
 

Feds announce historic water cuts: What
does this mean?

August 18 2021, by Rachel Whitt

  
 

  

Credit: U.S. Geologic Survey

The U.S. Department of the Interior and the Bureau of Reclamation
declared a water shortage in the Colorado River Basin, announcing
historic water cuts for portions of the western United States. The
damning headlines are startling, but water researchers say they shouldn't
be—this is all part of a water conservation plan nearly two decades in the
making.
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"Shortage is a little bit of a misleading term. We have a plan for the
Colorado River Basin that was developed and negotiated among the
states about 15 years ago. States agreed that as the reservoir levels drop,
we would use less water. What the government announced yesterday was
just putting that plan into effect," explained John Fleck, director of The
University of New Mexico's Water Resource Program. "There's no
surprise here, we expected this to happen eventually—or knew it was a
possibility that we needed to be ready for."

Nevertheless, this is still a significant moment for water conservation
efforts. Fleck says lower water levels mean there is still cause for
concern—and hope.

"We're just getting started in learning to live with less water. Because of
climate change, the available supply of water keeps shrinking and we
expect it to continue to shrink even more," Fleck said. "But I remain
optimistic because human adaptive capacity is really impressive and
we're going to have to call on that. We have to have a positive view of
what is possible to save these landscapes and these communities that we
love here in the Western United States."

Below, Fleck answers questions on the federal announcement, who it
will impact most, how everyday people can help, and what future steps
might look like. Answers are lightly edited for brevity and clarity and are
cleared for republication.
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Q: What did we learn from the announcement yesterday?

A: The rules around who gets how much water are really complicated, so
everybody had to agree that when Lake Mead reaches a particular
level—and Lake Mead is the reservoir that serves Nevada, Arizona,
California and Mexico—we'd take less water out of it. What they
announced yesterday was putting that plan into effect. It is a plan they
made 15 years ago and there's no surprise here, we expected this to
happen eventually.

Folks in the lower Colorado River Basin who depend on this water,
especially in Arizona, are ready for this and know what to do. They
already know who is going to take shortages. There will be some
communities that are harder hit than others; but this is not the apocalypse
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and the end of the world for any of those communities.

Q: Would you consider this a crisis?

A: I believe it is a crisis in the more Old English meaning of the
word—meaning a moment of significant change.

We've had an enormous history of success over the last two decades in
water conservation and using less water in the Colorado River Basin.
We've seen enormous success by cities in cutting their water use; and
we've seen effective adaptation by agricultural users. Farmers are
adapting by shifting the crops they grow and changing their water use
patterns in response to drought and still being economically successful in
selling the crops we need and want.
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These two things –municipal and agricultural success– are important
because we're just getting started in learning to live with less water.
Because of climate change, the available supply of water keeps shrinking
and we expect it to continue to shrink even more. So, these things that
we have done well, we must do more of, because we're not all the way
there yet.

Q: Terms like 'water restrictions' or 'water cuts' are a
little startling. How will this impact New Mexico?

A: It shouldn't be startling. The Federal Government isn't imposing this
on the states. The states want to do this and came up with a plan—now
the government is just implementing that plan.

In the short term, meaning the next few years, this shortage declaration
on lower portion of the Colorado River really doesn't affect New
Mexico. Our supplies of Colorado River water come from the upper part
of the Colorado River Basin, which is managed somewhat differently.
There's no provision in the rules right now for similar shortages here.

In a sense, New Mexico is constantly dealing with shortages, because our
water comes primarily from snowpack in the mountains. So instead of a
reservoir like Lake Mead, we have snow in the mountains. We get water
through the San Juan-Chama Project, which carries water for our use
here in Albuquerque. We only got about a 60 percent allocation this
year—nature imposed that shortage, not the government.

Q: Are there particular communities that we should
be concerned about?
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A: One of the challenges we face is recognizing that we have
communities that were left out of the allocation of water and the
allocation of money to build water infrastructure in the Western
U.S—Tribal and Native American communities. It's really important to
recognize we have a legal and a moral responsibility to make sure those
people are not left out as we try to use less water. As we are pursuing
solutions, we need remember that there are communities who have been
left out and we need to include.

Q: What does the future of these shortages look like?

A: The important thing for New Mexicans is in the long run, because we
still need to come up with a set of plans and rules for our portion of the
Colorado River Basin. Those rules will govern future shortages as water
supplies potentially decrease further because of climate change. Rules on
the shortages we're seeing now were negotiated 15 years ago; and we
don't have a plan yet for the upper Colorado River Basin that serves
Colorado, Wyoming, Utah, and New Mexico. There are discussions
happening, and they are hard discussions because nobody wants to give
up water.

Q: As individuals, what can we do to help?

A: There are three important things we can do:

1. Be mindful about the water we're using in our lives—in our
houses and gardens—and conserve it to the best of our ability.
This includes continuing the shift to low flow toilets, faucets,
shower heads etc.

2. Respect the water management community and the political
leaders who are doing the important work of solving these
problems at a regional scale. Don't expect them to keep
delivering all the water that we've received over the last 20 years.
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Don't act with an expectation that we're entitled to more water
than others. We're all in this together, everyone is trying to use
less water. We just have to be collaborative.

3. Don't be afraid, we can do this! What we need to do as climate
change reduces our water supply is increasingly challenging, but
we've demonstrated across the west that we can do this. If we're
afraid, though, it only makes it harder to find those co-operative,
collaborative solutions.
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