Pat Mulroy, General Manager

Las Vegas Valley Water District and Southern Nevada Water Authority

Major challenges for the Southern Nevada Water Authority (SNWA) come from growth, drought and climate change, said Pat Mulroy, General Manager of SNWA and the Las Vegas Valley Water District.   Colorado River allocations make up 90 percent of Southern Nevada’s water resources.

In the 1990s, Southern Nevada hit a crisis point and additional water was needed to meet growing population and growing water demand, she said.  Drought in the Colorado River region brought Lake Mead from 96 percent capacity in 2000 to 42 percent capacity in 2009.  In the past decade, the 10-year historical flow to the Colorado River system was 69 percent of normal.

Conservation was Southern Nevada’s first response to the drought, Mulroy explained.  Its 2003 drought plan realized a 25 percent conservation goal, and a new conservation goal set in 2005 realized 250 gallons per capita per day (GPCD) by 2008.  In 2009, a new goal was set to achieve 199 GPCD by 2035. Water consumption decreased by nearly 21 billion gallons between 2002 and 2008, despite a population increase of 400,000 during that span.  To encourage consumers to shift from traditional landscapes to low-water desert landscapes, the utility spend $120 million to buy back grass, she said.
In a regional response, the seven Colorado River basin states have worked over the last decade to implement innovative water solutions, she added.  Rules for surplus were established, shortages were shared and management was coordinated.  The basin states agreed to preemptively take shortages of their allocations and the three lower basin states signed on to new agreements.  

Partnerships were another regional response, Mulroy said.  These included banking arrangements, shared facilities, an augmentation study and collaborative protection of environmental resources.  The Metropolitan Water District of Southern California, Southern Nevada and the Central Arizona Project entered into jointly funded projects.  In addition, Southern Nevada partnered with the state and the federal Department of the Interior in negotiations with Mexico concerning taking early allocation shortages and developing desalination facilities on the Mexican coast.
The uncertainties posed by climate change will require utilities in the basin states to use many of the same tools that have allowed them to successfully address water resource challenges over the last decade – conservation, innovation and partnerships, Mulroy said.
