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What Comes Next 

House and Senate appropriators have now 
agreed on topline funding levels and advanced a 
three-bill minibus that includes Energy & Water, 
Interior & Environment, and Commerce-Justice­
Science. The House passed the package on January 
8, and the Senate has begun floor consideration. 
Whether lawmakers can clear remaining hurdles 
and avoid another shutdown remains uncertain. 

At the same time, broader debates over 
federal workforce capacity, agency reorganization, 
and permitting reform will shape how effectively 
water programs are implemented-even when 
funding is available. Further reliance on local 
Federal partners, such as farmers, ranchers, and 
irrigation managers is going to be necessacy to 
bridge the gap between on the ground need and 
federal agency capability going forward. 

The Alliance's Bottom Line 

Western agriculture depends on reliable, 
affordable water. That means funding 
infrastructure in rural America, listening to the 
producers and water managers who operate these 
systems evecy day, and crafting bipartisan, 
grassroots led solutions that reflect real-world 
needs-not just budget targets. 

Fiscal discipline matters. But so does food 
security and so do our rural communities. 

As Congress works to finalize spending bills, 
the Family Farm Alliance will continue pressing a 
simple message: supporting agriculture means 
investing in water. Without it, the ability of Western 
farmers and ranchers to feed America is at risk­
and that is a cost the nation cannot afford. 

Congress Moves Aggressively on Permitting and Environmental Reform 

After decades of delay, litigation, and 
regulatocy gridlock that have stalled investment 
across the West, Congress-particularly the 
House-has moved forcefully in recent months to 
update environmental and permitting laws that 
govern infrastructure, water projects, and land 
management. For Western farmers, ranchers, and 
irrigation districts operating infrastructure that is 
often 75 to 100 years old or more, these actions 
reflect a growing recognition that the status quo is 
not working. 

Across multiple bills, House lawmakers are 
advancing sweeping changes to the National 
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), the Clean 
Water Act, and the Endangered Species Act, with 
the stated goal of accelerating project timelines, 
reducing litigation risk, and providing regulatocy 
certainty for long-term investments. While the 
approaches differ-and remain controversial-the 
direction is clear: Congress is no longer content to 
rely solely on agency-level reforms to modernize 
the federal permitting system. 

SPEED Act Targets NEPA Delays 

At the center of the House effort is the 
SPEED Act (H.R. 4776), led by House Natural 
Resources Chair Bruce Westerman. The bill would 
impose firm timelines on NEPA reviews, narrow 
analyses to impacts directly tied to a project, 

expand the use of categorical exclusions, and allow 
agencies to rely on existing state, tribal, or prior 
federal environmental reviews. Importantly for 
water users, it also includes "permit certainty" 
provisions that would prevent agencies from 
rescinding or weakening approved permits absent 
a court order. 

The House passed the bill after a 
contentious process that exposed fault lines on 
both sides of the aisle-Democrats raised concerns 
tied to recent offshore wind decisions, while some 
Republicans argued the bill does not go far 
enough. Still, bipartisan support underscores 
broad frustration with multi-year delays that affect 
water storage, conveyance, drought resilience, and 
forest management projects across the West. 

From the Alliance's perspective, many 
SPEED Act provisions align with long-standing 
priorities for Western agriculture: reducing 
duplicative reviews, improving coordination 
among agencies, and limiting litigation-driven 
delays that increase costs without improving 
environmental outcomes. 

Clean Water Act and ESAAlso in the 
Cross hairs 

House Republicans have also advanced 
broader environmental reforms through measures 
like the PERMIT Act, which passed the House in 
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December and proposes a package of changes to 
Clean Water Act permitting. Supporters argue the 
bill would provide regulatory certainty by 
narrowing jurisdiction, setting firm litigation 
deadlines, and curbing last-minute permit 
challenges that have derailed infrastructure 
projects-including irrigation works, dams, and 
levees. Democrats largely opposed the measure, 
citing concerns about water quality and 
enforcement authority. 

The House Natural Resources Committee 
also advanced the ESA Amendments Act of 2025, 
which seeks to restore the Endangered Species 
Act's focus on recovery while reducing litigation­
driven outcomes. The bill requires economic and 
national security analyses, clarifies the "jeopardy" 
standard, streamlines permitting, and increases 
transparency-reforms supported by many 
agricultural and landowner groups who argue the 
current ESA framework has too often stalled 
projects without measurable gains for species. 

