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I. Introduction 

The Colorado River Basin (Basin) is in the eighth year of drought – the worst eight 

year period in over a century of continuous recordkeeping. Reservoir elevations 

have declined over this period and the duration of this ongoing, historic drought is 

unknown. This is the first long-term drought in the modern history of the Colorado 

River, although climate experts and scientists suggest droughts of this severity 

have occurred in the past and are likely to occur in the future. 



Lakes Powell & Mead Operations 
(USBR)



Interim Guidelines for the 

Operation of Lake Powell 

and Lake Mead 

Section 2. Determination of Lake Mead Operation 

During the Interim Period

In the development of the AOP, the Secretary shall use the 

August 24-Month Study projections for the following 

January 1 system storage and reservoir water surface 

elevations to determine the Lake Mead operation for the 

following Calendar Year as described in this Section 2. 
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USBR’s Operations Modeling



Experience to Date

• Lead time too short

• Lower Basin shortage forecast has flipped in several 

years between the April and August 24-month study  

runs

• At current reservoir levels, relative balance between 

demand & supply translates to high sensitivity at trigger 

elevation

• Intentionally Created Surplus water developed through 

forbearance agreements pursuant to the IGs has 

“propped up” Mead elevations 

• Additional pilot system conservation programs have 

been used to further  “prop up” reservoir elevations





Example Existing Investments to 

Mitigate Risk 
• Capital investments --

SNWA third intake, 

$817M

• Individual local agencies’ 

Intentionally Created 

Surplus projects

• Pilot system conservation 

programs (including in 

UB), 2014-17, ~$19M 



New Actions to Implement 

DCP, Upper Basin 
• Demand management actions TBD, such as 

temporary fallowing programs, system 

conservation programs, forbearance 

agreements, etc

• Lessons learned/questions raised from pilot 

system conservation program: 6. What would be the 

source of financial support for measurable demand management volumes, 

recognizing current unit costs? For example, is it feasible to secure roughly 

$40 million to conserve approximately 200,000 acre-feet based on the 2017 

SCPP unit costs? 7. How do we manage risk and determine an appropriate 

level of conservation given hydrologic variability? For example, how do we 

minimize large investments in conservation rendered unnecessary by a wet 

year—are there opportunities for using surplus conserved water in the 

Upper Basin (e.g., water banking)? 



Managing with Uncertainty in 

Forecasts

• Lead time required for making decisions!

• Uncertainty costs money, agencies want 

to manage financial risk

– Irretrievable impacts

– Avoided costs, opportunity costs



Seasonal Precipitation 

Forecasting
• Skillful forecasting would be very valuable 

for risk management, especially for cost 

management

• Supports longer lead times for risk 

management actions

• No clear pathway for forecasting 

improvements


