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Abstract 

The Dolores River rises in the peaks of the San Juan Mountains in Southwest Colorado. A tributary to the 
Colorado River, the Dolores has been reduced to minimal flows in the face of population growth, 
infrastructure, climate change, and outdated allocation schemes. Despite its remote geography, the 
Dolores is called upon by vast acres of irrigation, growing municipalities, and Native American water 
right settlements; leading to overwhelmingly minimal flows the majority of the year, draining the rich 
ecosystem of the water it needs to survive. It is crucial to discuss the complexities regarding the recent 
management and allocation of the Dolores River, current operations, and projected flows in the face of 
climate change. In an attempt to mitigate for diminishing flows, the idea of a Natural Flow Regime will 
be explained as an important paradigm for preserving the dynamic nature of the river. It will be 
recommended that within the existing Dolores River Dialogue stakeholder coalition a non-consumptive 
needs study be undertaken. An outcome of this analysis will provide water managers with a better 
understanding of the quantitative and dynamic needs of non-consumptive entities downstream of 
McPhee Dam in order to protect the Dolores’ treasured natural systems. 
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