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 Today the U.S. Geological Survey led a congressional briefing featuring state and 

regional water stakeholders who spoke about vital uses of comprehensive water 

information that would be met by the National Water Census called for by the 

SECURE Water Act of 2009.  

Growing populations, increased energy development, and the uncertain effects of a 

changing climate magnify the need for an improved understanding of water use and 

water availability. However, no comprehensive and current national assessment of 

water resources exists.  

A report released in April, Progress Toward Establishing a National Assessment of 

Water Availability and Use, fulfilled a requirement under the 2009 law for the 

Secretary of the Interior to report to Congress on progress made in implementing 

the national water availability and use assessment program, also referred to as a 

National Water Census.  

"It’s true in other fields and no less so for water: you can’t manage what you don’t 

measure," said Anne Castle, Department of the Interior Assistant Secretary for 

Water and Science. "The Water Census will quantify water supply and demand 

consistently across the entire country, fill in gaps in existing data, and make that 

information available to anyone who needs it—and that represents a huge step 

forward on the path toward water sustainability."  
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The National Academy of Sciences applauded the concept of a Water Census in 

2009, suggesting that it would be "an ongoing, effective tool, on a par with the 

social and economic censuses, that supports national decision making."  

"As competition for water grows — for irrigation of crops, for the production of 

energy, for use by cities and communities, and for the environment — the need for 

information and tools to aid water-resource managers also grows," said Tony 

Willardson, Executive Director, Western States Water Council.  

"The more accurately we can assess the quantity and quality of our water 

resources, the better we can know whether our strategies for conserving and 

improving those resources are actually having the desired beneficial effect," 

observed Bob Tudor, Deputy Director, Delaware River Basin Commission. 

Willardson and Tudor were speakers at the briefing.    

A Water Census is a complex undertaking, which points to why national water 

availability and use have not been comprehensively assessed in more than 35 years. 

Since then, competition for water resources has increased greatly and, in addition 

to human use, considerably more importance is now attached to the availability of 

water for environmental and ecosystem needs.  

The USGS envisions the Water Census to be a key ongoing activity that, like the 

population census mandated by the Constitution, supports national decision-

making in many different ways.  

The resources currently available for this census are finite, however.  USGS 

foresees that estimates of flow at ungaged locations and estimates of 

evapotranspiration will be among the earliest products of the National Water 

Census. Providing complete water-use information and adequately assessing the 

Nation’s groundwater resources with respect to water availability will require 

additional time. 

 Although the existing data are limited and much work remains to be done, funding 

over the past two years has allowed important progress. The USGS will continue to 

work with partner agencies and organizations to maximize the utility of the 

information for a broad range of uses.  

The Water Census is part of an overarching Department of the Interior (DOI) 

initiative known as WaterSMART (Sustain and Manage America’s Resources for 

Tomorrow). Through WaterSMART, the Department is working to achieve a 

sustainable water strategy to help meet the Nation’s water needs. The Water 

Census will help inform that strategy.  

The USGS is developing plans for the Water Census in coordination with other 

Federal and non-Federal agencies, universities, and other organizations. 

Collaboration across agency boundaries ensures that information produced by the 
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USGS can be aggregated with data on other types of physical, social, economic, 

and environmental factors that affect water availability.  Both the USGS and the 

U.S. Bureau of Reclamation (USBR) have substantive responsibilities under the 

Department of the Interior WaterSMART initiative.  

One of the geographic focus areas of the Water Census is the drainage basin of the 

Colorado River, which covers parts of seven states, delivers water to more than 30 

million people, irrigates nearly 4 million acres of cropland in the U.S. and Mexico, 

and supplies hydropower plants that annually generate more than 10 billion 

kilowatt-hours. Increasing population, decreasing streamflows, and the uncertain 

effects of a changing climate amplify the need for an improved understanding of 

water use and water availability in this crucial watershed.  
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