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CAP University: 
Deeper Dive on How Water is Accounted For in the 
Lower Basin

1. Welcome – Goddard

2. Overview of Lower Basin Colorado River Accounting – Kartha

3. Lower Basin Water Use Trends – Templeton

4. Q&A 

5. Closing Remarks – Goddard
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• Reclamation is required to account for and report 
Colorado River water use pursuant to applicable 
Federal law

‒ 1964 United States Supreme Court Decree in 
Arizona v. California (2006 Consolidated Decree)
 Colorado River Accounting and Water Use Report
 Official record of diversions, returns and consumptive 

use
 Lower Basin Mainstream 

– 1968 Colorado River Basin Project Act
 Consumptive Uses and Losses Report
 Upper and Lower Systems

• Accounting includes consumptive use of surface 
water and groundwater

Colorado River Water Accounting
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Consolidated Decree of the United States 
Supreme Court in Arizona v. California  (547 
U.S. 150 (2006))

‒ Defines terminology 
‒ Provides guidance on Secretarial authority 
‒ Confirms State apportionments
‒ Tributaries are reserved for the exclusive use of 

each state

‒ Requires annual reporting of diversions, returns, 
and  consumptive use of Colorado River water
‒ Point of diversion

Consolidated Decree
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• Diversions:  Colorado River Water diverted from the 
mainstream, including underground pumping

• Returns:  Return flow of such water to the stream as is 
available for consumptive use in the United States or in 
satisfaction of the 1944 Mexican Treaty obligation

• Consumptive Use (CU):  “…diversions from the stream 
less such return flow thereto as is available for 
consumptive use in the United States or in satisfaction 
of the Mexican Treaty obligation”

• CU = Diversions – Returns

Decree Definitions



Water Accounting 
Process
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Develop

Develop AOP
•Surplus/Normal/Shortage

Approve

Pursuant to 43 CFR 
Part 417, 
review/approve annual 
water orders

Monitor/  
Project

Monitor and project 
diversions and 
consumptive use

Process

Process Final Water 
Accounting Data

Publish

Publish annual 
Colorado River 
Accounting and Water 
Use Report

Water Accounting Process and Chronology



Water Order 
Approvals
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43 CFR Part 4171

• Sets forth procedures that require the Regional 
Director2 of the Bureau of Reclamation to consult 
with contractors in Arizona, California, and Nevada 
regarding water conservation measures and 
operating practices in the diversion, delivery, 
distribution, and use of Colorado River water prior to 
the beginning of each calendar year

• Information gathered during this consultation 
process is used by the Regional Director to determine 
each contractor's estimated water requirements for 
the ensuing calendar year

1 Available at: https://www.usbr.gov/lc/region/g4000/417Regulation.pdf.
2 BIA conducts Part 417 consultations and approves water orders for Lower Colorado River Indian Tribes. 

https://www.usbr.gov/lc/region/g4000/417Regulation.pdf
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General Timeline

Year X July August September October November December January – December (Year X+1)

Collect 
ICS Plans 

of 
Creation

Approve  
Water 
Orders

Review Water 
Orders and 

Conduct Part 417 
Consultations

Monitor Water Use/
Process Revised Water Orders

Approve ICS Plans/ 
Issue Call Letters

Collect 
Water 
Orders

Review/Consult 
on ICS Plans



Monitoring and 
Forecasting
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• Daily estimate of a water user’s diversion/use-to-
date and projected year-end diversion/use

• Assist managers and water users in tracking 
water use to ensure diversions are within 
approved amounts

• Allows junior priority users to adjust schedules to 
hit annual targets

• Assists Reclamation in identifying potential 
overruns and notifying users

• Real-time data uploads to the Hydrologic 
Database (HDB)
o 98% of total Lower Basin use is monitored in real-time

Static Forecast
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Dynamic Interactive Reporting
• Power BI interactive 

dashboards update visuals 
dynamically with filtering for 
water users and/or States.

Real-Time Data Insights
• Visuals display emerging 

trends and granularity at 
monthly time scales.

