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The existing rules that govern the Colorado River 
are set to expire in 2026.  

• 2007 Interim Guidelines
• 2019 Drought Contingency Plan
• Minute 323 (U.S. / Mexico)

States have been negotiating and developing a 
framework for operations post-2026.

Colorado River Operations



2007 Interim Guidelines and DCP



• Water year release 
determination

• Coordinated 
Operations:

• Based on Lake Powell 
and Lake Mead 
Elevations

• Balancing under many 
tiers has created 
conflicts between the 
two basins

2007 Interim Guidelines



• BOR initiated the NEPA process in June 2023

• The Lower Basin states have developed a 
draft alternative for consideration in the EIS

• Additional work with stakeholders, water 
users, Mexico, and the Upper Basin is needed 
to reach consensus

Post-2026 Colorado River Operations



GOAL: 

Address impacts of drought and climate 
change through a holistic and sustainable 
approach to the coordinated operations of 
Lake Powell and Lake Mead that improves 
predictability for water users

Lower Basin Alternative



In order to achieve the goal, the alternative:

• Addresses the structural deficit in the Lower Basin

• Operates the reservoirs based on system contents 
rather than elevations at Lake Powell and Lake 
Mead

• Shares water use reductions broadly

• Creates provisions for the storage and delivery of 
stored water

• Releases from Lake Powell that are adaptable to a 
broad range of hydrologies and respond to 
“hydrologic shortages”

Lower Basin Alternative



• Approach uses total system contents

• CRSP Initial Units, Lake Powell, Lake Mead, Lake Mojave, and Lake Havasu

• Benefits of total system contents

• More holistic view of system storage

• Actions of one basin cannot be used to “game” the other basin 

• Whether the water is in Powell or Mead it produces the same reductions

• Maximum reductions kick in with storage still remaining

Water Use



Total System Contents



Lower Basin Alternative: Reduction Determination
Reductions are based on available system contents



First, the volume of the reduction must be calculated

69% - 58%: Cuts to Lower Basin water uses increasing from 0 to 1.5 maf 

58% - 38%: Static cut to Lower Basin water uses of 1.5 maf 

38% - 23%: Static cut to Lower Basin water uses of 1.5 maf plus 
additional, at least half of the cuts to Upper Basin as total 
system reductions increase from 1.5 maf to 3.9 maf   

Lower Basin Alternative: Reductions by State



Second, the reduction volume is divided 
amongst the Lower Basin States

*Mexico reductions are assumed to appropriately model cumulative effects but will be determined through separate negotiations

Lower Basin Alternative: Reductions by State



Historical Total System Contents



Coordinated Operations

• Considerate of compact requirements
• Acknowledges and adjusts for hydrologic shortages
• Creates framework where ANY Upper Basin activity does not 

influence the release because the release remains the same 
regardless of what reservoir the water sits in



Colorado River Storage Project Reservoirs



Coordinated Operations



CRSP Contents



While there is more work to be done with stakeholders, the following storage 
mechanisms are included in the alternative:

• Entitlement holders meeting certain criteria would be allowed to
develop storage accounts similar to ICS.  This water can be used to help offset 
reductions

• Entitlement holders would maintain access to existing water stored under the 
2007 Interim Guidelines, while creating a new storage mechanism to encourage 
conservation and augmentation

• Details still need to be negotiated and modeled to understand impacts, benefits, 
and tradeoffs

Storage



• Proposed alternatives will be reviewed by Reclamation
• Lower Basin will work with its water users, tribes, NGOs, stakeholders, and 

Reclamation to further refine the alternative and associated programs and rules
• Basin States will continue to negotiate toward a consensus-based alternative

NEPA Next Steps

Post-2026 Milestone Schedule



Process 
Next Steps

Modeling work and 
refining alternative

Consensus Building 
(Water users, Tribes, 
NGOs, stakeholders)

Mexico NegotiationsWorking with 
Reclamation 

Intra-state 
Processes
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