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In the American West, water has always been a challenge.
Prior to the arrival of European explorers and settlers, there’s
broad evidence that droughts and water cycles heavily
affected Native Americans. For example, the people who
built the Gila Cliff Dwellings may have left the area when
water supplies dwindled. Later settlements by the
descendants of Europeans also followed water, with
settlements placed near rivers so there would be something
to drink and grow food with.

As transportation technology improved, air conditioning
became a thing, and massive infrastructure projects became
possible, we started loading the West with more and more
people. Large metro areas, like Los Angeles, Phoenix, and
Salt Lake City, grew to rival and often even surpass the cities
in the much wetter eastern United States. Dams, canals, and
other big projects made all of this growth possible.

Eventually, we fooled ourselves into biting off more than we
could chew, though.
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One recurrent problem is the Colorado River. The river starts
out in Colorado, and winds its way through southern Utah
(where it picks up water from rivers that come out of New
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Mexico and Wyoming), and then crosses northern Arizona.
Next it serves as part of the border between Arizona and
Nevada, and then serves as the border between California
and Arizona, before crossing a narrow strip of Mexican land
and emptying into the Sea of Cortez (where it divides the
Mexican states of Sonora and Baja California).

This widespread geography means that 7 US states and 2
Mexican states all have jurisdiction over some part of the
river system, as well as two federal governments that have
treaties governing the Colorado river and its water. Then,
consider that some of the water gets diverted to the Rio
Grande to give Albuquerque some water, and when water is
used in a state, it affects water negotiations with other states
over other rivers, so that means at least two other states
(Texas and Oklahoma) are affected. All of this makes for a
very complex legal environment, even if the river was always
at optimum flow and nobody had any reason to fight over the
water.

When there are disputes over the river’s water, the flow is
usually at the heart of the issue. When the original Colorado
River Compact was negotiated in 1922, there had been
record snowpack and river flow for several years, so
negotiations allocated more water than actually comes down
the river most years. These poor estimates leave a lot of
room for conflict and lawsuits, and also means massive

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/San_Juan%E2%80%93Chama_Project


water projects like the Central Arizona Project just couldn’t
be built to original plans.

On top of that, there have been massive errors made in
managing the river. One of the biggest examples was the
accidental refilling of an ancient lake that has been dry since
the 1700s. In an attempt to feed farms in Riverside and
Imperial counties, river managers accidentally diverted most
of the river’s flow into the area, creating the Salton Sea.

How Complex Water Management Really Is

This video on the San Juan-Chama Project (where Colorado
River water gets diverted into the Rio Grande) shows us just
how complex managing water really is.

While the project has largely been successful, it has not
been without challenges and problems. After some large
fires, water that had run through fields of ash ended up
flowing into New Mexico, making for water that was too dirty
to be worth filtering for drinking water. Avoiding future
megablazes requires millions of dollars of funding a carefully
planned projects to thin forests back to their natural states.
Invasive species, especially insects that can harm trees, are
also a threat to water supplies in river basins. The
management of grazing can also heavily affect grass, which
affects the insects, fires, and ultimately river water.
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All of this, from the grass to the trees to the river, is affected
by climate change. Without adequate snowpack thawing and
flowing through healthy forests, there won’t be any water to
fight over, and the large cities will die of thirst.

Some projects have been successful at managing these
issues, though:

With clean water in a river, the next step is to get the water
to where it’s needed. Over the years, much effort has gone
into providing water for growing western cities. One big
example is the Los Angeles Aqueduct, a project that has
taken water from the Owens and Mono valleys, at times
creating environmental and human devastation (which I’ll get
into more later), not to mention violence and conmen who
got involved in them.

