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Hydrology



The year 2018 was extremely dry in most of the Colorado River Basin, 

with low snow pack in the Rockies and low run-off into Lake Powell



Colorado River Basin storage is 

at an all time low due a 19-year 

drought and a disconnect 

between available and allocated 

supplies

Minimum Power Pool



Lake Powell and Lake Mead have dropped significantly in 

the past 25 years



This drop is due to overall warming in the basin, reduced inflows into 

Lake Powell, and overallocation relative to supplies

1981 – 2010 unregulated flow average



The BoR has recently compared hydrology from the full period of 

record to the “stress test”, which represents the last 30 years

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

A
n

n
u

a
l 
F

lo
w

 (
M

A
F

)

Calendar Year
Provisional data, subject to change

Estimated values for 2016-2018

Long-term running average (1906 – 2018 average = 14.8 MAF)

1988 – 2015 (“stress test” hydrology) average = 13.2 MAF

10-yr moving average
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Colorado River at Lees Ferry Gaging Station, Arizona
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Historical Elevations

Historical and Future Projected Lake Mead End-of-December Elevations

Operations per 2007 Interim Guidelines 
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Surplus Conditions

Median “2007 Projections”
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Figure notes:
2007 Projections from Interim Guidelines FEIS. Future hydrology based on resampling of the 1906-2005 natural flow record.
“Full” Hydrology from April 2018 CRSS. Future hydrology based on resampling of the 1906-2015 natural flow record.
“Stress Test” Hydrology from April 2018 CRSS. Future hydrology based on resampling of the 1988-2015 natural flow record.



Outlook



In August, the Bureau of Reclamation issued updated probabilities of 

shortage for 2019-2023 

The projections indicate there will not be a Lower Basin shortage in 2019 under the 

2007 Interim Guidelines but they indicate a 57 percent likelihood for Lower Basin 

shortage in 2020.

In addition, BoR modelling indicate that the elevation of Lake Mead could drop by 

20 feet or more by mid-2020.

2020 2023
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In 2007, Interim Guidelines for Lower Basin Shortages were established, 

but are now insufficient to address the current risks of the system 

Lower Basin Drought Contingency Plan

The Need 

The risk of Lake Mead falling below 1,025’ in the year 2026 has doubled 

since the development of the 2007 Interim Guidelines. Under the “Stress 

Test” hydrology, this risk is about six times higher.

The DCP Goal

Reduce the probability of reaching critical elevations that could cause 

drastic reductions in water deliveries in Arizona
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Implementing the DCP means Arizona will assume significant recutions in 

Colorado River water deliveries

3



Actions



ADWR-CAP DCP Steering Committee is meeting every two weeks 

to determine how Arizona will absorb reduced deliveries

ADWR and CAWCD identified the mission of the Steering Committee, as an opportunity to:

“discuss and recommend how to adopt and implement the Lower Basin Drought 

Contingency Plan (LBDCP) in a way that is acceptable to Arizona water users.”

During the meeting, ADWR and CAWCD also identified four essential elements to consider 

as tools to implement the Lower Basin Drought Contingency Plan (LBDCP) that are focused 

on mitigating the differential impacts of LBDCP and on sustaining collaborative processes 

within Arizona – keeping in mind the technical analysis of impacts and the political realities 

of getting to a joint resolution through the Arizona Legislature in 2019.



ADWR-CAP have four steering committee tools

CAP Agriculture Mitigation -- The CAP Agriculture Pool faces reductions under the LBDCP, 

but receives limited benefits, so part of the Arizona plan development is to see how we can 

mitigate the impact to the agricultural sector.

Tribal Intentionally Created Surplus (ICS) – Currently, the Non-Indian Agriculture (NIA) 

Pool is largely held by CAP Tribes with settlements. The Tribal ICS tool provides some 

flexibility for management of supplies provided from settlements and on-River entitlements.

CAP Excess Water Plan – Over the past few years and this year, the CAP Excess Water 

supply has been the major contributor to “tier zero” reductions (Lake Mead elevation above 

1075’). Discussions about this tool will explore how to continue the collaborative approach 

that has been in place so that Arizona can continue to achieve multiple benefits from the CAP 

Excess Water supply when it is available.

Arizona Conservation Plan – Discussion about this concept will explore a new collaborative 

process to foster broader participation to help meet Arizona’s LBDCP reductions by allowing 

for broader participation in contributions to Lake Mead.



System Conservation projects, in tandem with other conservation 

efforts, have helped to keep Lake Mead from falling below Tier 1



There are opportunities to stay engaged in this process, and to 

stay up to date on the latest river and reservoir conditions

ADWR DCP Website

new.azwater.gov/lbdcp

CAP DCP Website

www.cap-az.com/departments 

/planning/colorado-river-programs/az-dcp-

discussion

US Bureau of Reclamation

www.usbr.gov/lc/

If Lake Mead declines to critical elevations, 

water users may look elsewhere for water. 

Water resources like groundwater, and existing 

Arizona regulations that promote sustainable 

water planning may come under increased 

scrutiny and pressure. Arizona’s valuable rivers 

and streams, and the habitats they provide for 

birds could be at risk if groundwater pumping 

increases. 

We need to implement policies that increase 

the likelihood of maintaining a flowing Colorado 

River. Birds, fish, wildlife, and people all are 

relying on it.

• Learn More: http://bit.ly/BirdsAndTheDCP

• Join the Network: http://bit.ly/JoinWRAN



Thank you! 


