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The Colorado River is a critical resource to Arizona and the southwestern United States. How climate change will impact flows in the Colorado has been the object of much study and concern. At Central Arizona Project, we take this topic very seriously and have included the possibility of reduced river flows in our planning for the future.

Recently published reports have predicted severe shortages of Colorado River water after 2050, with the capacity to deliver to Arizona, California and Nevada reduced as often as 60 to 90 percent of the time after mid-century.

Current allocations of Colorado River water were based on flow rates measured in the early decades of the 20th century. Tree ring studies show that those years were some of the wettest in the past 100 years, and do not represent average water flows in the river.

Annual shortfalls in Colorado River flow have already been seen during the long drought the Southwest has been experiencing. The possibility of a permanent reduction in these flows due to climate change raises significant concern for us at Central Arizona Project as well as for the entire State of Arizona. Arizona's CAP allocation has the lowest priority among Colorado River users and would be the first to lose water in the event of a declaration of "shortage" by the Secretary of the Interior.


While the conclusions of recent climate studies are consistent with previous results, the climate models used are very broad in scope and do not provide enough detail when applied to specific geographic areas, such as the Colorado River watershed. As a result, these models can help forecast potential long-term precipitation in a broad context but fall short of the accuracy necessary to make significant water planning decisions.


CAP, in cooperation with other regional entities, has taken numerous steps to prepare for potential shortages and to augment the Colorado River. These actions must be accounted for in future studies.


For example, CAP, California and Nevada are funding cloud seeding efforts to increase snowpack in the Rocky Mountains, and are evaluating desalination of ocean and low-quality groundwater, and investigating water importation strategies. In addition, Arizona has been banking billions of gallons of river water annually and storing it underground, to be used in the future if shortages are declared.


CAP also supports programs that help ensure that Colorado River water is used efficiently. In addition to sponsoring water conservation education in the three counties we serve, CAP is also involved in the development of the Drop 2 reservoir which will help capture Colorado River water released from Lake Mead but not used by Arizona or California. Also, much of the All-American Canal which provides river water to agriculture and cities in southern California has been lined to prevent losses due to leaks. 


As the steward of Arizona's Colorado River allocation, CAP has a long history of planning for the future. Current studies forecasting reduced flows in the Colorado River are further evidence that in order to plan for the potential impacts of climate change in the southwest, better and more detailed climate models must be developed. The Central Arizona Project looks forward to participating with institutions like the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), the University of Arizona, Arizona State University, Scripps Institute, the University of Colorado and others in supporting and developing such a predictive model. To learn more about the actions CAP is taking in response to climate change, contact our Tucson office at 682-9077.