Later, southern California needed even more water, so they
built another aqueduct system to bring water from Lake
Havasu (a reservoir on the Colorado River) to bring water all
the way to the coast. Here’s some more detail:

Arizona has also had success moving water over great
distances to keep the taps flowing and the farms watered.
The Central Arizona Project (CAP) takes Colorado River
water and distributes it to Phoenix and Tucson. Without the
water from CAP, it would have been impossible for the
Phoenix Metro Area to become the 5th largest city in the



U.S.
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People Want More Water, So Bigger Projects
Are On the Menu

While these big projects I’ve discussed so far (and many
others like them) have done a lot of good for cities (at
environmental and human cost at times), they’re not enough
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to cover the needs that come with future growth. Fast
growing cities, especially Las Vegas, Phoenix, and Los
Angeles, don’t have enough water to keep the growth up.

Conservation measures are already underway, but they’re
unpopular with people who want a lawn and trees in their
yards, and even the most strict conservation measures
wouldn’t be enough in the long run unless growth is
curtailed. On top of this, climate change still continues to dry
up snowpacks and reduce the flow of key rivers even lower.
Even if strict measures against lawns and trees were put in,
voters would likely overturn such measures or replace those
who put them in with people who would change the law.

This leaves western leaders with a Catch-22.

One idea that has come up repeatedly is to build a huge
canal or pipe to bring water from the Mississippi River to the
Colorado. The Arizona state legislature has even gone as far
as to formally ask the US Congress to build such a pipe.

“A pipeline that follows the interstate across the United
States and would be pumped up into the Green River which
would flow into the Colorado River system, ultimately into
Lake Mead,” state representative Tim Dunn, from Yuma,
Arizona, said. “And that would be distributed by the seven
basin states.”
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In part two of this article, I’m going to explore some of the
different ways such a project could be done, as well as some
even bigger projects. Finally, I’m going to cover some of the
reasons these megaprojects could be a bad idea.

Featured image: Hoover Dam/Lake Mead historical levels.
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Advertisement

https://cleantechnica.com/2021/08/11/can-water-megaprojects-save-the-us-desert-west-part-2/
https://www.flo.com/resources/webinar-garage-orphans/?utm_source=cleantechnica_030&utm_medium=paid_flat&utm_campaign=030%2FFLO%2FB2B%2FUS%2FENG%2FDA%2FCleanTechnica.com-Readers%2FWebinar-GarageOrphans-2021%2F&utm_content=Banners


Can Water Megaprojects
Save The US Desert West?
(Part 2)
ByJennifer Sensiba 22 hours ago

In part one of this article, I covered the American West’s
water problems, as well as some of the ways they have been
solved with big engineering projects so far. Now, with climate
change and growth both pushing the limits of water supplies,
people are asking for even bigger projects, like a pipeline
from the Mississippi River to somewhere in the Colorado
River’s basin. Let’s talk about those ideas, even bigger ones,
and why none of them might be a good idea.

Arizona state legislators asked Congress to consider a
pipeline that dumps Mississippi water into the Green River,
but there are alternate possibilities.

Some plans call for a connection to come through southern
Colorado and dump water into the Colorado River system
just upstream of the San Juan-Chama Project, in the Navajo
River. This would put the water into the Colorado upstream
of both Lake Powell and Lake Mead, so it could supply most
of the biggest water users with the most projected growth
(Las Vegas, Phoenix, Tucson, and Southern California).
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Talking with other CleanTechnica writers on our server, we
came up with several alternate ideas. I proposed coming into
New Mexico roughly following US Highway 54, and then
roughly follow US 60 until I-25. From there, a pipeline could
follow the Rio Puerco, and then cross the continental divide,
dumping water into an arroyo that would put it into the
system. Other writers suggested hiring The Boring Company
to bore tunnels for a pipeline under mountains, allowing for a
straighter shot and fewer climbs.

As massive as such a project would be (some plans call for
multiple pipes over 12 feet in diameter), there’s an even more
massive plan that has been floating around for decades.

NAWAPA – A Truly Huge Water Project Idea

In 1961, the wealthy owner of an international engineering
firm watched a fire ravage southern California. Instead of
worrying hopelessly about drought and fire like most people,
he decided to find a way to end California’s droughts forever.
The man, Ralph Parsons, also made plans to end all of North
America’s droughts with what he called the North American
Water and Power Alliance (NAWAPA).

