
Bi-National Negotiations on the Colorado River



BACKGROUND

 Global population growth - expected to grow from 6 
billion in 2000 to ~ 10 billion over the next fifty years.

 US water demands - expected to outstrip water supplies 
in fastest growing cities like Phoenix, Las Vegas, Los 
Angeles, San Diego, and Denver.

 Mexico - Tijuana, Rosarita, and Mexicali rapidly growing.

 Non-consumptive use needs - also stressing supplies.

 Drought and climate change – Expected to only 
exacerbate potential conflicts.





Source: 
Wikimedia



THE 1944 TREATY
Allocates 1.5 million acre-feet per year of 

Colorado River water to Mexico.

“In the event of extraordinary drought… 
thereby making it difficult for the United 
States to deliver…the water allotted to 
Mexico…will be reduced in the same 
proportion as consumptive uses in the 
United States are reduced.” 



THE 1944 TREATY

 Re-established International Boundary Commission as the 
International Boundary and Water Commission (IBWC)

 IBWC intended to facilitate application of existing Treaties and 
“to avoid difficulties occasioned by reason of the changes 
which take place in the beds of the Rio Grande [ ] and 
Colorado River)…” 

 IBWC under the foreign policy 

guidance of the Department of State.



2007 COLORADO RIVER

JOINT STATEMENT

U.S. and Mexico made a joint statement to 
explore cooperation on Colorado River issues 
from a Bi-National standpoint.

 Established four areas to explore:

 Conservation opportunities

 Environmental Priorities

Opportunities for increased system efficiency

 Potential augmentation



AT THE TABLE

 Representatives of the United States and Mexico.  
(BOR, Conagua, IBWC, and CILA)

 Representatives of the U.S. States.  (Arizona, 
California, Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, 
Wyoming, and UCRC)

 Representatives of the Mexican States.  (Sonora 
and Baja California)

Water users in both countries (SNWA, Met, CAP, 
IID, District 14 water users)

NGOs (TNC, EDF, Pro-Natura)



Why do the States care?

 This is one river basin and we are all facing the 
same types of challenges and difficulties.

 Commitment by all seven States in the 2007 
agreement to pursue augmentation and 
contemplate shortages. 

 Address implications associated with any 
interpretation Mexican treaty language (if 
invoked). 



After the 2007 announcement….
 Meetings, meetings, and more meetings…



And the Process resulted in….

 Some false starts

 Several misfires

 A number of misunderstandings

 More meetings



The Bi-National Process
 Since 2007 - operating under “Terms of 

Reference” establishing the framework for 
negotiations.

 Lost Commissioner Marin and Mexico lost 
Commissioner Herrera in a tragic plane crash 
in 2008.

Work Groups were stagnating.



But…
Sometimes it just takes a while for  

progress to lead to demonstrable results

In 2010…



MINUTE 316
 Renewed interest in the U.S. in operating the Yuma 

Desalting Plant

 Mexico had concerns about the effect that operation YDP 
would have on the Santa Clara Wetland.



MINUTE 316
 Signed - April of 2010.

 Collaborative effort by U.S., Mexico, water users, and 
NGOs.

 The U.S., Mexico, and NGOS each contributed 10,000 
acre-feet to the Cienega de Santa Clara.

 SNWA, CAP, MET each contributed funds for 
operations and monitoring at the Cienega.

 The U.S. allowed the Mexican and NGO portion of the 
water delivery to be conveyed by the Wellton-
Mohawk Bypass Drain.



Minute 317

CONSULTATIVE

COUNCIL

New Water WG

Water Conservation WG

Environment WG

System Operations WG 
(AAC Turnout)

 Established the framework for exploring opportunities 
for bi-national cooperation.

 Recognized the States’ role in the Consultative Council.

CORE GROUP

U.S.-MEXICO

NEGOTIATING TEAMS



MINUTE 317 CONT’D.

 Work Groups – Developing and providing technical 
assistance to promote well-informed decision-making.

 Consultative Council - IBWC members and  higher-level 
representatives of the two federal governments and each 
of the Basin States advising Core Group and Leadership 
Negotiators on legal and technical matters.

 Role of the States ςRecognizes the unanimous support of 
the States is a de facto requirement for the success of any 
future agreements between the countries.



MINUTE 317 CONT’D.
 Also suggests areas for collaboration on:

 Water projects on both sides of the border to minimize 
effects of possible Colorado River shortages.

 Augmentation of water supply through infrastructure such 
as desalinization facilities.

 Water conservation measures.

 Possibility of Mexico utilizing U.S. infrastructure to store 
water.



MEXICALI VALLEY EARTHQUAKE
 “Easter Weekend Earthquakes” – April 2010

 Devastated Mexico’s irrigation canals 



MINUTE 318

 Benefited from the Minute 317 to respond quickly to the 
Mexicali Earthquake.

 Seeks to address the earthquake and what steps could be 
taken to mitigate the effects on Colorado River supply.

 Negotiated in consultation with, and after obtaining the 
unanimous support of, the seven Basin States.



MINUTE 318 CONT’D.
 December 20, 2010 - US and Mexico representatives 

announced unprecedented agreement whereby:

 Mexico may temporarily defer delivery of Colorado River 
water, to allow for repairs to the irrigation systems.

 The Mexican allotment can be stored in U.S. reservoirs 
through December 31, 2013.

 Potential benefit to U.S. entities by delaying  shortages in 
the Lower Basin.



MINUTE 318 CONT’D.
 Also recognizes the importance of this successful bi-

national cooperation, “in light of the growing recognition 
of the potential adverse impacts of climate change.”  



Commonalities for these successful Minutes

Basin States support.

Water users support

NGO support.

Role of the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee.



New Structure, with 2 new workgroups

CONSULTATIVE

COUNCIL

New Water WG

Water Conservation WG

Environment WG

System Operations WG 
(AAC Turnout)

CORE GROUP

LEADERSHIP GROUP

Hydrology WG 
(State observers)

Salinity WG 
(State observers)

U.S.-MEXICO

NEGOTIATING TEAMS



MOVING FORWARD
 On June 1, 2011, the U.S. and Mexico recommitted to 

actively pursue agreements on bi-national projects, as 
well as a comprehensive agreement dealing with salinity 
and hydrology (i.e. voluntary shortages).

 In the future, projects will likely require additional 
Minutes or joint engineering reports.

 Both countries hope to have additional agreements in 
place by the end of this year or in early 2012.



THANK YOU


