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Water Resources & State Engineer’s 
Office are Interchangeable



HISTORICAL DATES
1903
• State Engineer's office created
• Method to account for existing surface water use 

and its priority.
1905
• Method for appropriating surface water.
1913

Act setting forth comprehensive procedures on:
• Appropriation including artesian aquifers

1939
Ground water law – NRS chapter 534



Water Law in Nevada

Prior Appropriation Doctrine

First in time, first in right,
Beneficial use is the limit of the water right,
Use it or lose it



1 Acre-Foot of Water

• 325,851 gallons; or

• An acre of ground (~one football field) 
covered with 1’ of water; or

• Enough water to supply two families of 
4 (depending on outside irrigation) for 
one year.



DUTIES OF THE STATE 
ENGINEER

• Appropriation
• Water Right Ownership
• Distribution & Regulation
• Well Drilling Regulations
• Subdivision Review
• Adjudication
• Water Planning
• Flood Plain Management
• Dam Safety
• Artificial Recharge
• Primary and Secondary Applications



APPROPRIATIONS

• All water within the boundaries of the 
state belong to the public

• All Use of Non-Decreed Water Requires 
a Permit from the S.E. (except domestic 
wells)
– New Appropriations
– Changes of Existing or Decreed Rights



DOMESTIC WATER 
WELLS 

• A water right application and permit are 
not required in order to drill a domestic 
well
– Domestic purposes as defined under NRS 

534.013 extends to culinary and household 
purposes, in a single family dwelling, the 
watering of a family garden, lawn and the 
watering of domestic animals

• The maximum daily draught is limited to 1,800 
gallons (2.02 acre-feet per year)



Other Important Concepts

• Supplemental Rights – two or more 
rights used together for an intended use.

• Comingled Rights – where more than 
one source, e.g. s.w. and g.w. or g.w. 
and effluent, are used together 
simultaneously for an intended use



Subdivisions

• A subdivision is defined as having more 
than four (4) lots

• S.E. has signatory authority on all 
subdivisions within the state, including 
subdivisions served by domestic wells 
(since 1973)
– The S.E. acts in an advisory capacity on 

parcel maps.
• The S.E.’s signature states that water is 

available from the source



Parceling and Subdivisions

• Subdivisions approved by State Engineer
– More than 4 parcels
– Approve water availability
– Must have water right

• Parcel maps are not approved by the SE
– Four or less new parcels
– SE may ask county to require dedication of 

water rights on approval



Page 2 of 
Seller’s Real 
Property 
Disclosure 
Form 547



Page 2 of Seller’s Real Property Disclosure Form



Questions?



Water Right Ownership 



Water Right Ownership

• A water right is considered real property and 
can be owned separate from the property

• Water rights are an appurtenance to the 
property and are passed from seller to buyer 
unless the rights are specifically excluded or 
reserved on the deed

• Should a specific amount of water be 
designated in the deed and the remainder is 
not reserved, the entire amount remaining is 
included as an appurtenance

• Specification of rate of flow does not transfer 
a particular volume of water (use acre-feet)



• The owner of record noted at the State Engineer's office is 
the result of filing copies of deeds and a report of
conveyance from the permittee to the current owner

– The confirmation of ownership does not occur automatically when 
a deed is recorded in the county

– Title companies do not research water right title and they will not 
issue title insurance on water right ownership.

• The ownership of stock or shares in a ditch company does 
not constitute ownership of a water right

• Report of Conveyance required upon transfer
– Copies of recorded deeds and the ROC must be filed with the 

State Engineer to update ownership.

Water Right Ownership



Water Right Ownership

NRS 533.382 through 533.387 guides the State Engineer in 
dealing with water right title issues

The State Engineer doesn’t assign title, he only confirms the 
Report of Conveyance (ROC).

The State Engineer, in all notifications, is required to notify 
the owner of record in the State Engineer’s office only.  If 
ROC’s are not filed with the office, we have no way of 
knowing if there has been a change in ownership.



Water Right Ownership

• Major amendments to statutes in process 
for changing ownership in 1995 per 1994 
interim study.
– Increased responsibility of private sector



Staff Workload

– Approximately 25% of the Carson City office’s 
staff is devoted to title transfer.