Bipartisanship Tested in the Senate 

While the House has moved decisively, 
Senate permitting reform discussions have slowed 
amid rising partisan tension. Democratic leaders 
paused negotiations after the administration 
canceled several offshore wind projects, citing 
concerns about trust and process. Meanwhile, calls 
from some Republicans to bypass the filibuster 
highlight the growing frustration-but also the 
difficulty-of achieving durable, bipartisan reform. 

Despite these challenges, momentum for 
permitting reform remains strong, driven by the 
reality that aging infrastructure and growing water 
scarcity demand faster, more predictable federal 
processes. 

Why This Matters for Western Agriculture 

For Alliance members, these debates are 
not abstract. Aging canals, reservoirs, diversion 
structures, and hydropower facilities cannot be 
modernized-or even maintained-if projects 
spend years navigating duplicative reviews and 
litigation risk. Conservation, water efficiency, and 
resilience investments depend on timely approvals 
and regulatory certainty. 

Producers are not seeking to avoid 
environmental compliance, but regulations that 
meet producers at the field level are key. "Western 
agriculture needs environmental laws that work 
with producers, not against them," said Sam 
Barncastle, Executive Director of the Family Farm 
Alliance. "Durable reform means protecting our 
natural resources while giving farmers and 
irrigation districts the flexibility and certainty they 
need to invest in water infrastructure that feeds 
America." 

The Alliance is encouraged to see Congress 
engaging directly on these issues. Legislative 
solutions-crafted openly, debated publicly, and 
enacted through Congress-offer a more stable 
path forward than regulatory whiplash driven 
solely by agency action. 

Looking Ahead 

The outcome of these House-passed 
reforms remains uncertain in the Senate, but their 
advancement signals a turning point. Congress is 
taking a heavy-handed-but necessary-look at 
environmental laws that have long stalled 
common-sense water and infrastructure projects 
in the West. The Alliance will continue working to 
ensure that agriculture, water reliability, and rural 
communities remain central to any final reforms. 

WOTUS Rulemaking Moves Forward as 
Alliance Mobilizes Western Agriculture 

The Trump Administration's expedited 
permitting agenda continues to move quickly, with 
major implications for Western farmers, ranchers, 
and water managers. In late November, the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers released a sweeping 
proposal to revise the definition of "Waters of the 
United States" (WOTUS) under the Clean Water 

Act-one of the most consequential regulatory 
issues facing irrigated agriculture. 

The proposal is intended to fully implement 
the U.S. Supreme Court's 2023 Sackett v. EPA 
decision, which sharply narrowed federal Clean 
Water Act jurisdiction to waters with a "relatively 
permanent" presence and a "continuous surface 
connection" to navigable waters. For Western 
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agriculture, the rule signals a long-awaited shift 
toward regulatory clarity after more than a decade 
of uncertainty, litigation, and regulatory whiplash. 

"For farmers, ranchers, and irrigation 
districts, knowing what is and is not federally 
regulated is not an academic exercise-it directly 
affects whether projects move forward, fields get 
worked, and water gets delivered," said Sam 
Barncastle. "This proposal is an important step 
toward restoring common sense and predictability, 
and we applaud the agencies for their hard work." 

Alliance Engagement: 
Coordinated, Substantive, and Grassroots 

From the outset, the Alliance has been 
deeply engaged in the WOTUS rulemaking process. 
Working closely with other agricultural 
organizations and water providers, the Alliance 
helped develop coordinated comments 
emphasizing the unique hydrology and 
infrastructure of the West-where irrigation canals, 
ditches, drains, and ephemeral features are integral 
to food production but have too often been swept 
into federal jurisdiction or the grey area. 

The Alliance's comments underscore that 
wetlands must be truly adjacent and hydrologically 
connected to be considered jurisdictional under 
Sackett, and that vague or expansive 
interpretations risk unintended consequences for 
irrigation systems, water delivery infrastructure, 
and routine agricultural activities. 

At the same time, the Alliance launched a 
grassroots outreach effort to ensure Western 
producers were heard directly by the agencies. 
Alliance Members were provided a set of draft 
comments specific to the 'on the ground' issues and 
encouraged to submit individualized responses 
based on their own operations and local conditions. 
Many did so. 

