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Water conservation efforts avert shortage — for now
By EllEn O’BriEn

eobrien@azcapitoltimes.com

By all accounts, 2017 has been a 
good water year, but experts say that the 
reduced risk of a water shortage in 2018 
doesn’t change the long-term conservation 
decisions that have to be made.

Water levels at Lake Mead act as a 
barometer for the Colorado River. When 
Lake Mead gets too low, a shortage is 
declared and water reductions start going 
into effect – reductions that impact Ari-
zona water users first.

In the 24-month report released by the 
United States Bureau of Reclamation in 
2016, the bureau predicted a more than 
50 percent chance of a water shortage in 
2018. This August, the Bureau of Reclama-
tion report reduced that projection to zero.

A combination of programs led to Ari-
zona avoiding a shortage: good hydrology 
in 2017 and a wide range of programs and 
agreements between water users that kept 
water in Lake Mead.

“The reason we stayed out of a shortage 

the last couple of years is that we took 
proactive measures,” said Tom Buschatzke, 
the director of the Arizona Department of 
Water Resources.

Water experts cited programs such as 
the System Conservation Pilot Program, 
the 2014 Drought Response Memo-
randum of Understanding, and Gila River 
Water Storage.

“We’ve been successful in 2016, 
2017, and now 2018 in avoiding short-
ages through an open and collaborative 
approach that adapts to changing condi-
tions,” said Chuck Cullom, the Colorado 
River program manager at the Central 
Arizona Project.

Local programs like Gila River Water 
Storage make use of partnerships with 
tribal water users and groundwater storage 
to manage water. Another collaborative 
project by the Salt River Project, this one 
with the Central Arizona Project, used 
existing infrastructure and water supplies 
to bring water to the city of Goodyear.

These and other short term projects are 
“right in line with the kind of cooperative, 

out of the box projects Arizona needs,” 
said Drew Beckwith, the water policy 
manager at Western Resource Advocates.

However, water policy experts agree 
that the problem isn’t solved. In 2020, the 
chance of a shortage is back up to more 
than 50 percent.

“We’ve kicked the can two years down 
the road,” said Beckwith. “The structural 
deficit still exists.”

Buschatzke called the avoidance of a 
shortage in 2018 a “temporary reprieve.”

The problem for water managers in the 
lower Colorado River basin: more water is 
allocated to water users than is actually in 
the river.

To address potential shortages in the 
future, the Arizona Department of Water 
Resources has worked out a Drought Con-
tingency Plan, or DCP, with the states of 
Nevada and Colorado. Under the new 
agreement, Arizona would begin reducing 
water consumption at higher water eleva-
tions, including the current ones, and all 
three states would take sharper reductions 
as Lake Mead levels fall.

However, the Drought Contingency 
Plan has yet to be finalized.

While the director of the Arizona 
Department of Water Resources has the 
authority to sign inter-state water agree-
ments, a deal like the Drought Contin-
gency Plan that involves a sovereign right 
or claim of the state of Arizona must be 
approved by the Legislature by a concur-
rent resolution under ARS §45-106.

“I believe we will have no trouble get-
ting legislative approval,” Buschatzke said. 
“We’re still working with water users to 
make that happen.”

The Drought Contingency Plan is sup-
plemented by an international agreement 
with Mexico, Minute 323, and by a state 
plan called the DCP Plus to share water 
and water reductions among water users.

“It’s going to take all of us working 
together,” said Dave Roberts, the senior 
director of water resources at SRP.

Buschatzke agreed: “One of the most 
important parts of that conversation is that 
water providers and water managers speak 
with one voice.” 

No end near after 4 decades of water rights litigation
By EllEn O’BriEn

eobrien@azcapitoltimes.com

After 44 years, the adjudication of water 
rights in Arizona is still far from being 
resolved, and water policy experts say that 
resolving these competing claims is essen-
tial to providing certainty about water 
rights.

Two general stream adjudications are 
currently underway that affect the most 
populous areas of the state: the Gila River 
Adjudication in the Maricopa County 
Superior Court and the Little Colorado 
River Adjudication in the Apache County 
Superior Court.  The proceedings’ goal is to 

establish the extent and priority of all water 
rights for both river systems.

The Gila River alone provides about 20 
percent of Arizona’s water, while its trib-
utaries, the Salt and Verde rivers, pro-
vide nearly 40 percent of the water to the 
Phoenix area through the Salt River Project.

“As we get to this time in our state where 
we have less extra water ... it’s really crit-
ically important that we have clarity and 
certainty about water rights,” said Sarah 
Porter, director of the ASU Kyl Center for 
Water Policy.

General stream adjudications are rel-
atively common proceedings in Western 
states, and states such as Wyoming and 

Washington only resolved decades-old 
adjudications in the past five years. In 
Arizona, however, few cases have been 
resolved in the past four decades of pro-
ceedings, and there’s a lot of work still to be 
done: there are over 38,000 parties in the 
Gila Adjudication and over 5,800 parties in 
the Little Colorado Adjudication.

“A lot of moving slowly is a result of 
the court process itself and the due pro-
cess rights of claimants,” said Tom Bus-
chatzke, director of the Department of 
Water Resources. Nevertheless, “we need 
to move forward and get that adjudication 
toward the finish line in a somewhat timely 
manner.”

Some progress is being made. At the 
beginning of September in the U.S. Senate, 
Sen. Jeff Flake and Sen. John McCain 
introduced S.1770 to finalize the Hualapai 
Tribe’s water rights on the Gila River, and 
the bill has been referred to the Committee 
on Indian Affairs.

Water policy experts emphasized that 
finally resolving the general stream adjudi-
cations will be an important step not just 
for water managers and water users, but 
also for business in Arizona.

Real estate agents, corporate site devel-
opers, and other economic decision makers 
“have zero tolerance for uncertainty about 
water rights,” Porter of ASU said. 

The Colorado River is a major source of water for Arizona. The management of its supply involves 
numerous stakeholders and agencies. 

Horseshoe Bend near Page is a scenic point of the Colorado River, which is major source of water 
for Arizona. 
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