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fields of freshwater resources, climate change, environmental justice, and globalization. More information 
about the Institute and our staff, directors, funders, and programs can be found at www.pacinst.org.  
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Executive Summary
The Colorado River basin covers 256,000 square 
miles in the western United States and parts of 
northwest Mexico (see Figure ES-1). Much of the 
basin is extremely arid, in some areas receiving 
less than three inches of precipitation per year. 
Irrigation and agriculture are closely linked in the 
Colorado River basin. More than ninety percent of 
pasture and cropland in the basin receives 
supplemental water to make the land viable for 
agriculture. This irrigated land extends across 
some 3.2 million acres within the basin, while 
water exported from the basin reportedly helps 
irrigate another 2.5 million acres in Colorado, 
Utah, New Mexico, and southern California. 
Irrigating this much land requires a lot of water, 
consuming roughly 70 percent of the basin’s 
water supply (not including evaporation or 
exports). 

As shown by the recent Colorado River Basin 
Water Supply & Demand Study, limited supply, 
climate change, and growing demand for water 
challenge the basin. Irrigators were among the 
first to divert and put water from the basin to 
beneficial use, securing legal rights to the use of 
that water. With some of the oldest and largest 
water rights in the basin, irrigators face 
increasing pressure from urban interests to sell or 
relinquish some of these water rights.  
 
This report has two goals. First, improve 
understanding of crop acreages and water use in 
the basin. Second, having assessed irrigation 
methods and cropping patterns, develop a set of 
plausible scenarios in which some of the water 
currently devoted to irrigation could be 
conserved and used for other purposes without 
reducing the amount of land in production.  

This report focuses on the last decade (2000 to 
2010) and addresses land irrigated by Colorado 

River basin water, including water diverted from 
the river’s mainstem, from tributary water, or 
pumped from groundwater in the basin. The 
report includes districts within the basin as well 
as those outside the basin that import basin water 
for at least a portion of their water supply and for 
which information was available. The data in this 
report come from federal and state sources, 
primarily the Bureau of Reclamation, the 
USDA/NASS Census of Agriculture, and the USGS 
estimate of water use. We performed no new 
measurements or surveys for this report.  

Figure	ES‐ 1.	The	Colorado	River	Basin


