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Setting the Stage – Drought and Increasing Risk

 The Colorado River is the single most important water resource for the southwestern 
U.S. and northwestern Mexico, and it is currently experiencing its worst drought in over a 
century of recordkeeping. The drought began in 2000 and despite the above-average 2019 
snowpack, 2000 through 2019 is one of the driest 20-year periods in the past 1200 years.  
 Back in 2000, the Basin’s reservoirs were nearly full, yet by 2004 they had declined to less 
than 50 percent of capacity. In response, Reclamation worked with the seven Basin States 
(Arizona, California, Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah and Wyoming), Tribes and other 
stakeholders to adopt new operating rules for Lake Powell and Lake Mead. These rules, 
known as the “2007 Interim Guidelines,” were adopted to better coordinate the operations 
of Lake Powell and Lake Mead, encourage water conservation, and provide predictable 
rules for reductions of water use by Arizona and Nevada. The Guidelines expire in 2026. 
 After the adoption of the 2007 Interim Guidelines, the drought persisted. Although there 
have been a few above-average flow years, the system has hovered around 50 percent full 
for over a decade. The Colorado River system reservoirs have the capacity to store over four 
times the average annual flow—absolutely critical storage for agriculture and the lives and 
livelihood of 40 million people across the west. In fact, without Lake Powell, Lake Mead and 
other key storage reservoirs along the Colorado River, the Basin would have already faced an 
overwhelming water crisis many years ago.
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Introduction (cont.)

Action Needed / Action Taken

With the continuing drought, projections after 2007 continued to show increasing risk. Prior 
to adoption of the Drought Contingency Plans (DCP), modeling of system conditions through 
2026 showed that the drought had increased the risk – of  Lake Powell and Lake Mead elevations 
declining to critically low reservoir levels – nearly four-fold since 2007. Following extremely dry 
years in 2012 and 2013, when the river experienced the lowest 2-year runoff period in modern 
recordkeeping, activities to respond to this elevated risk were initiated throughout the Basin. 
The seven Basin States began pursuing the Upper and Lower Basin DCPs, which were designed 
to reduce risk system-wide and provide benefits to the entire Basin when operating in tandem.  
 Further, in 2014, a series of pilot projects were initiated to encourage additional water 
conservation in both the Upper and Lower Basins. The adoption in September 2017 of a new, 
long-term cooperative agreement with Mexico (known as “Minute 323”) included additional 
water conservation and savings actions by Mexico. One of these actions, known as Mexico’s 
Binational Water Scarcity Contingency Plan (BWSCP), would only be triggered if the U.S. 
completed its DCPs, providing an important incentive to complete the DCPs in the U.S.  
 The year 2019 saw remarkable progress in the U.S. for adoption of the DCPs.  On March 
19, 2019, the seven Basin States Governor representatives and key water districts formally 
submitted the DCP agreements to Congress for approval and adoption. Legislators took 
prompt bipartisan action passing implementing legislation. On April 16, the Colorado River 
Drought Contingency Plan Authorization Act was signed into law, paving the way for the 
completion of the DCP agreements. On May 20, the Department of the Interior (Interior), 
Reclamation and representatives from the seven Basin States, Tribes, and Non-Governmental 
Organizations gathered at Hoover Dam as the plans were signed—reducing the risks faced 
by all who rely on the Colorado River.  

The Plans

 The DCPs and Mexico’s BWSCP will be in effect through 2026 – the same term as the 2007 
Interim Guidelines and Minute 323.    

2 Lake Mead, behind Hoover Dam, near Las Vegas. (Photo courtesy of Arizona Public Media)

 The Upper Basin DCP is designed to: a) reduce the risk of reaching critical elevations at 
Lake Powell and help assure continued compliance with the 1922 Colorado River Compact by 
releasing additional water from upstream reservoirs to Lake Powell under specified conditions; 
and, b) facilitate and encourage storage of conserved water in Upper Basin reservoirs that 
could help establish the foundation for a Demand Management Program that may be 
developed in the future.
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 Brenda Burman is the 23rd Commissioner for the Bureau of Reclamation. She is the first woman 
sworn in to lead Reclamation. Ms. Burman has more than 25 years of experience working on western 
issues, with an emphasis on water and natural resources. She previously served in the Department of 
the Interior as Reclamation’s Deputy Commissioner and as Interior’s Deputy Assistant Secretary for 
Water and Science. Her career spans experience in Congress as legislative counsel for water and energy 
for Senator Jon Kyl and to water agencies, including The Metropolitan Water District of Southern 
California and the Salt River Project in Arizona. 

 The Lower Basin DCP is designed to reduce the risk of Lake Mead declining to critical elevations 
by a) requiring Arizona, California, and Nevada to contribute additional water to Lake Mead 
storage at predetermined elevations; and, b) creating greater flexibility to incentivize additional 
voluntary water conservation to be stored in the reservoir. These new contributions of water 
by each Lower Basin State will reduce use of Colorado River water, and are in addition to the 
shortage volume reductions required by the 2007 Interim Guidelines. Like the shortage elements 
of the 2007 Guidelines, new contributions would increase as Lake Mead’s elevation declines, 
reducing the risk of Lake Mead declining to critically low elevations. The DCP also provides for 
the potential recovery of contributions later, should Lake Mead conditions improve significantly.  
 Today, with both the U.S. and Mexico’s water savings plans in place, analysis indicates 
that the risk of lake levels declining to critical elevations has been reduced back to the levels 
identified when the 2007 Interim Guidelines were adopted. This risk reduction is designed to 
ensure that the Basin will avoid a crisis as Interior and Reclamation look ahead to work with 
stakeholders to develop a new set of operating guidelines prior to the expiration of the 2007 
Interim Guidelines in 2026.

Results

Completion of the DCP agreements and Mexico’s BWSCP has already benefitted the Basin 
by further enabling and incentivizing conservation by water users in the Lower Basin and 
Mexico. In 2019 alone, water users in the Lower Basin conserved over 750,000 acre-feet, 
adding nearly 8 feet of water to Lake Mead – reducing risk now and in the years ahead. 
    Reclamation published the 2019 August 24-Month Study on August 15, setting the operating 
conditions for Lake Powell and Lake Mead in 2020. Based on this determination, water users in the 
Lower Basin and Mexico will be required to make water savings contributions of 241,000 acre-feet 
in 2020:  Arizona (192,000 acre-feet), Nevada (8,000 acre-feet) and Mexico (41,000 acre-feet).  
     While the Basin benefitted from above-average snowpack over the past winter, we recognize 
that it will take more than one good year to end this prolonged drought. 

