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Study: Colorado River water 
supply safe through 2026 
Researchers say climate change, river management pose 
greatest threat 


 
SAM MORRIS / LAS VEGAS SUN file  


A seven-state agreement signed 80 years ago gives Nevada 300,000 acre-feet of water each year from the 
Colorado River. 


By Mary Manning (contact) 


Wednesday, July 22, 2009 | 1:41 p.m. 


There's a bit of good news in a new study of warmer climate conditions along the Colorado River, especially when it 
comes to Lakes Mead and Powell. 


There's enough water currently stored in the river, especially in the two largest man-made reservoirs of Lake Mead and 
Lake Powell, that the chances of draining the Colorado's delivery system are slim through 2026. That's a few years later 
than some other projections. 


Even under the most extended drought possible, threats to the river supplying water to roughly 30 million people in 
California, Nevada and Arizona won't be felt soon, said Balaji Rajagopalan, lead author on the study from the 
University of Colorado. 
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"There's a tremendous storage capacity on the Colorado River that helps with the reliability of supply over periods of a 
just few years," Rajagopalan said. 


Lakes Mead and Powell can store up to 50 million acre feet of water alone, he said, which is the vast majority of the 60 
million acre feet that can be stored in the entire Colorado River. 


As a result, the risk of draining the reservoirs remains low through 2026, even with a 20 percent stream flow drop from 
climate change. 


But between 2026 and 2057, current river management practices will pose a greater threat to the lakes becoming dry 
than increasing population pressures, Rajagopalan said. 


"On average, drying caused by climate change would increase the risk of fully depleting reservoir storage by nearly 10 
times more than the risk we expect from population pressures alone," Rajagopalan said. "By mid-century this risk 
translates into a 50 percent chance in any given year of empty reservoirs, an enormous risk and huge water management 
challenge." 


The Colorado River is enduring its 10th year in a drought that began in 2000, the study says. 


Fortunately, the river entered the drought with its reservoirs at about 95 percent full. The reservoirs have 59 percent 
capacity left -- about the same amount as last year, Rajagopalan said. 


Water managers should re-think current water management practices before more serious effects of climate change 
appear, Rajagopalan said. 


The severity of the risk depends on the extent of climate drying and on the types of water management and 
conservation measures established, the study says. 


By combining water conservation and small pre-planned delivery shortages tied to dropping reservoir levels, the risk of 
draining the lakes dry can be reduced, said Ken Nowak, a graduate student who participated in the study and is one of 
its authors. 


"But the more severe the drying with climate change, the more likely we will see shortages and perhaps empty 
reservoirs despite our best efforts," Nowak said. "The important thing is not to get lulled into a sense of safety or 
security with the near-term resiliency of the Colorado River basin water supply. If we do, we're in for a rude 
awakening." 


The study is in press in the American Geophysical Union journal, Water Resources Research. 
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California is in Drought
Three years of drought has reduced our 
water supply. Be water wise !  
Climate Watch
C tti  t   b  20% ith t 
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Simi steps up water restrictions  
City designates which days residents may water their lawns  
By Carissa Marsh cmarsh@theacorn.com  


Homeowners who receive their water from the city will now be allowed to 
irrigate their lawns only two or three days a week, depending on the time 
of year.  


The City Council, acting in its capacity as the board of directors for 
Ventura County Waterworks District No. 8, declared a Level 1 water 
supply shortage on Monday to avoid incurring significant financial 
penalties for using too much water.  


The decision means residents will be permitted to water only on Monday, 
Wednesday and Friday from April 1 to Oct. 31 and on Monday and 
Thursday from Nov. 1 to March 31.  


The city's water conservation ordinance already prohibits watering from 9 
a.m. to 5 p.m.  


Along with individual homeowners, the city, the school district, the park 
district, golf courses and homeowners associations must also follow the 
designated watering days.  


Irrigation systems using smart controllers are exempt, and residents are 
allowed to water using a hand-held bucket or a hose with a positive 
shutoff nozzle. Commercial nurseries are also exempt.  


The Level 1 declaration also requires that on-site water leaks be repaired 
within 72 hours of notification by the city.  


