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The Colorado River:
Operation and Current Conditions

• Overview of Basin Hydrology
• Overview of the Interim Guidelines
• Projected and Current System Conditions



Overview of Basin Hydrology



Colorado River Basin 
Hydrology
• 16.5 million acre-feet (maf)            
allocated annually

• 13 to 14.5 maf of consumptive 
use annually

• 60 maf of storage 

• 14.9 maf average annual 
“natural” inflow into Lake Powell 
over past 105 years

• Inflows are highly variable 
year-to-year



Natural Flow
Colorado River at Lees Ferry Gaging Station, Arizona

Water Year 1906 to 2013
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State of the System (Water Years 1999-2013)1



Overview of the Interim Guidelines



• Seven years of unprecedented 
drought

• Increased water use
• To date, there has never been a 

shortage in the Lower Basin and 
there were no shortage guidelines

• Operations between Lake Powell 
and Lake Mead were coordinated 
only at the higher reservoir levels 
“equalization”

Impetus for the Interim Guidelines



Interim Guidelines1 - A Robust Solution

• Operations specified through the full range of operation 
for Lake Powell and Lake Mead

• Encourage efficient and flexible use and management of 
Colorado River water through the ICS mechanism

• Strategy for shortages in the Lower Basin, including a 
provision for additional shortages if warranted2

• In place for an interim period (through 2026) to gain 
valuable operational experience

• Basin States agree to consult before resorting to litigation

1. Issued in Record of Decision, dated December 13, 2007; available at 
http://www.usbr.gov/lc/region/programs/strategies.html

2. Mexico water deliveries are not directly affected by these guidelines



Lake Powell & Lake Mead Operational Diagrams





Projected and Current Conditions



Projected Conditions
• Under the 2007 Interim Guidelines:

– August projections are used as the basis for decision for Lake 
Powell and Lake Mead annual operations for the coming year

– April projections are also important due to potential adjustments 
to Lake Powell’s annual operation at the higher reservoir levels

• Draft 2014 Annual Operating Plan (AOP) currently 
available at:
– http://www.usbr.gov/lc/region/g4000/AOP2014/AOP14_draft.pdf

• Current status and projected monthly operation available 
at:
– http://www.usbr.gov/lc/region/g4000/24mo.pdf





Lake Powell & Lake Mead Operational Table
Operational Tier Determinations for Water Year/Calendar Year 2014

1/1/14 
Projection1

1/1/14 
Projection

3,573.69 1,103.08

1 Lake Powell’s projected elevation is based on an 8.23 maf 
annual release pattern from in water year 2014.
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Based on a 7.48 maf release pattern from Lake Powell in Water Year 2014

1 WY 2014 unregulated inflow into Lake Powell is based on 
the CBRFC outlook dated 8/1/13.

End of Calendar Year 2013 Projections
August 2013 24-Month Study Most Probable Inflow Scenario1



Lower Basin Side Inflows – WY/CY 20131,2

Intervening Flow from Glen Canyon to Hoover Dam
Month in WY/CY 2013

5-Year Average 
Intervening Flow

(KAF)

Observed
Intervening Flow

(KAF)

Observed
Intervening Flow 
(% of Average)

Difference From 
5-Year Average

(KAF)

H
I
S
T
O
R
Y

October 2012 54 53 98% -1

November 2012 44 60 136% +16

December 2012 99 50 50% -49

January 2013 81 56 69% -25

February 2013 94 68 73% -26

March 2013 77 69 89% -8

April 2013 80 37 46% -43

May 2013 64 28 44% -36

June 2013 33 1 3% -32

July 2013 55 113 207% +58

August 2013 109 133 122% +24

September 2013 81 155 191% +74

F
U
T
U
R
E

October 2013 54

November 2013 44

December 2013 99

WY 2013 Totals 870 823 95% -47

CY 2013 Totals 870 857 98% -13

1 Values were computed with the LC’s gain-loss model for the 
most recent 24-month study.
2 Percents of average are based on the 5-year mean from 
2008-2012.



Lower Basin Inflows July-September  2013



Colorado River Basin Storage
(as of October 21, 2013)

Current Storage Percent 
Full MAF Elevation 

(Feet)

Lake Powell 45% 10.92 3,591.1

Lake Mead 46% 12.13 1,104.3

Total System 
Storage* 50% 29.71 NA

*Total system storage was 33.8 maf or 57% this time last year



Lower SNWA Intake1,000 ft
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Lower Basin Surplus & Shortage through 2026

1 Reservoir initial conditions based on projected levels on 
December 31, 2013, from the October 2013 24-Month Study
2 Hydrologic inflow traces based on resampling of the observed 
natural flow record from 1906-2010



The Colorado River:
Operations and Current 

Conditions

For further information:
http://www.usbr.gov/lc/region


