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Session Highlights

Current Hydrology in the Colorado Basin
and New Mexico

Speakers:

o Paul Miller, Service Coordinator Hydrologist,
Colorado Basin River Forecast Center, NOAA

e Tanya Truijillo, Deputy State Engineer, New
Mexico Office of the State Engineer

Key Points:

¢ Decision Support and Data Partnerships:
Paul Miller highlighted the Colorado River
Forecast Center's critical role in providing
impartial forecasts using data from partners
including U.S. Geological Survey and Natural
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS).
The center provides seasonal water supply forecasts by cycling through 30 years of historical
precipitation and temperature data to create 30 possible hydrologic futures, helping
stakeholders and decision-makers understand risks and streamflow probabilities.

« New Mexico's Water Context: Tanya Trujillo emphasized New Mexico's unique challenges
with a 50-50 split between surface water and groundwater use. The state manages multiple
interstate compact obligations with Colorado and Texas, while balancing intra-state water
needs. Active collaboration between state and federal teams focuses on reaching agreement on
frameworks for basin water management.

« Challenges and Coordination: The Colorado River Basin climate and hydrology work group
coordinates with stakeholders and academia to prioritize research needs and improve
operational forecasts. Discussion touched on the challenges of maintaining technical expertise
during workforce reductions and the importance of federal-state collaboration.

Feedback from Members:

« Attendees were encouraged to join the Colorado Basin River Forecast Center email list for
updates.

« Members encouraged continued coordination between Western Water Assessment and
forecast center on extreme event modeling.

“We have to be ready for extreme weather.”

- Tanya Trujillo, New Mexico Office of the State Engineer




Expanding Water Resources - Snowpack
Monitoring and Aquifer Recharge

Speakers:

e Dr. Dan Feldman, Staff Scientist, Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory; Principal Investigator,
Surface Atmosphere Integrated Field Laboratory
e Craig Ulrich, Staff Scientist and Groundwater Researcher, Berkeley National Laboratory

Key Points:

« Advanced Monitoring Technologies: The session explored cutting-edge approaches to
snowpack monitoring, including airborne snow surveys, radar precipitation tracking, and snow
telemetry stations. Different snow types (varied snowflake structures) impact radar returns and
water resource predictions differently.

« Aquifer Recharge Innovations: Craig Ulrich presented research on improving recharge rates
using technologies, including neutron probes, electrical resistivity tomography (ERT), and 3D-
printed loT sensors for real-time water flow measurements. A case study in Ventura County,
California, demonstrated potential for 20-50% improvements in recharge rates through
optimizing existing basin performance.

« Multi-Benefit Strategies: Discussion emphasized integrating water recharge with energy
production and other benefits. The Maui Hub funding initiative supports development of modular
desalination technologies and other water innovations.

« Infrastructure Optimization: Speakers stressed the importance of long-term funding
strategies for maintenance and operations, noting that many infrastructure projects eventually
become financial burdens on counties and municipalities. The focus should be on characterizing
water movement and optimizing infrastructure where water moves fastest.

« Dust and Snow Research: Active research continues on the impact of dust on snowmelt,
including NASA and University of Colorado studies on "Trojan horse snowfall" and connections
between lower and upper basin conditions.

Feedback from Members

e Members expressed interest in exploring integrated strategies for water diversion and recharge
planning.

e They also encouraged the consideration of larger-scale infiltration and recharge strategies for
diminishing groundwater resources.



The Here and Now - A Level Set

Speakers:
» Anne Castle, Senior Fellow, Getches-Wilkinson Center, University of Colorado
« Dr. Kathryn Sorensen, Director of Research, Kyle Center for Water Policy, Arizona State
University

Key Points:

o The Fundamental Math Problem: The 1922 Colorado River Compact allocated 7.5 million
acre-feet to both the upper and lower basins, with an additional 1.5 million acre-feet to the lower
basin due to the U.S.-Mexico treaty. Total legal allocations of 16 million acre-feet, plus 1.5 million
acre-feet in evaporation losses, far exceed the natural flow which has averaged only 11.6 million
acre-feet over the past 22 years. This creates a structural deficit of 1.5 to 3.5 million acre-feet
annually.

