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Drought on the Colorado River:
America's biggest reservoirs on
the brink of disaster

A multi-decade drought has left Lake Mead and Lake Powell with record low water
levels
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Joe Lapekas stands on the red sandstone rocks that
help make Lake Powell a world-famous tourist
destination in the American South-West. The warm
waters of the reservoir, which bridges southern
Utah and northern Arizona, lap gently at his feet —

and that’s a major problem.

“We would be 20 feet [6.1 metres] underwater here in a normal
year,” Mr Lapekas said.

A 22-year drought along the Colorado River that feeds into Lake
Powell and nearby Lake Mead, the nation’s two largest reservoirs,
has left the bodies of water at their lowest levels in decades.

Lake Mead, which sits right outside Las Vegas, is at its lowest
level since the 1930s, when the lake was first filled by the Hoover
Dam. It currently sits at about 35 per cent of its total capacity.
Similarly, Lake Powell is at only 34 per cent capacity.

Lake Powell, Lake Mead and the Colorado River are considered
the lifeblood of the south-western US, providing water to 40
million Americans and irrigating millions of acres of land used to
feed people all over the globe.

In August, the federal government expects to declare its first-ever
water shortage in Lake Mead, which will trigger a cascade of
water cuts to seven US states and two states in Mexico.

By next spring, some scientists
project Lake Powell will hit its lowest
level since it was filled a half century
ago, possibly impeding its ability to
generate hydroelectric power for the
millions of people who depend on it in
Wyoming, Colorado, Utah, New
Mexico, Arizona, Nevada and
Nebraska.

“The five-year projections for the Colorado River system reaffirm
this is a serious situation,” said Wayne Pullan, the US Bureau of
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this is a serious situation,” said Wayne Pullan, the US Bureau of

Reclamation's regional director for the Upper Colorado Basin, in a
statement issued in June.

Mr Lapekas, who runs a paddleboarding business on Lake Powell,
told The National that water levels have recently been dropping
by as much as 2.5 centimetres every day.

This season, he has had to search for new places to launch his
kayaks from. “It’s affected the way we operate because our kayaks
and paddle boards now have to be carried up and down a sand
hill to get to and from the water,” he said, standing near the ramp
where he used to launch his boats.

The area Mr Lapekas currently uses to launch kayaks may soon
be unnavigable. A rock ledge is emerging from the water and
each week, the dropping water levels bring it closer to the
surface.

“We really don't know what is below this ledge that we can see. Is
there another beach? Is there another ledge? Are we going to be
able to climb down to another ledge to get our customers,
boaters, kayakers, paddle boarders to that ledge or are we going
to be faced with finding an entirely different location to get to the
water?” Mr Lapekas wondered as he stared into the crystal-clear
lake.
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Lake Mead losses: 2000 - 2015

Source: Nasa

A Flourish map

The ramp Mr Lapekas uses for his kayaks is no longer accessible
to motorboats. Pleasure-craft operators have to use another
launch point 28 kilometres away.

Cory Olsen, 64, has been coming to the lake since he was 12. The
St George, Utah, native has never seen the water this low.

“I’m worried. I love this place, but we have a water problem, ” Mr
Olsen told The National.

While Mr Olsen has enjoyed seeing some new rock formations
that have been exposed by the receding waters, he recognises
these as doomsday signs of a larger problem.

“It’s global warming, it’s real, and people have to get with it. We

https://flourish.studio/visualisations/maps/?utm_source=showcase&utm_campaign=visualisation/6811550
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can't deny this any longer,” Mr Olsen said.

Climate experts have tied the falling levels in Lake Powell and
Lake Mead to drying headwaters on the Colorado River. Its source
lies high in the Rocky Mountains and it is the region's historically
heavy snowfall that powers the river.

“Precipitation in the West equals snowpack, and that snowpack is
what gets us through the arid summers,” said Keith Musselman, a
scientist at the University of Colorado’s Institute of Arctic and
Alpine Research.

But in recent years, the snow has not come. A study by the US
Geological Survey published in February found that global
warming is shrinking the Rocky Mountain snowpack at a rate of
about 9.3 per cent for each degree of global temperature increase.

The authors said the study “identifies a growing potential for
severe water shortages” in the Colorado basin, where Lake Powell
and Lake Mead sit, and added that people there need to prepare
for a drier future.

The penstock towers on the reservoir side of the Hoover Dam. In normal
years, the water would be significantly higher. (Willy Lowry/The National)

Since the drought began more than two decades ago, Lake Mead,
which provides drinking water to 20 million people, has seen its
levels drop more than 40 metres — the equivalent of a 13-storey
building. As the water level has receded, it has left behind a chalk-
white ring on the canyon walls.
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It is a striking reminder of the longevity and seriousness of the
drought.

“Everybody who lives in this area is rather concerned that we
have limited water supply. The growth of the area as far as
population goes is increasing all the time, and so there are
concerns to make sure that we have enough water for the future,”
said David Kreamer, a professor of hydrology at the University of
Nevada Las Vegas.

Prof Kreamer said that if water levels drop another 35cm, which
scientists expect to happen in the next month or so, it will trigger
a multistate water contingency plan. That means water rationing
will have to take place in Arizona, Nevada and California
beginning in January.

And it’s not only humans who are being affected by the plunging
water levels — the very fabric of the waterway is changing, too.

“The water temperatures are increasing and the air temperatures
are increasing, which increases the chance for algal blooms in the
lake,” Prof Kreamer explained.

Algal blooms could negatively affect water quality for the
hundreds of species that call the lake home.

Scientists are scrambling to put in place plans for a water system
that is rapidly depleting, but without significant snowfall, there is
little that can be done to mitigate the situation.