Alerts
• Conditional triggers highlight 

potential overruns with 
indicators ensuring timely 
decision-making.

Static to Dynamic/Interactive Reporting
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• Daily and monthly charts reveal 
trends and helps track 
schedules, forecast and actual 
diversions over time.

• Running totals accumulate 
monthly results to highlight 
cumulative monthly volumes.

• Tables provide detailed metrics 
with drill-down capability, 
maintaining filter context for 
targeted user-level insights.

Dynamic Forecast



Water Accounting 
Report
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• The report has been published for each year 
since 1964

• Provides a complete, detailed, and accurate 
record of:

‒ V(A)  Releases through regulatory structures

‒ V(B)  Diversions, returns, and consumptive uses 
by user and state

‒ V(C)  Water ordered but not diverted

‒ V(D)  Deliveries to Mexico

‒ V(E)  Gila and San Francisco River diversions for the 
benefit  of the Gila National Forest

Colorado River Accounting and Water 
Use Report

Available on Web at:
http://www.usbr.gov/lc/region/g4000/wtracct.html
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• Reporting of uses, transfers, 
agreements outside of the 
requirements of Article V of the 
Consolidated Decree, including:

‒Water Availability and Use by State
‒ Interstate Banking
‒ Inadvertent Overruns and Paybacks
‒ Lower Colorado Water Supply Project
‒Conservation, Transfers and Exchanges
‒ Intentionally Created Surplus

Supplemental Accounting



System Conservation 
Fundamentals



20

• Measures must result in a reduction in the 
contractor’s consumptive use of mainstream 
Colorado River water

• Generally created through implementation of 
extraordinary conservation measures that would 
not have otherwise been implemented 

Fundamental Principles 
for Conservation



Intentionally Created 
Surplus
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• Initially implemented by the 2007 Interim 
Guidelines

• 2026 Record of Decision extended ICS 
Program subject to 2027-2028 Operating 
Guidelines

• Provides a mechanism for the creation, 
storage, and future delivery of conserved 
water in Lake Mead

Intentionally Created Surplus (ICS)
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• Assessments and Losses

− One-time deduction of 10% on creation

− Annual evaporative assessment of 3% in following years 

• Annual EC ICS creation limited to 650 kaf

− 125 kaf (Arizona) – 400 kaf (California) – 125 kaf 
(Nevada)

− 2027 and 2028 Operating Guidelines provides for sharing 
of annual creation capacity

• Annual ICS delivery limited to 1.0 maf

− 300 kaf (Arizona) – 400 kaf (California) – 300 kaf 
(Nevada)

− The total combined delivery of ICS from January 1, 2026, 
through December 31, 2028, shall not exceed 800,000 af

ICS Provisions1

1 Pursuant to the 2026 Record of Decision and the Operating Guidelines for 2027 and 2028 .
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• Parties planning to create ICS must:
− Have an approved ICS Exhibit
− Submit to the Secretary for approval, a 

plan1 for the creation of ICS which 
includes:

• Project description
• Term of the activity
• Estimated ICS amount to be created
• Proposed methodology for verification
• Documentation of regulatory approvals

− Submit an annual Certification Report to 
the Secretary in the year following 
creation demonstrating the amount of ICS 
created

Creation of ICS

1 ICS Plans are due by July 1st of the preceding year and are approved by Reclamation in consultation with the Lower Basin States.
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• Contractor must submit an annual Certification Report to the Secretary in 
the year following creation demonstrating the amount of ICS created

• The Secretary is required to verify the information contained in the 
Certification Report and provide a final written decision to the Contractor 
regarding the amount of ICS created

• Verification may include: 
o Review of supporting data and documents contained in Certification Report
o Onsite field inspections 
o Remote-sensing applications

Certification and Verification of ICS
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• Secretary required to account for creation 
and delivery of ICS on an annual basis

