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TO:   Colorado Water Conservation Board Members  
 
FROM:  Amy Ostdiek and Michelle Garrison  
 
DATE:  July 20, 2023 
 
SUBJECT: Agenda Item 17: Colorado River Hydrology and Other Updates 
 
 
 
This is an informational item with no board action requested. 
 
1. Hydrology and operations update  
 
Streamflow for Water Years 2021 and 2022 was well below average throughout the basin, 
placing significant strain on basin storage and on water users in the Upper Basin.  WY 2023 
precipitation has been above average and snowpack was well above average throughout most 
of the Upper Basin and areas of the Lower Basin.  Spring runoff was above average throughout 
most of the basin, with drier conditions in a few headwater areas.  Drought and reservoir 
storage conditions have improved across most of the basin.  However, long-term impacts from 
depleted storage are expected to continue, as indicated in current forecasts for reservoir 
operations. 
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Lake Powell was scheduled to release 7.48 MAF in WY 2022, as determined by Reclamation’s 
August 2021 24-Month Study. Projected Lake Powell elevations triggered planning activities 
pursuant to the Upper Basin Drought Contingency Plan (DCP). The Drought Response 
Operations Plan for May 2022 through April 2023 described a planned release of an additional 
500,000 acre-feet of water from Flaming Gorge reservoir to help protect critical 
infrastructure at Lake Powell. In May 2022 Reclamation announced a reduction in the WY 2022 
Lake Powell release to 7.0 MAF as an additional infrastructure protection measure. Lake 
Powell rose above elevation 3525’ in May 2022 and fell below that threshold elevation in 
December 2022. Due to improved hydrologic conditions, Lake Powell elevations rose above 
3525’ in April 2023 and are now projected to remain above that threshold through 2024.  This 
increase in forecasted inflow and storage elevation resulted in several actions in spring 2023, 
including the cessation of DROA releases in early March, changing focus to recovery of 
previously released DROA water for the May 2023 – April 2024 DROA plan, and a substantial 
increase in WY 2023 releases from Lake Powell. WY 2023 is the first year in which Lake Powell 
has operated in the Lower Elevation Balancing Tier.  In that tier, releases from Lake Powell 
are initially set to 7.0 MAF but can be adjusted in April through September up to a maximum 
of 9.5 MAF based on inflow forecasts.  Lake Powell releases are currently forecasted to be 
approximately 9.2 MAF for WY 2023, including release of the 480,000 acre-feet withheld in 
Lake Powell in WY 2022. 
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Projected Lake Mead elevations from Reclamation’s August 2022 24-Month Study triggered a 
2023 Tier 2a shortage condition for the Lower Basin and reduced deliveries to Mexico 
pursuant to Minute 323, totaling 721,000 acre-feet as shown in the table below. Water 
conservation measures under the Lower Basin Drought Contingency Plan and Binational Water 
Scarcity Plan are also required in 2023.  
 
The Lower Division States operated in a Tier 1 shortage condition in 2022. The planned 
reduction in water deliveries under the declared Tier 1 shortage condition was offset by 
releases of Intentionally Created Surplus water previously stored in Lake Mead to some 
entities, thereby reducing protection of elevations at Lake Mead.  
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In addition to the shortages agreed to pursuant to the 2007 Guidelines and 2019 Drought 
Contingency Plans, in December 2021 the Lower Division States also committed to creating an 
additional 500,000 acre-feet of water per year in 2021-2022, and 2023, of conserved water to 
remain in Lake Mead on a voluntary basis. The amount of water modeled for each year 
pursuant to the “500+ Plan” is included in the table below. Planned conservation in late 2022 
and 2023 increased almost 600,000 AF from August 2022 projections, which reflects the 
improved hydrology in the Lower Basin.  Similar to shortage conditions, the amount of water 
conserved in Lake Mead under the “500+ Plan” may be partially offset by other withdrawals.  
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2. Drought Response Operations Updates and 2023 Agreement 
 
On May 17, the Upper Colorado River Commission adopted the 2023 Drought Response 
Operations Agreement (DROA) Plan. This Plan is focused on recovery of water previously 
released from Flaming Gorge and Blue Mesa reservoirs in 2021 and 2022. Reclamation 
estimates that 588,000 acre-feet of storage will be recovered at Flaming Gorge and 36,000 
acre-feet will be recovered at Blue Mesa. 
 
