
 

 

Locals call it the “bathtub ring”. A white strip more than 
150 feet tall encircles the turquoise surface of Lake 
Mead, America’s largest reservoir, showing visitors how 
high the water once was, and how far it has fallen. The 
shrinking of Lake Mead and Lake Powell, its sister 
reservoir upriver, is perhaps the most visible 
manifestation of the 22-year mega drought that has 
gripped the American West. The water levels of both 
have reached record lows. Dip a toe into Lake Mead and 
it feels shockingly warm for such a large body of water. 
The canyons drowned when Lake Powell was filled in 
the 1960s are slowly revealing themselves.  

The drought has become so severe that this week the Bureau of Reclamation, an agency within 
the Interior Department, declared the first-ever water shortage for the Colorado River. The river 
is the lifeblood of the southwest, supplying 40 million people across seven States with water and 
hydropower.  

There are two main reasons water shortages loom. The first is climate change. Both reservoirs 
straddle the Colorado River as it meanders from its headwaters in the Rocky Mountains down 
through the desert. Warmer winters caused by rising greenhouse-gas emissions have diminished 
the snowpack that melts into the river each spring. Over the past four decades, the river’s annual 
flow has shrunk by nearly 20%. Second, poor policy choices 100 years ago all but guaranteed 
that the water available to westerners could never meet expectations. After laws such as the 
Homestead Act encouraged settlers to move West in the second half of the 19th century, the 
federal government financed the dams and pipelines needed for cities and agriculture to thrive in 
the desert.  

Drought almost seems to puny a word to describe the waters scarcity that the southeast is 
experiencing. The region’s future could be hotter and drier still, according to the most recent 
report from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. When discussing the outlook for 
Las Vegas, a more suitable term would be aridification, or the long-term drying of the region.  



Perhaps no place is more spooked by Lake 
Mead’s decline that the Las Vegas valley, 
which gets 90% of its water from the nearby 
reservoir. That dependence has spurred 
innovation. All water that goes down a drain 
is recycled, and the city has ripped out grass 
in favour of desert landscaping. These 
measures along with water restrictions and 
incentives, helped the valley cut its water use 
by 23% since 2002. But cities only account 

for a fraction of water use on the Colorado. Irrigated agriculture consumes about 70% of the 
river each year, and the demands on the river are growing.  

The dwindling Colorado is just one example of how drought is plaguing the West. The hot, dry 
weather that dramatically reduced snowpack in the Rockies and the Sierras has turned forests 
into tinder boxes. Smoke from wildfires in California is dirtying the air in Denver. Heat waves 
has baked the desert southwest and pacific northwest alike. America spent more than a century 
trying to reclaim the desert, turning brown landscapes green. Bolstered by climate change, the 
desert is clawing back.  

Be safe, be well! 
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