
Big CAP cuts coming as 3-state water agreement nears

Arizona, California and Nevada negotiators are moving toward a major agreement
triggering cuts in Colorado River water deliveries to Southern and Central Arizona to avert
much more severe cuts in the future.

As state water officials now envision the agreement, it would also ultimately require
California to cut its use of river water. That’s despite a 48-year-old law that says the
Central Arizona Project must relinquish all its supply during shortages before California
loses any.

Terms of an agreement are still being negotiated, but water officials say these cuts are
made necessary by a continued drop in the level of Lake Mead over 16 years. Lake Mead
stores the river water that serves cities and farms in the three states, including drinking
water for the Tucson and Phoenix areas.

Key details of a potential agreement and its effects:

The $3.5 billion Central Arizona Project would lose nearly 15 percent of its water
supply as early as next year. That’s even though conditions on the river and Lake
Mead today aren’t yet serious enough to mandate cuts, according to the 2007
guidelines under which the river is now managed. Assuming Lake Mead continues
declining over the next decade, CAP’s deliveries could gradually be cut up to 40
percent.
California would face smaller cuts in Colorado River deliveries once Lake Mead
dropped a little more than 30 feet below where it is today. California would ultimately
lose barely 8 percent of its river supply. But to many observers it’s remarkable that
the state would take any cuts, since the 1968 law that authorized CAP’s construction
gives California first priority to river water during shortages.
For the first time, Arizona water officials are talking of trying to spread CAP cuts to
all sectors of the state’s economy that currently rely on project water for drinking
and irrigation — cities, farms, industries, Indian tribes and others. Historically, the
state’s plan has always been to cut CAP deliveries only to Central Arizona farmers in
the early years of shortages and to cut off cities and tribes possibly much later.

But CAP and Arizona Department of Water Resources officials now want to divvy the cuts
among all parties. That’s both to spread the pain more evenly and to get wider political
support for the water curtailment plan. The proportions of how cuts would be shared isn’t
known. State officials will try to persuade users to agree to shoulder cuts voluntarily,



reaching what Arizona Department of Water Resources Director Tom Buschatzke calls a
“grand bargain.”

Nevada would take a much smaller share of cuts, because it has the right to only
300,000 acre-feet of Colorado River water, compared to 2.8 million for Arizona and
4.4 million for California.
The U.S. Bureau of Reclamation, which operates Mead, would cut another 100,000
acre-feet annually by finding “efficiencies” such as lining irrigation canals to limit
seepage or possibly by opening the long-shuttered Yuma Desalination Plant.

Fears of huge cuts in river water supplies have grown in recent years, since Lake Mead
started to decline as much as 12 feet a year in the early 2000s. The decline is due partly
to ongoing drought aggravated by climate change, and partly to overuse of water on the
long-over-allocated river. It’s estimated the river has a “structural deficit” of up to 1.2
million acre-feet a year.

Officials of the three Lower Colorado River Basin states have been negotiating to try to
stabilize lake levels since last summer. But by December, progress toward a settlement
was slow enough that Deputy Interior Secretary Michael Connor warned state water
officials that if they couldn’t reach agreement soon, the feds would impose a solution.

By last week, the three states were making enough progress that Arizona water officials
were meeting privately with water users around the state to lay out potential terms of an
agreement. Tucson Water officials have briefed City Council members on the
negotiations. In midweek, a state water official presented a slide show discussing the
possible agreement to the Southern Arizona Water Users Association, a group
representing most area municipal water utilities and private water users.

On Friday, negotiators for Arizona and California said they haven’t reached formal
agreement, but both sides are open to the terms of the agreement being discussed.
Arizona’s Legislature — but not California’s Legislature — must approve an agreement,
meaning that state water officials have a big selling job ahead of them.

“I think there’s a lot of equity in this process,” said Arizona water chief Buschatzke. “They
have tough things they’re talking about. We have tough things that we’re talking about.”

He said he believes California will come to terms with Arizona because if Lake Mead’s
decline is not slowed, potentially everyone will suffer, including California.

During that state’s prolonged drought, Southern California cities were able to take out



river water they had stored in Mead in previous years because the lake still had enough
water to supply it, Buschatzke said. That lake water was a critical component of the
state’s ability to deal with the drought, he said.

Tanya Trujillo, director of California’s Colorado River Water Board, said all parties are
working in good faith to try to pull together an agreement beneficial to her state and the
entire Lower Basin.

“We have very difficult negotiations to work through amongst our own agencies,” Trujillo
said. “We have a huge drought that we are living through as well. There are some difficult
discussions that still need to take place.”

California hopes to get benefits from an agreement such as being allowed to continue to
leave some water in Lake Mead during years of surplus that it could use later during
droughts, she said.

A graph prepared by the Arizona water agency shows how much more severe the cuts
could be if nothing is done, Buschatzke said.

The graph predicted what would happen if the river basin had the same dry, warm
weather that occurred from 2002 through 2011. If the states do nothing, Mead could drop
by 2022 to barely 1,000 feet, the graph shows. In 2023 and 2024, the lake could approach
995 feet. At such levels, Arizona could lose three-fourths of its CAP water.

But under the plan now being discussed, Mead would drop no lower than 1,015 feet by
2023, and rebound to 1,050 feet by 2025. Arizona would lose no more than 40 percent of
CAP.

“It would involve additional sacrifice by everybody, but the fact that we’re talking and
seriously considering this thing is a recognition if this continues, the entire system could
crash if we’re not prepared to do something,” said Estevan Lopez, the federal
reclamation agency’s commissioner. “I want to emphasize at this point, that these are
concepts. It’s not a done deal. It’s at a sensitive place, but people remain engaged.”


