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CASE STUDY
State Collaboration Along
The Colorado River

IDENTIFYING HAZARDS:

As increasing water demand, drier conditions, and warming temperatures place greater
stress on the Colorado River, uncertainty about the basin’s future water supply has fueled
collaboration amongst key stakeholders. With support and guidance from over a dozen
federal, state, and local water agencies, the University of Colorado Boulder’s Western Water
Assessment spearheaded the publication of Colorado River Basin Climate and Hydrology:
State of the Science (“State of the Science”), a comprehensive collection of the physical setting
and latest data, tools, and research underpinning the River’s water resources management
permanently housed on a website. The site includes the Intermountain West Climate
Dashboard, which provides detailed information on relevant climate hazards for the region
including up-to-date weather and precipitation data, current snowpack, regional drought
information, current and forecast stream flows, reservoir storage, and climate change
projections for the region and individual states.

POLICY APPROACHES TO INCREASE RESILIENCE:

As noted in the State of the Science Report, “the range of outcomes [from climate scenarios]
is strongly tipped toward reduced runoff,”1 primarily due to projected increased temperature,
resulting in reduced river flow. In response to this and other climate stressors in the basin,
the seven states that are parties to the Colorado River Compact have coordinated efforts
along with the Federal Bureau of Reclamation on Drought Contingency Plans (DCP).
In Colorado, the State of the Science report has helped to reinforce the need to act now to
invest in resiliency and has been used as on resource in understanding and responding to
the state’s predicted climate hazards affecting water management for the Colorado River.
The State of the Science report is one of many data resources which Colorado utilizes to
inform its resilience and adaptation efforts, including the Colorado Resiliency Framework.
The Colorado Water Conservation Board (CWCB) is exploring the feasibility of a (water
resource) Demand Management Program (DM). The Colorado River Compact stipulates that
the Upper Basin States (Colorado, New Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming) will not deplete the
river to below 75 million acre-feet over 10 years as measured as Lee Ferry, Arizona. The
CWCB has adopted the Step II Work Plan to help determine the feasibility of the Demand
Management Program and outline the goals, stakeholder engagement process, and tasks
involved to conserve, develop, protect, and manage Colorado’s water resources, including its
commitment as a state of the upper Colorado River Basin. The Step II Work Plan focuses on
determining if the DM is achievable (funded, traceable, and legally viable), worthwhile for
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Colorado (based on available climate risk mitigation options, equitable, protects water users,
and stores a meaningful amount of water), and advisable (compliant with broader Colorado
River strategy, the most appropriate program, and fits with operations).
The Southern Nevada Water Authority (SNWA), a cooperative agency formed in 1991 to
focus on the unique water needs of that area of the state, also highlights the U.S. Bureau
of Reclamation’s Colorado River Basin Water Supply and Demand Study in its approach
to climate change. The SNWA comments that the study “confirms that temperature trends
in the Colorado River Basin are increasing and precipitation, snowpack water volume,
and annual streamflow trends are decreasing.”3 The data from the report, as well as other
sources, have been used to bolster existing and develop new plans to increase adaptation
and “reduce the impacts of drought and climate change on water supplies and facilities.”4

PRIORITIZE RESILIENCE EFFORTS:

The DCP, finalized in 2019 between the seven Colorado River Basin States and the U.S.
federal government, is a series of agreements to increase the resiliency of the Colorado
River system. As part of the DCP, the states of the upper basin committed to looking at
the feasibility of DMs as part of their state water management plans. Colorado’s feasibility
review of the DM is part of the larger commitment of Upper Basin States to consider how a
DM could be implemented to increase the resilience of water resources in light of hazards
associated with climate change.
A DM is one measure that could allow the state to manage changes expected in the flow of
the Colorado River and to protect Colorado’s access to that water. Overall resilience of this
resource will require consideration of “all potential mechanisms to increase water security.”5
If the DM is determined to be feasible, its provisions could be included as part of the State’s
overall enhancement of resiliency and matching of supply and demand through its water
plan, which is due to be updated in 2022.
In the latest Technical Update to the Water Plan (2019), Colorado outlines climate change
scenario impacts on the state’s water resources for different economic sectors and societal
needs. The goal is to identify and estimate supply-demand gaps based on future climate
scenarios so that these gaps can be prioritized. Based on the five scenarios considered,
the anticipated sectoral impacts, and the Colorado Decision Support System, funding
decisions for hydrological infrastructure and water conservation efforts can be evaluated
and prioritized to increase Colorado’s resilience to climate change impacts on the water
supply. (See Section 2 of the technical update for further information on scenario and sector
impact considerations). To focus the next state water plan, the CWCB has released an Update
Vision with fact sheets on cross-cutting themes and action areas that will guide the 2022
plan. These include a focus on: vibrant communities, robust agriculture, thriving watersheds,
and resilient planning. The CWCB has also developed the Future Avoided Cost Explorer
(FACE) tool which provides decision-relevant information on the economic impacts of flood,
drought, and wildfire by region, sector, and climate change scenario and outlines priority
resilience action based on cost and level of effort estimates.
The SNWA states that it, “and others will use the State of the Science report—which
identifies both challenges and opportunities—to improve the short-term and mid-term
forecasting and long-term projections for the Colorado River system. This information
and associated work efforts will expand the SNWA’s resource management and planning
capacity.”6 The SNWA’s 2020 Water Resources Plan specifically cites the State of the Science
report as a key accomplishment in the effort to understand future water supply and
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outlines priority adaptation measures, in part, informed by the information. In its Water
Resource Plan, the SNWA has used climate science for supply and demand forecasting to
prioritize resilience investment and programs. SNWA has focused on comprehensive water
conservation programs, new infrastructure to increase resilience to low water levels in Lake
Mead, and utilized a water banking effort to accrue nearly 2.1 million acre-feet of water for
use during anticipated scarcity in the future.
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6 Southern Nevada Water Authority, 2020 Water Resource Plan

Interested in learning more about this work or Climate Finance Advisors, contact us here: info@climate-fa.com
Established in 2015 in Washington, DC, as a mission-driven Benefit LLC, CFA is a certified
B-Corporation and a women-owned consulting and advisory firm that works at the nexus
of private investment and climate change. Our mission is to accelerate sustainable, climatealigned investment to the benefit of society, the economy, and the global environment.

This project has been organized with the financial support of the European Union’s
Partnership Instrument within the Strategic Partnerships for the Implementation of
the Paris Agreement program. The opinions expressed are the sole responsibility of
the authors, and do not necessarily reflect the views of the European Union

