A Shrinking Colorado River Faces Sharp, Sudden Cuts
by Daniel Rothberg
June 24, 2022 – Within the next 2 months, Colorado River negotiators face a daunting task: develop ways to reduce use by an enormous amount, or the federal government will make the cuts on its own. 
Earlier this month, the federal government told the 7 states in the Colorado River Basin that reservoir levels are so low, that they face a pressing crisis that warrants large-scale conservation, even as water users negotiate long-term operating guidelines for a shrinking river in an arid future.
The ongoing drought and climatic conditions facing much of the West are “unprecedented,” said Camille Calimlim Touton.  She leads the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation, the agency responsible for managing water infrastructure across the region.  Touton told federal lawmakers on June 14 that Colorado River users must reduce diversions by a substantial amount: 2 to 4 million acre-feet. 
1 acre-foot is a massive amount of water.  It is enough water to fill one acre, about the size of a football field, to a depth of one foot.  It is 325,851 gallons of water and weighs about 2.7 million pounds.  Multiply that by 2 to 4 million, and that is how much water the states are being asked to conserve.  For perspective, Nevada has the legal right to consume 300,000 acre-feet, about 1.8% of all the legal entitlements in the Colorado River system.  Together, Arizona, Nevada and California used about 7 million acre-feet from the Colorado River last year.
The cutbacks are necessary, Touton explained, to stabilize Lake Powell and Lake Mead, the 2 largest reservoirs on the Colorado River.  Over the past year, both reservoirs have hit record-low levels and have continued to drop.  If they drop further, the West faces extreme risks in the production of hydroelectric power — which is shepherded across the region — and the deliveries of water downstream for millions of residents and farmers in the Southwest.
The size of the cutbacks is not necessarily a surprise.  Nearly all of the state water officials and experts I’ve spoken to have crunched the numbers and come to a similar conclusion.  But the speed at which the cuts must be made presents a challenging task for negotiators.
The past decade on the river has been marked by efforts to conserve and cut, to address both a drought, worsened by climate change, and structural overuse that can no longer be ignored with increasingly arid conditions across the Colorado River Basin.  The 7 states that rely on the Colorado River, often working with the federal government, Mexico and Native American tribes, have entered into several agreements that gradually trigger cutbacks as Lake Mead falls.  Those agreements took years to negotiate, and do not reduce use by what is currently necessary. 
Now, Colorado River water users have 2 months to make harder and deeper reductions.
Chuck Cullom, who leads the Upper Colorado River Commission, which represents Colorado, New Mexico, Utah and Wyoming, said it is “a subtraction problem because of the time frame.”
“We don't have a decade to build elegant new treatment for recycling or desalination,” he said.  “The tools we have left in this time frame are painful subtraction.  And the challenge is - how do you distribute the pain in a way that is fair, equitable and will need to have consensus support."
So where will all this water come from?
The water is likely to come from a combination of places, and the cuts will be felt by all sectors.  In an interview, John Entsminger, the general manager of the Southern Nevada Water Authority, said that “every sector has to share the pain,” including urban, agricultural and industrial users.
But Entsminger is a realist, and he has publicly stated that it is mathematically impossible for the cuts to fall on the cities alone.  The cities combined do not consume enough of the water.  The agricultural sector uses nearly 80% of the water that flows through the Colorado River.
“You can evacuate Denver, Salt Lake City, Albuquerque, Las Vegas, Phoenix, and Los Angeles and still not have counted up enough water to get to what the [U.S. Bureau of Reclamation] is saying needs to be done,” Entsminger said.  “So the agricultural sector has to be a part of the solution, or these reservoirs are simply going to continue to go down.”
Agricultural interests downstream of Lake Mead often have priority “senior” rights, allowing them to continue using water before cities with “junior” rights.  At the same time, agricultural producers have an existential interest in ensuring that Lake Mead does not crash. 
If the reservoir falls further, it would jeopardize deliveries to all users, including farmers.  J.B. Hamby, who sits on the Imperial Irrigation District’s elected board, recognizes “that’s not a workable solution for anybody.”
The Imperial Irrigation District, located in Southern California, controls 3.1 million acre-feet of Colorado River water.  As The Los Angeles Times’ Sammy Roth pointed out last week, it is difficult to see how the needed cuts could be made without the district on board.
Hamby said the district is open to negotiating.  He mentioned an expansion of its efficiency program to incentivize conservation and “temporary, emergency fallowing” that would eventually be phased out.  (Hamby describes fallowing as the F-word.) 
"The idea is to grow the same amount of crop, just with less water," he said.
But Hamby stresses that the district would want to keep its priority rights, and there must be “equitable severity all around” — in other words, cities and states with “junior rights” must take painful cuts too. 
There is a lot on the table.  Imperial could be looking for greater ability to bank its unused water in Lake Mead.  Then there is a need to fund conservation programs and mitigate the unintended consequences of conservation for the district.  When water is conserved, less water runs off and flows into the Salton Sea, where an environmental crisis is unfolding and local communities in California’s Imperial Valley are exposed to hazardous dust coming from the lake’s shorelines.  
Still, cutting significantly might be difficult to do.  Already this year, the district is expected to go over its Colorado River allocation by about 75,000 acre-feet, due to market demands and a dry start to the year.  But the district made progress this week in approving a new plan, known as an Equitable Distribution Plan, that will help it stay within its allotted water budget.
There is still ample room for cities to reduce their water use, as well, with a focus on protecting water supplies for essential drinking water, while reducing unnecessarily water-guzzling outdoor irrigation, which can significantly increase water demand.  Hamby and others said that all urban planners in the basin should be wary about basing new growth on a water supply that is shrinking.  If cities want to grow, they say, the water should come from reducing existing use or augmentation projects in the long term.... [See original URL for the rest of the story.]
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