Lake Powell was designed to help Lake Mead and the growing
population in the American West survive periods of drought,
serving as a type of savings account that can release water
downstream when necessary. But the account has been pilfered
by the current drought and extreme heat.
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A dead fish carcass sits on dry earth near the Lake Mead Marina in Boulder City, Nevada. AFP

If water levels in Lake Powell drop further still in the next year,
which the Bureau of Reclamation estimates is probable, it will
trigger another multistate contingency plan.

Though many will be able to draw from other water sources to set
off the immediate impacts of the shortage, this year’s record low
levels have been a wake up call to many who live around the
reservoirs.

“Water is not a right; it’s a privilege and for all those people who
are watering their big lawns, they have got to stop. We can’t do
this forever,” said Mr Olsen.

For Mr Lapekas, keeping the water above a certain level means
keeping his income — and that could be threatened if the levels
keep dropping.

“I’m very concerned. I’m a business owner here. This is our
livelihood. I’ve got a substantial staff that is depending on us to
keep this thing going. We have to judge it every day and look
where it's going and how we’re going to deal with it, and it's a bit
of an unknown,” he said.

This story is part of a series on the Colorado River drought in the
American West.
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A river runs dry: farms and
ranches along Colorado River
in jeopardy
A two decade-long drought fuelled by
climate change has farmers and ranchers
worried about their future

Frank Nieslanikʼs calloused hand pulls hard on the gear shift
of his 1951 Jeep Willys as he navigates the bumpy roads of
the land he has farmed for the last 30 years.

On one side of the road, the fields are verdant, filled with rows
and rows of young sweetcorn. On the other side, the fields lie
fallow. It is one of the many efforts that Mr Nieslanik has made
in recent years to conserve water at his farm in Grand
Junction, Colorado.

“Weʼre using less,” he said. “Weʼre trying to leave one piece
fallow off of each headgate just to give more water to the
others in case they cut us back — or when they cut us back,
which they will. Weʼll have some vacant ground we donʼt have
to water."

The Colorado River, which runs adjacent to his farm, has been
in a drought for 22 years.

https://www.thenationalnews.com/world/us-news/2021/07/25/americas-biggest-reservoirs-on-the-brink-of-disaster/


The waterway and its tributaries snake through seven US
states and Mexico. Along the way, the river provides drinking
water for about 40 million people and nourishes the farmland
that helps feed families across the country.

In western Colorado, where Mr Nieslanik farms, the river has
supplied agricultural producers for generations and made the
state famous for its cattle and produce.

But exceptionally hot weather this year coupled with an
increase in water demand downriver means there is mounting
pressure on farmers in the area to use less water.

“Seems like weʼre shorter every year,” Mr Nieslanik told The
National. “Weʼre in an extended drought and we keep hoping
that theyʼre going to get a big snowpack to alleviate part of
that, but we just haven't had it.”

The source of the Colorado River lies high in the Rocky
Mountains, which serve as the continental divide that
separates the water basins of the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans.

The regionʼs heavy snowfall fuels the river, but several years of
low snow levels have left the river a shadow of its former self.

Scientists say climate change is exacerbating the problem.

A study by the US Geological Survey published in February
found that global warming is causing the Rocky Mountain



snowpack to shrink at a rate of about 9.3 per cent per degree
Celsius increase in temperature.

“Climate change is having a pretty profound impact on snow
in the west and our water supply,” said Keith Musselman, a
scientist at the University of Coloradoʼs Institute of Arctic and
Alpine Research.

The Rockies' snowpack is like a water tower for the Colorado
River: snow accumulates in the winter and melts in the spring,
filling the river when demand is at its highest.

An aerial shot of a depleted reservoir on Grand Mesa outside



Grand Junction, Colorado. Janie VanWinkle relies on the
reservoir to feed her cattle. (Willy Lowry /The National)

“Climate change is affecting that in a couple of different
ways,” Mr Musselman said, standing on a rocky outcrop
overlooking the continental divide.

“It's changing the type of precipitation that we get; instead of
getting snowfall in the winter, weʼre frequently seeing rain and
that rain doesn't persist into the dry seasons as readily, so that
leaves our soils dryer, vegetation thirstier and more stressed.”

Janie VanWinkle has been working the land near Grand
Junction her entire life. The fourth-generation cattle rancher
has seen good, bad and even really bad years. This year is
shaping up to be the latter.

“Weʼve been through dry spells before and weʼve been
through droughts,” she told The National.

“The hard part is the cumulative effect. We saw 2018 was dry,
2019 was an average year, 2020 was dry and here we are
again, so the soil moisture is just gone. Thereʼs just nothing
left in the soil.”

This means there is very little food for her cattle.

“Theyʼre just not happy,” she lamented, looking at her cows.
“Itʼs not because they don't have food and not because they



don't have water, because they do have feed, but they have to
walk a lot farther and they have to work a lot harder.”

Clad in a cowboy hat and sunglasses, Ms VanWinkle treks
along the rocky banks of a reservoir high above the land she
ranches. Her loyal and capable border collie, T-Bone, bounces
along the shore next to her. Beneath her work boots, the dry
soil crunches where it would normally be soft and spongy.

“Iʼm appalled at how low it is,” she said, inspecting one of her
reservoirs for the first time this season. “This is the level I
would expect it to be for September.”

Dry cracked earth where water would normally pool in the Bodaway area of the Navajo Nation

reserve.



The reservoir is Ms VanWinkle's primary source of water for
two of the tracts of land she grazes her cattle on.

She estimates it is only about 40 per cent full, leaving her
unsure of how her cows will manage in the autumn and winter
months.