« Reservoir Crisis: Lakes Powell and Mead—the largest reservoirs in the United States—
continue to decline despite recent conservation efforts. The 2019 Drought Contingency Plan
and 2023 agreement for an additional 3 million acre-feet have not been sufficient to reverse the
trend. Current projections indicate further decline unless additional water use reductions occur.

e 2026 Deadline: The 2007 interim guidelines expire at the end of 2026, creating urgency for
new operating agreements. Without new agreements, the basin would revert to the 1970 long-
range operating criteria, which are inadequate for current conditions.

o Complex Negotiations Ahead: New agreements must include:

o Enforceable commitments from both upper and lower basins to reduce water use

o Tribal water rights honored with tribes at the negotiating table

o Balance among agriculture, cities, and tribal communities

o National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) compliance while providing flexibility for seven-
state consensus

o Addressing evaporation and the structural deficit

o Short-term actions to avoid critical reservoir levels and long-term strategies for sustainability

« Innovative Solutions Needed: Discussion covered demand management, conservation pools

(similar to Lake Mead's "intentionally created surplus"), voluntary transactions, and potential use
of upper basin reservoirs to protect critical levels in Lake Powell.

« Legislative Role: Examples from Arizona and Wyoming demonstrated the importance of
legislative involvement in water management. Legislators emphasized the need for public
understanding of water management complexities and the importance of balancing competing
stakeholder interests.



The Here and Now - A Level Set

Feedback from Members:

¢ Analyze NEPA compliance scenarios that provide flexibility for seven-state consensus

e Ensure tribal water rights are honored and tribes have seat at negotiating table

¢ Define and improve details for finalized agreement on long-term sustainability and resilience
o Determine appropriate term length for next operating agreement

e Explore options to create conservation pool in Lake Powell

The Here and Now - Binational Agreements

Speaker:

¢ Adriana Reséndez Maldonado, Commissioner, International Boundary and Water Commission,
Mexico Section

Key Points:

* 1944 Treaty Foundation: The treaty allocates 1.36 million acre-feet to Mexico at the
international boundary and 140,000 acre-feet at the southern border. During extraordinary
droughts, Mexico's allocations must be reduced proportionally to U.S. reductions.

» Evolution of Cooperation: Since 2010, six minutes (or amendments) have been signed
through the International Boundary and Water Commission (IBWC), with 332 total minutes
recorded since 1944. These minutes establish binding actions and commitments between both
governments that address:

o Conceptual frameworks for cooperation

o Shortage and surplus sharing arrangements
o Mexican water reserve establishment

o Salinity investment projects

o Most recently, Minute 323 in 2024

« Basin-Wide Challenges: Both countries face drought conditions, rising temperatures, lower
precipitation, and increasing demand, necessitating cooperative management strategies.

o 2027 Deadline for New Agreement: Mexico emphasized the need for a new minute to
replace the current framework, with negotiations expected to begin soon. The new agreement
must consider climate change, meteorological factors, and maintain the cooperative framework.



The Here and Now - Binational Agreements

o Cooperative Framework Elements: Success depends on bilateral working groups,
information exchange to build trust, shared understanding of basin conditions, and consideration
of environmental water allocations and desalination strategies.

 Historical Context: The presentation traced the evolution from friction (2000-2004 shortage
conditions, Old American Canal lining impacts) to cooperation (2004 earthquake response,
subsequent collaborative minutes).

Key Points Moving Forward

¢ Begin analysis and preparation for negotiating new minute with United States

o Work within cooperative framework through bilateral working groups and IBWC

e Establish cooperation exchange with United States to build trust and ensure shared
understanding of basin conditions

At this Time, In this Place - Tribal Water in
the Colorado River Basin

Speaker:

o Daryl Vigil, Co-Director, Colorado River Basin Water & Tribes Initiative

Key Points:

e Historical Exclusion and Progress: The 1922 Colorado River Compact excluded tribes entirely.
Significant progress has been made since 2009, including the first Tribal Water Study with
scenario planning for tribal water rights, tribal involvement in the 2019 Drought Contingency Plan,
formation of the 10 Tribes Partnership for advocacy, and creation of the Basin Tribal Coalition.

e Scale of Tribal Water Rights: Pending settlements represent collective rights of nearly 4 million
acre-feet of water across 30 tribal sovereigns in the Colorado River Basin—a substantial portion
of the basin's total allocation.

