
U.S. Forest Service 
DEFINITIONS RELATED TO WATER RIGHTS 

 

WATER RIGHT  

A right to the use of water (as for irrigation) 1  

BENEFICIAL USE 

Beneficial use is a cardinal principle of the Appropriation Doctrine.   It has two components: the nature or 
purpose of the use and the efficient or non-wasteful use of water.   State constitutions, statutes, or case 
law may define uses of water that are beneficial, those uses may be different in each State, and the 
definition of what uses are beneficial may change over time.   The right to use water established under 
State law may be lost if the beneficial use is discontinued for the prescribed period of time (see 
Abandonment and Forfeiture). 2   

APPROPRIATION DOCTRINE 

Water laws developed in the arid Western States--where water supplies are limited and often inadequate--
are known as the Appropriation Doctrine.   This doctrine is essentially a rule of capture, and awards a 
water right to a person actually using the water.  It has two fundamental principles: 

• First in time of use is first in right (i.e., the earliest appropriator on a stream has the first right to 
use the water), and 

• Application of the water to a beneficial use is the basis and measure of the right. 2 

RIPARIAN DOCTRINE 

This doctrine is in effect in most eastern States, some midwestern and southern States, and the State of 
California (which also uses the appropriation doctrine).  In almost all jurisdictions, the doctrine has been 
modified to fit local conditions.  It applies to all bodies of water including streams, lakes, ponds, and 
marshes, and grants to all riparian owners the right to make reasonable use of the water so long as the 
water use does not interfere with the reasonable use of water by other riparian users.   Disputes over what 
constitutes reasonable use are generally resolved by the courts.   The fundamental principles of this 
doctrine are: 

• ownership of land along a body of water (riparian ownership) is essential to the existence of a 
right to that water; and 

• each riparian owner has an equal right to make use of the water in its natural state (no storage), no 
matter when use of the water was initiated; thus, shortages are shared. 2 

1 Merriam-Webster online 

2 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Definitions (http://www.fws.gov/mountain-
prairie/wtr/water_rights_def.htm#APPROPRIATION) 
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