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PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE 

 
Southern Nevada Water Authority and Las Vegas Valley Water District 

Deputy General Manager:  Engineering/Operations May 2010 – Present 

Executive Team member with organization-wide assignments.  Accountable for 
engineering, operations, and resource management. 
 
Las Vegas Valley Water District (Since March 2011):  Responsible for two 
departments – Engineering and Operations – that support and provide for the 
delivery of water to customers of Nevada’s largest water utility. 
 
Southern Nevada Water Authority (Since May 2010):  Responsible for five 
departments –  Engineering, Environmental Resources, Groundwater Resources, 
Surface Water Resources, and the Southern Nevada Water System – that manage 
the region’s water resources and develop solutions that will ensure adequate 
future water supplies for the Las Vegas Valley. 

 

Director of Environmental Resources                              December 2007 – May 2010 

Primary responsibilities included water conservation programs, sustainability 
strategic planning, enhancement of Las Vegas Wash environmental resources, 
organizational response to climate change issues, and management of 
agricultural/ranching land holdings in Eastern Nevada. 

 
 

Focus Property Group – Las Vegas, Nevada 

Vice President of Community Development             October 2005 – November 2007 

Planning and development of master-planned communities including the 1700 
acre Kyle Canyon Gateway in Las Vegas and the 1900 acre Inspirada community 
in Henderson.  Prepared and managed schedules and budgets and coordinated 
infrastructure construction, marketing, and community design review. 
 
Key Achievements 

 Negotiated Kyle Canyon site plan, parks/trails plan, and design standards. 

 Instrumental in City adoption of the Kyle Canyon Development Agreement. 

 Prepared mixed-use design standards for Inspirada. 
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Figure 2-1
Proximity to Major Metropolitan Centers
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S  Strong national economic
growth in the 1990s
included much of the
rural U.S., in sharp 

contrast with the previous decade.
Poverty rates declined in 85 percent
of nonmetro counties between
1989 and 1999. In the previous
decade, only 35 percent of these
counties had decreases in poverty.
Nevertheless, over 1 in 4 nonmetro
counties lost population in 1990-
2000, often exceeding 5 percent.
Many of these counties are agricul-
tural and many have been losing
population for decades, with no
solution in sight.

This article identifies three
characteristics of counties that
were likely to lose population in
1990-2000: location away from
metro areas, low population densi-
ty, and a low level of natural ameni-
ties (as measured by climate, topog-
raphy, and the presence of lakes
and ponds). We argue that these
qualities explain why many agricul-
tural areas have been losing popu-
lation. We then turn the question of
population loss on its head, and ask
why some of the counties with

these characteristics did not lose
population in the 1990s. Industrial
agriculture, casinos, prisons, and
idiosyncratic events such as the
creation of a lake helped some
counties maintain their popula-
tions. In no case did small business
entrepreneurship alone appear to
be the critical factor. 

Population Loss Is More Than a
Question of Job Availability

Economic models of regional
growth and decline suggest that
areas of high poverty should also
be areas of population loss. As
opportunities decline in an area,
poverty rates rise and people move
to other areas in search of better
opportunities. Outmigration subse-
quently reduces the poverty rate,
such that poverty rates should 
ultimately equalize across areas.

But two facts about rural dis-
tress in the U.S. refute this model.

First, areas with poverty rates of
over 20 percent and areas with
population loss have usually had
these conditions for decades.
Second, these are quite distinct
areas. High poverty is concentrated
in the South and scattered across
the Midwest, particularly where
populations are largely Native
American (fig. 1). Population loss,
meanwhile, was most pronounced
in the center of the country and in
scattered areas of the Northeast and
South. Rural counties with high
poverty in 1990 were no more 
likely to have population loss in
1990-2000 than were other rural
counties.

It is not difficult to explain why
counties with high poverty do not
always have population loss. High-
poverty areas are almost inevitably
areas where the rates of high
school completion among young
adults are relatively low. Over the

2

Volume 17, Issue 4/Winter 2002RuralAmericaRuralAmerica

Understanding Rural
Population Loss

Despite a widespread decline in rural poverty in the 1990s, a quarter
of nonmetro counties lost population over the decade. Poverty rates
were no higher in these counties than in counties without population
loss. We identify remote (from metro areas), thinly settled counties as
“frontier” counties, arguing that the lack of access to services and the
small labor market sizes in these counties inhibits the inmigration of
people and businesses, particularly in the absence of compensating
natural amenities. In two of every three low-amenity frontier counties,
population loss exceeded 5 percent in 1990-2000. Most of these 
counties are farming-dependent, less because of their abundance of 
agriculture than because of their dearth of other economic activities.
Some low-amenity frontier counties did gain population in the 
past decade. We look at these exceptions to see if there are rural 
development lessons to be learned. 