• Reclamation reports ICS account balance 
information in the annual Colorado River 
Accounting and Water Use Report:  Arizona, 
California, and Nevada for each Contractor 
including:
− Beginning-of-Year balance
− Creation
− System Assessment
− IOPP Payback
− Delivery
− End-of-Year balance

Accounting for ICS



Consumptive Uses 
and Losses
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• Consumptive Uses and Losses 
are the anthropogenic increase 
in water loss from the hydrologic 
system

•  *Other water accounting reports 
have different definitions

What are Consumptive Uses* and Losses?
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• The Department of the Interior's best 
estimate of actual consumptive uses and 
losses within the Colorado River System

• Joint report between the Upper and Lower 
Basins 

oOnly Reclamation report which covers both 
the Upper and Lower Systems 

oMethodology varies slightly between 
Systems

Consumptive Uses and Losses 
(CUL) Report
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• Covers the Upper Basin and Lower 
Basin 
o Only portions in the United 

States
• Includes all tributaries of the 

Colorado River
• Includes deliveries to Mexico

o Does not categorize deliveries 
to Mexico

CUL Report Scope
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Mainstem Consumptive Use
• Data sourced from the Colorado River Accounting and 

Water Use Report: Arizona, California, and Nevada for the 
given year

• Use Category assigned based on the user

• Reported by State

• Mainstream reservoirs calculated separately

Tributary Consumptive Use
• Source data gathered from a variety of sources and CUL 

data calculated based on an agreed upon methodology

• Separate methodology for each category

• Reported by State and Reporting Area
o Reported in Excel file by sub-watershed (HUC8) 

Shortage analysis is not included in CUL Report

1971-2015 CUL Data
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Category assigned based on the predominant 
type of use by the user in the Water Accounting 
Report
o Agriculture
o Municipal & Industrial
o Thermal Electric Power
o Outside System Export
o Inside System Export

Mainstream Reservoir evaporation calculated 
and reported separately

Mainstream Categories of Use
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Unique methodology for estimating consumptive use for each category
Reservoir Evaporation

o Measured Reservoirs
o Unmeasured Reservoirs

Agriculture
o Irrigation
o Stockpond Evaporation & Livestock

Municipal & Industrial
o Mineral Resources
o Thermal Electric Power
o Other

Export
o Outside System
o Within System

Tributary Categories of Use



Lower System Consumptive Uses and Losses



Mainstream Consumptive Uses and Losses



Total Consumptive Uses and Losses



Mainstream Losses 
Report
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• Actions announced for consideration to 
prevent the System reservoirs from falling to 
critically low elevations 

‒ Evaluating system losses due to 
evaporation, seepage, and other losses

• The report provides overview of mainstream 
losses (evaporation and riparian)

• Report does not make recommendations for 
implementation or administration

Background
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Total System Losses
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Total Mainstream System Losses
• Visual breakdown of losses by reach and type (2017 – 2021 average)
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Thank you!

Keep in touch by subscribing at 
www.knowyourwaternews.com and by following us on 

Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn and Instagram!

http://www.knowyourwaternews.com/


Lower Basin Water Use Trends

Nolie Templeton

Manager, Colorado River Policy and Analysis

August 31, 2026
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Colorado River Accounting and Water Use Report

• Is the official record of diversions, return flows and consumptive use of 
mainstem Colorado River water use in the Lower Colorado River Basin

• The report tabulates verified physical measurements from individual 
waters across Arizona, California and Nevada and follows a rigorous 
process to ensure robustness and accuracy

• Based on this Accounting Report, Lower Basin States’ mainstem 
Colorado River water use has been consistently below their 
apportionment for more than a decade



Lower Basin States’ Consumptive Use

The Lower Basin States’ consumptive use in 2025 was the lowest since 1983

Combined consumptive use for California, Nevada, and Arizona, as reported in the Bureau of Reclamation’s annual Colorado River Accounting and Water Use Report



Arizona’s Consumptive Use
Arizona’s consumptive use in 2025 was the second lowest since 1992