- Bureau of Reclamation Commissioner Brenda Burman

“We have also seen recently how very dry conditions can follow a 
good year. Should this be the reality over the next few years, the 
tremendous work done by everyone who came together in 2019 to 
get the DCP agreements done will help ensure the reliability of the 
Colorado River system for the farms, cities and more than 40 
million people dependent upon it. ” 



Alliance Engagement in the Colorado River Policy Arena 

 Family Farm Alliance members share 
a desire to keep water in its place of use 
in the rural West, to the maximum extent 
practicable, to ensure long-term agricultural 
sustainability. 

The Alliance in 2015 crafted a white paper 
articulating the organization’s principles 
and recommendations for smart, effective 
management of water resources in the 
Colorado River Basin. At the time, Alliance 
leadership sought to help decision-makers 
in the Basin deal with the harsh realities 
of current and future water shortages due 
to drought and over-allocation of water 
to growing, predominantly municipal, 
demands.

Alliance President O’Toole in June 2018 
appointed a Colorado River Committee 
intended to provide direction to the 
board of directors on a topic that impacts 
Alliance members in 7 different states, and 
is viewed in many ways. The states face a 

major challenge, and President O’Toole and 
other Alliance leaders felt the organization 
could provide a service to its Colorado 
River membership and policy makers by 
explaining how each state was tackling this 
issue. 

All Colorado River water users need 
certainty for effective future planning. 
Agricultural water users need - and want 
- to shape their future, instead of relying 
upon others to design their future for them. 
Thus, ag water users are a major audience 
for this special edition of the Water Review.

This is the second of a two-part series built 
around interviews with ten individuals with 
ties to irrigated agriculture in the Colorado 
River Basin. The first edition focused on the 
Upper Basin. This edition reflects interviews 
conducted with five Lower Basin water 
user representatives. Their prespectives are 
presented in the pages that follow. 
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 Bart Fisher, a third-generation farmer 
from Blythe, is a 22-year member of the 
Palo Verde Irrigation District (PVID) board 
of trustees, where he has served twice as 
board president. He has also served 18 years 
on the Colorado River Board of California 
(CRBC), with 14 of those years as the Board 
Chairman. On the CRBC, he represents 
California’s rights in the Colorado River to 
the other six states with entitlements to the 
river, and also to the federal government 
and to the government of Mexico. During 
2016, and 2017, he served a term as 
President of Colorado River Water Users 
Association (CRWUA).

Mr. Fisher owns Fisher Farms, his 
family farm located along the Colorado 
River near Blythe. He also owns Fisher 
Ranch Corporation, a broccoli and melon 
grower-shipper company with operations 
in Yuma (ARIZONA) Blythe, Huron, and 
the Sacramento Valley (CALIFORNIA). His 
family has been farming adjacent to the 
River, and within the boundaries of PVID, 
for 103 years.

Mr. Fisher graduated from the University 
of California, Davis, in 1972, where he 
served as student body president. After 

graduation, he was selected as a member 
of Class 5 of the California Agricultural 
Leadership Program. He serves on the 
California Melon Research Board, and on 
the California Cantaloupe Advisory Board. 

Palo Verde Irrigation District 

The Palo Verde Irrigation District occupies 
about 189 square miles of territory in 
Riverside and Imperial Counties, California. 
The District contains approximately 
131,298 acres, 26,798 acres of which are 
on the Palo Verde Mesa. This Mesa lies just 
west of, and from 80 to 130 feet higher 
than, the valley. A portion of the Mesa 
area lies within boundaries of the PVID. 
Colorado River water, supplied through 
PVID canals, is lifted onto the Mesa by 
private pumps to irrigate a portion of the 
acreage in the District. The remaining Mesa 
irrigated acreage is irrigated from deep 
wells developed by the landowners. The 
predominant crop on the Mesa is citrus. 

The Colorado River, which is the 
boundary between Arizona and California, 
forms the eastern and southern boundaries 

The Perspective of a Southern California farmer and long-time 
chair of the Colorado River Board of California:

Bart Fisher

Photo courtesy of KPCC
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of the District. The valley is relatively level; 
approximately 9 miles wide, 30 miles long 
and ranging in elevation above sea level 
from about 290 feet at the northern end 
to about 220 feet at the southern end. The 
soils are alluvial in nature, laid down in past 
years by Colorado River floods.
 The Palo Verde Valley with its long, hot 
growing season is ideal for agriculture; 
crops are grown and harvested year-round. 
Mild winters, with a minimum of frost, 
permit growing of many crops not suitable 
for production in other areas. 

Engagement in DCP Negotiations

Mr. Fisher was involved in all major policy 
negotiations along the Colorado River 
during his tenure as California “principal”. 
He was intensively involved in the 2007 
Interim Guideline negotiations, Minutes 
319 and 323 negotiations with Mexico, 
and most recently, DCP negotiations. 

“The recent lengthy DCP negotiations 
underscore the difficulty of negotiating 
solutions to shortages along the River,” he 
says. “It took the Lower Basin two separate 
rounds of meetings, and about 4 years of 
negotiating before we could come to any 
agreement amongst ourselves. We finally 
prevailed with specific Agreements among 
the Lower Basin States to minimize the 
likelihood of ever reaching extraordinarily 
low elevations at Lake Mead, through the 
year 2026. So, in that regard, the positive 
involvement of California in contributing 
to Lake Mead elevations reflected actions 
of self-preservation, as well as actions as a 
partner of others along the River.”

Mr. Fisher notes that the DCP is a short-
term effort to minimize the probability of 
dropping to extraordinarily low Lake Mead 
elevations during the period that the States 
are re-negotiating the next Guidelines. 
These new Guidelines will come to effect 
after 2026. 

“Because of the DCP Agreements, it is 
highly unlikely that our family farm, and 
PVID, will see any cutbacks to available 
water supplies,” he says. “Our district is first 
priority in California, and California has the 

senior priority entitlements of States along 
the River, so we enjoy a very good position 
for available supplies.”

PVID v MWD

Mr. Fisher isn’t the only one who sees 
the strength of those senior water rights 
and says those strong water entitlements 
cut both ways.

In 2005, PVID farmers began 
participating in a program that paid them 
to leave some of their lands unplanted and 
fallow. The water that would otherwise be 
used on-farm was instead re-directed to 
meet water demands in Los Angeles and 
other Southern California cities served by 
Metropolitan Water District of Southern 
California (Metropolitan). The arrangement 
has been praised by some as a model of 
how cities and farming areas can work 
together to stretch water supplies further 
while keeping agriculture alive. 

However, Mr. Fisher and other PVID 
farmers grew concerned after Metropolitan 
spent more than $250 million to purchase 
farmland across the valley. Metropolitan 
then started renting the land to growers 
under leases that impose strict water-
saving limits and charge much higher rents 
if farmers fail to cut back. 

PVID challenged those land deals in a 
2017 lawsuit that accused Metropolitan’s 
managers of misusing taxpayers’ money and 
hiding their true intentions while planning 
a strategy that threatens the future of local 
agriculture. While PVID eventually filed a 
motion in Riverside County Superior Court 
to withdraw its lawsuit, thereby creating 
space for discussions, that move did not 
necessarily signify any sort of long-term 
relaxation of tensions between the parties.  

