to water 
quality condition. 

1.1.4 Document the extent of pollutant loading utilizing existing data, such as 
U.S. Geological Survey’s (USGS) SPARROW, on the current level of 
surface water pollutant loading including nutrients, and sediment.   

1.1.5 Identify, assess, and map existing groundwater quality information in 
order to understand the level of nitrate contamination in the basin’s 
aquifers. 



1.1.6 Estimate watershed load reductions necessary to reach goals within 
target waterbodies considering both nonpoint and point sources. 

1.1.7 Assess bacteria and its relation to stream flow to understand potential 
hotspots within the Basin. 

1.1.8 Identify, assess, and map current riparian corridor and aquatic habitat 
conditions, using GIS and a windshield survey, in the stream channels 
and riparian zones within priority watersheds.  

 
Objective 1.2 – Based on information found in the basin inventory, identify areas of 
interest and identify management for projects and programs. 
 
Tasks 

1.2.1 Focus available resources in areas that will provide the most benefit to 
the public and natural resources using ‘targeting’; which identifies areas 
where water quality issues are more significant and where 
conservation practices will be most effective in reducing pollutant 
loading. 

1.2.2 Create a tool box of available conservation practices that are available 
to support enhanced watershed management and restoration of 
waterbodies in targeted areas. 

1.2.3 Provide a level of detail, such as preliminary design concepts, that will 
enable implementation to occur without additional watershed or basin 
planning. 
  

Goal 2 – Establish of a comprehensive phased implementation strategy that 
will address deficiencies and guide resource managers in enhancing quality of 
water resources in the Basin.  
Objective 2.1 – Within the Basin Plan, LENRD will establish a detailed and 
understandable step-by-step adaptive management approach to target water 
quality improvements for surface water and groundwater. 

 
Tasks 

2.1.1 Draft a strategy document with recommendations for types, locations, 
and methods to install or implement land management practices, 
renovate reservoirs, stabilize streams, rehabilitate or create aquatic 
habitat, enhance or create wetlands and protect groundwater. 

2.1.2 Identify priority management actions that will enhance conservation 
efforts to benefit upland and streamside wetlands and wildlife habitat. 

2.1.3 Use previously identified pollutant “hot spots” and recommend actions 
that will reduce the effect of contaminants on water resources. 

2.1.4 Identify and map target areas within priority watersheds for 
management actions to guide future installation of stream 
rehabilitation treatments to stabilize bed and bank erosion, improve 
natural functionality of streams, and to enhance or develop streamside 
wetlands. 



2.1.5 Identify technical and financial resources needed to support 
implementation and assist the LENRD with budgeting resources. 

2.1.6 Identify schedules and milestones related to the implementation that 
will encompass planning, monitoring and assessment, implementation, 
and reporting. 

 
Goal 3 – During development of the Basin Plan educate and involve public 
officials, watershed residents, property owners, agricultural producers, and 
other stakeholders on the importance of supporting actions to improve the 
quality of surface water and groundwater.  
Objective 3.1 – Establish a group of resource managers and basin stakeholders into a 
Steering Committee to help identify a strategy to address resource deficiencies 
within the Basin Plan.  

 
Tasks 

3.1.1 Create a Steering Committee including LENRD staff and Board 
members, NDEQ, NGPC, NRCS, Counties, and other applicable resource 
agencies with a vested interest in water quality and other disciplines as 
appropriate to advise and assist in drafting the Basin Plan. 

3.1.2 Steering Committee will review and recommend management actions 
and assist with identification of target areas for inclusion in the Basin 
Plan. 

3.1.3 Steering Committee will review and summarize available resource data 
and information for inclusion in the Basin Plan. 

3.1.4 Utilize the Basin Plan to identify and prioritize materials and methods 
needed to engage basin residents, producers, and property owners in 
learning about and taking action to reduce negative human impacts on 
water resources. 

 
Objective 3.2 – LENRD will lead the planning effort to enable resources managers, 
basin stakeholders, contributing partners, and other interested parties to be aware 
of and understand opportunities and actions within the accepted Basin Plan to 
reduce the impacts of runoff pollution to basin water resources. 
 
Tasks 

3.2.1 Host an Open House, supported by the Steering Committee, to allow the 
public an opportunity to provide input on the Basin Plan’s 
recommendations and findings. 

3.2.2 Review and incorporate, as appropriate, public input received during 
the planning process. 

3.2.3 Prepare a Public Involvement Strategy that will guide future outreach, 
education, and public input during project planning and construction. 

3.2.4 Utilize existing resources such as websites, press releases, newsletters, 
and mailings to ensure that the public is aware of the Basin Plan and 
associated meetings and to solicit input. 



3.2.5 Make an electronic copy of the Basin Plan available to cities, villages, 
counties, and neighboring NRDs by posting the Basin Plan on the 
project sponsor website. 

 
 
 
 
 


