
Third Quick Observations
Climate Change and Institutional 

Decision Making



Three ideas

• Lessons from the Colorado 
River.

• Tyranny of “little” decisions 
• If all else fails: lawyers.  



Lessons from the Colorado

• Colorado River Compact negotiators 
estimated the flow of the river to be at least 
17 MAFY

• Long-term flow estimates and 
reconstructions indicate average flows of 
14-15 MAFY

• Consequently, the sum of apportionments 
and treaty obligations exceed the flow of 
the river in most years. 



Historic flows in the Colorado River
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Chesapeake Bay Watershed Model

“Normal” based for 18 year simulation period based on meteorological data for 1984-2002

Precipitation Potential
Evapotranspiration



Tyranny of Little Decisions

• Climatic assumptions are 
embedded in many “day-to-day” 
decisions.

• Changes in climate have the 
potential to undermine those 
assumptions



http://www.mntap.umn.edu/potw/images/POTW Ponds.jpg�




Lawyers
Environmental laws require analysis of 

the consequences of actions, such as:
• National Environmental Policy Act
• State mini-NEPAs, such as California 

Environmental Quality Act
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