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Colorado Basin Roundtable Comments on Colorado’s Water Plan: 
First Draft of CWP 
May 1, 2015 
 
Dear CWCB Staff and Board Members: 
 
The first draft of Colorado’s Water Plan does an excellent job of setting the stage for important water 
supply solutions yet to come that we at the Colorado Basin Roundtable hope truly fit within the 
“Colorado’s Water Values” framework. These values are worth repeating:  

- A productive economy that supports vibrant and sustainable cities, viable and productive 
agriculture and a robust skiing, recreation and tourism industry; 

- Efficient and effective water infrastructure promoting smart land uses; and 
- A strong environment that includes health watersheds, rivers and streams, and wildlife.   

 
Chapter 1 sets out these values and the challenges facing it: a growing water supply gap, ag dry-up, 
critical environmental concerns, variable climatic conditions, inefficient regulatory process and 
increasing funding needs. All true.  
 
The Colorado Basin Roundtable (CBRT) suggests that overarching Colorado Basin issues be added to the 
list: that in the last river basin in the state not to be governed by compact administration, operational 
issues concerning the Colorado River and Lakes Powell and Mead could result in a regionwide reduction 
of uses. This would come before a legal compact curtailment crisis. Both stand as equal concerns worth 
mentioning in the first chapter.  
 
Chapter 2 is an excellent primer for anybody who wants to understand how water law and policy works 
in Colorado. It is a must read for those seeking to engage in this important work. Great job.  
 
Chapter 3 is a good overview of the Roundtables and benefitted greatly from earlier commenting. 
 
Chapter 4 introduces the many water supply variabilities the state faces and has good discussion of 
climate change, dust on snow, the role of storage and the immediate opportunities to fix or enlarge 
existing storage. It also introduces water quality as a factor linked to quantity. The CBRT would 
appreciate more language to address water quality issues that can be caused by water development and 
must be recognized going forward. Flow and temperature issues in the heavily diverted upper Colorado 
River system are witness to this concern. 
 
Chapter 5 on water demands contains an excellent discussion about climatic threats to water supply 
that are sure to conflict with population growth. This is a good prelude to the subsequent discussion 
about conservation, reuse and land use. The CWCB staff over the years has done significant work on 
how to achieve conservation. With this information before us, the CBRT re-states its principle that the 
state should commit to a high conservation level. The plan currently calls out the “no and low regrets” 
strategy of medium conservation levels to produce about 170,000 af -- but it does mention efforts 
underway to boost that goal. In fact, the latest IBCC draft work address a “stretch goal” of 400kaf. This is 
laudable and the CBRT hopes the next draft of the CWP embraces this work and develops 
recommendations to implement it. The Roundtable also advocates for a most robust discussion of how 
land use can become a better tool to conserve water (i.e. outdoor residential irrigation) and 
recommendations to advance that issue, as tricky as it is in a local control state.  



 
Chapter 6 addresses water supply management. One comment is that the M&I water supply gap 
determined by the Statewide Water Supply Initiative (SWSI) process can hopefully be better defined by 
SWSI 2016.  This chapter also talks about how new Colorado River development is seen by some as a 
way to stymie buy and dry of agriculture on the Front Range. This is taken as an article of faith but there 
is no clear work done to prove that this would be so. Colorado River overdevelopment, as well, would 
lead to the reduction of ag, most especially in Western Colorado.   
 
Section 6.3.3 addresses land use planning and its connection to water supply planning and 
management. This is of central importance to the Colorado BIP, and we appreciate it being called out in 
a separate section of the Plan. This section of the Water Plan should serve as an educational opportunity 
to describe available local land use planning tools that can affect water demands, how water-sensitive 
land use planning can reduce water demands, and how land use planning can also protect stream health 
and water quality. We also encourage that the plan recognize that water planning IS land use planning 
because of decisions of where water will come from and be taken to all dictate where growth will occur 
in the state.  
 
Section 6.3.4 also addresses agriculture, its own gaps and its position as a water supply source through 
interruptible supply agreements – namely fallowing. Section 6.4 sets up the discussion about agriculture. 
It is a great primer for some difficult work ahead. The Colorado Agriculture Water Alliance has produced 
eight pages of studied comment on the ag issue. We commend reviewers of the water plan to embrace 
insight provided by the letter, especially comments 1, 2, 3, 10, 11 and 13.  
 