Mr. Fisher still believes PVID is directly 
threatened by recent actions undertaken 
by Metropolitan.

 “MWD has been acquiring large 
acreages within our District,” he says. 
“They are attempting to unilaterally move 
water from our District boundaries, after 
imposing water-reducing measures on their 
lands into leases of tenant farmers.”  
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Looking forward to the next set of 
Guidelines

 While some believe that the DCP 
negotiations mark the beginning of talks 
for the 2026 Guidelines, Bart Fisher believes 
those new guidelines could look quite 
different from the current DCP. The new 
negotiations will consider the opinions of a 
vast array of interests, including states, the 
Department of Interior, the Government of 
Mexico, Tribal representatives, NGOs, and 
various farm coalitions that are emerging 
in advance of the negotiations. This could 
increase the time necessary to achieve a 
collaborative solution.

“The Guidelines will be in effect for 
decades, where DCP is only necessary 
for years, to bridge one Guideline to 
another,” he says. “I believe the Guidelines 
negotiations will be far-reaching, and 
probably the most difficult ever attempted 
by the States, and those at the table.”

Establishing ag coalitions to influence 
the next set of operational guidelines

Bart Fisher is engaged in Lower Basin 
efforts to organize agricultural coalitions 
along the Colorado River in Arizona and 
California. He notes that some of these 
coalitions have adopted principles that 
are closely aligned to those identified in 
the 2015 Colorado River policy document 
published by the Family Farm Alliance. These 
principles are also in concert with those 
recently espoused by the Colorado River 
District (COLORADO), which emphasize 
that any call for movement of agricultural 
water to other uses be voluntary, temporary, 
and compensated. 

“We must ensure that our urban partners 
who utilize Colorado River water maximize 
their conservation efforts with turf 
removal programs, wastewater recycling 
programs, and techniques such as low flow 
showerheads and toilets before considering 

movement of ag water,” he says.  
Mr. Fisher believes it is very important 

that each Basin State have a coalition that 
can contribute to its respective state’s 
policy development during the upcoming 
negotiations for new Guidelines. 

“We find that as producers of food 
and fiber, we share many values together, 
regardless of State, or even the Basin where 
we are located,” he says.

Finally, Bart Fisher believes that many 
policy makers need to be educated 
regarding the negative cascade of events 
that can be associated with moving water 
away from farming operations.

“It’s important that they understand 
how this can diminish our agriculture, 
our economy, our rural culture, and 
the communities that support us,” he 
concludes. 

The Alliance’s 2015 policy paper on the Colorado River.
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Looking forward to re-consultation of the 2007 Interim 
Guidelines: The Perspective of the Imperial Irrigation District

 Imperial Irrigation District (IID), the 
largest water user on the Colorado River, 
while publicly stating it remains committed 
to the DCP process, did not sign on to 
the agreements because the DCP did not 
address the Salton Sea. 

“Just as it is hydrologically connected 
to the Colorado River, the Salton Sea is 
inseparable from the DCP, and any attempt 
to sweep it aside or pretend it doesn’t exist 
is as unsustainable as it is cynical,” stated 
Erik Ortega, President of IID’s Board of 
Directors, in March 2019. 

Thus, IID’s perspective – presented here 
through the perspective of President Ortega 
and IID General Manager Henry Martinez - 
is a unique one in the DCP discussions.  

About IID

IID’s Water Department has been 
serving the Imperial Valley’s water needs 
for over 110 years. The district provides raw 
Colorado River water for irrigation and also 
for non-potable residential and industrial 

Erik Ortega

Photo source: Imperial Irrigation District

Henry Martinez

Photo source: Imperial Irrigation District

Erik Ortega currently serves as president 
of the IID Board of Directors. He represents 
Division 4, which includes the majority of 
Calexico, south Heber and the IID service 
area along the U.S.-Mexico border.  President 
Ortega was elected in November 2016, 
previously served on the Calexico Unified 
School District board and is a Calexico 
businessman.

 Henry Martinez serves as Imperial 
Irrigation District’s chief executive, 
managing one of the largest irrigation 
districts in the country and the third largest 
public power provider in the state.   Prior 
to his role as general manager he led 
IID’s Energy Department for six months.   
Mr. Martinez has more than 40 years of 
experience in the utility sector, including 
positions with Southern California Edison, 
the Los Angeles Department of Water & 
Power and the Tennessee Valley Authority.
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uses to the Imperial Valley. To facilitate its 
delivery, IID operates more than 230 miles 
of main canals, 1,438 miles of canals and 
laterals (of which 1,456 miles are concrete 
lined or pipelined) and 1,406 miles of 
drainage ditches in the Imperial Valley.

Nearly a third of Imperial Valley’s 
442,600 acres are dedicated to alfalfa. 
Another nine crops – including three types 
of grasses, lettuce, wheat, sugar beets, 
carrots, broccoli and onions – account 
for over 50 percent of irrigated acreage 
within the district. A virtual cornucopia of 
produce, grains, herbs and nursery stock 
make up the remaining acreage, as nearly 
80 different types of crops are grown by 
Imperial Valley’s farmers.

 
IID and the Salton Sea

The Salton Sea is the largest inland lake 
in California, totaling more than 375 square 
miles in Imperial and Riverside counties. 
The sea supports a diverse wildlife habitat 
for over 400 species of birds and serves as a 
critical link on the 5,000-mile international 
Pacific Flyway for bird migration. Today, 
the Salton Sea faces a crisis. Increasing 
salinity levels have made it inhospitable 
to wildlife, recreation and other uses, and 
the sea elevation is receding rapidly due 
to reduced inflows from drought and 
the implementation of large-scale water 
conservation programs. 

The 2003 Quantification Settlement 
Agreement (QSA) authorized the nation’s 
largest agricultural-to-urban water transfers, 
which were necessary for California to 
reduce its Colorado River diversions to 
within the state’s 4.4 million acre-feet 
entitlement.  IID is implementing efficiency-
based water conservation programs that 
improve its water delivery system and 
provides funding for on-farm conservation 
measures to create approximately a half-
million acre-feet a year of conservation.  
Under the QSA and related Agreements 
IID agreed to transfer this conserved water, 
over 15% of its annual share of Colorado 
River water, for 45 years to the San Diego 
County Water Authority, the Coachella 

Valley Water District and Metropolitan.
The transfer of Imperial’s conserved 

water resulted in a reduction in agricultural 
runoff needed to replenish the sea. During 
the first 15 years, the irrigation district was 
required to put water into the Salton Sea 
to mitigate for salinity and compensate for 
the loss of runoff. After 2017, mitigation 
flows to the Salton Sea ceased, causing the 

sea to shrink more rapidly and impacting 
water quality. In addition, during the term 
of the QSA, the receding sea will expose 
nearly 75,000 acres of lakebed made up of 
silt and fine-grain soil particles that contain 
farm-field sediments. This exposure poses 
an urgent threat to air quality for residents 
in the Imperial and Coachella valleys, as 
desert winds moving across the playa cause 
fine dust and toxins to become airborne. 
These water and air quality issues present 
imminent public health and environmental 
risks that IID insists must be addressed. 