o Water & Tribes Initiative: Founded on personal commitment and passion, the initiative has spent
16 years building capacity and collaborative problem-solving, focusing on:

Relationship building between tribal and non-tribal partners

Water conservation capacity on the tribal side

Balanced leadership teams

Sovereign-to-sovereign transactions
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At this Time, In this Place - Tribal Water in the Colorado River Basin

+ Indigenous Knowledge and Values: Mr. Vigil emphasized the importance of holistic
approaches to water management, sustainable living principles, and the historical adaptability
and resilience of indigenous peoples. Indigenous communities have expertise in sustainability
that should inform basin management. Values identified through interviews with 150 people in
the basin drive good policy.

+ Sovereignty and Governance Requirements: Mr. Vigil suggested that the 2026 operating
guidelines must include:
o Mandatory tribal consultation
o Tribes having a seat at decision-making table
o Inclusive governance structures
o Defined federal trust responsibilities
o Flexible tools for tribes to manage their own water

o Disproportionate Climate Impacts: COVID-19 highlighted infrastructure gaps in indigenous
communities, with higher infection and death rates due to lack of infrastructure and unsettled
water rights. Climate change compounds these vulnerabilities. Water certainty is essential for
economic development in tribal communities.

+ Transformative Change Required: Mr. Vigil stressed that the basin needs transformation, not
just reform— building new systems and structures rather than simply modifying existing ones.
This includes legislative education through proposed "Water 101" programs.

¢ Future Planning: The first tribal sovereign water summit is planned for New Mexico,
representing a significant step in tribal capacity building at every level of governance.

Key Points Moving Forward:

e Organize tribal water summit in New Mexico to discuss water issues

e Create "Water 101" educational program for legislative bodies to improve understanding of the
Colorado River

¢ Build consensus among state partners on tribal inclusion in governance structures



New Mexico's Water Past, Present and
Future

Speakers:

e Tanya Truijillo, Deputy State Engineer, New Mexico Office of the State Engineer

o Stacey Timmons, Associate Director, Hydrogeology Programs, New Mexico Bureau of Geology
& Mineral Resources

Key Points:

« 50-Year Water Action Plan: Developed through the Water Policy Task Force under the
governor's direction, the plan addresses three critical areas:

1. Water Conservation: Including water education, agricultural conservation, municipal
conservation, and system-wide efficiency improvements

3. New Water Supply Development: Exploring brackish water resources and
comprehensive aquifer characterization

2. Water Quality Protection: \Watershed protection, addressing legacy mine
contamination, abandoned well issues, outdated wastewater treatment facilities, and aging
infrastructure

« Stark Projections: New Mexico faces a projected 25% reduction in water availability over the
next 50 years, creating urgent need for action across all focus areas.

« Infrastructure and Protection Programs:

i.New Mexico is developing its own Surface Water Protection Program, moving away
from federal dependance
ii. Collaboration with forestry division and federal partners on fire prevention and
watershed health
iii. Addressing aging infrastructure throughout the state

« Significant Legislative Investment: The New Mexico Legislature has provided approximately
$400 million in funding for water management priorities, demonstrating strong recognition of
these issues' importance and empowering state agencies to meet their goals.
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Innovative Water Education Program: Led by Stacey Timmons, the program includes:
Field trips for decision-makers covering statewide to local water challenges

Water Leaders Education Program that convenes subject matter experts and decision-
makers through shared experiences

Evolution from classroom-style presentations to experiential learning

Programs now integrated into state budget with dedicated funding



New Mexico's Water Past, Present and Future

o Strong participation from legislators and other decision-makers
o Building relationships and awareness through hands-on experiences

¢ Tribal Inclusion: The Water Security Tribal Advisory Council provides tribal input in regional
water planning, ensuring indigenous communities are represented in decision-making
processes.

¢ Technical Initiatives:
o Aquifer mapping program addressing New Mexico's complex geology
o Water data initiative making data more accessible to decision-makers
o Groundwater monitoring using pressure transducers, acoustic technologies, and exploring
remote sensing capabilities

Key Points Moving Forward:

¢ Provide additional details on water education programs to other states
e Continue discussions on water challenges and collaborative solutions

Water Use and Conservation Efforts in the
Upper and Lower Basins

“We need to evolve and adapt to solve the math problem.”

