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Summary 
 

The Treasure Valley benefits from a substantial local water supply—arguably a greater 
per capita supply of surface water and groundwater1 than in many other arid western 
urban areas.  Approximately 2 million acre feet2 (AF) of water enter the Treasure Valley 
in an average year, mostly via the Boise River.  Three large reservoirs store spring 
runoff in the upper Boise basin for release later in the year, mainly for irrigation of farms 
and (to a lesser extent) urban landscaping.  About 1 million AF flows out of the Treasure 
Valley each year via the Boise River, with additional outflow to the Snake River from 
drains and groundwater discharge.  Groundwater levels are stable in most parts of the 
valley, indicating that current groundwater use is in a relative equilibrium with aquifer 
recharge.   

Nevertheless, the Treasure Valley faces the challenge of supplying municipal water to 
a growing population.  In 2015, Treasure Valley water purveyors delivered about 
110,000 AF for municipal uses (not including water delivered through separate non-
potable systems).  Municipal demand is projected to increase by another 110,000 AF to 
190,000 AF in the coming decades.3  Although Treasure Valley aquifers will support 
additional pumping, there are aquifer-capacity, water-quality, and administrative 
constraints that may limit additional groundwater withdrawals in some areas.  Boise 
River water is abundant but is (for the most part) fully appropriated in Ada County for 
existing uses.  Boise River diversions authorized by junior priority water rights are 
vulnerable to extended drought conditions.4   

Fortunately, there are numerous options available for increasing municipal supplies.  
Potential water sources include additional groundwater development, new upstream 
storage, the Snake River, the Boise River downstream of Star, and treated municipal 
effluent.  In combination, these sources likely will be sufficient to meet the projected 
domestic, commercial, municipal, and industrial (DCMI) demand in the Treasure Valley 

                                                

 
1 Surface water is water present in reservoirs, rivers, canals, etc.  Groundwater is water found in soil, 
sand, and rocks beneath the surface of the earth.  
 
2 An acre-foot of water is enough to flood one acre of land to a depth of one foot.  An acre-foot of 
water contains approximately 325,850 gallons, or 43,560 cubic feet. 
 
3 This range of projected muncipal water-demand values reflects various assumptions about water-
conservations levels, housing density (which influences irrigable area), landscape-irrigation patterns, 
and the current availability of surface water for urban irrigation. 
 
4 Some very junior-priority rights may be exercised only during times of high river flows or flood-
release conditions. 
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over the coming decades.  Developing these sources will likely entail overcoming 
various physical, institutional, and administrative constraints.  Some of these sources 
(e.g., groundwater) lend themselves to incremental implementation; others will require 
coordinated, long-term planning.  Some of these water-supply options will incur 
substantial expense.  Climate change will influence municipal water demand and will 
impact the availability and timing of water sources.  Meeting a growing municipal water 
demand will require an adaptive, cooperative strategy for developing some or all of the 
water-supply options described in this report.   
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1 INTRODUCTION  

1.1 Background 
The Treasure Valley5 (Figure 1) of southwestern Idaho has seen substantial population 
growth in recent years, leading to increased municipal water demand.  Furthermore, the 
Treasure Valley, like other parts of the western United States, experienced a serious 
drought in 2021.  Water supplies in many western states are constrained.  This led 
Treasure Valley leaders to ask about the sufficiency of the current and future Treasure 
Valley water supply.  Are Treasure Valley aquifers stable?  How vulnerable are Treasure 
Valley municipal water sources to extended drought conditions?  Are there sufficient 
options for meeting projected increases in municipal water demand over the coming 
decades?    

This report addresses these questions.  In preparing this report, we’ve (1) reviewed 
projections for increased municipal water demand, (2) reviewed the characteristics—
and vulnerabilities—of the groundwater and surface water upon which we rely, (3) 
described water-supply options for meeting future water-demand increases, and (4) 
described ways in which climate change could impact these water-supply options. 

This document does not present a specific water-supply plan or strategy.  Instead, the 
report provides an outline and discussion of water-supply options to meet projected 
municipal demand.  Ideally, this document will assist municipal water purveyors, 
municipalities, surface-water delivery entities, and other interested parties in developing 
a comprehensive water-supply strategy and plan.   

This review of municipal water-supply options was requested by Veolia Water Idaho Inc. 
(Veolia).6  However, the review was not limited to the Veolia service area.  Instead, the 
review covers the entire Treasure Valley, reflecting the intertwined and interdependent 
nature of current and future water demand and water-supply options in the valley. 

 

 

                                                

 
5 For the purposes of this review, the Treasure Valley is defined as the area between the Boise 
foothills and the Snake River, essentially consisting of Ada and Canyon counties.  The Treasure 
Valley encompasses the lower Boise River basin, although some surface water and groundwater in 
the southern portion of the valley drains or discharges directly toward the Snake River.  Excluded for 
purposes of this report is the Payette River basin in Gem and Payette counties. 
 
6 SUEZ Water Idaho, Inc. changed its name to Veolia Water Idaho, Inc. in March, 2022.  
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Figure 1.  Treasure Valley.    