“If we're lucky, weʼll be able to irrigate until the first of August.”
In a good year, she would irrigate the ranch until the first of
October.

Ms VanWinkle, 60, runs VanWinkle Ranch with her husband,
Howard, and their son, Dean, who has just returned home from
university.

The family has already had to sell 70 heads of cattle in an
attempt to preserve the health of the herd and the land.

The drought has taken an emotional and psychological toll on
Ms VanWinkle as well.

“The drought is just right here in front of our face in everything
that we do,” she said. “It's just hard to stay positive and stay
looking forward and do the hard work that we do.”

Every meal as a family is spent talking about the drought,
strategising ways to try to mitigate its devastating toll on the
land and animals.



“We can't keep doing the same thing and expect different
results,” she said.

But without a good snowpack, there is little the VanWinkles
can do but sell more cattle and try to find alternative sources
of food for the cows.

Theyʼre discussing hauling in hay from Kansas to offset their
own hay production issues.

But the family is unbowed by the drought and Ms VanWinkle is
determined to see the ranch she has worked her entire life
building succeed into another generation as her son Dean
learns the ropes.

Mr Nieslanik is less optimistic. With no children to pass the
farm to, he doesnʼt believe the land he has tilled for three
decades will survive into the future.

“Itʼs sad and itʼs discouraging,” said Mr Nieslanik as he gazed
out over a bend in the Colorado River. “The water is really
concerning. In my opinion, we wonʼt be farming here in 30
years.”



A rainbow shines behind homes on a hillside in St George, Utah. AFP

It's a stark outlook, but one shared by many climate scientists.

“Life in the west is going to be different,” Mr Musselman said.
“And life globally is going to be different going forward until we
mitigate the changes that are occurring.”

Agriculture is a major component of Coloradoʼs economy,
contributing $47 billion and employing more than 195,000
people. The success of farmers like Mr Nieslanik and ranchers
like Ms VanWinkle are critical to the stateʼs well-being.

The state is working hard to protect farmers and ranchers from
the effects of the drought.



On July 1, Governor Jared Polis declared a drought emergency
for the western slope of Colorado where Mr Nieslanik and Ms
VanWinkle live and work.

At the federal level, Michael Bennet, a Colorado senator,
introduced the Outdoor Restoration Partnership Act, which
would invest $60bn in local forests and watershed restoration.
The bill, which was included in President Joe Bidenʼs
American Jobs infrastructure package, aims to help prevent
wildfires in the West and to preserve the region's fragile
watersheds.

Mr Nieslanik doesnʼt blame anybody but the weather for the
current drought. But he said he is concerned by the growing
populations downriver in Arizona, Nevada and Colorado that
he said are using more water than ever before.

While some accuse farmers and ranchers of abusing their
water rights, both Mr Nieslanik and Ms VanWinkle bristle at
the idea.

Ms VanWinkle sees herself as a steward of the land.

“We look at ourselves as a part of the solution to food security,
part of the solution to climate change, with the carbon
sequestration that we can do on range land — part of the
solution to ensuring these open lands and these big expanses
of lands continue. I think livestock production is the most



efficient way we can utilise these lands to meet all of these
other goals.”

This story is part of a series on the Colorado River drought in
the American West. Read more here.

Updated: July 27th 2021, 5k16 AM

https://www.thenationalnews.com/world/us-news/2021/07/25/americas-biggest-reservoirs-on-the-brink-of-disaster/


7/30/21, 11)22 PMA sacred river in danger: native communities fear for the future along the Colorado River

Page 1 of 7https://www.thenationalnews.com/world/us-news/2021/07/28/a-sacred-riv…ger-native-communities-fear-for-the-future-along-the-colorado-river/

The Hot New Volvo SUV Lineup
Volvo's 2021 SUV Lineup Has Something For
Everyone, Explore The New Models Now

Open

Ad

iresults.com

A sacred river in danger: native
communities fear for the future
along the Colorado River

A 22-year drought has left the river a shadow of its former self

2022 Volkswagen Release

Open

Ad

Future CUV

EDITOR'S PICKS

Meet the
Jordanian
diplomat who
fell in love
with the
UAE's
national
sport

HERITAGE

Pakistani
authors
challenging
patriarchal
conditions
respond to
recent
femicide
cases