Section 6.6.7 addresses actions to support a strong environment, following good discussion of 
nonconsumptive issues across the state. No. 20 is perhaps the most important piece: funding. Certainly, 
funding lies as a core issue for much of the water plan, but environmental projects are often the 
orphans or have to be tied to water development.  
 
There should also be a section here where environmental resilience and “strong environments,” healthy 
rivers and stream ecosystems are defined in detail. This is done for Watershed Health/ Forest 
management as well as Water Quality. Currently “resilience” and “healthy” are vaguely defined at the 
beginning of Section 7 with hydrology and flow regime as the key component.  This should be separated 
out in a deeper definition of stream health and resilience, including such things as the need for 
occasional high and flooding flows, connections between dynamic channel geomorphology, riparian and 
alluvial aquifers.  A good, concise explanation of healthy stream ecosystems is important if we are to 
realistically propose and develop environmental “projects” and stream management plans. 
 
Chapter 7 addresses watershed health.  
Part of its focus is on the development of “watershed master plans,” or later in the chapter, “watershed 
plans.”  The Colorado Basin Roundtable has advocated for regional “stream management plans.” Other 
BIPs similarly advocate for a more holistic understanding of flow and water quality needs within a 
specific basin along with an identification of challenges and opportunities to restore or improve 
conditions for environmental and recreational uses. It’s unclear whether the terms “watershed plans” 
and “stream management plans” are used interchangeably or are distinctly different. Other parts of this 
chapter focus heavily on forest health and forest fire mitigation as “watershed management.”  We are 
unclear if “watershed management” is meant to address forest fires, floods, and other extreme events, 
or if the terminology is meant to refer to holistic stream and river health. This chapter should provide 



clarifying language to be clear on what is meant under this chapter heading. The Colorado Basin 
Implementation Plan’s detailed explanation of a stream management plan may be useful.    
 
This is a conversation spurred on in recent years by catastrophic fires. Clearly, water supply is linked to 
watershed health and this chapter calls for the laudable initiative of establishing a goal related to 
quantity and quality integration between now and 2050. 2050 might be too late and the next iteration 
of the CWP should explore ways to speed this up.   
 
Chapter 8 addresses Interbasin Projects and Agreements. In many ways, it is the heart of the document 
because of the desire by many to reach into the Colorado River System to solve their supply issues. The 
CBRT stands by its assertion that the Seven Points are not ready for inclusion of the CWP. We appreciate 
recent efforts to recast the Seven Points as not an agreement but a framework for future discussions. 
Clearly, much more discussion and specificity is required on the Seven Points. The Roundtable 
appreciates that its principles regarding any new transmountain diversion are included in the chapter, as 
are the other Roundtable viewpoints.  
 
Chapter 9: The CBRT supports the state's interest in reducing the burden and expense associated with 
permitting water development projects. However, we do not support the proposed framework outlined 
in Section 9.4 of the draft Water Plan which was intended to make the permitting process most effective 
and efficient. We believe this framework in fact does the opposite by creating more hurdles for project 
applicants and potentially puts the State in the position of taking sides in controversial water 
development projects. In particular, we are opposed to the notion of "endorsing" water projects as 
described in that section.   
 
Instead, we suggest that the role of the State should be facilitating meetings with local, state, and 
federal permitting entities prior to initiating NEPA or other permit activities.  The purpose of this front 
loaded process would be to identify and agree on significant issues, local concerns, permit information 
requirements, level of detail required in analysis, and opportunities for information and data sharing 
among the various permit applications.  Not only would this provide real assistance for the applicant and 
streamline permitting, it is an example of good governance. 
 
Elsewhere, Chapter 9 addresses funding challenges. This might be the most important element of the 
CWP because money is a challenge for everybody’s pet cause or project. The next draft of the CWP 
might consider raising this challenge earlier in the water plan, perhaps in a beefed up Executive 
Summary. 
 