David A. McGranahan
Calvin L. Beale

David A. McGranahan is a senior economist and
Calvin L. Beale is a senior demographer 

in the Food and Rural Economics Division,
Economics Research Service, USDA.
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2.2 Population Estimates and Trends

2.2.1 Current Population

Current population estimates for the Basins of Origin were derived from U.S. Census Block data for
the year 2000 and recent county parcel information (see Table 2-1).  The estimated current population
of Cave, Dry Lake, and Delamar Valleys is between zero and three persons in each Basin.  Spring
Valley, the largest of the four Basins of Origin, has an estimated current population of 77 people.   

2.2.2 Historical Population

When forecasting potential growth, including population growth, it can be useful to consider the
historical record for signs that identify a clear growth trend or, conversely, evidence that a set of
values fluctuate within a defined range, but without a growth trend.

Figures 2-7 and 2-8 below show the historical populations of White Pine and Lincoln Counties from
1950-2009 (Nevada State Library and Archives).  As noted earlier, these counties encompass the
Basins of Origin. Population estimates were obtained from the Nevada State Demographer’s Office, a
non-partisan agency which is funded by the Nevada Department of Taxation and is part of the Nevada
Small Business Development Center.  Data was available beginning in 1950.       

Table 2-1
Population Estimate for the 

Basins of Origin (2000)

Basin Population

Spring Valley HB 77

Cave Valley HB 2

Dry Lake Valley HB 3

Delamar Valley HB 0

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau, National Historic 
Geographic Information System (2000) 

Figure 2-7
Historical Population Growth and Forecast for White Pine County, Nevada
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Yet, despite this massive population boom and migration West (59 million new residents) White Pine 
County’s current population, at about 9,500 residents, is approximately where it was in 1910 (7,441 
residents).  Similarly, Lincoln County’s population in 1910 of 3,489 people is only 861 less than its 
current population (U.S. Census Bureau, 1995). 

Even considering a shorter and more recent time period (1970-2006, see Figure 2-3), White Pine and 
Lincoln Counties’ percentage of population change was insignificant compared to the five-fold 
population increase of the state of Nevada over the same period (Headwaters Economics, 2009).  

The U.S. Census  Bureau (2002) also reports that Americans have not only migrated South and West, 
but also from rural to more metropolitan areas.  Prior to World War II, the majority of Americans 
lived outside of metropolitan territory.  By the year 2000, four out of every five people in the United 
States resided in a metropolitan area (see Figure 2-4). 

The U.S Census  Bureau (2002) defined metropolitan population concentrations for the first time in 
1910.  At that time, 26 million people lived in 19 metropolitan districts of 200,000 people or more and 
cities of 100,000-200,000 and their adjacent territory, leaving 65.9 million who lived in non-
metropolitan territory.  With each passing decade, the metropolitan population increased, while the 
nonmetropolitan population generally decreased.

Source:  Headwaters Economics (2009)

Figure 2-3
Population Growth Comparison United States, 

State of Nevada, White Pine County (1970-2006)
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Figure 2-6
Population Density (2007)
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White Pine and Lincoln remain two of the State’s least inhabited counties.  These counties and the 
four Basins can be characterized as “frontier communities,” a term used by the USDA (2002).

The National Center for Frontier Communities have defined frontier communities as “sparsely 
populated rural areas that are isolated from population centers and services and typically have a 
population density of six or fewer people per square mile.”  An analysis of the 3,141 counties, 
parishes, boroughs, census-defined areas, and independent cities in the United States, shows only 440 
meet the frontier definition.  Of those 440 frontier areas, only 40 have fewer people per square mile 
than White Pine County (1 person/mi2), and only 12 have a population density less than Lincoln 
County (0.4 persons/mi2) (NCFC, 2000).  Moreover, population density of the Basins of Origin is 
approximately 0.2 persons/mi2 (82 people/3,750 mi2, see Section 2.2.1).

Figure 2-6 below shows the population density of Nevada in 2007, including White Pine County, 
Lincoln County, and the Basins of Origin.    

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau (1995) and U.S. Census 2000 population estimate for Nevada’s counties.

Figure 2-5
Comparison of Population Share by Nevada County (1910–2000)
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Source:  Modified from BLM (2008)

Figure 3-1
Nominated Lands to be Sold are Near Existing 

Population Centers and Outside the Basins of Origin
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 4

The following pages briefly elaborate and document the seven rebuttal arguments outlined above.  The 
evidence that the proposed withdrawals will desiccate the watersheds, and rebuttals to erroneous claims 
that the withdrawals will not unduly harm the natural balance in a significant section of the Great Basin, 
are being provided by other experts in other testimony.  
 
