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Historically Low Lake Levels

Lake Mead Lake Powell

Source: CNN. Source: Getty.



• runs 2,330 km from the Rocky Mountains 
to the Gulf of California, draining parts of 
seven U.S. states and two Mexican states

• flows through 11 national parks and 
monuments 

• 277-mile segment of river passing through 
the Grand Canyon

• for 27 km, the river is the international 
boundary between the U.S. and Mexico

• 40 million people

• 30 federally-recognized tribes

• 5 million acres of farmland

• 15 dams on mainstem of river 

• important sources of hydropower
Source: U. S. Bureau of Reclamation, 2012.  



A Changing Climate

Climate models 
suggest decline of 
up to 30% of water 
balance

• reduction of 
snowpack

• droughts
• increase of water 

evaporation

US Bureau of Reclamation (2023), Final SEIS for Near-term 
Colorado River Operations 



Ecological Impacts in the Basin

• fragmentation of river 
ecosystems

• reservoir 
sedimentation

• invasive and 
endangered species

• increasing salinity

• vanishing Colorado 
River Delta



Colorado River Compact (1922)



Dam Building in the Basin

◻ 1930s Big Dam era

◻ Hoover Dam 
dedicated in 1935

◻ Glen Canyon 
completed in 1966

◻ Change in focus from 
rural irrigation to 
urban 



US-Mexico Treaty (1944)



Tribal Water Rights

Unresolved Tribal Claims

Water and Tribes Initiative (2021), The Status of Tribal Water Rights 
in the Colorado River Basin



Source: https://waterprogramming.wordpress.com/2023/05/01/the-colorado-river-basin-exploring-its-past-present-and-future-management/
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Facing a “Structural Deficit”

Use exceeds supply
7.5 Upper Basin  

+ 7.5 Lower Basin 
+ 1.5 Mexico

_______________________ 
= 16.5 maf

13.2 maf average flow

Climate change is expected to further reduce the 
river’s flow by up to 30 percent by 2050



Governance Timeline 

1922

Colorado River 
Compact

1930s

Era of dam 
construction

1944

US-Mexico 
Water Treaty 

2007

Interim 
Guidelines for 
Lower Basin 
Shortages

2007

Colorado River 
Joint 

Cooperative 
Process

2012

Minute 319 
Environmental 
Flows to Delta  

2017

Minute 323
Binational 

Water Scarcity 
Contingency 

Plan

2019

Drought 
Contingency 

Plan

2023

Supplemental 
EnvironmentaI

Impact 
Statement

Latest post-
operational 
guidelines

2025



Parallel Processes: domestic and international

US Processes International Processes

2007 Interim Guidelines

2023 Supplemental EIS

2019 Drought Contingency Plans

Post-2026 Renegotiations

1922 Colorado River Compact 1944 US-MX Water Treaty

2007 CR Joint Cooperative Process

2012 Minute 319

2017 Minute 323

2024 Minute 330



Goal = keep Lake Mead < 1,050 ft.



Thank you. Gracias.
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