The new rules, which will go into effect July 31, are part of the water 
conservation program the board adopted in May to reduce local water 
consumption and prevent water waste.  


The program's three response levels correspond to worsening supply or 
emergency conditions. Level 3 bans irrigation altogether.  


Joe Deakin, assistant director of public works, said the council needed to 
take the action in order to comply with the 15 percent reduction in 
regional water use mandated by the Metropolitan Water District in April 
and passed on by the city's supplier, Calleguas Municipal Water District.  


If no action was taken, Deakin said, the repercussions could be costly. 
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"If we don't comply with that, it will cost the district millions," he told the 
council, as Calleguas will charge the city a dramatically escalated cost for 
water usage above its allocation. Any penalties would be passed on to the 
consumer, Deakin said.  


If the district didn't closely regulate water use this summer, it would be 
difficult or impossible to meet the 15 percent water reduction, a staff 
report said.  


Still, council members said they had mixed feelings about designating 
permissible watering days, not wanting to come across as the "water 
police."  


"My gut tells me that when you tell me what days I can water, that's going 
too far," Councilman Steve Sojka said. "But I realize that's probably so 
you can tell if people are in compliance or not."  


City Manager Mike Sedell said other cities have implemented similar 
programs that limit watering to a certain number of days per week, but the 
rules are difficult to enforce unless the days are specifically designated.  


The council said code enforcement staff—who will respond to neighbor 
complaints as well as keep a lookout for violations while driving around 
town—should be "friendly" when approaching residents who might be 
violating the ordinance, especially since it's difficult to know if someone is 
using a smart controller or not.  


Sedell assured the council that the first contact with a resident would be 
educational and that fines would not be given for the initial offense. He 
added that his hope is that enforcement would stop at education and that 
the community, once aware of the new rules, would respond positively to 
the increased calls for conservation.  


"The goal entirely is compliance, the goal isn't punitive," he said.  


The council will review the program in six months to see if it's helping to 
reduce the city's water consumption.  


City staff is developing a three-tiered water rate to bring to the board at a 
future date to further encourage long-term water conservation, a staff 
report said.  


The city has a water conservation hotline at (805) 583-6420. Residents 
can e-mail inquiries to waterconservation@simivalley.org.  
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Waste Not: A Demand-side Solution for California’s Water Troubles 
JULY 24, 2009, 8:00 AM ET


The knives came during California’s budget battle — literally. But there’s still at least one big tussle in the Golden State left this year: 
solving the state’s water crisis. 


As the Wall Street Journal reported earlier this month, Gov. Schwarzenegger and legislative leaders are 
planning a big push to address water shortages in the state, which has suffered a three-year drought. 
Everything from new reservoirs to urban conservation efforts is being considered. 


But a big lever, according to a new study out of the Oakland-based Pacific Institute, is getting farmers to 
use H2O more efficiently.  


The finding is no great surprise. The Institute’s co-founder Dr. Peter Gleick has long advocated a “soft 
path” for water (freeing up new supply by curbing waste). And he’s been a critic of what he calls 
misinformation about the plight of Central Valley farmers. He says that they’re getting more water than 
they claim, and that the causes for astronomical unemployment rates in some farm communities owes 
more to the recession and poverty than the drought. 


What’s interesting about the analysis is just how much the authors think a combination of irrigation 
technologies and management practices can save: 5.6 million acre-feet in an average year. That’s 17% 
of all water used by California farmers, and more than twice the total the state’s millions of city-dwellers 
could save if they wised up about their water use. It’s also a whole lot more than the enormous desalination plant in Carlsbad, Calif. will 
produce when it comes online. 


The report reiterates what demand-siders in both the water and energy debates have been saying for a long time: Spending money on 
capital-intensive projects (like desalination plants and huge solar arrays) makes little sense when there are cheaper and bigger 
opportunities in improving efficiency.  


But just because efficiency’s cheaper doesn’t mean it will be easy. In the case of California’s ag sector, the study’s authors admit, lots 
will have to change — from state laws to the incentives farmers get for employing efficient irrigation methods. 


Every drop counts.
AFP/Getty Images
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