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Phase I: Exploration & Debate, 1869-19021869
John Wesley Powell’s first expedition 

1860s-1870s (& on)
William Gilpin & other boosters advocated theory that “rain 
follows the plow”

1872
Coffin v. Left Hand Ditch Company confirmed prior 
appropriation

1878
Powell’s Report on the Lands of the Arid Region of the West 
published 

1888-1893
Powell’s irrigation survey 

1890
Robert Brewster Stanton Expedition floated Green & Colorado 
to survey possible railroad route

1891
National Irrigation Congress formed to promote irrigation & 
settlement of the West 

1902
National Reclamation Act passed

Powell’s Second Expedition
Source: OARS

1893 Irrigation Congress
Source: Wikipedia



1905-1907
Imperial Valley floods created the Salton Sea 

1908
Winters v. U.S. confirmed reserved water rights for tribes

1911
Roosevelt Dam on Salt River finished

1922
Fall-Davis Report published
Colorado River Compact negotiated & signed

1925
MWD formed to bring Colorado River water to Southern 
California metropolitan areas 

1928
Boulder Canyon Project Act passed 

1944
U.S.-Mexico treaty signed allocating Mexico 1.5 maf

1948
Upper Colorado River Basin Compact signed

Phase II: Laying the Foundations, 1902-1948

Imperial Valley Floods
Source: San Diego Reader

Colorado River Compact Negotiators
Source: University of Arizona



Phase III: The Era of Big Dams, 1936-1968
1936
Hoover Dam finished 

1937
Colorado-Big Thompson Project authorized

1941
Colorado River Aqueduct finished 

1942
All-American Canal finished

1946
The “Blue Book” published

1956
Colorado River Storage Project Act passed

1963
Glen Canyon Dam finished 

1964
Flaming Gorge Dam finished
Arizona v. California decided by SCOTUS

1968
Colorado River Basin Project Act passed

Hoover & 
Glen 

Canyon 
Dams

Source: Bechtel & 
USBR



1952-1956
Echo Park battle defeated proposed dam 

Late 1950s-Early 1960s
Public opposition to Glen Canyon Dam 

1960s
Successful fight against proposed Grand Canyon dams

1973
Minute 242 required decreased salinity of water delivered to 
Mexico

1977
Carter cut funding to Western water projects 

1979
SCOTUS appointed Special Master to review tribal rights 

1983
SCOTUS rejected Special Master recommendation that 
tribal water rights be recognized

1992
Grand Canyon Protection Act passed
Ten Tribes Colorado River Basin Partnership formed

Phase IV: Diversifying Uses & Stakeholders, 1956-Present

Anti-Grand Canyon Dam Ad, Sierra Club
Source: University of Arizona



So, what can we learn from this history? 



1. The system 
we’ve created has 
been around for a 
long time, and it’s 
been very difficult 
to change. 

Powell’s Watershed Map
Source: Smithsonian



2. That being said, nothing’s set in stone. Colorado 
River Basin development and use can and will 
change—because it has changed over time.

Hoover Dam & 2016 Pulse Flow
Source: TravelNevada & National Geographic



3. Finally, beginning in the second half of the 20th century, 
there’s been a realization that the Colorado River is a diverse 
place geographically, demographically, ecologically, culturally, 
politically, etc. and this diversity needs to be managed, 
protected, and legislated. 

Tribal Water Study & Humpback 
Chub

Source: USBR & GCNP



What else can we learn from history? 

This diverse river system has always existed whether we’ve 
recognized it or not, and recognition of the varied 

perspectives, voices, and effects in the past can help us bring 
more voices to the table and make more informed decisions 

in the present and future. 

Source: George Davidson, Irrigation and Reclamation of Land for Agricultural Purposes, As Now 
Practiced in India, Egypt, Italy, Etc., Ex. Doc. 94, 44th Cong., 1st sess. (Washington, D.C., 1875) Source: Sierra Club, This Is Dinosaur
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