
Beyond the Bathtub Ring:
How to Think about Water in the Sun Corridor



First, a brief history 
of the Colorado River



1905-06 Flood & the Salton Sea

1922 Compact

1928 Boulder Canyon Project Act

1944 Mexican Treaty

1948 Upper Basin Compact

1956 Colorado River Storage Project Act

Part 1 Development



Herbert Hoover and 
the 1922 Compact

• 7.5 maf to each basin; 
• 1.5 maf for Mexico
• Upper Basin Obligation Not to Deplete 

below  75 maf over running 10 year
period

• Honor Present Perfected Rights



1928 Boulder Canyon Project Act
• Authorized Hoover Dam/Lake Mead/All American Canal
• Section 5 Contract Authority
• Honor Present Perfected Rights



Arizona Gov. Benjamin Baker Moeur
declares martial law in 1934



1964 Arizona v. California Decree

1968 Colorado River Basin Project Act

1970 Long-Range Operating Criteria

2007 Interim Shortage Guidelines

2018 Drought Contingency Planning

Part 2  Operations



1968 Colorado River Basin Project Act
and the Central Arizona Project 

Article II(B)(3) of the decree of the Supreme Court of 
the United States in Arizona against California (376 
U.S. 340) shall be so administered that in any year in 
which, as determined by the Secretary, there is 
insufficient main stream Colorado River water 
available for release to satisfy annual consumptive 
use of seven million five hundred thousand acre-feet 
in Arizona, California, and Nevada, diversions from 
the main stream for the Central Arizona Project shall 
be so limited as to assure the availability of water in 
quantities sufficient to provide for the aggregate 
annual consumptive use by holders of present 
perfected rights, by other users in the State of 
California served under existing contracts with the 
United States by diversion works heretofore 
constructed, and by other existing Federal 
reservations in that State, of four million four 
hundred thousand acre-feet of mainstream water, 



The Lower Basin Deficit…



Drought 
Contingency 
Planning

“When one tugs at a single thing in nature, 
he finds it attached to the rest of the world.” 

- John Muir
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2011

2020

Summary of Existing Sun Corridor Supplies
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Climate Change Assumption 
(2011 = -15%)
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Arizona’s Water Management Story
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Population as per Census July 2020 (6,121,084)



2011

2020

Sun Corridor Theoretical Carrying Capacity
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How to Think About Water Challenges in the Sun Corridor
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Water is Like Money



Current Supply/Demand Balance (living on “cash flow “)

• The Message of Return to Watering:  20-25 years of growth based on current 
usage trends

• Demand management to stretch that horizon
• Elimination of farming in the Sun Corridor
• Further changes to urban landscaping 
• Greater re use of effluent
• Changes in density of development



Short Term Ways to Increase Supply

• SRP changes in management of the Verde (Removing Horseshoe, changing 
Bartlett) could yield as much as 100,000 AF/year.  

• Mainstem Colorado River transfers (currently pending Cibola to Queen Creek).  
Fierce political opposition from on-River users. 

• Importation of groundwater from remote basins in Western Arizona.



Using Savings Account When Necessary (Banked Groundwater)

• The account currently has 12 MAF in the bank (Current urban use is about 1.6 
MAF)

• That savings represents about 7.5 years worth of total urban use
• In reality, it could sustain up to 20-30 years with continuing, though reduced, 

deliveries of Colorado River, Salt and Verde and safe yield ground water
• But once used up, it is gone.  And it is unlikely we’ll add much to the account 

for the next few years.



Long Term Augmentation  

• Cloud seeding 
There’s evidence it could work to increase snowpack.  Unknown side effects?

• Mississippi diversions 
Possible, but a long shot– way too many hurdles.

• Ocean desalinization— In Mexico or California.  
It is time to get really serious about this.  

It will take decades to implement, but having a long
term solution in the works is necessary to reassure
people who want to invest in Arizona.  



The Dilemma of the 
Sun Corridor:

It is all About Choices
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