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SUMMARY OF LAWS 
OF THE 

SEVENTEEN WESTERN RECLAMATION STATES 
RELATING TO WATER RESOURCE PLANNING, 

POLICY AND ADMINISTRATION 

I. Introduction 

The United States Congress, through the Federal Reclamation 

Act of 1902, designated seventeen states lying generally in the western 

half of the United States as those states being entitled to participate 

in the reclamation program. The seventeen designated states are Arizona, 

California, Colorado, Idaho, Kansas, Montana, Nebraska, Nevada, New 

Mexico, North Dakota, Oklahoma, Oregon, South Dakota, Texas, Utah, 

Washington, and Wyoming. Although differing greatly in climate and 

geography, the common denominator for these designated states lies in 

the fact that all have an abundance of arable lands, but in many areas 

insufficient rainfall for most types of crops. Of the approximate total 

of 39,000,000 acres of irrigated lands in the United States, about 

35,000,000 acres are in the reclamation states. The contribution of 

these lands to the national economy is tremendous. 

In most of the western states, irrigation was the genesis of 

the enactment of laws relating to the acquisition of water rights. 

Colorado was the first state to fully adopt a system of water law 

awarding a vested priority based upon date of appropriation, commonly 

expressed as "first in time-first in right." All of the western states 