"A strong administrative record matters," 
Barncastle said. "It's critical that EPA and the Corps 
hear directly from the people who manage water on 
the ground every day and understand what works­
and what doesn't-in real agricultural landscapes." 

The public comment period closed January 
5, 2026. The Alliance will remain engaged as the 
agencies move toward finalizing the rule. 

New Tools, New Questions 

One notable feature of the proposal is the 
introduction of a "wet season" concept and the use 

of a new mapping tool-known informally as Web 
WIMP-to help determine jurisdiction. While 
intended to provide clarity, these tools will play a 
significant role in how the rule is implemented on 
the ground. 

Alliance members are encouraged to explore 
the tool and evaluate whether it aligns with their on­
the-ground understanding of local hydrology and 
historic jurisdictional determinations. The tool, a 
University of Delaware interactive model is here: 
http://cyclops.deos.udel.edu/wimp/public html/i 
ndex.html 

"This is where theory meets reality," 
Barncastle noted. "Implementation will matter just 
as much as the words on paper." 

Pictured: Web WIMP Tool Developed by the 
University of Delaware 

Click on the location where you wou ld like to evaluate the Climatic Water Balance. 

Average Annual Moisture Index: 4 Longi1 1.1d t: ·22.5 Laliludt: 61.5 

Return to the JVeb\VIMP Front Pug~ 

States Begin to Respond 

As federal Clean Water Act jurisdiction 
narrows, some Western states are already moving 
to fill perceived regulatory gaps. Colorado recently 
adopted a comprehensive state-level permitting 
framework to protect streams and wetlands that 
lost federal coverage after Sackett. Likewise, New 
Mexico and others are engaged in a similar process. 
The rules, thus far, include exemptions and 
clarifications aimed at balancing environmental 
protection with the operational needs of agriculture 
and water providers-particularly around irrigation 
ditches and canals. 

The Alliance expects other states to follow 
suit, with legislation, rulemaking, and otherwise. 
These developments further underscore the 
importance of a clear, durable federal definition 
that avoids a patchwork of inconsistent state 
requirements. 
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January 2026 Correspondence List 

CORRESPONDENCE LIST 
JANUARY 2026 

1. December 10, 2025 – District sent Past Due Letters to three customers.

2. December 11, 2025 – District sent a Can and Will Serve Letter to one customer.

3. December 11, 2025 – District received the Notice and Agenda for the Central Coast Water
Authority Regular Board Meeting on December 18, 2025.

4. December 11, 2025 - District received the Notice and Agenda for the Cachuma Operation
and Maintenance Board Regular Board Meeting on December 15, 2025.

5. December 11, 2025 – District received the Notice and Agenda for the Santa Ynez River
Water Conservation District Regular Meeting & Public Hearing on December 16, 2025.

6. December 12, 2025 – District sent an Existing Water Service Letter to one customer.

7. December 12, 2025 – District received the Notice and Agenda for the Eastern Management
Area Groundwater Sustainability Agency Citizen Advisory Group Public Meeting on
December 18, 2025.

8. December 14, 2025 – District received the Notice and Agenda for the Santa Ynez
Community Services District Regular Board Meeting on December 17, 2025.

9. December 18, 2025 – District sent a Preliminary Water Availability Letter to one customer.

10. December 18, 2025 – District sent Can and Will Serve Letters to five customers.

11. December 19, 2025 – District received the Notice for the Santa Ynez River Valley
Groundwater Basin Joint Management Area Meeting on March 13, 2026.

12. December 24, 2025 – District received the Notice and Agenda for the Los Olivos
Community Services District Grants Subcommittee Meeting on December 29, 2025.

13. December 31, 2025 – District received the Notice and Agenda for the Santa Ynez
Community Services District Special Board Meeting on January 7, 2026.

14. December 31, 2025 – District received the Notice and Agenda for the Central Coast Water
Authority Operating Committee Meeting on January 8, 2026.

15. January 7, 2026 – District sent Backflow Test Requirements Letters to forty-six customers.

16. January 9, 2026 – District received the Notice and Agenda for the Los Olivos Community
Services District Regular Board Meeting on January 14, 2026.

17. January 15, 2026 - District received the Notice and Agenda for the Central Coast Water
Authority Regular Board Meeting on January 22, 2026.
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	will be held at 3:00 P.M., Tuesday, January 20, 2026
	1070 Faraday Street, Santa Ynez, CA - Conference Room
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