BOOKS

Sharjah
reveals
floating
theatre
project for
Kalba
ON STAGE

https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=C17xl4OsEYZWEC5eengXV0ZbQCoCvzYNk_f7yzJsL29keEAEgso3Oe2DJvsmGxKPIF6AB6f31zwPIAQbgAgCoAwHIA5sEqgT5Ak_QqTjxGTZOCeDh_O2CQKIkvuqBR1bHIC-RcSg1eCy5qlec3c1Z1oKptJApq1e4Dm5hG9h5AwssrwFagbC_K72kxuot-j3VBJDwS3C72qgxYRVl-mUkJBlRAuxW3JJCwLKzu2gqHkTX-mZB5B5MbQkR0bKWU2Aj_LPBlSjwYuksHNHkven_0u_Uv4fM8gbUE8hPt7caYMTdMZeYzNzzrWvQKFMgPA4zcGkguUpyYdL9oqGaLknK3JIwS5WD3b3JTHQurcVbf2CA2u8Bfj0B6e4w-A8355HnouK087ZwhVBWB-OP-29XCHsggvCe0RtPQcnpcFqS2Bvq9VqFwR8ijzYXidWp2ylWUOdeB3GP9he1t1Z8fHLQS15HIegp3fi2Z6wQbo_ww6sj7SE8ROfeLYiV_IgU1Qe4ePw8LdQ7ypjR5F2Ae6kOHuU9QDWNr0932pY622Lf0hYy5RzDSsBKl5-MpooZtwguqox4hIJj1tCKRlpthj7R77yUwASTvZbv_ALgBAGgBjeAB_2LnMEBqAfVyRuoB_DZG6gH8tkbqAeOzhuoB5PYG6gHugaoB-6WsQKoB6a-G6gH7NUbqAfz0RuoB-zVG6gHltgbqAeqm7EC2AcB0ggHCIhhEAEYHbEJIfZ2J1oRpbaACgOYCwHICwG4DAHYEwyIFATQFQGAFwE&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASFeRoc8E4PM_IUB-hzfiVSfUui8OFTw&sig=AOD64_1UEIL7qhxK_MhLd2LyzbbpLmHAKg&client=ca-pub-6381646546367344&nb=9&adurl=http://iresults.com/luxury_vehicles%3Frgid%3D78604%26sub%3Dgclid%26gclid%3DEAIaIQobChMIlfS1wdWM8gIVF4-nCh3VqAWqEAEYASAAEgLDNPD_BwE
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=C17xl4OsEYZWEC5eengXV0ZbQCoCvzYNk_f7yzJsL29keEAEgso3Oe2DJvsmGxKPIF6AB6f31zwPIAQbgAgCoAwHIA5sEqgT5Ak_QqTjxGTZOCeDh_O2CQKIkvuqBR1bHIC-RcSg1eCy5qlec3c1Z1oKptJApq1e4Dm5hG9h5AwssrwFagbC_K72kxuot-j3VBJDwS3C72qgxYRVl-mUkJBlRAuxW3JJCwLKzu2gqHkTX-mZB5B5MbQkR0bKWU2Aj_LPBlSjwYuksHNHkven_0u_Uv4fM8gbUE8hPt7caYMTdMZeYzNzzrWvQKFMgPA4zcGkguUpyYdL9oqGaLknK3JIwS5WD3b3JTHQurcVbf2CA2u8Bfj0B6e4w-A8355HnouK087ZwhVBWB-OP-29XCHsggvCe0RtPQcnpcFqS2Bvq9VqFwR8ijzYXidWp2ylWUOdeB3GP9he1t1Z8fHLQS15HIegp3fi2Z6wQbo_ww6sj7SE8ROfeLYiV_IgU1Qe4ePw8LdQ7ypjR5F2Ae6kOHuU9QDWNr0932pY622Lf0hYy5RzDSsBKl5-MpooZtwguqox4hIJj1tCKRlpthj7R77yUwASTvZbv_ALgBAGgBjeAB_2LnMEBqAfVyRuoB_DZG6gH8tkbqAeOzhuoB5PYG6gHugaoB-6WsQKoB6a-G6gH7NUbqAfz0RuoB-zVG6gHltgbqAeqm7EC2AcB0ggHCIhhEAEYHbEJIfZ2J1oRpbaACgOYCwHICwG4DAHYEwyIFATQFQGAFwE&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASFeRoc8E4PM_IUB-hzfiVSfUui8OFTw&sig=AOD64_1UEIL7qhxK_MhLd2LyzbbpLmHAKg&client=ca-pub-6381646546367344&nb=0&adurl=http://iresults.com/luxury_vehicles%3Frgid%3D78604%26sub%3Dgclid%26gclid%3DEAIaIQobChMIlfS1wdWM8gIVF4-nCh3VqAWqEAEYASAAEgLDNPD_BwE
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=C17xl4OsEYZWEC5eengXV0ZbQCoCvzYNk_f7yzJsL29keEAEgso3Oe2DJvsmGxKPIF6AB6f31zwPIAQbgAgCoAwHIA5sEqgT5Ak_QqTjxGTZOCeDh_O2CQKIkvuqBR1bHIC-RcSg1eCy5qlec3c1Z1oKptJApq1e4Dm5hG9h5AwssrwFagbC_K72kxuot-j3VBJDwS3C72qgxYRVl-mUkJBlRAuxW3JJCwLKzu2gqHkTX-mZB5B5MbQkR0bKWU2Aj_LPBlSjwYuksHNHkven_0u_Uv4fM8gbUE8hPt7caYMTdMZeYzNzzrWvQKFMgPA4zcGkguUpyYdL9oqGaLknK3JIwS5WD3b3JTHQurcVbf2CA2u8Bfj0B6e4w-A8355HnouK087ZwhVBWB-OP-29XCHsggvCe0RtPQcnpcFqS2Bvq9VqFwR8ijzYXidWp2ylWUOdeB3GP9he1t1Z8fHLQS15HIegp3fi2Z6wQbo_ww6sj7SE8ROfeLYiV_IgU1Qe4ePw8LdQ7ypjR5F2Ae6kOHuU9QDWNr0932pY622Lf0hYy5RzDSsBKl5-MpooZtwguqox4hIJj1tCKRlpthj7R77yUwASTvZbv_ALgBAGgBjeAB_2LnMEBqAfVyRuoB_DZG6gH8tkbqAeOzhuoB5PYG6gHugaoB-6WsQKoB6a-G6gH7NUbqAfz0RuoB-zVG6gHltgbqAeqm7EC2AcB0ggHCIhhEAEYHbEJIfZ2J1oRpbaACgOYCwHICwG4DAHYEwyIFATQFQGAFwE&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASFeRoc8E4PM_IUB-hzfiVSfUui8OFTw&sig=AOD64_1UEIL7qhxK_MhLd2LyzbbpLmHAKg&client=ca-pub-6381646546367344&nb=7&adurl=http://iresults.com/luxury_vehicles%3Frgid%3D78604%26sub%3Dgclid%26gclid%3DEAIaIQobChMIlfS1wdWM8gIVF4-nCh3VqAWqEAEYASAAEgLDNPD_BwE