– Approximately 21,000 deeds which represent 
approximately 6,000 reports of conveyance, 
remain to be processed.

– Approximately 9,000 deeds and 1,650 reports of 
conveyances were processed in 2005.

– Receive ~2000 ROC’s per year comprising 
~10,000 deeds

Water Right Ownership



Report of 
Conveyance
(Green Form)



Abstract of Title



Find forms on our websiteFind forms on our website







Title Can be Checked on our WebsiteTitle Can be Checked on our Website



Is There a Water Right on 
the Parcel?

• Present owner has information

• Check http://water.nv.gov

• Call the Division of Water Resources



Summary of 
Ownership



Maps on the Website 

• Shows historically irrigated acreage
• Indicates which claim from the decree
• Use Assessor’s parcel number



WHY WERE THESE MAPS DONE?

• More than 40,000 acres of water rights under the 
decree

• The Decree provided tabular data only; no 
detailed maps to support the tables

• Ownership left to interpretation

• Interpretation leads to arguments 

• Water rights are valuable 



Find Maps on our WebsiteFind Maps on our Website





Maps Need to Be Updated to Reflect New Appropriations 



Acreage is broken down Acreage is broken down 
by claim on each parcelby claim on each parcel



WHAT’S IN THE FUTURE?

• GIS Coverages
• New Maps Use the Washoe County 

Parcel Base 
• Integrate with Other NDWR Data

– Permit Files
– Application Maps
– Well Log Data
– Water Rights Locations



Questions?



Maintaining a Water Right



Maintaining a Water Right

Once a permit has been issued, conditions are 
imposed in order for that water right to be 
perfected.  

– Time frames for
• proof of completion of diversion works
• placing the water to beneficial use 



Maintaining a Water Right

What if the permittee can’t meet these 
deadlines?

– Extensions of time can be filed (533.380)
– The extension must be filed within thirty (30) 

days from the date of final notice for filing of the 
proof 

– The extension, if accepted, is good for a 
maximum of 1 year

– Filing fee



Maintaining a Water Right

Certificate of Appropriation

Once the proofs have all been filed and the other terms of the 
permit complied with, the State Engineer prepares a 
Certificate of Appropriation describing the use to be made of 
the water as shown on the Proof of Beneficial Use.  The State 
Engineer records the Certificate in his office, with a copy 
going to the permit holder. (533.425)

Beneficial use - shall be the basis, the measure and the limit 
of the right to the use of water.  (533.035)



Maintaining a Water Right

Forfeiture and Abandonment

Two (2) ways to lose a certificated water right (533.060 
and 534.090)

– forfeiture 
– abandonment 

Until 1999, a surface water right could be forfeited.  An 
amendment to NRS 533.060 removed this provision, 
which removed any possible forfeiture of a surface water 
right.  



Maintaining a Water Right

Abandonment (533.060) 

A review of whether or not a surface water right has 
been abandoned is based on a review of a variety of 
records within a 10-year period immediately preceding 
any claim that the water right has been abandoned.  
These records include:
a.  That there has been delivery of water;
b.  Payments for maintenance were incurred in the 

delivery of water;
c.  Payments for costs of capital improvements; or
d.  Maintenance was made as it is related to the 

delivery of water. 



Maintaining a Water Right

Forfeiture (534.090) 

– Forfeiture of a groundwater right occurs if there is a 
failure to use the water right for 5 consecutive years. 

– Can file an extension of time to prevent forfeiture. 
Extension must be submitted prior to the 5 consecutive 
years of non-use.

– The State Engineer is required to give a notice to the 
owner of record in the State Engineers office after 4 
years of nonuse in basins where inventories are 
conducted.

– The State Engineer may grant any number of extensions 
of time, but a single extension must not exceed one 
year.



Maintaining a Water Right

All of the previously mentioned criteria requires a 
decision to be made by the State Engineer.  The provisions 
of NRS 533.450 allows “any person feeling himself 
aggrieved by any order or decision of the State 
Engineer…” may file an appeal in the proper court of 
the county “…in which the matters affected or a portion 
thereof are situated.”

This appeal to the court must also be served on the 
State Engineer within 30 days following the issuance of 
the decision. 



Thank You,
Questions?

http://water.nv.gov
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