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Colorado River Basin

243,000 miles2

40 million people

5th largest economy

National food security

20 years of aridification

50 years of rapid growth 

100-year-old Law of the River
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STALEMATE!!

Upper Basin: Reluctant to 
cut use, want to preserve 
allocations (unused water)

Lower Basin: Facing acute 
shortages, pressure for 
deeper cuts 
(overappropriated)



Mandatory Shortages – Tier 1

84%

3%
0%

13%

SHORTAGES

Arizona (512,000 AF)
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California (0 AF)
Mexico (80,000 AF)



Estimated Distribution of 1.5 MAF/YR Shortages
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Arizona (720,000 AF) Arizona (via GRIC + other Tribes) (63,000 AF)

California (350,000 AF) California (via IID + Bard) (337,000 AF)

Nevada (30,000 AF)



Distribution of ~1.6 MAF Shortages (2023-2026)
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Fort McDowell Yavapai Nation
Gila River Indian Community
Hopi Tribe
San Carlos Apache Tribe
Town of Gilbert
City of Glendale
City of Peoria
City of Phoenix
City of Tucson
City of Scottsdale
Cibola Valley Irrigation and Drainage District
Metropolitan Domestic Improvement District
Mohave Valley Irrigation and Drainage District
Yuma Mesa Irrigation and Drainage District
ASARCO
Cathcart Farms
GM Gabrych Family Limited Partnership
Spanish Trail Water Company
Coachella Valley Water District
Quechan Tribe
Metropolitan Water District w/ Palo Verde ID
Imperial Irrigation District





The Good

The Bad

The Ugly

Western water rights are designed 
for market operations

Our rivers are smaller/more 
inconsistent than needed

Poor/inefficient governance and 
mismanagement



Markets are only as flexible 
as the law allows

Water court 
approval

Historic 
consumptive 
use analysis

Return flow 
protection

Infrastructure 
access

Ditch 
company 
consent

Anti-
speculation 
compliance



From Buy-&-Dry to Creative Supply

Permanent ag-to-muni 
transfers still dominate 

(WestWater graphic)

But ATMs offer a 
middle path:

Lease-fallowing

Deficit irrigation

Crop-switching

Interruptible supply 
agreements

Need legal certainty + 
shared incentives
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The Future:  Ag as Market Maker, Not Casualty

Ag should co-design 
water markets.

Tools needed:

Legal incentives/
policy guidance

Deal templates

Transparency + 
reliability

Water markets can 
build resilience—if 

ag stays in the game.



Lessons 
from other 
markets

Location Innovation Caution

Australia
Separated water 
rights from land; 
robust leasing

Needed major 
regulation after 
environmental 
collapse

California
Groundwater credit 
trading in pilot 
programs

Still struggling with 
verification & equity

Chile Fully privatized 
rights

Backlash → 
constitutional 
reform to reassert 
more public control
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The Hidden Thirst 
of the Digital West

• TSMC Phoenix:
• Fully operational > 15KAF (13MGD)
• Enough to supply ~50,000 people

• Data Centers Across the West:
• Each hyperscale center can use 3-5 

MGD 
• For cooling, not processing
• Many built near rural or tribal lands 

with limited groundwater

    





DEN/FR         VS         PHX/TUS



Not all “wet” water is equal: quality 
affects use, value, and liability

Key concerns for ag buyers:
Salinity & hardness – impairs 
irrigation, clogs pivots
Nutrient loading – excess 
nitrogen/phosphorus → algae, weed 
growth
Bacteria/coliform – red flag for 
domestic or livestock use
Metals & selenium – natural or 
legacy mining/oil impacts
PFAS / ‘Forever Chemicals’ – 
emerging risk near airports, military, 
and fire training sites

Test before you close: especially for 
domestic wells, ponds, or stock tanks

Ask: “Can this water legally and safely be 
used the way I need it to?”

A quick note on water quality…
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