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=C17xl4OsEYZWEC5eengXV0ZbQCoCvzYNk_f7yzJsL29keEAEgso3Oe2DJvsmGxKPIF6AB6f31zwPIAQbgAgCoAwHIA5sEqgT5Ak_QqTjxGTZOCeDh_O2CQKIkvuqBR1bHIC-RcSg1eCy5qlec3c1Z1oKptJApq1e4Dm5hG9h5AwssrwFagbC_K72kxuot-j3VBJDwS3C72qgxYRVl-mUkJBlRAuxW3JJCwLKzu2gqHkTX-mZB5B5MbQkR0bKWU2Aj_LPBlSjwYuksHNHkven_0u_Uv4fM8gbUE8hPt7caYMTdMZeYzNzzrWvQKFMgPA4zcGkguUpyYdL9oqGaLknK3JIwS5WD3b3JTHQurcVbf2CA2u8Bfj0B6e4w-A8355HnouK087ZwhVBWB-OP-29XCHsggvCe0RtPQcnpcFqS2Bvq9VqFwR8ijzYXidWp2ylWUOdeB3GP9he1t1Z8fHLQS15HIegp3fi2Z6wQbo_ww6sj7SE8ROfeLYiV_IgU1Qe4ePw8LdQ7ypjR5F2Ae6kOHuU9QDWNr0932pY622Lf0hYy5RzDSsBKl5-MpooZtwguqox4hIJj1tCKRlpthj7R77yUwASTvZbv_ALgBAGgBjeAB_2LnMEBqAfVyRuoB_DZG6gH8tkbqAeOzhuoB5PYG6gHugaoB-6WsQKoB6a-G6gH7NUbqAfz0RuoB-zVG6gHltgbqAeqm7EC2AcB0ggHCIhhEAEYHbEJIfZ2J1oRpbaACgOYCwHICwG4DAHYEwyIFATQFQGAFwE&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASFeRoc8E4PM_IUB-hzfiVSfUui8OFTw&sig=AOD64_1UEIL7qhxK_MhLd2LyzbbpLmHAKg&client=ca-pub-6381646546367344&nb=8&adurl=http://iresults.com/luxury_vehicles%3Frgid%3D78604%26sub%3Dgclid%26gclid%3DEAIaIQobChMIlfS1wdWM8gIVF4-nCh3VqAWqEAEYASAAEgLDNPD_BwE
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=C17xl4OsEYZWEC5eengXV0ZbQCoCvzYNk_f7yzJsL29keEAEgso3Oe2DJvsmGxKPIF6AB6f31zwPIAQbgAgCoAwHIA5sEqgT5Ak_QqTjxGTZOCeDh_O2CQKIkvuqBR1bHIC-RcSg1eCy5qlec3c1Z1oKptJApq1e4Dm5hG9h5AwssrwFagbC_K72kxuot-j3VBJDwS3C72qgxYRVl-mUkJBlRAuxW3JJCwLKzu2gqHkTX-mZB5B5MbQkR0bKWU2Aj_LPBlSjwYuksHNHkven_0u_Uv4fM8gbUE8hPt7caYMTdMZeYzNzzrWvQKFMgPA4zcGkguUpyYdL9oqGaLknK3JIwS5WD3b3JTHQurcVbf2CA2u8Bfj0B6e4w-A8355HnouK087ZwhVBWB-OP-29XCHsggvCe0RtPQcnpcFqS2Bvq9VqFwR8ijzYXidWp2ylWUOdeB3GP9he1t1Z8fHLQS15HIegp3fi2Z6wQbo_ww6sj7SE8ROfeLYiV_IgU1Qe4ePw8LdQ7ypjR5F2Ae6kOHuU9QDWNr0932pY622Lf0hYy5RzDSsBKl5-MpooZtwguqox4hIJj1tCKRlpthj7R77yUwASTvZbv_ALgBAGgBjeAB_2LnMEBqAfVyRuoB_DZG6gH8tkbqAeOzhuoB5PYG6gHugaoB-6WsQKoB6a-G6gH7NUbqAfz0RuoB-zVG6gHltgbqAeqm7EC2AcB0ggHCIhhEAEYHbEJIfZ2J1oRpbaACgOYCwHICwG4DAHYEwyIFATQFQGAFwE&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASFeRoc8E4PM_IUB-hzfiVSfUui8OFTw&sig=AOD64_1UEIL7qhxK_MhLd2LyzbbpLmHAKg&client=ca-pub-6381646546367344&nb=8&adurl=http://iresults.com/luxury_vehicles%3Frgid%3D78604%26sub%3Dgclid%26gclid%3DEAIaIQobChMIlfS1wdWM8gIVF4-nCh3VqAWqEAEYASAAEgLDNPD_BwE
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=Cdit-4OsEYZaEC5eengXV0ZbQCsDTmMxj_7mVt8QOpIWTwLABEAEgso3Oe2DJvsmGxKPIF6AB6f31zwPIAQbgAgCoAwHIA5sEqgT8Ak_QV0EQ-MN3j3OCtb5m4QpHs6pTSiL9WJ9qvfaWSvYB9v2X1sBqKNn8BLa3rNy9kVxMgUrc-9iP4QnDCim31nZapHHp9OoK3HCZQW4opsVbMeJSAtLaQxj6wXVIOFCLgMrCC9w1y9C3zylvpD3zjpDBwxRFGaIH8n1lR8Q6KpdAn2FJbzLjubcsPvG3EPdGXdoVApKieE9eoRr8n2tS8L6IJEXGEPXSEcbAvNQDlgWYHfy1qM7Y-yiB3msM99IxxMKHoSzuUDHoGk0g4-jEQ72n-HuIQ_y6_vgwqNUUfsXLOkTiXegEUIU6HlQTOz3VhYdMbB3ihx1lDwV5ffZbyLdLiMdcbeQK1FmQFQUmqGhfopVTbKmjOH7EmXCOxQ3JzKAbLzsDFdPYNXfW1VGZOE-YPYaQOPy4lHgGpC9vLdTZ74cL6CK