Maintaining water higher in the Colorado River System provides the advantages of reduced 
evaporation and increased flexibility and security for potential future operations. In addition 
to the 161,000 acre-feet released from Blue Mesa Reservoir and Flaming Gorge Reservoir in 
2021, Flaming Gorge has released over 460,000 acre-feet as part of the 2022 DROA Plan. 
 
3. System Conservation Pilot Program Implementation 
 
In June 2022, the Commissioner of the Bureau of Reclamation called on the Colorado River 
Basin States to create a plan to conserve an additional 2-4 million acre-feet of water above 
efforts already underway, in an effort to protect critical infrastructure at Lake Powell and 
Lake Mead. In July 2022, the Upper Division States responded with a Five-Point Plan, while 
recognizing that we were not the cause of the crisis and had limited options to respond due to 
ongoing and deep hydrologic and legal water shortages, coupled with depleted storage.  
 
One component of this plan is reauthorization of the System Conservation Pilot Program 
(SCPP). This program entails temporary, voluntary, and compensated reductions in 
consumptive use across the Upper Basin for the purpose of mitigating the impacts of drought 
in the Upper Colorado River Basin. The SCPP was reauthorized by Congress, and a Request for 
Proposals was released in December 2022. Applications were accepted through March 1, 2023. 
 
The SCPP is administered by the Upper Colorado River Commission (UCRC) pursuant to a 
funding agreement executed on January 6, 2023, between the UCRC and the Department of 
the Interior through the Bureau of Reclamation. Pursuant to these agreements, the UCRC held 
a special meeting on April 17, 2023, and voted to authorize UCRC to develop and enter into 
contracts with 72 project proponents across the Upper Basin. Ultimately, 65 of these projects 
moved forward through contracting. Of these, 24 projects are in Colorado, totaling less than 
3,500 acre-feet of estimated conserved consumptive use. Projects are now being 
implemented. 
 
The UCRC is currently compiling “lessons learned” through implementation of the SCPP to 
date. This information will help inform next steps, including whether UCRC will implement an 
SCPP program in 2023-2024. It will also help inform the Demand Management Feasibility 
Investigation. It is anticipated this information will be available in August. 
 
3. Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement for Near-Term Operations 
 
Background 
 
On October 28, 2022, The Bureau of Reclamation published a Notice of Intent to prepare a 
Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement (SEIS). This purpose of the SEIS is to adjust 
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the current operating guidelines for Glen Canyon and Hoover Dams and to provide options for 
the Bureau of Reclamation to adapt to potentially dry years in the next few water years.   
 
On January 30, 2023, the states of Arizona, Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, and 
Wyoming jointly submitted the Consensus-Based Modeling Alternative (CBMA) to the Bureau of 
Reclamation. The CBMA was intended to serve as a framework for Reclamation to analyze in 
its SEIS process.  
 
Key components of the CBMA include: 

• Assessment of evaporation and transit losses in the Lower Basin States in the amount 
of 1.5 million acre-feet each year. 

• Additional shortages at higher Mead elevations for Lower Basin States. 
• Upper Basin contributions included recognition of hydrologic shortages that Upper 

Basin water users routinely face, and additional voluntary conservation measures as 
possible, subject to approval by the Upper Division States and fully voluntary 
participation by water users. 
 

On January 31, California provided to the Bureau of Reclamation an alternative proposal in 
response to the SEIS. California’s proposal differed from the six-state CBMA in several ways 
and called for higher reservoir releases and much lower levels of conservation, to be achieved 
on a priority basis. 
 