The plan: to build a truly massive system of canals and
reservoirs that cover the needs of most of the North
American continent.
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The centerpiece of the plan was the creation of a 500-mile
long reservoir. By pumping water into the Rocky Mountain
Trench, which is 1000 miles long and 2-20 miles wide. To get
all of that water, canals and pumping stations would redirect
excess water from Alaska and parts of Canada that usually
flows into the ocean. Once full, the system could provide 10x
more than the greatest projects conceived before it.

This water would then be distributed via a network of canals
to most of southern Canada, parts of the eastern United
States that get dry, the US Midwest, and most of the
Western US. Finally, some of the water would be sent into
Northern Mexico.

Such a project would be extremely expensive, but it certainly
would benefit people. More land could be farmed all over the
continent, there would be drinking water for many more
houses and businesses in cities going forward, and droughts
would be less of a problem for people.

It turns out that an American plan to distribute mostly
Canadian water to mostly US destinations doesn’t make
Canadians very happy, and Ralph Parsons didn’t get enough
input from Canadians before pushing for the plan. Sure,
they’d get a lot of hydroelectric power and broader access to
water shipping in the interior of the country, but that has
never been enough incentive to basically give up Canada’s
sovereignty over their water supply.



Most recently, the plan has been advocated for by Lyndon
LaRouche, a political activist who made NAWAPA a plank in
his platform during presidential campaigns.

Reasons To Not Do These Huge Projects

While there would certainly be benefits to these big projects,
they come with some pretty big risks and downsides.

First off, there are environmental issues that come with big
water projects. The biggest problem that’s already
happening with existing projects is invasive species.
Connect one river to another, and some living things will
come through in the water. For example, the Colorado River
Aqueduct has a problem with small shellfish (which don’t
belong in the Colorado River, either), which damage the
water moving equipment if left unchecked. To protect the
system from these critters, they have to shut everything off
two weeks per year and let the canals dry out annually.

Environmentalists opposed to a Mississippi River canal are
also concerned that reducing the Mississippi’s flow could
destroy the river delta in Louisiana. Reduced flows would
affect life accustomed to the conditions of the delta, and
stop the delta’s natural growth. Silt settlement could affect
life and the flow of the river from a diversion dam all the way
down to the Gulf.



Future supplies are also not guaranteed by megaprojects.
Sure, there’s a lot of unneeded and unwanted water in the
wetter watersheds in North America. Farmers want the stuff
out of their fields, and nobody wants flooding. That doesn’t
mean that unchecked climate change couldn’t also affect
the wettest watersheds, too. Even the mighty Mississippi has
already had drought problems that affected water flows, with
restricted shipping a problem in 2012. There’s no guarantee
that the Mississippi couldn’t one day have problems like the
Colorado River does.

These Projects Are No Substitute for Climate
Action, Conservation

Climate change may already be to the point where some of
these big projects are unavoidable, but these projects
shouldn’t be seen as a substitute for action to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions. Even if we’re stuck with needing
some water diversion to keep the American West alive,
reliance on these projects only increases vulnerability to
future problems in the places where we draw water from.

There are also a variety of known and unknown
consequences that come with big projects. The knowns
include invasive species, the disruption of habitats, and
stoppage of fish passage in waterways. Unknown is what
bad things could happen reducing flows in a wet watershed
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and increasing flows in a historically drier river system. It’s
never been done to the extent these projects imagine, so we
simply don’t know what we’re in for putzing around with
complex systems like this.

There’s also a risk that these future diversion projects, like
those that came before, can make big engineering projects
seem like a perpetual solution to man-made problems. By
allowing people to avoid adapting to drier climates, we could
get the public in the habit of not adapting, instead asking for
grander and grander projects that cause increasing
problems.

Even where necessary, these megaprojects should be
avoided if at all possible, and then only done when we’re left
with no other choices.
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