3WZAo-UjMZwqsGn7ubZnmbPhXuCFUn1fTY60kzMf-ZBwXdD43lGGGdWfWNloYBROgMDNl4bRPwAT-kJqQzwPgBAGgBjeAB7-2lMUBqAfVyRuoB_DZG6gH8tkbqAeOzhuoB5PYG6gHugaoB-6WsQKoB6a-G6gH7NUbqAfz0RuoB-zVG6gHltgbqAeqm7EC2AcB0ggHCIhhEAEYHbEJrLVbkeuiACaACgOYCwHICwG4DAHYEwyIFALQFQGAFwE&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASFeRoxKXigdgX3fN5hehEwB4S3JkdBg&sig=AOD64_122QOK1VJDjFk9eY5n_lgZIpsRVg&client=ca-pub-6381646546367344&nb=9&adurl=https://bestsearches.net/index.php%3Frgid%3D127562%26sub%3Dgclid%26gclid%3DEAIaIQobChMIlvS1wdWM8gIVF4-nCh3VqAWqEAEYASAAEgJgh_D_BwE
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=Cdit-4OsEYZaEC5eengXV0ZbQCsDTmMxj_7mVt8QOpIWTwLABEAEgso3Oe2DJvsmGxKPIF6AB6f31zwPIAQbgAgCoAwHIA5sEqgT8Ak_QV0EQ-MN3j3OCtb5m4QpHs6pTSiL9WJ9qvfaWSvYB9v2X1sBqKNn8BLa3rNy9kVxMgUrc-9iP4QnDCim31nZapHHp9OoK3HCZQW4opsVbMeJSAtLaQxj6wXVIOFCLgMrCC9w1y9C3zylvpD3zjpDBwxRFGaIH8n1lR8Q6KpdAn2FJbzLjubcsPvG3EPdGXdoVApKieE9eoRr8n2tS8L6IJEXGEPXSEcbAvNQDlgWYHfy1qM7Y-yiB3msM99IxxMKHoSzuUDHoGk0g4-jEQ72n-HuIQ_y6_vgwqNUUfsXLOkTiXegEUIU6HlQTOz3VhYdMbB3ihx1lDwV5ffZbyLdLiMdcbeQK1FmQFQUmqGhfopVTbKmjOH7EmXCOxQ3JzKAbLzsDFdPYNXfW1VGZOE-YPYaQOPy4lHgGpC9vLdTZ74cL6CK3WZAo-UjMZwqsGn7ubZnmbPhXuCFUn1fTY60kzMf-ZBwXdD43lGGGdWfWNloYBROgMDNl4bRPwAT-kJqQzwPgBAGgBjeAB7-2lMUBqAfVyRuoB_DZG6gH8tkbqAeOzhuoB5PYG6gHugaoB-6WsQKoB6a-G6gH7NUbqAfz0RuoB-zVG6gHltgbqAeqm7EC2AcB0ggHCIhhEAEYHbEJrLVbkeuiACaACgOYCwHICwG4DAHYEwyIFALQFQGAFwE&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASFeRoxKXigdgX3fN5hehEwB4S3JkdBg&sig=AOD64_122QOK1VJDjFk9eY5n_lgZIpsRVg&client=ca-pub-6381646546367344&nb=0&adurl=https://bestsearches.net/index.php%3Frgid%3D127562%26sub%3Dgclid%26gclid%3DEAIaIQobChMIlvS1wdWM8gIVF4-nCh3VqAWqEAEYASAAEgJgh_D_BwE
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=Cdit-4OsEYZaEC5eengXV0ZbQCsDTmMxj_7mVt8QOpIWTwLABEAEgso3Oe2DJvsmGxKPIF6AB6f31zwPIAQbgAgCoAwHIA5sEqgT8Ak_QV0EQ-MN3j3OCtb5m4QpHs6pTSiL9WJ9qvfaWSvYB9v2X1sBqKNn8BLa3rNy9kVxMgUrc-9iP4QnDCim31nZapHHp9OoK3HCZQW4opsVbMeJSAtLaQxj6wXVIOFCLgMrCC9w1y9C3zylvpD3zjpDBwxRFGaIH8n1lR8Q6KpdAn2FJbzLjubcsPvG3EPdGXdoVApKieE9eoRr8n2tS8L6IJEXGEPXSEcbAvNQDlgWYHfy1qM7Y-yiB3msM99IxxMKHoSzuUDHoGk0g4-jEQ72n-HuIQ_y6_vgwqNUUfsXLOkTiXegEUIU6HlQTOz3VhYdMbB3ihx1lDwV5ffZbyLdLiMdcbeQK1FmQFQUmqGhfopVTbKmjOH7EmXCOxQ3JzKAbLzsDFdPYNXfW1VGZOE-YPYaQOPy4lHgGpC9vLdTZ74cL6CK3WZAo-UjMZwqsGn7ubZnmbPhXuCFUn1fTY60kzMf-ZBwXdD43lGGGdWfWNloYBROgMDNl4bRPwAT-kJqQzwPgBAGgBjeAB7-2lMUBqAfVyRuoB_DZG6gH8tkbqAeOzhuoB5PYG6gHugaoB-6WsQKoB6a-G6gH7NUbqAfz0RuoB-zVG6gHltgbqAeqm7EC2AcB0ggHCIhhEAEYHbEJrLVbkeuiACaACgOYCwHICwG4DAHYEwyIFALQFQGAFwE&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASFeRoxKXigdgX3fN5hehEwB4S3JkdBg&sig=AOD64_122QOK1VJDjFk9eY5n_lgZIpsRVg&client=ca-pub-6381646546367344&nb=8&adurl=https://bestsearches.net/index.php%3Frgid%3D127562%26sub%3Dgclid%26gclid%3DEAIaIQobChMIlvS1wdWM8gIVF4-nCh3VqAWqEAEYASAAEgJgh_D_BwE
