
 

Also known as the State Engineer's Office, the 

Colorado Division of Water Resources issues water well 

permits, administers water rights, monitors stream flow and 

water use, inspects dams for safety, maintains databases of 

Colorado water information, and represents Colorado in 

interstate water compact proceedings.  The Division of  

Water Resources strives to be a leader in the water commu-

nity of Colorado and the western United States.  This is 

accomplished by focusing on the following areas:  people, 

water and stewardship.  People, because we recognize that 

the business of water involves our employees and the     

public.  Water, because the administration, safety and use of 

Coloradoôs water resources is something to which we are 

committed and about which we care deeply.  Stewardship,    

because we understand and accept our obligation to the  

taxpayers and ourselves, in using and protecting the       

resources in the most effective manner possible. 
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Obviously, the State Engi-

neer does not carry out the 

day-to-day  administration 

of all of these water rights.  

Most of that work is    

accomplished through the 

field offices, known as    

the Division Engineerôs   

Offices.  The seven division 

offices are located through-

out the state in each major 

river basin.  The division 

offices, in turn, employ 

water commissioners who 

are actually out in the field 

allocating water, issuing 

shut-down orders, collect-

For over 125 years, Colorado 

has used a system of water 

allocation known as the prior 

appropr iat ion doctr ine.  

Under this doctrine, the first 

appropriator of water has a 

senior right to that water, and 

that right must be satisfied 

before any subsequent rights 

junior to that right can    

receive water.  The Division 

of Water Resources is    

empowered to administer all 

surface and ground water 

rights throughout the state 

and ensure that this doctrine 

is enforced. 

What does the Division of Water Resources do?  

ing water use and/or diversion 

data, and enforcing the    

decrees and water laws of the 

State of Colorado.  

 

While water administration 

and enforcement is a major 

duty of the State Engineer, a 

host of other duties are under 

his responsibility.  Ground 

water well permitting is one 

of those duties. 

 

By law, every new well in the 

state that diverts ground water 

must have a well permit.  In 

order to obtain a permit, a 
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The following discussion applies to 

those areas of the state outside the 

designated ground water basins.  Please 

refer to the section of this guide titled, 

ñHow Do I Obtain a Water Well     

Permit Within a Designated Basin?ò, 

for a discussion on obtaining well 

permits within the designated ground 

water basins, and for information as to 

where the designated basins are     

located. 

 

There are two different classes of 

wells:  those that are exempt from 

water rights administration and are not    

administered under the priority system, 

and those that are non-exempt and are 

governed by the priority system.  This 

section will explore the different 

ground water well permits that are 

available. 

 

Exempt Wells 
There are several types of exempt well 

permits whose uses vary depending 

upon the situation. Uses are limited 

specifically by the conditions of    

approval stated on the permit when it is 

issued.  In most cases, exempt well 

permits limit the pumping rate to no 

more than fifteen gallons per minute.   

Generally, wastewater disposal systems 

are required to be of the non-

evaporative type, such as standard 

septic tank and leach field systems, 

where the return flow from the use of 

the well is returned to the same stream 

drainage system in which the well is 

located. 

 

Except in limited cases, an exempt well 

permit will not be issued where either a 

municipality or a water district can 

provide water to the property.  In most 

cases, no more than one exempt well 

permit will be issued for a single lot. 

 

Household Use Only Wells - These 

types of well permits are issued for 

ordinary household uses in one single-

family dwelling and do not allow for 

outside water or livestock watering.  

Generally, individuals may obtain this 

type of permit if they own a lot in a 

subdivision that was created prior to 

June 1, 1972, or the parcel was created 

by an exemption to the subdivision 

laws by the local county planning  

authority.  Use Form GWS-44 in apply-

ing for this type of permit.  

Domestic and Livestock Wells ï These 

types of well permits are issued on 

tracts of land of 35 acres or more where 

the proposed well will be the only well 

on the tract, or on tracts of land of less 

than 35 acres in limited areas of the 

state where the surface drainage system 

is not over-appropriated (see glossary 

term, over-appropriated), or where the 

well will produce from a deeper source, 

thus having minimal impact on surface 

water rights.  Depending on under what 

provisions the well permit is issued, the 

well may be able to serve up to three 

Standard domestic water well 
in Weld County 

person must file an application for 

approval of a permit with the State 

Engineer.  Over 10,000 applications are 

submitted for review annually, and the 

staff determines the amount of water 

available and analyzes the potential for 

injury to other existing water rights 

under strict statutory guidelines. 

 

In addition to well permitting, the State 

Engineerôs Office employs professional 

engineers and geologists who collect 

and analyze data on water supply to 

forecast streamflows, determine diver-

sion requirements, investigate stream 

transit losses, determine evaporation 

losses, and calculate historic use and 

current conditions.  A statewide satel-

lite-linked monitoring system that 

submitted to the Commission for   

approval.  Further, the State Engineer 

provides staff assistance for the Board 

of Examiners of Water Well Construc-

tion and Pump Installation Contractors.  

This Board oversees the safe and 

proper installation of well pump equip-

ment and regulates the proper, safe 

construction of wells throughout the 

state. 

 

The Division of Water Resources, in 

cooperation with various local ground 

water management districts, operates a 

statewide network for monitoring 

ground water levels.  Over 1,500 wells 

are measured to assist in projecting 

ground water levels and to aid in the 

administration of ground water.  

records streamflows on a real-time 

basis is also maintained by this office, 

and has become crucial in the state's 

flood monitoring efforts.  Additionally, 

the staff acts in an advisory capacity to 

county commissioners, provides advice 

to other state agencies, and plans for 

future use and development of the 

waters of the state in conjunction with 

other agencies. 

 

The State Engineer also provides staff 

to assist in technical support to the 

Colorado Ground Water Commission 

in the exercise of its duties in the   

Designated Basins generally located on 

the eastern plains of Colorado.  Well 

permits for wells located in these  

basins are evaluated by the staff and 


