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Good morning. 

It is a pleasure and an honor to be here with so many who appreciate the importance of the Colorado River.

Regrettably, Secretary Norton was not able to be with us this morning as scheduled, but as all of you know, she has been very focused on Colorado River matters over the past five years.

The Secretary has taped the following message for this conference, so via tape, I’d like to introduce Secretary Gale Norton.







* *

TEXT OF SECRETARY GALE A. NORTON’s REMARKS:

Good morning.  Because Congress is trying to deal with a number of significant issues before they adjourn for the year, I regret that I must stay in Washington and that I am not able to be with you in person this morning.  

Interior’s key officials on Colorado River management, from Assistant Secretary Mark Limbaugh to Reclamation Commissioner John Keys, as well as Rick Gold and Bob Johnson, are representing me at your conference. We all know - as do each of you - the importance of the Colorado River to the nation, this region, and the people of the Basin. 

While we’ve all known that the future of the Colorado River would involve periods of shortage and reduced supplies, the recent five-year drought has shown us a glimpse of that future. 

Increasing demands and limited supplies will collide more often - even in normal water years. 

The drought also reminds us of the benefits that we enjoy as a result of the work of our predecessors.  Storage they provided - equaled nowhere else on any river system in the nation - made it possible for many water users to avoid devastating reductions in supplies.  

Of course, we have also witnessed tremendous progress on the Colorado in recent years.  

California’s 4.4 Plan, Indian water rights settlements, and environmental restoration programs all demonstrate the ability of the leaders in this Basin to find solutions to long-term problems. I thank all of you who worked to make these achievements possible. 

As much as I believe that these successes have improved the future of the Colorado River basin - we can't rest on our laurels. 

I have one fundamental message to share with you today: We have a choice before us.  Without continued leadership to find and implement consensus-based solutions on the Colorado River - basin-wide litigation, which we have successfully avoided since 1922, looms as a significant threat. 

To me - basin-wide litigation would be an undesirable and unacceptable result of our collective failure to resolve the water management challenges we face. 

I have asked Mark Limbaugh, to prioritize and personally oversee the development of additional guidelines for Colorado River management during low reservoir conditions, and he will share with you the reasons why I believe this is so critical. 

Whatever your position or perspective, one thing is clear: the ultimate choice between negotiation and litigation rests with this generation of water leaders.

While we don’t know if the drought is over, we do know that the need for additional management guidelines is clear.  Given the importance of having certainty - about when water supplies would be reduced - I’ve asked that these guidelines be completed by December 2007. 

Water leaders in this basin have faced challenges before.  The vision embodied in the 1922 Colorado River Compact was that by negotiation, large-scale conflict and litigation could be avoided. This approach avoided having a litigation-driven system imposed on the Basin.  Our vision for the future of the Colorado River reflects these same goals.

This is not an easy task, and sadly, it just got a little bit harder with the passing of Dennis Underwood. 

Dennis Underwood embodied the traits that we will need if we are to find solutions to the challenges facing this Basin and our society: respect for others, intelligence, innovation, hard work.  

We should honor Dennis’ memory by working together to find solutions.

I hope you have a successful conference and I wish all of you, and your families, a Happy and safe Holiday Season

.
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As you can tell, Secretary Norton is very focused on helping you resolve longstanding issues on the Colorado River so that together we can meet the challenges before us.

The Secretary just told us that we have a choice. Working together to find and implement solutions is far superior to waiting for decisions to emerge from a courtroom.

As we all know, the singular issue impacting the Colorado River in recent years has been the recent five-year drought.

The drought has made it clear that additional management tools are needed to be able to manage the Colorado in times of drought and in low-reservoir conditions.

Let me outline for you three key themes that explain why we have placed such a high priority on working together to develop additional guidelines for Colorado River management: 


First, recent operating experience shows the importance of having these types of rules in place, before crises develop;


Second, as the Secretary noted, destabilizing litigation is a looming concern;


Third, and perhaps most importantly – we want to benefit from the leadership within this Basin who have - in recent years - proven their ability to find and implement solutions.   

Here is our plan.

On September 30th, the Department formally initiated a public, National Environmental Policy Act, or NEPA, process to develop additional management guidelines for the operation of Lake Powell and Lake Mead under low reservoir conditions, including the development of Lower Basin Shortage Guidelines.

Stakeholders in the Colorado River Basin now have a unique opportunity to shape the future management of the River through this process.

Some may ask why the development of additional management strategies is so important now for our two key main-stem reservoirs?  Why is the Department placing such an emphasis on this NEPA process?

The recent years of drought were a “wake-up call” on the Colorado River.  But it is important to emphasize that this recent drought occurred under what was perhaps the best of all possible circumstances.

Consider two key points:

First, even though runoff in the basin was the worst five consecutive years on record, and may have been the worst in nearly five centuries– we were very fortunate to have gone into the drought with full reservoirs. 

In 1999, Lake Powell and Lake Mead stood at more than 95% of capacity.  The next time drought strikes, this may not be the case. 

Second, as the reservoirs fell, we were able to rely on newly adopted rules -  the “Interim Surplus Guidelines” - to determine when - and by how much –surplus water use in the Lower Basin would be reduced.  

Having these Surplus Guidelines already in place for the Lower Basin, water users were able to clearly predict how these reductions to the surplus would be implemented each year. For example, water leaders here in Las Vegas worked hard to educate the local community and tied their response to the surplus levels established for Lake Mead.  

Having the Interim Surplus Guidelines in place also meant that we didn’t use the development of each year’s Annual Operating Plan to figure out a response to the deepening drought. In short, we were prepared in advance.

This recent history re-emphasizes how important it is to have management plans in place before a crisis develops.

Some may ask - aren’t we out of the drought? Didn’t the runoff last year improve our situation in the Basin?