- Chuck Cullom, Upper Colorado River Commission

Speakers:

e Chuck Cullom, Executive Director, Upper Colorado River Commission
¢ Tina Shields, Water Department Manager, Imperial Irrigation District

Key Points:
o Imperial Irrigation District's Conservation Achievement: |ID has achieved a remarkable
16% reduction in water use overall, conserving 500,000 acre-feet annually and generating over
9 million acre-feet since 2003. Last year alone, the district conserved over 220,000 acre-feet.

« Infrastructure Investments (1988 Metropolitan Agreement):
Construction of three new reservoirs

Upgrades to two existing reservoirs

Nearly 300 miles of concrete-lined canals

All-American Canal lining providing significant ongoing water savings
Metropolitan funding operations and maintenance of projects
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Water Use and Conservation Efforts in the Upper and Lower Basins

¢ Innovative Conservation Programs:

o On-Farm Efficiency Program: Generating over 200,000 acre-feet annually with 70%
grower participation rate. Since 2003, $550 million has funded on-farm improvements. The
program emphasizes tangible, verifiable improvements (sprinklers, drip systems) with
funding based on actual water savings.

o Deficit Irrigation Program: Mini-fallowing in summer months, reducing yield but providing
growers financial support to manage water use more efficiently. Some fields recovered after
initial challenges.

o Push toward permanent water conservation measures rather than temporary solutions

o Water Transfer Agreements:
o Metropolitan transfer: 105,000 acre-feet over 10 years
San Diego transfer: Market-based negotiations on cost of conservation
Coachella agreement: Lower value due to ongoing litigation
o 2022 Lower Basin Commitment: Conservation of 3 million acre-feet, with California
contributing 1.6 million acre-feet
o Programs in place since 2007 focused on propping up Lake Mead levels

o
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o Salton Sea Environmental Crisis:
o Largest body of water in the basin facing declining elevation
o Exposure of playa causing serious public health issues: dust storms and poor air quality
o State of California assumed financial liability for restoration
o Mitigation activities and habitat projects underway
o Management program aims to create habitable environment for fish and birds while
controlling dust

¢ Alternative Revenue Streams:
o 13,000 acres converted to solar fallowing
o Water from solar projects meeting transfer requirements and available for future agricultural
use
o Exploring geothermal and lithium mining to supplement agricultural income
o Challenges with dual-use land including dust and corrosion issues

o Upper Basin Context: Chuck Cullom discussed the different challenges faced by upper basin
states, including irrigation efficiency complications and crop switching difficulties. Emphasized
the critical importance of seven-state collaboration.

Key Points Moving Forward:
e Continued collaborative partnerships between municipal agencies and farming districts.
¢ Explore lessons learned from southern basin partners on water conservation
¢ |nvestigate potential for dual-use agricultural and solar projects while addressing technical
challenges.



Facilitated Member
Discussion - Water
Security and Resiliency

New Mexico Senate President Pro Tempore Mimi
Stewart, the co-chair of the Colorado River
Forum, facilitated member discussion, which
allowed legislators to share their state’s
challenges, innovations, and funding mechanisms.
Below are the key highlights by state:

NEW MEXICO

e SanJuan-Chama Project: Representative Steve Lanier discussed transferring 79,000 acre-
feet from northern slope to Rio Grande Valley through tunneling

e Land of Enchantment Legacy Fund.: It started with $50 million, received additional $250
million last year for water conservation

e Multiple Trust Funds: Medicaid Trust Fund, Behavioral Health Trust Fund, Early Childhood
LLegacy Fund provide models for dedicated funding

¢ Focus Areas: Ditch maintenance and education through San Juan Water Commission, filling
Lake Powell and Lake Mead, creating water storage areas

COLORADO

» Financial Scale: $100 million spent on aquifer recovery; $1.5 billion needed for water projects
through 2050

o Water for the 21st Century Act: Created basin roundtables and statewide water plan,
organizing water management across the state

¢ Education Programs: \Water Leaders class and Master Irrigators class educating younger
farmers and ranchers on conservation