The Salton Sea and the DCP 

On the same day President Trump signed 
the DCP into law, IID filed a petition in Los 
Angeles Superior Court alleging violations 
of the California Environmental Quality Act 
by  Metropolitan and other water contractor 
signatories. IID officials said the Salton Sea 
should have been included in the plan. 
They asked the court to suspend the Lower 

The New River flows into the Salton Sea. (Photo: Jay 
Calderon and Richard Lui/The Desert Sun)
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Basin DCP until a thorough environmental 
analysis has been completed.
 “Their perspective in going forward 
without IID was that the DCP couldn’t wait 
for the Salton Sea,” said Henry Martinez, 
IID general manager. “This legal challenge 
will put the focus now be where it should 
have been all along – at the Salton Sea.”

While IID approved the intra-state 
agreements to implement the DCP in 
December 2018, the district was unable to 
act on to the broader DCP agreements in 
March 2019 due to Salton Sea uncertainty 
it felt had not been sufficiently addressed.  
IID was simultaneously concerned about 
the lack of progress implementing 
California’s Salton Sea Management Plan, 
and called on the federal government for 
a cost-sharing commitment to complete 
Phase I of the state’s Salton Sea restoration 
obligation (made in 2003 to facilitate 
implementation of the QSA water transfers).  
As the largest landowner at the Salton Sea, 
federal support for Salton Sea air quality 
and habitat mitigation projects was always 
a condition to IID’s participation in the 
DCP, but did not occur in time for IID to 
participate.    

“IID believes that we must create 
and maintain a smaller but sustainable 
Salton Sea,” said President Ortega. “A 
reconfigured sea will limit fugitive dust 
emissions, preserve and create avian habitat 
and expand economic opportunity for one 
of California’s most economically distressed 
areas.”

Mr. Martinez, who became IID’s general 
manager earlier this year after most of the 
DCP process had been completed, reiterated 
the district’s longstanding position. “It was 

not the DCP it could have been, as the 
Basin States should have crossed the finish 
line together as planned.”

Mr. Martinez hopes that the upcoming 
reconsultation of the 2007 Interim 
Guidelines will afford the DCP parties and 
IID a chance to reconcile their differences 
and deal anew with their respective 
concerns. 

“While the Salton Sea may be smaller in 
the future, the failure to address it in the 
DCP only exacerbates the issues facing 
this troubled body of water,” he says 
“IID’s concerns regarding the Salton Sea 
are real and its relationship to the River is 
definitive.  I’ve heard that the basin prides 
itself on its collaborative approach to water 
management.  If so, it is imperative that 
the Salton Sea is addressed early on, so it 
doesn’t further complicate what I anticipate 
to be an already complex discussion.”

Looking Forward

With the DCP process in the rearview 
mirror, Mr. Martinez knows the hard work 
of protecting critical elevations at Lakes 
Mead and Powell remains. 

“Regional planning that anticipates real 
compromise and shared sacrifice will require 
true basin wide partnerships.  Given the 
uncertain hydrology, ongoing development 
and climate change considerations, the 
challenges are likely to be more daunting 
than we have dealt with in the past,” he 
says. “I do believe that IID and the river need 
each other, and that future opportunities 
can overshadow previous complications.”

“While the Salton Sea may be smaller in the future, the 
failure to address it in the DCP only exacerbates the 
issues facing this troubled body of water.”    
   - IID General Manager Henry Martinez
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 Yuma County (ARIZONA) agriculture 
provides winter vegetables to 85% of the 
United States and Canada during the winter 
season.  Wade Noble, an Arizona attorney 
who represents several irrigation districts 
in the area, is also the Coordinator of the 
Yuma County Agriculture Water Coalition 
(Coalition). The Coalition was created 
by Yuma area irrigation districts and the 
Yuma County Water Users’ Association 
(Association) to address shared issues and 
concerns and to support and protect Yuma 
agriculture and its use of Colorado River 
water. Mr. Noble is a long-time member 
of the Family Farm Alliance Advisory 
Committee.

The Association was organized in 
1903, about a year after the passage of 
the Reclamation Act in the U.S. Congress. 
The Association was organized as a private 
non-profit corporation with the purpose 
of dealing with the Bureau of Reclamation 
in the development of the Yuma Project. 
In 1904, Congress authorized the Yuma 
Project. In 1905, Reclamation recorded 
water filings in the name of the United 
States, and shortly thereafter purchased 

three existing water filings and irrigation 
companies that had been serving water 
to the Valley Division of the Yuma Project 
since 1890.

Imperial Dam has been the diversion 
point from the Colorado River since 1941. 
The Association assumed through contract 
the care, operation, and maintenance of the 
works of the Valley Division in 1951, which 
include irrigation and power transmission 
facilities in Arizona. The Siphon Drop Power 
Plant takeover, which included high voltage 
transmission lines and California irrigation 
works, was accomplished by a supplemental 
contract in 1962. Water now comes directly 
out of the All-American Canal in California 
through the Siphon Drop Power Plant into 
the Yuma Main Canal, then through the 
siphon under the Colorado River at Yuma 
and into the irrigation system in Arizona.

The Valley Division of the Yuma Project is 
located in the extreme southwest corner of 
Arizona. The area includes all of the Colorado 
River flood-plain lands, approximately 
53,000 acres, between the City of Yuma 
and the International Boundary line with 
Mexico.

The Perspective of the Coordinator of the Yuma County 
Agriculture Water Coalition:

Wade Noble

Photo source: Yuma Sun.
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DCP Engagement by Yuma Interests

Wade Noble has been a member of the 
Arizona contingent to the Basin Principals 
negotiations and is a member of the Lower 
Basin DCP Arizona Implementation Steering 
Committee, representing Yuma agricultural 
interests. 
 Mr. Noble believes the DCPs will 
bring hydrology into balance with legal 
commitments from now until 2026, when 
the Interim Guidelines expire. 

“Unpredictable hydrology is balanced by 
certainty of legal commitments through the 
DCPs,” he says. “One of the perspectives 
of the Lower Basin DCP is to adjust the 
hydrology and the legal commitments.”

Lower Basin water supply impacts are 
mainly dependent on hydrology. The 
Lower Basin DCP is intended to affect Lake 
Mead elevations at 1050 ft and below with 
increasing volumes of contributions.  

“It is not the passage of time – ‘coming 
years’ - but the level of the lake that impacts 
the water supply,” he said. “The good 
hydrology we have seen in this water year 
brings hope.” 

