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THE NEXT CHALLENGE

Because all the agreements/guidelines 
expire in 2026, new process started to 
determine future operations



PURPOSE

• Adopt strategies for operation 
of Lakes Powell and Mead

• Provide improved predictability 
to all water users in the Basin

• Provide sustainable 
management of the system 
under a wide range of potential 
future conditions



NEPA PROCESS

• Comments solicited on the 
appropriate scope of the 
process (June-Aug, 2023)

• 24,000+ comments received

• Scoping report published 
October 2023

• States and others proposed 
alternatives in March

• Draft EIS expected in first 
part of 2025



PLAYERS

7 Basin States
• Arizona
• California
• Colorado
• Nevada
• New Mexico
• Utah
• Wyoming
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Other Stakeholders
• Assn. Calif. Water Agencies
• Colo. Ag-Water Alliance
• Academics
• Other fed agencies
• many, many others . . . .



ALTERNATIVES PROPOSED
• Lower Basin states

• Upper Basin states

• Env NGO Coalition

• 19 Tribes

• Schmidt, Fleck, Kuhn

• Gila River Indian Comm

• Natl. Park Service/   
Fish & Wildlife Service

• Web tool submissions



BASELINE – 
CONTINUED CURRENT STRATEGIES

• Need something to compare against

• “No action alternative” reverts to pre-
2007 operations – not sustainable

• Continued current strategies includes:
• 2007 Guidelines
• Drought Contingency Plans
• Minute 323 with Mexico

• These could not continue without 
additional agreements

• Doesn’t produce a sustainable river



LOWER BASIN ALTERNATIVE

• Reduction of water use in the entire basin – based 
on storage in all 7 system reservoirs
• 69-100% full – no reductions

• 58-69% full – reductions up to 1.5 MAF, linear increase, all 
in Lower Basin

• 38-58% full – reductions of 1.5 MAF, all in Lower Basin

• 23-38% full – reductions up to 3.9 MAF (1.5 MAF from LB, 
remainder shared equally by LB and UB)

• 0-23% full – reductions of 3.9 MAF shared as above

• Lake Powell release schedule - 6.0 to 11.0 MAF, 
depending on % full of all UB reservoirs & 
previous 3 years’ use



UPPER BASIN ALTERNATIVE

• Reduction of water use in Lower Basin – based on 
storage in Lake Powell and Lake Mead above 
protection levels
• 90-100% full – no reductions
• 70-90% full – reductions up to 1.5 MAF all in Lower Basin
• 20-70% full – reductions of 1.5 MAF, all LB
• 0-20% full – reductions of 1.5 to 3.9 MAF, all LB

• Lake Powell release schedule – 6.0 to 9.0 MAF, 
depending on Powell % full

• Parallel Activities = voluntary conservation and 
upstream reservoir releases

• Premised on recognition of hydrologic shortage



• Stabilize storage and avoid crisis management

• Include stewardship and mitigation principles in 
decisions about reservoir operations

• Maintain opportunities for flows in the Delta

• Conservation Reserve
• Replaces current Intentionally Created Surplus
• “Top Bank”

• Significant reductions to Lower Basin



19 TRIBES KEY PRINCIPLES

1. US must actively protect Tribal 
rights – no involuntary or 
uncompensated cuts or caps

2. Support Tribes’ use of 
conservation programs and 
marketing of water rights

3. Provide a formalized structure 
for Tribal participation in 
implementation of new 
guidelines



OTHER ALTERNATIVES

• National Park Service/Fish & 
Wildlife Service
• Protect Grand Canyon with higher 

levels in Lake Powell and flows that 
better mimic natural hydrograph

• Schmit/Fleck/Kuhn
• Release from Powell determined 

annually by Secretary based on recs 
of stakeholders, multi-year delivery 
requirements

• Gila River Indian Community
• Very similar to Lower Basin



Elements Upper Basin Lower Basin
Lake Mead deliveries Based on live storage in Lakes 

Powell and Mead only (minus 
volumes below 3490’ and 
1000’)

Based on live storage in all major 
system reservoirs (Flaming Gorge, 
Blue Mesa, Navajo, Powell, 
Mead, Mojave, Havasu)

No reduction of LB 
deliveries until:

90% of Powell/Mead storage 
minus threshold volume

69% of total system storage

Initial reduction zone 
and amount

90%-70%
0 - 1.5 MAF linear increase

69%-58%
0 - 1.5 MAF linear increase

Static reduction zone 
and amount

70%-20%
1.5 MAF

58%-38%
1.5 MAF

Lower level reduction 
zone and amount

20%-0
1.5 – 3.9 MAF (all from LB)

38%-23%
1.5 – 3.9 MAF linear increase 
(equally shared by LB and UB 
above 1.5)

Maximum reduction 
zone and amount

23%-0
3.9 MAF (equally shared as above)

Comparison – UB/LB Alternatives



Impact Analysis



Impact Analysis

Powell 
Elevation

Mead 
Elevation

Annual LB 
Reductions

Mead 
Reaches 
Dead Pool

Annual UB 
Reductions



Modeling Tribal Priorities

• One analysis will distribute 
Lower Basin shortages pro-
rata, but no reductions to 5 LB 
mainstem tribes

• Another analysis will protect 
all Tribal water rights in LB

• Developing demand projections that include full 
development of all Tribal rights

• Separate process to explore opportunities for Tribes to 
benefit from unused component of water rights



Key Takeaways

• Continued current strategies – doesn’t 
stabilize the system

• Upper Basin – keeps Powell higher, protects 
Mead, large reductions in use in Lower Basin

• Lower Basin – in dry years Powell is lower 
than with CCS, Mead protected in most years

• GRIC – mostly same as Lower Basin, lesser 
impact on Upper Basin reservoirs

• NGO – protects Powell and Mead in most 
years, largest required reductions in use



CURRENT 
STATUS

• Reclamation fleshing out 
and modeling all 
alternatives submitted

• Experimenting with various 
ways to protect future 
development of Tribal rights

• Alternatives to be analyzed 
not yet finalized

• Report in December on 
range of alternatives



ISSUES

• No consensus on a 
plan

• UB and LB at odds

• Tribes concerned 

• Major sticking point is 
how to share the 
burden of shortage 
between UB and LB

• Time growing short



ONE SUCCESS STORY– 
UPPER BASIN STATES/TRIBES MOU

• 4 Upper Basin States and 6 Upper Basin Tribes

• Meeting at least bi-monthly in person, many on Tribal 
reservations, virtual meetings in between

• Guided by an agreed framework of principles

• MOU signed in 
April 
institutionalizes 
this arrangement

MOU signing ceremony April 22, 2024, Chama, NM



THINGS TO 
WATCH FOR

• Meetings of 7 Basin State 
principals – none scheduled 
until December

• Reclamation’s report on 
alternatives to be analyzed

• Signals from White House or 
Interior about “facilitation”

• Rescission of IRA/BIL funding

• Schedule F proposals
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