
 
How should we meet our future water supply needs? 

Anticipated 
population growth 
along the Front 
Range has the state 
projecting a major 
municipal water 
supply shortage in 
the next 20-30 
years. Contentious 
debates have ensued 
about how future 
demands should be 
met.  
 

How can we best 
provide the growing 
population with a 
reliable source of 
water without 
degrading natural 
resources or the 
agricultural 
economy and 
heritage of Northern 
Colorado? 
 

This issue placemat 
outlines four 
approaches to 
addressing 
increased water 
demand that will be 
the focus of our 
public deliberation 
sessions.  The 
approaches are not 
exclusive options 
from which we will 
necessarily pick, 
but rather will 
frame the 
conversation to help 
insure a broad range 
of ideas for us to 
consider as we 
work through the 
issue. 
 

Approach One: Focus on Addressing Growth Approach Two: Focus on Urban Conservation Approach Three: Focus on Storage Projects Approach Four: Focus on Agriculture 
Conservation and Transfers 

If we could successfully manage growth, we 
wouldn’t experience such drastic water shortages. 
Therefore, we should address growth as the root 
cause before we consider more costly approaches 
that might harm our environment or agriculture.  
 
What should be done?  
• Limit or control growth 
• Increase density and efficiency of new growth 

through land-use planning 
• Integrate costs of growth (including water) 

into new development 
 
Proponents argue  
• Current growth is not sustainable; our 

environment has natural limits. Other options 
simply delay the inevitable. 

• It doesn’t make sense to ruin our own nest to 
provide for more people to come live here 

 
Opponents argue 

• You can’t prevent people from moving here  
• Growth helps to keep our economy vibrant. 

We count on growth for sales tax revenue to 
pay for the amenities we all enjoy  

• If you control growth in city boundaries it will 
just spill out into the county, causing other 
problems like air pollution from more 
commuting 

 
Tradeoffs/Questions 

• Can we adopt laws/incentives that encourage 
or mandate that any growth must require less 
water, e.g. higher density? 

• Do we have the political will to manage 
growth? What would that require? 

• What are the economic impacts? Will 
controlling growth have significant impacts 
on the cost of living? 

Future water supply needs should first be met by 
using our existing water supply more efficiently and 
eliminating wasteful urban uses.  
 
What should be done?  
• Recycle water for landscaping 
• Local water providers should enact tougher laws 

and/or initiatives to limit water usage 
• Implement tiered rate structures  
• Stricter building/ landscape codes for new 

development  
• Public education campaigns to change behavior 

and incentives to encourage water saving 
fixtures and irrigation 

Proponents argue  
• This is the cheapest, most effective and 

sustainable method to meet water supply needs  
• We can have attractive landscapes while using 

native plant material and improving irrigation 
practices to save water 

• This option does not require the development of 
new water resources or further strain the river 

• The threat of “demand hardening” if we 
conserve too much water is a myth 

Opponents argue 
• Conservation measures are already in place. 

More drastic measures may create “demand 
hardening” that increases vulnerability to 
drought because there is no slack in the system  

• Even increased conservation won’t be enough to 
meet future water demands without other means  

• Mandated conservation constrains individual 
freedoms 

• Would increase housing and building costs 
• Severe water restrictions may decrease 

neighborhood aesthetics and property values  

Tradeoffs/Questions 
• Should individuals have the freedom to use 

water as they desire if that impacts all of us?  
•  What do you do when the inevitable multi-year 

drought comes?  
• Will conservation alone provide a sufficient 

water supply for new growth?  

The future demand for water should be met through 
building new or expanding existing storage projects 
to capture water that would help balance out wet and 
dry periods, while mitigating environmental 
impacts. 
What should be done?   
• Construction of new reservoirs and/or expansion 

of existing reservoirs, located to maximize the 
beneficial use of the water available 

• Engineer creative solutions that mitigate 
environmental impacts. 

Proponents argue  
• We only have water for our current needs 

because past generations chose to build water 
projects 

• We can mitigate potential environmental 
impacts.  

• If we don’t capture and store the water to which 
we have water rights, others in line will take the 
water for their uses 

• Consolidating the efforts of multiple 
communities into major water projects is more 
efficient and costs less in the long run 

Opponents argue 
• If reservoirs are built, flows in the Poudre River 

will be further reduced, negatively affecting an 
already suffering ecosystem  

• The Poudre River is the heart of the City of Fort 
Collins and further depletion of this natural 
resource will negatively affect its economy and 
quality of life  

• Would be too expensive and communities 
would have to encourage additional growth to 
cover costs 

• Growth projections are likely overstated 

Tradeoffs/Questions 
• Is there a way projects can be 

constructed/expanded without significant 
adverse effects on the river? 

• Would building/expanding projects prevent 
agricultural lands from being dried up? 

• If projects are not built/expanded, where would 
growing communities get their water?  

• How will recreation opportunities change if 
reservoirs are built?  

Agriculture currently accounts for approximately 
75% of all water usage in northern Colorado. 
Conserving agricultural water and converting water 
usage from agricultural to municipal needs could 
create significant supplies for growing cities.  
 
What should be done?   
• As cities expand, they can buy or lease water 

supplies from local farmers and ranchers 
• Producers should seek ways to conserve water 

while maintaining required return flows to others 

Proponents argue  
• If producers would increase irrigation 

efficiencies that could free up water for urban 
growth 

• Transferring water from agriculture to cities does 
not degrade natural resources such as the river 

• Water can be transferred through temporary 
leases to avoid permanent dry up of agriculture, 
particularly during urban drought situations. 

• Under Colorado water law producers can sell 
their water rights if they choose.  

Opponents argue 
• The agricultural economy and heritage of 

Colorado is extremely important to the region 
and the state. Ag transfers may result in 
substantial loss of agricultural lands 

• Agricultural green space is a community amenity 
and provides wildlife habitat  

• Cities aren’t interested in temporary leases. They 
want permanent supplies from agriculture and 
that harms agriculture 

• Irrigation efficiency improvements do little to 
reduce consumptive use (the only part of the 
water farmers are allowed to transfer.) Much of 
the water used by farmers must return to the 
system as “return flow” 

Tradeoffs/Questions 
• What is the appropriate role of government in 

protecting agricultural lands and open space?  
• How much water can be transferred from 

agriculture without losing our local food base? 
• In the future, how important will it be to have a 

local food economy?  