The Near-Term Future (2019-2026)

As a result of the Lower Basin DCP, and the 
likely new Interim Guidelines, Wade Noble 
predicts some agriculture users may see 
greater certainty of water supply. In Arizona 
in particular, lower priority agriculture users 
were provided added benefits and greater 
certainty in their water supplies for the 
near-term future. Other priority users in 
Arizona will not see any near-term impacts 
as to water certainty, unless Mother Nature 
helps.  

“For most in the Lower Basin, water 
certainty is simply a product of hydrology,” 
say Mr. Noble. “For others, water certainty 
is also a product of legalities. The DCP has 
its role in providing more legal certainty, 
which equates to water certainty, for some. 
The Lower Basin DCP is not likely to impact 
water supply in the Yuma area until we see 
probable Lake Mead levels below elevation 

1050.”
Mr. Noble believes the main difference 

between the Upper Basin DCP and the 
Lower Basin plan is that the impacts in the 
Lower Basin are well known and/or more 
certain as a result of the DCP. 

“The Lower Basin States made a point to 
try to address all issues and possibilities – 
shortage tiers, priorities, users and impacts 
to same,” he said. “While both Basins will 
feel the impacts of extended drought and 
enjoy the benefits of a wet year, the work 
done by the Lower Basin may put those 
users in a better place in terms of certainty 
and knowing what to expect.”

Mr. Noble identified five priorities that 
will be taken to protect agricultural water 
supplies until 2026, when the Interim 
Guidelines expire: 

1. Maintain current value-based decisions 
on water: ensure that agriculture is viewed 
as a beneficial and worthy use of water; 
2. Improve efficiencies of water user; 
3. Rehabilitate aging infrastructure; 
4. Create new infrastructure; and
5. Defend against tax incursion efforts that 
seek to deprive agriculture of its water.
 

Mr. Noble believes cooperation and 
effort are required for a successful DCP, 
including participation and a willingness to 
work toward consensus. 

“It will likely also require parties to agree 
to be negatively impacted,” he said. “There 
should likewise be a respect for each party’s 
legal position and rights on the River.”

He thinks the parties who must be 
engaged include, in order of priority- 
entitlement: holders, subcontractors 
of entitlement holders, and other 
stakeholders. He recommends that 
agricultural water users place priority on 
assessing what it means to take water away 
from agriculture – economic, food security 
and environmental impacts – and then 
promote this understanding and defend 
agriculture’s use of water. 

“It’s also important to get a seat at the 
table,” he advises agricultural water users. 
“Participate and stay engaged.” 
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 The Future with a New Set of Interim 
Guidelines (Post 2026) 
 
 Mr. Noble – like many others interviewed– 
believes a smooth transition towards the 
next iteration of Interim Guidelines can be 
obtained if the 2019-2026 time period is 
effectively used as a baseline for the next 
guidelines. But, he warns that some parties 
are already organizing and preparing to use 
the post-2026 guidelines as a way to ensure 
water moves from agriculture to urban use.  

“Unless there is some collaboration 
during the negotiations, it will be rough,” 
he predicts.

Mr. Noble believes there will be 
increasing pressure from those who feel 
that agriculture’s use of water is secondary 
to municipal and urban uses. This is nothing 
new for Arizona ag water users, but as water 
supplies diminish and populations grow, 
the pressure on agriculture to give up some 
of its water will only grow. 

Both the quantity and volatility associated 
with future hydrology will likely change in 
the future. Mr. Noble believes the next set 
of Interim Guidelines should be developed 
and drafted to address both quantity and 
volatility, as well as all of the scenarios that 
accompany times of shortage and times of 
excess. 

“We need to be prepared to address 
demands in a way that honors the Law 
of the River,” he said. “On the Colorado 
River, we are lucky that our system – our 
infrastructure – can address volatility in 
terms of excess. With the exception of 
generating hydropower, it can also address 
shortage volatility.”
 Mr. Noble thinks it will be a challenge 
to define certainty for agricultural water in 
this future, since certainty is such a complex 
issue. 

“We should do our best to address 
certainty for agriculture in the Interim 
Guidelines, but beyond that, it will take 
a wide array of tools,” he says. “Legal 
protections, advocacy, efficiencies, storage 
and infrastructure, to name a few.”  

Wade Noble thinks the DCPs have 
bought some time until 2026. However, 
he also knows there is still a lot of work 
to be done, especially when it comes 
to protecting water interests and water 
certainty for agriculture. 

“The pressures will only get greater,” 
he says. “We need to continue to demand 
a seat at the table and be prepared to 
advocate for and defend agriculture’s use 
of water and the benefits received by our 
country as a result of that use.”

Photo source: Yuma County Chamber of Commerce
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The Perspective of a Southern California farmer and former 
chair of the Metropolitan Water District Board of Directors:

Randy Record

 Randy Record has represented Eastern 
Municipal Water District on the board of 
directors of the Metropolitan Water District 
of Southern California (Metropolitan) since 
2003. A San Jacinto native, Mr. Record has 
been active in the farming community for 
over three decades. He currently owns 
and operates a wine grape vineyard in 
the Central Coast with his wife and two 
daughters. 

Metropolitan has helped sponsor Family 
Farm Alliance annual conferences in recent 
years, and Randy Record was the keynote 
speaker at the Alliance’s 2016 annual 
conference. He also participated in the 
Lower Basin DCP panel discussion at this 
year’s annual conference in Reno. 

Mr. Record is the immediate past         
Chairman of Metropolitan’s board of 
directors, which oversees the largest 
municipal water district in North America. 
Metropolitan is a regional wholesaler that 
provides water for 26-member public 
agencies to deliver water to nearly 19 million 
people living in six Southern California 
counties. The district imports water from 

the Colorado River and Northern California 
to supplement local supplies, and helps 
its members develop increased water 
conservation, recycling, storage and other 
resource-management programs.

Metropolitan’s Involvement in DCP 
Discussions

Metropolitan was involved in the 
development of the Colorado River Lower 
Basin DCP from the start. The agency had 
an immediate interest in protecting access 
to its existing Intentionally Created Surplus 
(ICS) stored in Lake Mead. ICS is defined 
as water that has been conserved through 
an extraordinary conservation measure, 
such as land fallowing, and amounted to 
625,000 acre-feet in 2018. Metropolitan 
has a longer-term interest in keeping Lake 
Mead above critical reservoir elevations 
through 2026, when the Interim Guidelines 
expire. 

“Ability to access ICS currently in storage 
gave Metropolitan a big stake in the success 
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of the DCP,” say Mr. Record. “However, 
Metropolitan also recognized the need to 
respond to the historic drought conditions 
in the Colorado River Basin and the 
declining reservoir elevations that resulted 
from the worse than expected hydrology 
since the Interim Guidelines were adopted 
in 2007.”   
 Mr. Record believes the DCP agreements 
reduced those risks. 

