
  

Interior Secretary Settles Dispute Over Level 
of Lake Powell 
California, Arizona and Nevada win their effort to maintain 
releases into the Colorado River. 
By Bettina Boxall 
Times Staff Writer 
 
May 3, 2005 
 
Saying winter storms had eased drought conditions somewhat in the Colorado River basin, Interior 
Secretary Gale Norton on Monday ordered federal dam managers to continue making normal water 
releases from Lake Powell, one of the West's biggest reservoirs. 
 
Norton's decision settles for now a dispute between the upper and lower basin states over levels in 
Lake Powell, which collects water from Colorado, Wyoming, Utah and northern New Mexico, and 
its downriver sibling, Lake Mead. 
 
Led by Colorado, the upper basin states wanted the Interior Department to reduce releases from 
Lake Powell for the first time to slow a dramatic drop in the reservoir's levels. The lower basin 
states were concerned that if the releases were trimmed and Lake Powell's level increased, it would 
be at the expense of Lake Mead, which supplies water to Nevada, Arizona and Southern California. 
 
After more than five years of severe drought along the Colorado, Lake Powell is only a third full — 
the lowest it has been since it was filled after the 1963 construction of Glen Canyon Dam. Lake 
Mead, by contrast, is 62% full and has been rising after a series of winter storms doused parts of the 
Southwest. 
 
The upper basin doesn't use water from Lake Powell. Rather, the reservoir operates as a huge 
holding tank for Lake Mead, ensuring that the upper basin has enough reserves to meet its legal 
obligation to send a certain amount of water to the lower basin.  
 
As Lake Powell's level has dropped, those reserves have dwindled, threatening hydropower 
production, hurting recreation businesses and raising the possibility that if the drought continues, 
Colorado and other states might be forced to make cuts in their water usage in order to give the 
lower basin its share. 
 
Representatives from California, Nevada and Arizona had argued against reducing the discharges 
from Lake Powell, saying the step was unnecessary because runoff had increased throughout the 
basin. 
 
Releasing less water from Lake Powell would not have affected deliveries in the lower basin. But it 
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would have lowered the level of Lake Mead. That would reduce power generation at Hoover Dam 
and potentially interfered with the intakes that divert water to Las Vegas. In the long term, lower 
levels in Lake Mead could trigger shortages.  
 
In declining to reduce Powell's discharges, Norton noted that flows into Powell from the upper 
basin are expected to be about normal this year thanks to a relatively wet winter. That will boost the 
lake levels and leave it nearly half full by fall, closing the gap between Lake Powell and Lake 
Mead. 
 
Norton emphasized in a letter announcing her decision that it was too soon to pronounce an end to 
the drought, which is the worst on record and among the most severe in 500 years in the Colorado 
basin. 
 
"We remain very concerned about the impacts of drought throughout the basin," she said, saying 
federal water managers are beginning to develop guidelines for reducing river deliveries if the 
drought intensifies.  
 
The wet winter forestalled shortages by a year, but they could still occur by 2010, hydrologists say. 
 
The Interior Department had asked the states to give it their recommendations for coping with 
shortages by last month, a deadline the states missed when they got bogged down on the issue of 
releases from reservoirs.  
 
Officials nonetheless said they were hopeful that the states could work out a drought plan. "Now 
we need to move forward," said Dennis Underwood, chief executive of the Metropolitan Water 
District of Southern California, which distributes Colorado River water to its customers. "We got 
some good starts relative to the shortage guidelines, and I feel comfortable we're going to get 
there." 
 
Although Norton sided with the lower basin in maintaining flows out of Lake Powell this year, she 
reiterated that her agency had the authority to reduce releases below normal deliveries to the lower 
basin and Mexico. And that was a victory for the upper basin.  
 
"We think that's a very important and positive step for the upper basin," said Scott Balcomb, an 
attorney who represents Colorado in the drought talks. 
 
The dispute over Lake Powell's level carries on a tradition of contention on the Colorado, which 
helps supply 25 million people. 
 
But even without the drought, the West's growth is pushing demand beyond the river's capacity, 
making more showdowns inevitable.  

 

If you want other stories on this topic, search the Archives at latimes.com/archives. 
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