
Colorado River Basin: 
System Status Update 
 
 
Colorado River Citizens Forum in Yuma, AZ 
September 11, 2013 



Colorado River Basin: System Status 
Update 

• Overview of the Colorado 
River Basin 

• State of the System 
• Projected System Conditions 
• Colorado River Basin Water 

Supply and Demand Study 
• Questions 

2 



Overview of the Colorado River Basin 
• 16.5 million acre-feet (maf) allocated 

annually 
- 7.5 maf each to Upper and Lower Basins 
- 1.5 maf to Republic of Mexico 

• 13 to 14.5 maf of consumptive use on 
average annually 

• Operations and water deliveries 
governed by the “Law of the River” 

• 60 maf of storage  
• 14.9 maf average annual inflow in Upper 

Basin over the past 100 years 
• 1.3 maf average annual inflow in Lower 

Basin  
• Inflows are highly variable year-to-year 

Map of Colorado River Upper and Lower Basins 

3 



State of the System 
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 Colorado River Basin Storage 
 (as of September 10, 2013)    

Current Storage Percent 
Full MAF Elevation 

(Feet) 

Lake Powell 44% 10.8 3,589 

Lake Mead 47% 12.3 1,106 

Total System 
Storage* 50% 29.8 NA 

*Total system storage was 34.5 maf or 58% this time last year 
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Colorado River Drought 
• Inflow into Powell has been below average 

11 of the past 14 years (2000-2013)  

• The period from 2000-2013 was the driest 
14-year period in over 100 years of historical 
record 

• Tree-ring reconstructions show more severe 
droughts have occurred over the past 1200 
years (e.g., drought in the mid 1100s) 

• Not unusual to have a few years of above 
average inflow during longer-term droughts 
(e.g., the 1950s) 

6 



Water Year 2013 Snowpack and Precipitation 
as of September 9, 2013 

Source: CBRFC 

Colorado River 
Basin above 
Lake Powell 

 
Water Year 2013 

Precipitation 
(year-to-date) 

83% 
 

Snowpack peaked 
at 81% of average 

on April 21 

 
Chart developed with SNOTEL data 

as of August 26, 2013 
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Water Year

Unregulated Inflow into Lake Powell
Water Year 2013 Forecast 

(as of August 1)
Comparison with History

Water Year 2013 Forecast (August 16)

Most Probable: 4.33 MAF (40%)

Average: 10.83 MAF (1981-2010)

Historic Average:  10.83 MAF
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Projected System Conditions 
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Annual Operating Plan (AOP) 
• A report on the current year’s operations and the upcoming 

year’s projected operations 
– published by December of the current calendar year 

• Three consultations held annually 
– May, July, and September 

• Under the 2007 Interim Guidelines: 
– August projections are used as the basis for decision for Lake 

Powell and Lake Mead annual operations for the coming year 
– April projections are also important due to potential adjustments to 

Lake Powell’s annual operation at the higher reservoir levels 

• Draft 2014 AOP currently available at: 
– http://www.usbr.gov/lc/region/g4000/AOP2014/AOP14_draft.pdf 

• Current status and projected monthly operation available at: 
– http://www.usbr.gov/lc/region/g4000/24mo.pdf 
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Lake Powell & Lake Mead Operational Table 
Operational Tier Determinations for Water Year/Calendar Year 2014 

1/1/14 
Projection1 

1/1/14 
Projection 

3,573.69 1,103.08 

12 
1 Lake Powell’s projected elevation is based on an 8.23 maf 
annual release pattern from in water year 2014. 



2007 
Interim 

Guidelines 
Operations 
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1,219.6 26.120 maf Lake Powell Lake Mead 
3,700 24.322 maf 

Not to Scale 

16.2 maf 

9.5 maf 9.6 maf 

17.0 maf 
1,145 

1,075 

3,648 

3,575 

2.5 
maf 

1.9 
maf 

Dead Storage Dead Storage 

0.0 maf 0.0 maf 895 3,370 

1,105 12.2 maf 

5.9 maf 3,525 1,025 6.0 maf 

1,082.7 feet 
10.2 maf in storage 

39% of capacity 

3,582.5 feet 
10.2 maf in storage 

42% of capacity 

Based on a 7.48 maf release pattern from Lake Powell in Water Year 2014 

1 WY 2014 unregulated inflow into Lake Powell is based on 
the CBRFC outlook dated 8/1/13. 

End of Water Year 2014 Projections 
August 2013 24-Month Study Most Probable Inflow Scenario1 

7.48 maf 
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Natural Flow 
Colorado River at Lees Ferry Gaging Station, Arizona 

Water Year 1906 to 2013 
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Colorado River at Lees Ferry, AZ - Natural Flow

Average 10-yr Average

Provisional data, subject to change Estimated values for 2011-2013
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Colorado River Basin Water 
Supply and Demand Study 
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Historical Annual Colorado River Basin Supply & Use 
1914 to 2010 
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• Study Objective 
– Assess future water supply and demand 

imbalances over the next 50 years 
– Develop and evaluate opportunities for 

resolving imbalances 
• Study conducted by Reclamation 

and the Basin States, in 
collaboration with stakeholders 
throughout the Basin 

• Began in January 2010 and 
completed in December 2012 

• A planning study – does not result 
in any decisions, but will provide 
the technical foundation for future 
activities 
 
 

Colorado River Basin Water Supply and 
Demand Study 

Cost-Share Partners 

Arizona Department of Water 
Resources 

 (California) Six Agency Committee 

Colorado Water Conservation Board 

New Mexico Interstate Stream 
Commission 

Southern Nevada Water Authority 

Utah Division of Water Resources 

Wyoming State Engineer’s Office 

Reclamation’s Upper and Lower 
Colorado Regions 
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Final Study Reports 

Executive Summary 

Study Report 

Technical Report A – Scenario Development 

Technical Report B – Water Supply Assessment 

Technical Report C – Water Demand Assessment  

Technical Report D – System Reliability Metrics 

Technical Report E – Approach to Develop and 
Evaluate Opportunities to Balance Supply 
Technical Report F – Development of Options and 
Strategies 
Technical Report G – System Reliability Analysis 
and Evaluation of Options and Strategies 

The final Study is a collection of reports available at: 
http://www.usbr.gov/lc/region/programs/crbstudy/report1.html  
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Colorado River Basin: 
System Status Update 

 
For further information: 

 
www.usbr.gov/lc/riverops.html 

BCOOWaterOps@usbr.gov 
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