¢ Great Outdoors Colorado: Grant program funding water conservation projects

¢ Challenges: Curtailment of water rights, impact on irrigated agriculture, need for new funding
mechanisms as oil and gas revenue becomes less reliable

ARIZONA

o Investment Scale: $1 billion in water projects

¢ Phoenix Success Story: Justin Harrison shared impressive statistics—7% reduction in grass
lawns, using less water despite significant population growth

e Water Protection Fund: Provides low-cost financing and grants for conservation projects



Facilitated Member Discussion - Water Security and Resiliency

Water Conservation Fund: Projects saving estimated 3.7 to 6.5 million acre-feet
Innovative Technologies:
o Gila River Indian Community lining water canals with solar panels to reduce evaporation
o Yuli plant (drought-resistant, survives 6 months without rain)
o Dirip systems and stormwater recharge projects
Water Infrastructure Finance Authority: Distributing grants throughout the state
Ground Cover Emphasis: Preventing evaporation through strategic plantings
Urban-to-Agricultural Transfers: Exploring opportunities for water conservation

WYOMING

Wyoming Water Development Commission and Wyoming Wildlife and Natural
Resource Trust: Key funding mechanisms

Cloud Seeding Programs: Important tool for water augmentation

Forest Management: Improving water yield through strategic forest management practices
Interstate Cooperation: Emphasis on working collaboratively with other states

Federal Support: Need for federal partnership in water conservation projects

Future Infrastructure: Considering new dams and reservoirs

UTAH

Cultural Challenges: Representative Rosalba Dominguez discussed tensions between
preservation and conservation mindsets

Municipal Leadership: Cities taking action on water conservation ahead of state mandates
Native Plants: Need for legislation supporting native plants and soil reinvigoration

Youth Engagement: Emphasis on engaging young people in water conservation efforts

CALIFORNIA:

Ambitious Goals: Assemblymember Gregg Hart highlighted goal of generating 9 million acre-
feet of new or recovered water

Climate Change Connection: Framing water conservation within broader climate change
context

Every Drop Counts: Emphasis on conservation at all scales

Cloud Seeding: Interest in expanding cloud seeding programs

Federal Partnership: Need for federal support in achieving conservation goals



Facilitated Member Discussion - Water Security and Resiliency

Cross-Cutting Themes Across the Basin States:

1.Education and Outreach:
o Multiple states operating water education programs for legislators
o Proposal for youth gathering at Colorado River Forum
o Integration with 4-H and agricultural community
o Master irrigators and water leaders classes
o Need for "Water 101" programs
2.Innovative Technologies:
o Diripirrigation and precision agriculture
o Solar canal covers for evaporation reduction
o 3D-printed sensors and loT monitoring
o Cloud seeding programs
o Native and drought-resistant plants
o Geothermal and lithium mining integration
3.Funding Mechanisms:
o Trust funds and legacy funds
o State revolving loan programs
o Grant programs with matching requirements
o Recognition that traditional revenue sources (oil and gas) becoming less reliable
o Need for long-term, dedicated funding streams
4.Collaboration Priorities:
o Speaking with "one voice" to federal government
o Interstate cooperation essential for basin-wide solutions
o Integration with organizations like NCSL and CEO
o SQUIRT model (Southern California): linking experts directly with water agencies
o Importance of sharing lessons learned across states
5.Emerging Topics for Future Forums:
o Brackish water and desalination technologies
o Forest management and water yield optimization
o Alternative crops and regenerative agriculture
o Water-energy nexus and data center water impacts
o Cost-benefit analysis of various conservation strategies
o Salinization and technological solutions
o Multi-benefit infrastructure projects



The Path to 2026
Roundtable Reflections on Moving Forward

New Mexico Senate President Pro Tempore Mimi Stewart led a discussion, providing legislators an
opportunity to reflect on the forum's discussions and chart a path forward for 2026 negotiations and
future collaboration.

Key Discussion Points:

o Speaking with One Voice: | egislators emphasized the importance of western states
presenting unified positions to the federal government while respecting each state's unique
circumstances and needs.

¢ Youth Engagement: New Mexico Representative Garrett proposed incorporating a youth
gathering into future Colorado River Forum events to raise the next generation of conservation
leaders and experts. Strong support from multiple states for involving 4-H, agricultural youth
programs, and educational institutions.