On April 11, 2023, the Bureau of Reclamation released a Draft Supplemental Environmental 
Impact Statement (DSEIS). The DSEIS included three alternatives, described below: 
 

• No Action Alternative: Continuation of the 2007 Guidelines as written. 
o Lower Basin reductions continue to include shortages as determined by the 

2007 Interim Guidelines and additional contributions as determined by the 2019 
Lower Basin Drought Contingency Plan. 

o No additional conservation action or reservoir operational changes to protect 
critical reservoir elevations. 

• Action Alternative 1:  
o In addition to reductions under the 2007 Interim Guidelines and the 2019 Lower 

Basin Drought Contingency Plan, additional reductions in Lower Basin State 
water deliveries distributed based on priority are contemplated, beginning in 
2024. Reductions would be borne entirely by junior contractors. 

o These additional reductions begin at Mead elevation <1,090’.   
o Total Lower Basin reductions are capped at 2.083 million acre-feet in 2024. 
o In 2025-2026, additional reductions increase at Mead elevation <1,040’, up to 

4.0 million acre-feet of reductions at Mead elevation 950’. 
o Lake Powell operations modified to create the Lower Elevation Release tier (as 

opposed to “Balancing Tier”) at elevation 3,500 – 3575’, with the initial release 
set at 6.0 million acre-feet and adjusted in April based on the End-of-Water 
Year projection, for a release of up to 8.23 million acre-feet. 

• Action Alternative 2: 
o In addition to the reductions under the 2007 Interim Guidelines and the 2019 

Lower Basin Drought Contingency Plan, additional Lower Basin reductions are 
contemplated in the same volume and elevation triggers as in Alternative 1 but 
are distributed based on a pro-rata additional reduction to each contractor. For 
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example, a reduction of 1 million acre-feet would be distributed as a 13% 
reduction for every contractor. 

o Lake Powell operations modified consistent with Action Alternative 1. 
The DSEIS did include potential contributions from Upper Basin reservoirs through the Drought 
Response Operations Agreement in Alternative 2, and stated that any such contributions 
would occur consistent with the DROA and Framework agreements, which remain in place and 
are not modified by this DSEIS. 
 
Following release of the DSEIS, the Lower Division States submitted a proposal to conserve at 
least 3 million acre-feet of water by 2026, in lieu of Reclamation taking either of the actions 
identified in the DSEIS. In a letter sent to the Bureau of Reclamation on May 22, the Basin 
States requested Reclamation further analyze the Lower Basin proposal and urged 
Reclamation to immediately turn to planning for long-term operations at Lake Powell and 
Lake Mead. Commissioner Mitchell and staff await additional information from the Lower 
Division States and analysis from the Bureau of Reclamation that show how this proposal 
would perform relative to the other alternatives previously identified. The letter simply 
requests additional information and analysis and is not an endorsement of the Lower Division 
States’ proposal. 
 
In response to this submission, the Bureau of Reclamation withdrew the previously released 
DSEIS and is now expected to release a revised DSEIS, which will include an analysis of the 
Lower Division States’ proposal. Commissioner Mitchell and staff will analyze this information 
once it becomes available. 
 
4. Notice of Intent for Development of Post-2026 Operational Guidelines for Lake 

Powell and Lake Mead 
 
In June, the Department of Interior announced the initiation of the formal process to develop 
future operating guidelines for Lake Powell and Lake Mead. The new guidelines will replace 
the 2007 Colorado River Interim Guidelines, which govern the operations of Lake Powell and 
Lake Mead through 2026. The 2007 Guidelines are set to expire in 2026. The formal process 
was announced through a Notice of Intent published in the Federal Register. The NOI will be 
available for public comment through August 15, 2023. Commissioner Mitchell and staff are 
currently drafting comments that will focus on ensuring the appropriate scope for the Post-
2026 operational guidelines and protection of Colorado’s significant interests in the Colorado 
River.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


