
• Colorado River Management Report

Summary 
This report provides a summary of activities related to management of Metropolitan’s Colorado River resources 
for the month of August 2014. 

Purpose 
Informational  

Detailed Report 
Reclamation Updates Outlook for Shortages, Surpluses 

On August 22, the Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation) updated its outlook for potential shortage and surplus 
declarations on the Colorado River.  Reclamation updated its outlook by running its Colorado River System 
Simulation model, which uses the past 103 years of flow records in the Colorado River Basin to forecast the 
likelihood of future water conditions.  Based on the updated projections, Reclamation estimates that there is a 
68 percent chance that a shortage could be declared on the Colorado River by 2018, while there is only a 7 percent 
chance that a surplus declaration could be declared over that same time period.  Additionally, the modeling 
suggests that there is more than a 50 percent chance of shortage declaration in any year after 2018.  These updated 
findings demonstrate that shortages are likely to be a regular occurrence on the Colorado River in the not too 
distant future, even if drought conditions ease.  To date, there has never been a shortage imposed on the Colorado 
River. 

Metropolitan is partially protected by shortages because of California’s senior priority position over most water 
users in Arizona and Nevada.  In 2007, Reclamation adopted the Interim Shortage Guidelines, which determine 
how much water deliveries to Arizona and Nevada would be reduced during the early stages of water shortages.  
If Lake Mead drops below the level that was analyzed in the Interim Shortage Guidelines, the states agreed to 
convene to determine what additional reductions would occur.  While Metropolitan’s deliveries are not initially 
reduced during a shortage, Metropolitan is negatively impacted by low reservoir levels in Lake Mead because it 
reduces the amount of hydroelectric energy available to Metropolitan and increases the salinity of the Colorado 
River.  Further, should California eventually face shortage, Metropolitan is at risk as the junior priority within 
California.  Metropolitan is participating in several projects to help reduce the probability of future shortages on 
the Colorado River and increase the storage of Lake Mead, including funding conservation efforts to reduce water 
use throughout the Basin, funding weather modification projects to increase snowfall, and funding tamarisk 
removal studies to reduce losses from non-native weeds. 

Metropolitan Meets with Mexico, Other Agencies to Explore Binational Desalination 

On August 20, representatives from water agencies in the United States met with officials from Mexico to explore 
options for a binational seawater desalination plant in Rosarito Beach, Mexico.  The principal purpose for the 
proposed desalination plant would be to meet growing water demands in Northern Baja California.  The group is 
also exploring the possibility of a binational desalination plant, with two options of getting water from the plant to 
potential funding agencies in the United States:  (1) constructing a pipeline to deliver desalinated water across the 
international border to San Diego County; or (2) developing an agreement to exchange desalinated water for 
Colorado River water in Lake Mead.  Agencies in the United States have expressed interest in funding a study to 
size the plant for both direct and indirect deliveries to the United States.  Metropolitan, along with Southern 
Nevada Water Authority and the Central Arizona Project, is interested in further exploring the Colorado River 
exchange concept, while the San Diego County Water Authority and Otay Water District are exploring direct 
delivery options.  The agencies will need to make decisions about whether to participate in further studies with 
Mexico in the next few months. 
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Lower Colorado River Multi-Species Conservation Program Payment Adjustment 

The Lower Colorado River Multi-Species Conservation Program is a 50-year program to provide incidental take 
authorizations under endangered species laws for water and power operations in the Lower Colorado River Basin.  
The program is funded by contributions from Metropolitan; other water and power agencies that benefit from the 
incidental take permits under the program, and Reclamation.  The funding agreement for the program provides 
that the scheduled contributions in each year are adjusted by an inflation factor that accounts for both producer 
and consumer price changes.  From 2011 to 2014, the inflation factor was understated due to a change in the base 
year of the Gross Domestic Product Implicit Price Deflator.  The change was not recognized in the contribution 
calculations for those years, resulting in lower federal and non-federal program contributions than are required by 
the program permits and funding agreement. 

The under collection went unnoticed until this year and steps have been implemented to remedy the funding 
shortfall.  The inflation factor has been properly calculated to eliminate this error for the 2015 federal fiscal year 
payments, and the funding shortfalls from 2011 through 2014 must also be paid to comply with the program 
permits and agreements.  Metropolitan’s program payments for fiscal year 2015 total about $6.4 million.  
Metropolitan will pay an additional $1.95 million to cover the shortfall from prior years.   
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