“The DCP agreements are a short-term 
fix to a longer-term problem of declining 
hydrology, but these agreements should 
give the Bureau of Reclamation and water 
users in the Basin the time to develop longer 
term solutions through the renegotiations 
of the Guidelines,” he said. 

The Lower Basin DCP improves access to 
ICS and helps keep Lake Mead elevations 
high enough that Reclamation is able to 
deliver California’s full allocation of Colorado 
River water through 2026. The DCPs also 
help keep Lake Mead from declining below 
elevation 1,020 feet – the elevation at which 
Reclamation may have difficulty releasing 
sufficient water from Lake Mead to make 
full deliveries to contractors in Arizona and 

California. 
Challenges Faced by Fellow Colorado 
River Farmers

Mr. Record has observed how the 
certainty of water supplies to his fellow 
farmers may be impacted in the near-term 
future. 

“It depends on which state the 
agricultural user is in,” he said. “In 
Arizona, some agricultural water users 
may have less supply, depending on the 
terms of their contracts, if Lake Mead 
declines below elevation 1,075 feet. But in 
California, adoption of the DCP will protect 
agricultural water users’ ability to take their 
full allocations through 2026.”

When comparing irrigators in the Lower 
Basin with the Upper Basin, he believes 
agricultural water users in the Lower Basin 
have much more certainty in their ability to 
access Colorado River water because of the 
location of Lake Mead. 

“In the Upper Basin, agricultural 
irrigators can’t be assured of a full supply,” 
he said. “Upper Basin irrigators can divert 
water from the Colorado River mainstem 

Pro-Colorado River Aqueduct bond map from the Great Depression Era. Photo courtesy of MWD.
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or tributaries if it is physically and legally 
available to take. But if stream flows are 
low, they won’t be able to divert all of the 
water that they are legally entitled to take.”
 In the Lower Basin, agricultural irrigators 
get delivery of water through releases from 
upstream Lake Mead. 

“Because of this, even with drier 
hydrology, Lake Mead provides a full supply 
to irrigators in the Lower Basin, as long as 
they have contract rights to delivery of the 
water,” Mr. Record said. 

However, hydrology and run-off into 
the system are expected to get worse in 
the future due to declining snowpack and 
higher temperatures. 

“The lack of the top-of-the-system 
storage that Lake Mead provides to the 
Lower Basin means that Upper Basin 
agricultural water users will likely face 
greater uncertainty in being able to make 
full diversions in comparison to agricultural 
water users in the Lower Basin,” he predicts.   

In the near-term future leading up to 
2026, Mr. Record believes that the first 
priority is to protect agricultural users’ 
existing allocations and senior priority. He 
thinks that the pressure on both supply and 
demand means that irrigators will need to 
be realistic about the challenges they face.

“We can work to preserve ag water uses 
in ways that improve public opinion and 
enhance cooperation with other water 
users by considering new partnerships and 
new efficiencies,” he said. “Being open to 
options that build positive public opinion 
and support from other water users will 
strengthen ag water users’ ability to protect 
our allocation and its seniority.” 

Ingredients for a Successful DCP
 

So, what does Randy Record think must 
be accomplished for a successful DCP?  

He believes, at least in the Lower Basin, 
most of the hard work needed to make the 
DCP successful has already been done. 

“Success for the Lower Basin will come 
from all of the parties to the Lower Basin 
DCP agreement being allowed to meet 
their obligations and for all of the Lower 

Basin ICS contractors to keep creating new 
ICS, especially in wetter years, like 2019.” 

He thinks the Upper Basin has significantly 
more work to do in order for its DCP to be 
fully successful. The effort to develop an 
Upper Basin Demand Management (DM) 
program will include extensive technical, 
legal and public outreach work over the 
next seven years.

“It will take a lot of hard work to stand 
up the DM program,” he said. 

He believes everyone who has an interest 
in successful management of Colorado 
River supplies must be engaged. He has 
some suggestions for how irrigators can 
best engage. 

“Ag water users, like all water users, are 
facing the possibility of a drier future,” he 
said. “Recognizing that there is likely to be 
less water to meet demands, ag water users 
protect their interests and help the system 
by being open to new partnerships, new 
techniques and technology, and by staying 
engaged in discussions with other water 
users.”

The Outlook with new Guidelines

After 2026, a new set of Guidelines will 
presumably be in place. Like others, Mr. 
Record is hopeful that a smooth transition 
can be achieved if the next seven years are 
effectively used as a baseline for the next 
iteration of Guidelines. 

“The DCPs gave the Colorado River Basin 
some breathing room to think through 
future management challenges,” he said. 
“By reducing the risk of the significant 
disruption that could result from Lake Mead 
declining below elevation 1,020 feet, the 
DCP bought the Basin some time to work 
through the challenges of reduced run-off 
into the system and higher demands for 
Colorado River water.”

Still, there are some significant hurdles 
to overcome. These include challenges 
that are more intuitive than others, such as 
litigation, and new and currently unforeseen 
environmental compliance issues, such 
as a new species listed under the federal 
Endangered Species Act. 
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 Other troubles could arise if the 
hydrology turns out to be worse than what 
was modeled to develop the DCPs. 

“The last decade—both in the Colorado 
River Basin, and the rest of the State of 
California—has shown that we should 
anticipate and plan for both very dry and 
very wet years,” he said. 

Mr. Record also identifies one hurdle 
that might not be so obvious – different 
negotiators in the next set of Guidelines.  

“Reclamation, the Basin States and 
contractors in the Lower Basin all came 
together to develop the DCPs,” he said. 
“Those relationships will play an important 
role in successful renegotiations of the 
Guidelines.”

Elections often mean new Basin State 
principals, and retirements may also impact 
leadership in government, as well as other 
stakeholder groups. As a result, changes 
in leadership may pose a challenge to 
successful negotiations. 

“The learning curve for new leaders is 
steep and it can take time to establish new 

negotiating relationships,” he said. 
 So, how does Randy Record define 

certainty for agricultural water supply in 
this post-2026 future? 

“In a time of reduced water availability 
throughout the system, certainty for 
agricultural supply and existing water rights 
can only be achieved by ag engaging with 
all stakeholders to develop new partnerships 
and programs to meet the challenge going 
forward, especially in the short term,” he 
said. 

Mr. Record believes that, as the long-
term impact of climate change on water 
supply begins to be better understood, 
more significant actions may be required.