While snowpack, runoff, and water storage in the Basin improved this past year, we don’t know whether the drought is over. 

The key lesson for us in the Colorado Basin is to avoid complacency as a result of one year of average runoff.

The catch-phrase many of us at Interior have often used when speaking to the public about the drought remains true: We don’t know if we’re at the end of a five year drought or in the middle of a fifteen year drought.

As we stand here today, if Lake Mead levels again begin to fall, we do not have a specific plan in place that would identify, for example, when and by how much to reduce water deliveries in the Lower Basin.  

Nor do we know when the United States would reduce water deliveries to Mexico under the terms of the 1944 Treaty with Mexico.

Taking a long-term view of the river, we do know that the allocations made within the United States, and pursuant to our Treaty with Mexico, exceed the long-term yield of the River.  So water supply reductions are certain to be part of our future.

The NEPA process that is underway will not only give us the ability to determine when and by how much water supplies will be reduced in the future, but an opportunity for stakeholder input on identifying other additional water management tools to address low reservoir conditions.

While I do not underestimate the difficulty of reaching consensus–based agreements within the basin, I know – firsthand – that the Governor’s representatives have been looking at a number of innovative approaches to address times of limited supplies.  

I participated in meetings earlier this week and I was very impressed with the tenor of the discussion and the commitment to work together.

The Basin State representatives well understand that the stakes are very high.  They also know that the citizens of the basin are betting on their continued success in finding and implementing solutions.

We would hope - as in the other recent examples of progress the Secretary noted earlier - that the Basin States can forge consensus-based recommendations for our consideration.  

However, even without such progress, we anticipate having the necessary guidelines in place by the end of 2007, so that we are prepared in case the drought returns with a vengeance.  

No one should assume that we have the “luxury of time” to develop further operational tools.  That is why establishing a deadline for completion of our NEPA process is so important.

We recognize that some of the long-term solutions for the Basin will have to be addressed in other processes – but the important point is that the Department is ready to engage on a broad range of solutions for the Basin.

The actions we take today will have long range effects - we need to act now to set up systems to accommodate changing demands in the coming decades.

Many in this room know that time - and careers - on the Colorado River go by very quickly.

Given that we face a common future with limited supplies and increasing demands the fundamental question remains: what do you - the stakeholders of the basin - want the future management of the Colorado River to look like?
I’ve heard it said that there are no secrets on the Colorado River. There certainly are no secrets as to the pressing issues within the Basin.

Given the long history of working together, any Basin State representative here today could accurately state – in great detail - the position and legal theories of any other basin state.  This fact highlights the enormous pool of common understanding we currently enjoy. 

Our challenge is to put that common knowledge and expertise to work to find and implement solutions for the basin.

Nowhere else in the U.S. is there such a rich history of engagement among stakeholders in a river basin as there is here on the Colorado.

And nowhere in the U.S. has there been such a recent history of productive and successful negotiated multi-state agreements.  

Comity and respect - necessary ingredients for successful consensus-based resolution - are alive and well here in the Colorado River Basin.

I hope that you all can now better appreciate why we have placed such a priority on our efforts to develop additional operational tools for our management of the Colorado River.

As many of you know, addressing problems now before crises develop is also the cornerstone of many of our ongoing efforts – such as our Glen Canyon Adaptive Management Program, or the MSCP in the Lower Basin, and is the reason why the Secretary introduced our Water 2025 program in the first place.

Water conservation and markets, collaborative solutions, investing in research and development of new technologies for water treatment, and removing barriers to effective water management and interagency coordination all lead us into the future of water management. Water 2025 relies on these tools to build that future.

With a tightening Federal budget, Water 2025 has proven that leveraging Federal dollars with our partners can provide on-the-ground improvements in water management infrastructure that can help prevent conflict and crises over water in the West.

In the past two years, only $14 million in Water 2025 Challenge Grants have produced 62 targeted projects worth more than $60 million that will improve water management, and alleviate the pressures that can create conflict over water in many communities across the West.

That is $60 million in new water infrastructure projects, many right here in the Basin that were not there two years ago.

The Water 2025 Challenge Grant program is targeted at the areas of the West where we can do the most good in preventing water problems with the funds we have, such as here in the Colorado River Basin. 

For Fiscal Year 2006, Water 2025 received only $5 million, less than requested by the Administration and all of it earmarked to a few select projects in a few select states.   

Consequently, the Challenge Grant program for 2006 has zero dollars to award, but we are working on a strategy to revitalize this important program. 

We need your continued, active support of Water 2025 in preventing conflict and crises over water in the West through the Challenge Grant program.  

The Colorado River Compact was recently described as one of the most important documents in the water history of the American West.  I doubt there’s a person here who would argue with that description.

The next century will require the Basin to face the challenges we’ve only had to talk about up to now – all within the confines of this 83-year-old Compact. 

Our view is that the key to success will continue to be finding and creating flexibility within the Law of the River that respects the legal rights of all within the basin, while meeting the present and emerging needs of society.

We have at our disposal many tools to meet these challenges.  

But no single group of interests will be able to find solutions by acting alone. Working together, using water banks, water markets and other innovations will allow us to get though the tough times that we’ll face together.

Working as true partners, with vision, dedication, and commitment, I am confident that we can successfully accomplish our goals for the improved management of the Colorado River.

However, the key is that we will all need to be dedicated to making this work.  The proof will be how we deal with these issues – as a Basin – not as individual entities, or individual states.

My background as a water manager in the Payette River Basin in Idaho also gives me optimism.

Working together, we were able to forge partnerships, use water banks and respect the needs within the basin in the 2nd worst drought in recorded history.

I thank you, in advance, for all of your hard work on these important issues, and I, too, wish all of you a happy holiday season.
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