
Climate Adaptation 

December 13, 2018

2018 Colorado River Water Users Association Annual Conference

Taryn Finnessey
Senior Climate Change Specialist



The Upper Basin
§ Snowmelt driven

§ Peak runoff in May or June

§ Cooler avg. annual temperatures

§ Better beer J



Models don’t agree whether Colorado’s annual 
precipitation will go up or down…though most 
models suggest more in winter, less in summer 

Annual Precipitation

Colorado statewide

RCP 8.5
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Source: NOAA Climate Explorer



Figure 5-4

Any future change in annual precipitation will be 
difficult to detect as such against the high variability

Projected



Tree-ring reconstructed streamflows for four 

major Colorado river basins



Projected streamflows for Colorado near Cameo (30-year running 
averages): Broader range of possible futures vs. historical

Figure 5-15Projected







Projected water cycle impacts for Colorado 

• More rain, less snow in fall and spring
• Reduced spring snowpacks
• Earlier snowmelt and peak runoff, 

reduced late-summer flows
• Reduced annual flows  
• Reduced summer soil moisture
• More severe drought impacts for given 

a precipitation deficit
• Increase in heavy precipitation events

Source: Western Water Assessment, 

Lukas et al 2014



Role of Climate Variability in Long 

Term Water Planning



How do we incorporate what we know 
into planning? 
§ Water providers are now feeling the need to consider climate 

impact projections in planning. And people want them to. 

§The single biggest challenge is planning under a great deal of 

uncertainty.  

§New “adaptive management”                                     

approaches are being                                                   

developed.  







Putting this to Use

Basin Planning

• Better understanding of a range of 

plausible climate impacts

• The magnitude to which various 

parts of the state may experience 

decreased flows. 

• Provide information that can be 

incorporated into long term 

planning to increase resilience. 

Utility Planning

• Better understanding of which 

basins may be most heavily 

impacted by changes in climate, 

and thus how individual utility’s 

water rights may be affected. 

• Maximizing existing resources 

through efficiency

State Planning 

• Incorporation of plausible 

futures into long term 

statewide planning processes
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