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Photo by Bob Phillips/Lake Powell Chronicle In
spite of an ongoing 8-year drought in the region,
Bureau of Reclamation managers have been able
to maintain Lake Powell at a level viable both for
power production and for recreation.

Parts of Lake Powell study called into question
Posted: Wednesday, Mar 12th, 2008
BY: Bob Phillips — Lake Powell Chronicle

PAGE — As managers released an artificial
flood from Lake Powell in an attempt to re-
establish historic downstream conditions of
a past Colorado River, questions continued
to flow about the Colorado River of the
future.

A recent study by researchers at the
University of California-San Diego projects
that continued drought and warming
temperatures due to global climate change
will eventually reduce both reservoirs’
storage capacity to zero — perhaps as early
as the next decade. Reduced snowpack and
runoff, higher temperatures and increased
evaporation will be the rule in future years,
the study argues.

The study, produced by researchers Tim
Barnett and David Pierce, projects a 50-percent possibility that power production at both
Glen Canyon Dam and Hoover Dam will halt due to low pools by 2017. 

It cites a 10-percent chance that live storage in both Lake Powell and Lake Mead will be
gone by 2013, and a 50-percent chance it will be gone by 2021 if no changes in water
allocation are made.

Some regard the UC study as overly pessimistic, and say that future weather patterns from
climate change could actually include more precipitation — although most scientists predict
a hotter, drier future in the region. Critics of the study also noted that managers have been
able, in spite of a sustained and severe drought, to continue making legally mandated water
deliveries downstream while maintaining Lake Powell at a level viable both for recreation
and power production.

In addition, a new operations plan put into effect in January allows for greater flexibility in
meeting water allocations, restricts use from Lake Mead and should help keep Lake Powell
and reservoirs in the upper basin from being depleted as much as in the past, according to
officials from the Bureau of Reclamation. 

Rick Clayton, a hydraulic engineer for the bureau and acting hydrologist for Glen Canyon
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Dam, said he is familiar with the University of California study, but added that the
conclusions of such research depend entirely on various key assumptions going into it.

“I wouldn’t say it’s erroneous. I think I would say it’s possible, but there are a number of
ongoing studies out now that come to different conclusions,” Clayton said. “We’re aware of
all the different work that’s being done in this area. We’re aware there’s a whole broad
spectrum of studies. This just happens to be getting a lot of press, compared to a lot of
other studies that are out there.”

Reclamation officials have been concerned even very recently about minimum power pool
levels, Clayton said. While the precise lake level where power production would effectively
cease isn’t known for certain, that elevation is estimated at 3,490 feet above sea level, he
added.

Lake Powell is currently almost 100 feet above that level.

“There were concerns (about loss of generating ability), but that didn’t occur. We’ve been
able to sustain reservoir levels since those (Reclamation) projections were made,” Clayton
said.

“Every one of these studies has a wide range of conclusions,” Clayton added. “They all
approach the subject with a certain set of assumptions. Depending on whatever assumptions
you make when you do a study like this, you’re going to get a different outcome.”

Barnett, however, strongly defends his research as realistic, objective and not overly
pessimistic.

“It sounds like all bad news, and it’s all gloom and doom, but we just used (Reclamation)
numbers,” he said. “People have said it before. We just said it louder.”

The Colorado River is already over-allocated, Barnett said, adding that any solution to the
future of the river must address that reality. Original allocations back in the 1920s based
potential future water availability, in part, on river flows during a particularly wet period,
and also failed to factor in nearly 2 million acre feet per year lost to evaporation and
infiltration into rock, he added.

Since then, the river has been the subject of innumerable lawsuits, court battles and
political fights. The Colorado has been listed for decades as the most threatened river in
America by groups such as American Rivers.

“What we’re trying to say to people is, we may have a decade, but we certainly don’t have
two decades,” Barnett said. “We have some time, a little time, to do something about it.
It’s time for the political people to start earning their money here.”

Any progress on future river management must entail serious efforts at water conservation
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and water recycling, Barnett said. Such programs are underway to some extent, and though
they are not without problems at this point, they need to be accelerated, he added.

“There are things we can do. It’s going to cost a little more money, but water’s going to get
more expensive one way or another,” Barnett said.

The UC study, he emphasized, was based on extensive scientific research conducted over
many years and attempted to take a moderate interpretation of the data rather than an
extreme “gloom and doom” scenario.

“We could certainly have made a more draconian conclusion than we did,” said Barnett.
“Scientists can only present the facts — that’s what we did. Policy makers are the ones who
have to make the decisions.” 

Operations at Glen Canyon Dam were changed this January following a two-year
environmental impact study prompted by the drought and by upper basin state’s requests
that less water be released downstream. Prior appropriations of water mandate the release
of 75 million acre feet from Lake Powell over a 10-year span, however, the distribution of
those releases has been altered to allow the holding of more water in the system early in
the year, Clayton said.

Will the lake levels someday drop to a point where no more electrical power can be
generated, or more seriously, will the massive lakes someday revert to being rivers? 

“Certainly, if we see inflows that continue at the drought level we’ve seen over the past
eight years, it will put pressure on the river system, and there will be challenges we’ll have
to face,” Clayton said.
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