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=Cdit-4OsEYZaEC5eengXV0ZbQCsDTmMxj_7mVt8QOpIWTwLABEAEgso3Oe2DJvsmGxKPIF6AB6f31zwPIAQbgAgCoAwHIA5sEqgT8Ak_QV0EQ-MN3j3OCtb5m4QpHs6pTSiL9WJ9qvfaWSvYB9v2X1sBqKNn8BLa3rNy9kVxMgUrc-9iP4QnDCim31nZapHHp9OoK3HCZQW4opsVbMeJSAtLaQxj6wXVIOFCLgMrCC9w1y9C3zylvpD3zjpDBwxRFGaIH8n1lR8Q6KpdAn2FJbzLjubcsPvG3EPdGXdoVApKieE9eoRr8n2tS8L6IJEXGEPXSEcbAvNQDlgWYHfy1qM7Y-yiB3msM99IxxMKHoSzuUDHoGk0g4-jEQ72n-HuIQ_y6_vgwqNUUfsXLOkTiXegEUIU6HlQTOz3VhYdMbB3ihx1lDwV5ffZbyLdLiMdcbeQK1FmQFQUmqGhfopVTbKmjOH7EmXCOxQ3JzKAbLzsDFdPYNXfW1VGZOE-YPYaQOPy4lHgGpC9vLdTZ74cL6CK3WZAo-UjMZwqsGn7ubZnmbPhXuCFUn1fTY60kzMf-ZBwXdD43lGGGdWfWNloYBROgMDNl4bRPwAT-kJqQzwPgBAGgBjeAB7-2lMUBqAfVyRuoB_DZG6gH8tkbqAeOzhuoB5PYG6gHugaoB-6WsQKoB6a-G6gH7NUbqAfz0RuoB-zVG6gHltgbqAeqm7EC2AcB0ggHCIhhEAEYHbEJrLVbkeuiACaACgOYCwHICwG4DAHYEwyIFALQFQGAFwE&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASFeRoxKXigdgX3fN5hehEwB4S3JkdBg&sig=AOD64_122QOK1VJDjFk9eY5n_lgZIpsRVg&client=ca-pub-6381646546367344&nb=8&adurl=https://bestsearches.net/index.php%3Frgid%3D127562%26sub%3Dgclid%26gclid%3DEAIaIQobChMIlvS1wdWM8gIVF4-nCh3VqAWqEAEYASAAEgJgh_D_BwE
https://www.thenationalnews.com/uae/2021/07/31/meet-the-jordanian-diplomat-who-fell-in-love-with-the-uaes-national-sport/
https://www.thenationalnews.com/uae/heritage
https://www.thenationalnews.com/arts-culture/books/2021/07/31/pakistani-authors-challenging-patriarchal-conditions-respond-to-recent-femicide-cases/
https://www.thenationalnews.com/arts-culture/books
https://www.thenationalnews.com/arts-culture/on-stage/2021/07/30/sharjah-reveals-floating-theatre-project-for-kalba/
https://www.thenationalnews.com/arts-culture/on-stage
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https://www.thenationalnews.com/world/us-news/2021/07/28/a-sacred-river-in-danger-native-communities-fear-for-the-future-along-the-colorado-river/&related=TheNatWorld,NationalComment,LifeNationalUAE,NatSportUAE&via=TheNationalNews&text=A%20sacred%20river%20in%20danger:%20native%20communities%20fear%20for%20the%20future%20along%20the%20Colorado%20River
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=https://www.thenationalnews.com/world/us-news/2021/07/28/a-sacred-river-in-danger-native-communities-fear-for-the-future-along-the-colorado-river/
https://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?url=https://www.thenationalnews.com/world/us-news/2021/07/28/a-sacred-river-in-danger-native-communities-fear-for-the-future-along-the-colorado-river/&title=A%20sacred%20river%20in%20danger:%20native%20communities%20fear%20for%20the%20future%20along%20the%20Colorado%20River&mini=true
https://web.whatsapp.com/send?text=https://www.thenationalnews.com/world/us-news/2021/07/28/a-sacred-river-in-danger-native-communities-fear-for-the-future-along-the-colorado-river/
mailto:?subject=A%20sacred%20river%20in%20danger:%20native%20communities%20fear%20for%20the%20future%20along%20the%20Colorado%20River&body=https://www.thenationalnews.com/world/us-news/2021/07/28/a-sacred-river-in-danger-native-communities-fear-for-the-future-along-the-colorado-river/&amp
https://www.thenationalnews.com/uae/2021/07/31/meet-the-jordanian-diplomat-who-fell-in-love-with-the-uaes-national-sport/
https://www.thenationalnews.com/arts-culture/books/2021/07/31/pakistani-authors-challenging-patriarchal-conditions-respond-to-recent-femicide-cases/
https://www.thenationalnews.com/arts-culture/on-stage/2021/07/30/sharjah-reveals-floating-theatre-project-for-kalba/