“There is inherent uncertainty in future 
hydrology and environmental compliance,” 
he concludes. “The best option for achieving 
certainty is by establishing relationships 
that are flexible enough to accommodate 
significant hydrologic fluctuations, adapt 
to new or changing environmental 
requirements, and ensure that ag users’ 
rights are preserved.”
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The Perspective of an Arizona agricultural water user served by 
the Central Arizona Project:

Dan Thelander

 Dan Thelander, who sits on the Family 
Farm Alliance board of directors, farms 
in the Maricopa Stanfield Irrigation and 
Drainage District (MSIDD) in Arizona, 
located south of Phoenix. He is a partner 
in his family farm, Tempe Farming Co., 
along with his nephew and son.  They farm 
about 5,000 acres in Pinal County, growing 
cotton, alfalfa, durum wheat, silage corn, 
and guayule. Most of the farm is flood 
irrigated, but about 1,000 acres utilize sub 
surface drip irrigation.  

Mr. Thelander has been active in many 
farm organizations though the years.  He 
is a past president of the Maricopa County 
Farm Bureau and Arizona Cotton Growers 
Association. He is currently serving as a 
vice-president of the American Cotton 
Producers, Chairman of Electrical District 
3, and is Vice-President of MSIDD. In that 
position, Mr. Thelander has taken an active 
role in representing Central Arizona Project 
(CAP) agriculture water users.  He received 
his BS in Agronomy with an Ag Business 
Curriculum from the University of Arizona 
in 1977.  He lives in Tempe, Arizona with 

his wife, Karen.

About MSIDD

MSIDD’s irrigation system involves over 
200 miles of distribution facilities including 
concrete-lined canals, pipelines, pumping 
plants and related works. MSIDD receives 
its surface water from the CAP. The District’s 
CAP allocation is 110,000 to 120,000 AF 
per year, which is supplemented with 
groundwater provided by wells operated 
and maintained by the District since 1989. 
The District has a “Co-mingling agreement” 
with the Bureau of Reclamation, which 
allows the District to deliver “non-project” 
water through their facilities. Approximately 
64,000 acres are irrigated in the District to 
grow cotton, grains, alfalfa,  and specialty 
crops.

MSIDD is a CAP agricultural water user 
and has a water priority that is lower than 
cities and Indian tribes that also use CAP 
water.  MSIDD water users were not a party 
to the development of the 2007 Interim 
Guidelines.
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Dan Thelander and MSIDD Engage-
ment in DCP Negotiations

 Dan Thelander has been a part of the team 
that has been representing Pinal County 
Agriculture in recent years in the Lower 
Basin DCP negotiations. His negotiating 
group includes irrigation district lawyers, 
lobbyists representing farm organizations 
in Arizona, and other farmers.  

“From Day One in the discussions about 
DCP, we said, if we were to support changing 
the 2007 guidelines, we would need to 
have mitigation, to lessen the impacts of 
the huge cuts to Central Arizona Project 
water deliveries,” he said. “CAP Ag users 
would lose the most water as our priority is 
lower than cities and Indian priorities.”

Although agriculture has a lower priority 
than cities and tribes, the Arizona State 
Legislature had to act to allow the state 
Department of Water Resources to enter 
into DCP agreements.  

“Thus, even though we were lower 
priority, we had some bargaining strength 
because of our effective lobbyists and the 
help of fair-minded legislators,” he said.

Early on in the discussions, Governor 
Doug Ducey’s office pushed for Arizona to 
participate in the DCP negotiations, along 
with California and Nevada, the other two 
Lower Basin states. However, the governor’s 
plan did not include provisions to mitigate 
impacts to CAP agriculture.

“With Lake Mead levels likely dropping in 
the future to elevation 1075, Pinal County 
would have lost its entire CAP agricultural 
pool,” said Mr. Thelander. “When we asked 
why we should support the DCP and wind 
up with no water, they said that the DCP 
would help hold Lake Mead to higher 
elevations. While that is true, it became 
clear that the main reason for the DCP was 
to keep the lake from crashing to very low, 
unmanageable levels.”

According to Mr. Thelander, at those 
levels, CAP irrigators would not receive 
water anyway, under the 2007 guidelines.

“They were asking us to play Russian 
Roulette,” he said. “It was a great idea, until 
the bullet came up when the lake went to 
elevation 1075. Then we were dead.”

One year of precious time was lost 
during this stage of negotiations. In July 
2018, the Arizona Department of Water 
Resources (ADWR) and Central Arizona 
Water Conservation District (CAWCD) 
appointed a steering committee, which 
included about 40 representatives from 
cities, agriculture, tribes, homebuilders, 
environmental groups, legislators, CAP 
and Salt River Project, and the Arizona 
Department of Water Resources. This group 
was tasked with crafting a way for Arizona 
to participate in the DCP. The Arizona State 
Legislature and Governor Ducey signed 
off on the DCP on January 31, 2019 - just 
hours before a deadline set by Reclamation 
Commissioner Burman.  

What the DCP does for (to?) CAP 
Agriculture

The DCP that resulted “is more reactive”, 
say Mr. Thelander, in that the states agree 
to reductions in water deliveries as the lake 
declines in elevation. Arizona agreed to 
large cuts at higher Lake Mead elevations.  
At elevations less than 1090 ft, Arizona will 
reduce deliveries by 192,000 AF, all of it 
coming from the CAP.  

“In that total amount, there are other 

Central Arizona Project. 
Photo courtesy of U.S. Bureau of Reclamation
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users of CAP water that take most of the 
cuts,” says Mr. Thelander. “Ag is only 
responsible for a small portion of that.” 
 At elevation less than 1075 ft, Arizona 
gives up 512,000 AF, all of it from CAP, 
and CAP agriculture loses its entire pool – 
about 275,000 AF. The mitigation plan for 
agriculture is to deliver 105,000 AF to CAP 
ag waters users in the years 2020, 2021, 
and 2022 if the elevation drops below 
1075 ft.  Importantly, if full deliveries are 
provided in 2020 or 2021, the 105,000 AF 
of mitigation water cannot be applied in 
years after 2022. 

In order to help mitigate agriculture in 
the years after, the plan is for Arizona, CAP 
and the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) to help fund new groundwater 
development to provide 70,000 AF per 
year. The state and CAP users have fronted 
more than $20 million so far, and they are 
looking to USDA to help contribute towards 
the $50 million total they seek, possibly 
through a program like the 2018 Farm 
Bill’s Regional Cooperative Conservation 
Program. 

If not for the mitigation water, the 
farmers would see their CAP water cut off 
completely.

“So, CAP agriculture has essentially 
traded a surface water supply of 275,000 
AF for future assistance in developing 
70,000 AF of groundwater supplies,” says 
Mr. Thelander. “This is a huge cut, but it 
was the best ag interests could negotiate, 
due to the cities and the tribes not wanting 
to let their higher priority water supply flow 
to agriculture.” 

The current wet water year in the Upper 
Basin means that Lake Mead levels will likely 
not drop to elevation 1075 in 2020, which 
means that agricultural water users will 
keep their  275,000 AF allocation from CAP.  
The same would hold true for each year in 
the 2020-2030 time period. However, in 
2030, the CAP Ag Pool will be terminated, 
as agreed to in the 2004 Arizona Water 
Settlements Act.  