¢ Integration with Other Organizations: Arizona Representative Gail Griffin discussed
opportunities to integrate efforts with organizations that are working on regenerative programs
and water issues. A recent meeting in Boulder, Colorado, explored these collaborative
opportunities.

o Expert Linkage: Wyoming Representative JT Larson introduced the SQUIRT model from
Southern California, which links experts directly with water agencies for project planning and
research. Suggestion to press federal government for similar programs to support state actions.

¢ Action Items and Accountability: | egislators stressed the need for concrete action items
from forums, not just information sharing. Emphasis on follow-through and measuring progress.

o Cost-Benefit Analysis: Need for clearer understanding of costs and benefits of different water
conservation strategies across sectors (municipal, industrial, agricultural).

¢ Forest Management: Discussion of expanding forest management practices to enhance
water yield—an area of growing interest across multiple states.

o Alternative Crops and Regenerative Agriculture: Examining the science and research
around crops that use less water while maintaining agricultural productivity.



Priorities 2026 - Rapid Roundtable on
Colorado River Forum Topics

Legislators identified priority topics for the 2026 meeting in California:

1.Brackish Water and Desalination: Comprehensive presentation on technologies, costs, and
implementation challenges

2.Water-Energy Nexus: Data centers and their water impacts, integration of water and energy
infrastructure

3.Youth Engagement Program: Structured youth education component at future forums

4. Alternative Crops and Regenerative Agriculture: Research and implementation strategies

5.Cost-Benefit Analysis Framework: Tools for evaluating different conservation strategies

6.Forest Management and Water Yield: Best practices and research findings

7.Tribal Water Rights Implementation: Updates on settlements and governance structures

8.Post-2026 Operating Agreements: Status of negotiations and state positions

Forum Business

CSG West Report: CSG West director, Edgar Ruiz, provided an update on organizational activities
and support for legislative water initiatives across the West.

2026 Meeting Location Announcement: The 2026 Colorado River Forum will be held in
California, likely Southern California.

Co-Chair Rotation: Confirmed rotation schedule with Colorado (upper basin) and Arizona (lower
basin) next in line for co-chair positions, maintaining the pattern of alternating between upper and
lower basin leadership.



2025 Colorado River Forum

Final Thoughts

The 2025 Colorado River Forum
demonstrated the power of
interstate legislative collaboration
on one of the West's most pressing
challenges. It provided legislators
with the technical knowledge,
policy context, and collaborative
relationships necessary to navigate
the challenging year ahead. As
negotiations on post-2026
operating agreements intensify, the
connections built and information
shared at this forum will prove
invaluable.

The historic setting in Santa Fe, where the 1922 Colorado River Compact was signed at the Palace
of the Governors, served as a powerful reminder that decisions made in 2026 will shape water
management for decades to come, just as the 1922 Compact shaped the past century. The
difference is that today's decision-makers understand the limits of the river in ways that the 1922
negotiators did not. Armed with that knowledge, western state legislators are committed to finding
sustainable, equitable solutions that honor tribal sovereignty, support agricultural communities, meet
municipal needs, and protect the environment upon which all basin residents depend.

As Co-Chair Senate President Pro Tempore Stewart emphasized in her closing remarks, the forum
succeeded in creating shared understanding and identifying concrete priorities for action. The
commitment to continued collaboration, education, and innovation evident throughout the forum
provides hope that western states can meet the challenges of 2026 and beyond with the same spirit
of cooperation that has characterized the best moments in Colorado River management history.

The path forward requires balancing competing interests, honoring commitments to tribal
communities, maintaining binational cooperation with Mexico, investing in conservation and
technology, and making difficult decisions about water allocation in an era of scarcity. The 2025
forum equipped legislators with knowledge, relationships, and resolve to navigate this path
successfully.



Attendee Roster

View the 2025 Colorado River Forum attendees here.

Thank You

The members of the Colorado River Forum and the staff of CSG West express their
sincere thanks to the sponsors that supported the program. They are: Central Arizona
Project, Imperial Irrigation District, Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, National
Audubon Society, Public Service Company of New Mexico, Salt River Project, and
Southern Nevada Water Authority.



https://csgwest.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/2025-CRF_Meet-the-Attendees.pdf

