Ute Tribal Business Committee Attends the
2024 Annual Colorado River Water Users Association Conference
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*Photos Courtesy of Curtis Cesspooch

During the week of December 4, 2024, the Business Committee attended the Annual Colorado
River Water Users Association conference in Las Vegas, Nevada. The theme for the conference
was “Piecing the Puzzle Together: Post-2026 Operations.” The panel topics were all related to
the issues facing water users in the Colorado River Basin with a decreasing water supply because
of severe drought conditions. The Ute Indian Tribe is a leader in the Upper Colorado River
Basin with one of the largest quantities of Indian water rights. The Business Committee
participated in several meetings during the conference to advocate for the Ute Indian Tribe’s
Indian water rights.
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The week began with a meeting of the Ten Tribes Partnership (TTP), conducted by Councilman
Emmett Duncan, current Chairman of the organization. The TTP was established in 1992 by ten
federally recognized tribes with Indian reserved water rights in the Colorado River. Councilman
Mike Natchees opened the meeting with a prayer. The purpose of the TTP is to identify common
ground to work together to protect and advocate for Indian water rights in the Colorado River
Basin. Tribal members, including the Business Committee, emphasized the fight for their Indian
water rights and the problem of downstream water users relying on Tribes’ unused and
undeveloped Indian water. The Business Committee, with other Tribal representatives, now has
the attention of the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation) with monthly meetings and
ongoing discussions to develop a strategy for the Tribes to voluntarily store water and secure
monetary compensation for downstream use of their Indian water rights.
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The busy week included a luncheon meeting sponsored by the Water & Tribes Initiative. The
Business Committee attended this meeting, along with other Tribal representatives from the 30
federally recognized Tribes with Indian water rights in the Colorado River Basin and non-Indian
stakeholders, e.g., State water users and environmentalists. The participants discussed the
critical topics of the full development and use of Indian water rights in the Basin with the need
for infrastructure and securing Colorado River water supply to satisfy Tribes’ Indian water rights.
The emphasis was on developing a strategy that ensures that Tribes are fairly compensated for
any downstream water use of their Indian water rights that they would voluntarily store for such
use, that Reclamation include this strategy in their current development of new guidelines for the
Colorado River Post-2026 operations, and that funding be secured to support this strategy.



The Business Committee met separately with Reclamation’s Upper Colorado River Basin
leadership to specifically address the Ute Indian Tribe’s interests and specific concerns regarding
the ability to fully development and use its Colorado River Indian water rights. The Business
Committee emphasized the need to complete discussions to secure the Tribe storage in Flaming
Gorge. The Tribe’s Green River Indian water supply is more than 25% of the Tribe’s total Indian
water rights. The ability to store its water will better position the Tribe to market its Indian water
when it chooses to do so.

The Business Committee further challenged Reclamation’s illegal 7% reduction of the Tribe’s
federal adjudicated and decreed 1923 Indian water rights in the Lake Fork, Yellowstone River,
Uinta, and Whiterocks Rivers when accounting for the Tribe’s Indian water rights in the



Colorado River Basin. The Business Committee demanded that Reclamation correct this error
and violation of the Tribe’s property rights in the Colorado River.

The Business Committee also attended a meeting of the Upper Colorado River Basin Tribes who
met separately with Reclamation representatives for a discussion between Tribal leadership and
the Trustee of Tribes’ federal Indian reserved water rights. Each Tribe addressed their most
Tribal-specific concerns, within the common ground shared by the Upper Basin Tribes.