1.2 Report Organization 
This report begins with a review of municipal water-demand projections (Section 2), 
followed by a review of current municipal water sources (Section 3).  Options for meeting 
increasing municipal water demand are summarized in Section 4 and described in 
greater detail in Sections 5 (groundwater), 6 (Snake River), 7 (Boise River), and 8 
(wastewater reuse).  Managed aquifer recharge, while not strictly a water-supply source, 
may be part of an overall water-supply strategy (Section 9).  Potential climate-change 
impacts on municipal demand and supplies are considered in Section 10.  A conceptual 
mix of water-supply sources is described in Section 11, followed by a list of conclusions 
and recommendations (Section 12). 
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2 MUNICIPAL WATER DEMAND  

 

2.1 Municipal Water 
For purposes of this report, municipal water is the potable water used for domestic, 
commercial, municipal, and industrial (DCMI) purposes.10  In this discussion, municipal 
water includes water for landscape irrigation only if the water was delivered by a 
municipal provider through its potable water-delivery system.11  The term municipal 
water doesn’t include non-potable water supplied by irrigation entities (e.g., irrigation 
districts, canal companies, ditch companies, etc.) or some cities (e.g., Nampa) within 
municipal-water service areas for landscape irrigation.12 

Municipal water may be supplied by a variety of municipal providers, including cities, 
private companies (e.g., Veolia or Capitol Water Corporation), or quasi-public entities 
(e.g., subdivision systems).  Municipal suppliers strive to satisfy water demand, which 

                                                

 
10 The definition of “municipal water” used here is similar, but not identical, to the legal definition of 
“municipal purposes” under Idaho water law.  For example, the legal definition of municipal purposes 
may include treated effluent that is applied to farm land.  The definition of municipal water used in this 
report includes treated effluent only to the extent it was used to meet municipal water demand, e.g., 
for landscape irrigation. 

11 Potable municipal water (from either groundwater or a combination of groundwater and surface-
water sources) typically is used for urban irrigation when untreated surface water is not available.  
Untreated (i.e., non-potable) surface water may be available for urban irrigation if the land is within an 
irrigation delivery entity’s authorized place of use and the land has physical access to surface water.   
Potable municipal water is used for urban irrigation when (1) land does not have an available surface-
water irrigation supply, (2) land is included in an irrigation entity’s place of use but does not have 
physical access to surface water, (3) some surface water is available, but not in a sufficient quantity 
to meet the full irrigation demand, or (4) when surface water becomes unavailable during the shoulder 
season or under drought condtions. 
 
12 In Idaho, untreated surface water delivered in pressurized-irrigation (PI) systems often is preferred 
by residents over potable municipal water.  The cost of untreated surface water generally is less than 
that of municipal water (untreated surface water is usually unmetered).  Because of lower cost, per-
irrigable-acre water use can be greater when surface water is provided through pressurized non-
potable systems than when potable water is provided via muncipal sytems.  

SUMMARY:  Municipal water demand in the Treasure Valley is projected to at least 
double by 2065, increasing by roughly 110,000 to 190,000 AF per year from the 
approximately 110,000 AF delivered in 2015. 
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is defined for the purposes of this report as the volume of water needed by municipal 
water users.13   

The term net DCMI water demand describes the portion of DCMI demand that is not 
delivered by irrigation entities.  Net DCMI water demand is met with water from 
municipal providers via potable municipal water systems.  For the purposes of this 
report, the term municipal water demand is synonymous with net DCMI water demand.  

2.2 Future Municipal Water Demand 
Municipal water demand will increase in the coming decades with increasing population 
growth.  In 2016, SPF Water Engineering, LLC (SPF) projected the 2065 municipal 
water demand for four different scenarios (SPF, 2016), distinguished by various 
assumptions regarding the amount of water conservation and the amount of urban 
irrigation.  In these scenarios, SPF projected that the Treasure Valley municipal water 
demand will grow from 110,000 AF/year in 2015 to between 219,000 and 298,000 
AF/year by the year 2065.  This represents an increase of 109,000 AF/year to 188,000 
AF/year by the year 2065.  These values represent increases of 200% to 270% over 
2015 usage.  The projected municipal water-demand increases are concentrated 
between the Boise Foothills and the New York Canal in and around the urban areas of 
Boise, Meridian, Nampa, Caldwell, Eagle, and Kuna (Figure 2).   

Veolia, the largest municipal water provider in the Treasure Valley, projected a 2065 
demand of about 103,000 AF, which is up from about 50,000 AF/yr in 2015 (SUEZ, 
2016).  Veolia’s (then SUEZ’s) projection of 103,000 AF/yr is most consistent with SPF’s 
“Scenario 2” 50-year projection of 106,000 AF/year, which was built on assumptions of 
moderate water conservation. 

Annual valley-wide population growth rates since 2015 have ranged from 0.7% to 4.3% 
(Table 1).  These growth rates are consistent with historical rates (Table 2) but are 
greater than the average annual growth rates of 1.5% to 2.6% projected by SPF 
(2016).14  If the past is a guide, the valley will continue to see population growth-rate 
swings in future years.  

                                                

 
13 This definition is consistent with Idaho Department of Environmental Quality (IDEQ) definitions and 
standard engineering terminology.  The engineering definition for "water demand" may differ from the 
definition used by an economist, for whom the term "water demand" might be defined as the 
relationship between water use and price. 
 
14 The 2016 SPF population projections were prepared by John Church (Idaho Economics) based on 
Southwest Idaho Community Planning Association (COMPASS) population projections and semi-
logarithmic extrapolation from 2040 to the year 2065.  The spatial distribution of population, 
households, and employment projections was refined based on a review of various comprehensive 
plans and interviews with local planning officials, conducted by Bob Taunton (Taunton Group).  

C

C

C
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Figure 2.  Spatial distribution of 2065 municipal water demand (SPF, 2016).  

Increases in municipal water demand are somewhat—but not completely—proportional 
to population growth.  The demand for indoor potable water may be relatively 
proportional to population, but municipal water demand for irrigation depends on 
location (i.e., some areas have greater surface water availability than others), housing 
density (which influences the amount of irrigable area), and other factors.   

 

 

 

                                                

 

Neither COMPASS, local planning officials, or the SPF team anticipated the conditions contributing to 
the recent larger-than-anticipated Treasure Valley population growth. 
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