(1)  Appropriate Geographic Scope for Economic and Social Impact Analysis 
 
The appropriate geographic scope for the analysis of the economic and social impact of the proposed 
water withdrawals and transfers is, at a minimum, the rural counties containing the four valleys and the 
downgradient basins in the same flow systems that also will experience a drawdown in their groundwater 
levels.  The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) has reported that the impacts of the withdrawals on 
water availability extend well beyond the targeted valleys (BLM 2011).  According to Nevada Revised 
Statutes § 534.110 (4.): 
 

In determining a reasonable lowering of the static water level in a particular area, the State 
Engineer shall consider the economics of pumping water for the general type of crops growing 
and may also consider the effect of using water on the economy of the area in general.  

 
The State Engineer could at a minimum apply the national standard practiced by the (BLM) in the draft 
environmental impact statement (BLM, 2011):   
 

“The study area for socioeconomics and environmental justice is defined in terms of local county 
boundaries and includes Clark, White Pine, and Lincoln counties in Nevada and Juab and Millard 
counties in Utah. These five counties encompass virtually the entire extent of the four basic areal 
geographies associated with the proposed development and operation of the proposed ROW, 
groundwater development areas, and most of the area of potential indirect effects from 
groundwater level declines associated with groundwater pumping.” DEIS at p. 3.18-1. 
 

The State Engineer should consider the area in general in order to adjudicate equitably and to avoid using 
a double standard.  For the Applicant to argue that the focus should be only on the targeted valleys 
themselves would be disingenuous.  The Applicant has stated that “the impacts on water resources will 
likely be in the developed areas such as Ely, Baker, and Caliente, where visitor and guest services are 
available, and not in the basins themselves.” SNWA Exhibit 241, at p. 5 (June 2011).   
 
With respect to equitable treatment it must be noted that the Applicant, in basin 212 (Las Vegas Valley), 
is permitted to argue that it is the most relevant human community with respect to water rights issues in 
any hydrologic basins in its neighborhood, such as the contiguous basins 210 (Coyote Springs Valley), 
215 (Black Mountain Valley), and 216 (Garnet Valley), for example.  By the same token, the towns of 
Ely, in basin 179, (Steptoe Valley), and the towns of Pioche, Panaca, Caliente and other urbanized areas 
in basins contiguous to Spring, Cave, Dry Lake, and Delamar Valleys are communities that depend 
directly and indirectly on consumptive and non-consumptive uses of the water in the origin basins.  
According to the US Environmental Protection Agency, Steptoe and Spring Valleys are in the same 
watershed, the Spring-Steptoe Watershed (http://cfpub.epa.gov/surf/huc.cfm?huc_code=16060008).  And just 
like Las Vegas’ concerns about future access to water in its neighboring basins, these towns also have 
future interests in locally available groundwater. 
 
The Applicant is also allowed to concern itself with non-contiguous basins, including basins in other 
watersheds, such as basin 213 (Colorado Valley).   Basins 213 and 212 are not even in the same 
watershed as Las Vegas.  Basin 213 is in the Lake Mead watershed while 212 is in the Las Vegas Wash 
watershed.  
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Source:  Modified from BLM (2008)

Figure 3-1
Nominated Lands to be Sold are Near Existing 

Population Centers and Outside the Basins of Origin
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Economic Development Potential in Spring, Cave, Dry Lake, and Delamar Valleys, Nevada

Section 4.0 4-1

 
 

4.0 DISCRETIONARY RESERVATION OF WATER IN THE BASINS 
OF ORIGIN

As demonstrated in the preceding sections of this report, there is no reasonable expectation for growth 
and development in the Basins in the foreseeable future and, therefore, there are no foreseeable 
additional water needs in the Basins.  Since new homes that are built on existing lots in the Basins 
will be allowed to utilize domestic wells for their water needs, the SNWA Applications, if granted, 
will not limit the ability of such homes to be built.  Given existing water rights in the Basins, and the 
ability to change the specified use of those existing water rights to accommodate the water needs of 
unforeseeable future growth (in the unlikely event that such growth should occur), the SNWA 
Applications, if granted, will not limit such unforeseen growth.  

However, despite these conclusions and the analysis in this report, it is not possible to completely rule 
out the possibility that occasional future demands for small quantities of water will occur in the 
Basins.  Examples of such minor demands include: water for a new residence on a newly created lot 
in a designated groundwater basin; a commercial, industrial, governmental, or recreational activity 
requiring a small amount of water; and the limited use of water for wildlife management or 
stockwatering purposes. Historically, these minor demands rarely occur in the Basins, as summarized 
in Table 4-1.   

Table 4-1
Groundwater Rights Approved in the Basins of Origin (1960–2010)

Within the Last 50 Years

Dry Lake Valley
(afa)

Delamar Valley
(afa)

Cave Valley
(afa)

Spring Valley
(afa)

Domestic 0 0 0 0

Quasi-municipal 0 0 0 6

Municipal 0 0 0 0

Stockwater 10 7 34 103

Commercial 0 0 0 0

Industrial 0 0 0 0

Construction 0 0 0 0

Wildlife 0 0 0 58

Other 0 0 0 0

Total 10 7 34 167

See Appendix A.
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