“If the lake stays up, we still will receive 

almost our full Ag Pool,” says Mr. Thelander. 
“But, if and when the lake drops, the DCP 
cuts kick in.”

The impacts of the DCP on CAP 
agriculture could be enormous. Pumping 
and delivery constraints could take 40% or 
more of current farmland out of production 
immediately, even using full groundwater 
capacity. The remaining farms would suffer 
from insufficient water to effectively operate 
irrigation systems and farming practices. 

“The zero surface water scenario 
presents unacceptable risk of devastating 
economic and groundwater impacts,” says 
Paul Orme, who serves as general counsel 
to several CAP districts. 

A Grim Future 

The near term looks fairly certain for CAP 
agricultural water users, but it’s not the 
certainty they are looking for. 

“The fate of Arizona CAP agriculture is 
already determined,” says Mr. Thelander. 
“What happens now to Arizona’s share of 
CAP water does not really have an impact 
on us. The only thing that will help us in the 
future is Lake Mead staying above Elevation 
1075.”

The structural deficit of Lake Mead 
is assumed to be 1.2 million AF, which 
includes 600,000 AF of over-allocation 
and 600,000 AF of evaporation from the 
lake. The CAP, which is Junior to all other 
Lower Basin users, will have a difficult time 
keeping a large share of its allocation.

Mr. Thelander believes the combination 
of CAP’s junior priority rights within the state 
and in the Lower Basin, the low priority of 
agriculture within CAP, and the structural 
deficit in Lake Mead make it difficult to 
hope for any surface water from CAP above 
what has been agreed to in the DCP.

“Other, senior right holders of Colorado 
River water in Arizona will have to battle to 
try and keep their Colorado River water,” 
he concludes. “Just like what other ag users 
in the Upper Basin will be facing.” 
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The Family Farm Alliance, whose 
mission is to ensure the availability of 
reliable, affordable irrigation water supplies 
to Western farmers and ranchers, has 
members that span the spectrum of Basin 
users. I was privileged to conduct these 
interviews, where individual perspectives 
clearly demonstrated the amazing diversity 
in views on Colorado River policy matters. 
Within the Colorado River Basin, all of the 
various water users’ perspectives are shaped 
by where they are in the system: whether 
they are in the Upper or Lower Basin, within 
or outside of the natural hydrologic basin, 
in which state, and the priority of their use 
within their state. 

For example, demand management 
actions in the Lower Basin, relative to 
the Upper Basin, are more tangible. DCP 
agreements there are already enabling and 
incentivizing conservation by some water 
users in the Lower Basin and Mexico. In 
2019 alone, water users in the Lower Basin 
conserved over 750,000 acre-feet, which 
will reduce risk now and in the years ahead. 
What else is obvious, unfortunately, is 
that other Lower Basin users – like Central 
Arizona Project agricultural water users 
with junior priority rights – already see little 
hope for any surface water above what has 
been agreed to in the DCP. 

In contrast to the Lower Basin’s DCP, 
the Upper Basin DCP lacks specific triggers 
and clearly defined actions. In the Upper 
Basin, considerable uncertainty surrounds 
the role of demand management, the 
types of actions that will be undertaken to 
fill the newly created conservation pool in 
Lake Powell, how much water will be saved 
by these actions, and how that water will 
actually end up in Lake Powell. Strong 
concerns exist regarding the impacts 
caused by moving water away from its 
traditional use of irrigating crops and fields. 
What does that mean to rural economies 
that depend on a reliable agricultural base? 
How will this impact wildlife – particularly 
waterfowl–– who are dependent on those 
flooded fields? Who is looking at the 
big-picture impacts of this reduction in 
domestic food production on the national 
economy and food security? 

All parties appear to recognize the 
concerns associated with moving water 
away from agricultural operations to meet 
other needs. However, understandably, 
those whose water is being eyed have 
particularly strong feelings on this matter, 
and want policy makers and the public to 
better understand and appreciate what can 
happen to local agriculture, economies, 
and culture as communities experience 

Dan Keppen
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diminished ag water use. Unfortunately, 
there also appears to be a grim acceptance 
and continued underlying worries by 
farmers and ranchers that, as water supplies 
diminish and populations increase, the 
pressure on agriculture to give up some 
of its water will only grow. The Colorado 
River Basin needs to maintain a viable 
agricultural base, and not contribute to the 
nation becoming dependent on imports 
for its food supply.

There appear to be general areas of 
agreements amongst all those interviewed.

First, there appears to be growing 
acceptance that Colorado River hydrology 
is worsening. While the Basin benefitted 
from above-average snowpack over the past 
winter, Colorado River managers recognize 
that it will take more than one good water 
year to end this prolonged drought. They 
have seen recently how very dry conditions 
can follow a good year. Both the quantity 
and volatility associated with future 
hydrology will likely change in the future. 
Troubles could arise if the hydrology turns 
out to be worse that what was modeled to 
develop the DCPs.

Second although there is acknowledg-
ment of the difficulties, there is also rec-
ognition that a successful outcome to 
the negotiation of the next set of Interim 
Guidelines is critical for both Basins and has 
to be a high priority.  The next set of Inter-
im Guidelines may have to be developed 
and drafted to address both quantity and 
volatility and all the related scenarios that 
accompany times of shortage and times of 
excess. 

Finally, virtually everyone interviewed for 
this two-volume Water Review urged Colo-
rado River agricultural water users to per-
sonally – or via organizations or coalitions– 
engage in current conversations, processes 

and negotiations. They should inform oth-
ers about possible risks and opportunities 
impacting their communities. Colorado 
River states and basin water users have 
proven equal to seemingly insurmountable 
challenges in the past. In a time of reduced 
water availability throughout the Colorado 
River system, certainty for agricultural sup-
ply and existing water rights can only be 
achieved by agricultural water users and 
managers engaging with all stakeholders 
to develop new partnerships and programs 
to meet the challenge going forward, espe-
cially in the short term. A successful process 
will require solutions working from the bot-
tom up: from local watersheds and com-
munities up to each of the states, and then 
up to the Upper and Lower Basin level. 

Solutions to the problems facing the 
Colorado River will not and should not 
fall on the backs of any single user, state 
or sector of the economy.  It is incumbent 
on all Colorado River water users to 
work together to find and implement 
voluntary collaborative solutions. This will 
inevitably require some level of sacrifice 
and/or compromise from all users. The 
final outcome must be based on sound 
information and open communication 
between all water users throughout the 
Colorado River system. 

The pressures will grow.  Farmers and 
ranchers need to continue to demand a seat 
at the table and be prepared to advocate 
for and defend agriculture’s use of water 
and the benefits received by our country as 
a result of that use.

Dan Keppen has been executive director of 
the Family Farm Alliance since 2005. He lives in 
Klamath Falls, Oregon.
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