Chapter 9, as well, address Outreach, Education and Public Engagement. This work comes before all 
else if we expect citizens to rally around water plan actions and funding initiatives. Much more thought 
should be given to development of a program commensurate with the need to address the many 
consumptive and nonconsumptive crises facing the State. Action 1 in this subsection, a funding 
mechanism, should kick start that discussion.  
 
Overall, as stated, the CWP is a good first step to lay out Colorado’s many challenges. The next Executive 
Summary should better capture the hard issues and recommendations yet to come. That is all many 
people will read. Currently, the CWP contains many recommendations and good ideas, many to be 
achieved by alignment of CWCB resources and activities. That will not be enough. The next phase of the 
CWP obviously needs to build on this to produce solid ways inside the CWCB and across the state to 
move forward. The California drought crisis instructs us to do so.  
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Colorado Ground Water Association  
P.O. Box 150036  

Lakewood, CO  80215  
 

www.coloradogroundwater.org  
 
 
 

May 26, 2015 
 
 
Director James Eklund 
Colorado Water Conservation Board 
1313 Sherman St., Room 718 
Denver, CO 80203 
 
 
RE: Draft Colorado Water Plan 
 
 
Dear Mr. Eklund, 

The Colorado Ground Water Association (CGWA) is a professional society of scientists, engineers, 
contractors, water lawyers, students and water administrators founded in 1981.  The CGWA’s goal is to 
advance the understanding of groundwater hydrology among its membership and the residents of 
Colorado.   

After reviewing the first draft of Colorado’s Water Plan I was surprised to find little substantive 
discussion on development of groundwater resources.  In fact, Chapter 4 (Water Supply) provides only 
two paragraphs that address groundwater.  Groundwater resources are present throughout the state of 
Colorado in alluvial, sedimentary and crystalline-rock aquifers, including multi-aquifer systems that 
exist in numerous structural basins.  Groundwater resources are a critical component of Colorado’s 
water resources that supplies 18-20 % of the state’s water supply needs and exceed 20% of total water 
supplies in 23 of Colorado’s 64 counties (http://pubs.usgs.gov/circ/1405/), yet groundwater resources on 
the western slope remain under-developed.  Non-tributary groundwater offers an opportunity for 
resource development within the constraints of Colorado water law that should be incorporated into the 
Colorado Water Plan. 

I was also disappointed to find that aquifer storage and recharge is not treated as a key component of the 
draft Colorado Water Plan.  Thoughtful management of overdeveloped eastern-slope aquifers is needed 
to assure that this over-exploited resource is available to future generations.  Colorado’s eastern-slope 
aquifers should not be simply written-off as an expended resource, but rather must be treated as 
available water storage capacity to be utilized and managed.  The two paragraph description of 
groundwater as a portion of water supply (p. 55) includes an erroneous statement indicating that 
groundwater storage in Colorado is limited because “the Denver Basin and Ogallala aquifers – are non-
rechargeable.”  I believe this statement to be factually incorrect.  Both of these aquifers receive natural 
recharge from infiltration of precipitation and the Denver Basin contains active recharge projects.   

http://www.coloradogroundwater.org/
http://pubs.usgs.gov/circ/1405/


With the possible exceptions of the Arkansas and South Platte Basins, Chapter 6.5 (Infrastructure 
projects & methods) contains few identified opportunities for Aquifer Storage and Recharge projects.  
This may not be surprising since the basin roundtables, IBCC, and major water providers in Colorado 
are focused on their traditional surface water storage and distribution systems.  The coming shortage of 
available water in Colorado calls for consideration of options that are outside of traditional comfort 
zones.  Utilization existing storage capacity in Colorado aquifers to store excess runoff during wet 
periods (such as May 2015) to support enhanced groundwater production during dry periods should be 
an integral component of the water plan.  I believe that the Colorado Water Plan should treat 
development, protection and enhancement of groundwater resources for the benefit of future generations 
as integral components of the overall Colorado Water Plan. 

Thank you for your consideration of our views. 

Sincerely, 

 
 
Mark Hutson, PG 
President 
Colorado Ground Water Association 
 
Cc;  Ralf Topper 
 cowaterplan@state.co.us 
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