7/30/21, 11)22 PMA sacred river in danger: native communities fear for the future along the Colorado River

Page 2 of 7https://www.thenationalnews.com/world/us-news/2021/07/28/a-sacred-riv…ger-native-communities-fear-for-the-future-along-the-colorado-river/

READ MORE

America's biggest reservoirs on

the brink of disaster
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Franklin Martin crouches down and strokes the
remnants of a lonely blade of grass amid a sea of
red dirt and rocks, the dry earth crunching beneath
his feet.

“It’s barely green and something has already nibbled on it,” the
Navajo rancher laments.

It’s another patch of rare nutrients that his cattle will be deprived
of.

Mr Martin grazes his cattle on the western edge of the Navajo
Nation, near where the Colorado River carves its way through the
Grand Canyon.

Twenty-two years of drought has left the Colorado River Basin a
shadow of its former self. The river, which provides drinking water
to 40 million people in the south-western US and fuels the farms
and ranches that feed the country, is hurting like never before.

Next month, the US federal government is expected to declare the
first ever water shortage in the lower basin, prompting water cuts
in Arizona, Nevada and Mexico.

The cuts are expected to be especially difficult for indigenous
communities living near the river, like Mr Martin’s.

“It’s been dry for quite a while,” he said. “It’s not good around
here.”

Mr Martin keeps his cattle on a
remote tract of land, whose red earth
stretches towards the horizon until it
plunges into the Grand Canyon. There
are no pipes that reach it, so the
community is forced to rely on a
series of earth dams — little mounds
of dirt built up to help pool water.
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Turkish farmers battle extreme

drought in Karapinar - in pictures The area is dotted with more than 100
of these dams, and all but a few are

now dry, leaving nothing behind but cracked dirt unable to sustain
even a few blades of grass for the cattle.

That means Mr Martin has to bring water in on a daily basis.

“I don't like it,” he told The National. Waiting in line to fill up his
tanks, Mr Martin said he finds it hard to believe this is happening
in America — instead, he said it seems more like a developing
country he might see on the news.

A recent study by the US Water Alliance found Native Americans
are 19 times more likely not to have access to drinking water and
indoor plumbing than other Americans. This statistic makes them
even more vulnerable to the effects of drought.

The remote western edge of the Navajo Nation reservation, the largest
Native American reservation in the US. (Willy Lowry/The National)

Water rights along the Colorado River are coveted and highly
complicated. In theory, Native American tribes have senior water
rights to roughly 20 per cent of what the river can give. But in
reality, the tribes are only able to draw a fraction of that due to a
lack of infrastructure and unfinished contracts with the states they
are in.

A new report published by a collection of tribes along the river is

https://www.thenationalnews.com/mena/turkish-farmers-battle-extreme-drought-in-karapinar-in-pictures-1.1240124
http://uswateralliance.org/sites/uswateralliance.org/files/publications/Closing%20the%20Water%20Access%20Gap%20in%20the%20United%20States_DIGITAL.pdf
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calling on the federal government to help cover the cost of
infrastructure projects that would give tribes better access to the
shrinking water source.

In April, a bipartisan bill appeared to address that very issue: the
Drinking Water and Wastewater Infrastructure Act, which was
pushed through the Senate, called for significant investments in
water infrastructure projects on Native American reservations.

The bill, coupled with President Joe Biden’s proposed
infrastructure package, is viewed by some Native Americans as an
important step in resolving the water crisis that plagues many
reservations.

‘The life-giver of our people’‘The life-giver of our people’

In Navajo culture, the land and river are sacred, a concept shared
by many of the other tribes that dot the shores of the once mighty
river.

“In the tribal belief system, the river is the life-giver of our people,”
explained Loretta Jackson-Kelly of the Hualapai tribe, one of the
30 tribes whose members live within the Colorado River Basin.

“We as a people believe through our own ancestral stories that
we have backbones — you know, our spine, that allows us to live.
We feel the same way about the river itself, that it is a living
entity,” she said.

The health of the river is central to the Haulapai people's belief
system, but its fate is far out of their control.
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A rainbow shines behind homes on a hillside in St George, Utah, near the Colorado River. AFP

In America’s relatively brief history, the country has altered the
Colorado River in considerable ways. The US has built 15 dams
along the waterway, and the two biggest ones, the Hoover Dam
and the Glen Canyon, flooded sacred tribal lands to create the
country’s largest reservoirs.

Those reservoirs, Lake Powell and Lake Mead, serve the West’s
growing population by providing fresh water to millions of
Americans and generating hydroelectric power.

But increased demands on the reservoirs and the punishing
drought have left their water levels at record lows.

Mr Martin blames a culture of excess that has put too heavy a
demand on the river.

“There’s people, they want water for golf, you know, and to wash
their vehicles. Then they got lawns, green lawns but no agriculture
on it, nothing. So, to me, that’s a waste,” he said.

While the West has a long history of battling droughts, climate
scientists say global warming is magnifying the problem.

“It’s hard to wrap our heads around the severity of the drought
and what that means,” said Keith Musselman, a scientist at the
University of Colorado’s Institute of Arctic and Alpine Research.

“There are many people who live in the West who have spent their
entire lives in this drought and this is what they know and I think
it’s difficult for us to see these long-term implications that are now
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becoming very prominent and are risking life in the West as we
know it.”

Lake Mead on the Colorado River in Boulder City, Nevada. AFP

Mr Martin said his father warned him of these problems.

“My dad, he never went to school, he didn't speak English, but the
way he talked about things, he said there is a limit to things,
everything has a limit, and I think right now, we went beyond that
limit,” he said. “Our climate has changed. It’s getting worse.”

This story is part of a series on the Colorado River drought in the
American West. Read more here and here.
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