Consumptive use for Arizona, as reported in the Bureau of Reclamation’s annual Colorado River Accounting and Water Use Report
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Lower Basin States’ innovative path
• Since 2007, Lower Basin States and Mexico have participated in a range of 

voluntary conservation programs that have helped raise the elevation in Lake 
Mead during extreme drought 

• Some of the innovative pilot projects have paved the way to more established 
system water conservation programs

• All conserving parties have had a history of consumptive use, and all 
conservation has been based on reductions in beneficial use

• Since 2022, the voluntary conservation has been bolstered by mandatory 
reduction volumes that have helped keep Mead stable as we entered a quarter 
century of drought
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Lake Mead Conservation Programs
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Intentionally Created Surplus
Intentionally Created Surplus (ICS) was 
developed as part of the 2007 Guidelines 
Helped create opportunities to store water 
in Mead through a reduction in beneficial 
use

ICS created as part of other programs is 
shown in associated future slides

System Efficiency ICS – improvements 
to system operations
Extraordinary Conservation ICS – 
extraordinary conservation measures such 
as fallowing, supply replacement, and 
conservation
BICS - funded conservation in Mexico

Parties: USBR, Mexico, CAWCD, MWD, IID, SNWA, 
CRIT, GRIC
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Mexico Water Reserve

• The Mexico Water Reserve 
allows Mexico to defer water 
delivery due to earthquakes, 
emergencies, or conservation

• Deliveries were deferred under 
Minute 323 and its predecessors

• Water available for subsequent 
delivery to Mexico 

Parties: USBR, Mexico 
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Pilot Drought Response Action MOU

The Pilot Drought 
Response Action 
MOU was initiated to 
voluntarily create 
protection volumes from 
2014-2017 to prevent 
critically low elevations 
in Lake Mead

Parties: USBR, CAWCD, SNWA, MWD
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Pilot System Conservation Program

The Pilot System 
Conservation Program was 
initiated and funded starting 
in 2015 to test water 
conservation concepts in 
both the Upper and Lower 
Basins with funding 
partnerships across the full 
Colorado River Basin

Parties: USBR, CAWCD, MWD, SNWA, Denver Water,
Environmental Defense Fund / Walton Family Foundation
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Voluntary Conservation

Voluntary Conservation was 
achieved by leaving excess 
water supplies in Lake Mead 
and other programs that 
created system water in Lake 
Mead
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Drought Contingency Plan Contributions &
Binational Water Scarcity Contingency 

Plan  
Drought Contingency Plan 
Contributions and 
Binational Water Scarcity 
Contingency Plan 
Contributions are volumes 
of water left in Lake Mead 
and are determined by Lake 
Mead elevations, as agreed 
upon in DCP Agreements

Parties: Mexico, Arizona, California, Nevada
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500 Plus Plan
The 500 + Plan was a 2021 
MOU to attain a minimum of 
1 MAF of additional water 
between 2022 and 2023 
(over and above 2007 
Guidelines reductions and 
DCP Contributions) to 
prevent Lake Mead from 
going below 1030 feet

Parties: USBR, CAWCD, ADWR, MWD, SNWA
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Reservoir Protection Conservation (SEIS) 
Reservoir Protection 
Conservation is system 
water conserved under the 2024 
Supplement to 2007 Guidelines. 
This conservation is in addition 
to 2007 Guidelines Reductions 
and DCP Contributions. The 
targeted volume is 3 MAF from 
2023 – 2026 by water users in 
the 3 Lower Basin states.

Parties: Water users in Arizona, California, Nevada
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Thank you!

Keep in touch by subscribing at 
www.knowyourwaternews.com and by following us on 

Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn and Instagram!

http://www.knowyourwaternews.com/


Q&A

Keep up to date on CAP issues by subscribing at 
www.KnowYourWaterNews.com and by following us on 

Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn and Instagram!

http://www.knowyourwaternews.com/


Thank you for attending 
CAP University!

Keep up to date on CAP issues by subscribing at 
www.KnowYourWaterNews.com and by following us on Facebook, 

Twitter, LinkedIn and Instagram!

http://www.knowyourwaternews.com/
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