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Historically, the climate of the western states of the United States is semi-arid.  Consequently, the region suffers from periodic wet and dry cycles.  Severe droughts can range from 3 to 25 years and, based on tree ring studies, even longer.  


Consequently, the Colorado River Basin states of Colorado, New Mexico Utah, Wyoming, Arizona, California, and Nevada entered into the 1922 Colorado River Compact allocating the water of the Colorado River.  In addition, the United States and the Republic of Mexico have entered into the 1944 treaty guaranteeing Mexico an annual amount of Colorado River water.


Climate change studies show that the availability of usable water from the Colorado River may be reduced by 25% from historically available supply.  As a result the Colorado River states within the United States have developed shortage criteria specifying who will take water delivery reductions and when they will take them.  The criteria also provide operational rules for reservoirs and mechanisms to encourage augmentation and conservation of water.

The process for arriving at shortage criteria was reached through a public notice and meeting process, consultation with stakeholders, draft proposals, request for comments and a record of decision.


Implementation of the shortage criteria depends on an enforceable legal framework and the existence of infrastructure, such as reservoirs, that can capture and store water in good water years, together with demand reduction and conservation measures.


Anticipating wetter wet periods and drier dry periods because of climate change, the legal framework must identify the governmental officers or decision-making administrative and/or judicial bodies that can receive evidence and make enforceable decisions regarding water storage, delivery, curtailment, demand reduction and conservation measures.  Use of dispute resolution mechanisms before legal action should  be made available.

Examples of decision-making officers and bodies in the United States include the U.S. Secretary of Interior, the Upper Colorado River Compact Commission and the International Boundary and Water Commission of the United States and Mexico.


A recent example of a climate change-induced transnational agreement is the Agreement and draft compact of the Canadian provinces of Ontario and Quebec and eight Great Lakes states.  

An example of a model compact designed with flexibility to meet climate change challenges has been developed by the Utton Center.

International water management and allocation regimes face difficult adaptation problems due to the difficulty of getting independent nations to agree and because mechanisms within nation are often more developed, certain, and enforceable than agreements historically reached between nations.
Climate change will require independent nations sharing river systems to agree on legal frameworks and enforceable measures they have been historically reluctant to accept.  Mutual well-being and respect should be the guiding motivation.
