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The Colorado River Basin (CRB) and areas served by its 
waters, includes dozens of indigenous nations and 
numerous communities and water user organizations 
rooted in Hispanic culture. Tribal nations and Hispanic 
communities encounter challenges with access to clean 
and reliable water and have been marginalized in 
historic and ongoing water negotiations and policy 
dialogue. The CRB is experiencing devastating effects 
linked to a warming planet, including wildfires, extended 
drought, severe flooding, drying soil, and changing 
vegetation (Overpeck and Udall, 2020, Payton and 
Lukas, 2021). This article describes several key water 
justice issues in the CRB linked to indigenous and 
Hispanic communities. The concluding sections explore 
the contributions of tribal nations and Hispanic acequias 
in creating resilient responses to the basin’s water 
challenges and suggest themes for further research. 
 
The CRB (in this article, we include both the geographic 
basin and areas receiving imports of CRB water) 
supports a population of over 40 million, with over 5 
million acres of irrigated cropland. The region is home to 
30 indigenous tribal nations and to one-third of the entire 
U.S. Hispanic population (13 million Hispanics) (U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency, 2022; U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2024). The indigenous population residing in 
CRB is about 2% of the total population. Hispanic 
nonwhite individuals account for 37% of the population 
(Reed-Spitzer and Colby, 2024). 
 
Water justice is a term used worldwide to focus attention 
on the disproportionate effect of disruptions in regional 
water supplies on low-income and minority communities, 
communities already more vulnerable due to existing 
socio-political and economic inequities (Sultana, 2018). 
The U.S. federal government has committed to water 
justice through its environmental justice initiatives. In 
federal policies, environmental justice is characterized 
as “fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all 
people regardless of race, color, national origin, or 
income, with respect to the development, 
implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, 
regulations, and policies” (U.S. Environmental Protection  

 
Agency, 2023). Many empirical studies demonstrate that  
in the United States, low-income households and people 
of color have greater exposure to environmental hazards 
(Banzhaf, Ma, and Timmins, 2019; Chakraborty et al., 
2022; Balazs, Morello, and Ray, 2012; Cory and 
Rahman, 2009; Morata et al., 2022). The 2021 U.S. 
Justice 40 Initiative establishes a federal policy objective 
of directing 40% of benefits from federal investments to 
marginalized or underserved communities, emphasizing 
water supply, water quality, and wastewater treatment as 
key components (The White House, n.d.). The Climate 
and Economic Justice Screening Tool was developed to 
assist in the implementation of the Justice 40 Initiative 
(U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 2022). 
 
This article discusses three aspects of water justice 
related to Indigenous and Hispanic populations in the 
CRB: (1) household access to affordable and reliable 
water, (2) participation and representation in water 
negotiations and policy processes, and (3) impacts of 
CRB water policies on low-income and minority 
communities (including economic, environmental, 
cultural and resilience impacts). This latter water justice 
factor encompasses access to resources that support 
resilience in a changing climate, including public 
investments in water infrastructure (DataKind, 2023, 
U.S. Water Alliance, 2023). 
 
The shading in Figure 1 indicates the nonwhite 
proportion of population (Native American plus black 
plus nonwhite Hispanic populations, as self-identified in 
the U.S. Census) in overall population of census tracts in 
the CRB. (The census tracts in Figure 1 include the 
geographic CRB as well as areas served by Colorado 
River water exported from the CRB.) 
 
Table 1 summarizes data on income and education 
level, stratified by percentage of nonwhites in the census 
tract population (using the same strata illustrated by 
shading Figure 1). Note that mean income in the tracts 
with the smallest percent nonwhite (0%–11%) is about 
double that of the census tracts with greater than 63% 
nonwhite. Compared to census tracts with the smallest  
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percentages of nonwhite residents, the proportion of  
households with adults having no high school degree is 
10 times higher in census tracts with a nonwhite 
population of higher than 63%. 
 
Table 2 uses the same stratification by percentage of 
nonwhite population illustrated in Figure 1 to highlight 
two examples of differential exposure to environmental 
hazards in the CRB, drawing upon data in the Climate 
and Economic Justice Screening Tool (U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency, 2022). PM 2.5 are 
fine inhalable particulates posing a significant health 
threat. Leaking underground storage tanks pose a threat 
to water quality as toxic materials leak into nearby soils 
and pollute water. As Table 2 indicates, the prevalence 
of PM 2.5 and leaking underground storage tanks is 
notably higher in census tracts with higher proportions of 
nonwhite populations. 
 

Tribal Nations and Hispanic Acequia 
Communities in CRB 
This article focuses on several water justice issues 
pertaining to two distinct groups in the CRB: tribal 
nations and Hispanic acequia communities. While these  
 

 
two minority groups face some challenges in common,  
they are distinct in many important ways. These groups 
represent only a subset of populations affected by water 
justice concerns, and the water justice issues raised are 
discussed only briefly given the overview nature of the 
article. 
 
Many tribal reservations and acequia communities are 
located in rural areas of the CRB, and rural areas face 
water access issues that differ from major cities. Low-
income rural areas in the CRB are characterized by 
limitations on water supply reliability. Accessing safe, 
reliable water is a challenge for many rural areas of the 
CRB. Many small, rural communities lack adequate 
economic base to support modern water and wastewater 
services for sparse populations spread out over large 
areas (U.S. Water Alliance, 2023). Rural areas of the 
CRB tend to have lower per capita income than urban 
areas, and many rural census tracts contain high 
proportions of Native American and Hispanic residents. 
 
The effects of climate change on precipitation, 
temperature, and water supply reliability are being 
disproportionately experienced in low-income rural 
areas, as changing regional hydrology and climate 
exacerbate long-term disparities and water justice  

Figure 1. Percentage Nonwhite Population in 2019 by U.S. Census Tract 
 

 

 

Source: Created by authors based on data from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (2022). 
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concerns. Historic lack of investment in water-related 
infrastructure serving low-income and minority 
populations places these communities at a significant 
disadvantage. Generally, tribal nations located away 
from major cities have not benefited from public 
investment in water storage and delivery infrastructure. 
Substantial research documents inequitable access to 
safe drinking water in low-income rural Hispanic 
communities within the CRB (Balazs, Morello, and Ray, 
2012; Pannu et al., 2018; London et al., 2021; Mueller 
and Gasteyer, 2021; Acquah and Allaire, 2023). 
Native American and Hispanic communities each 
experience disproportionate poverty and marginalization 
in water decision-making and negotiations. They also 
each face distinct challenges related to water rights. 
Tribal nations and some Hispanic communities possess 
senior water entitlements that make them the target of  
efforts to acquire access to their water through litigation,  
 

 
political maneuvering and market transactions. There 
also are important distinctions between the two groups in 
terms of water entitlements and water justice challenges, 
noted below. 
 

Tribal Nations 
Tribal nations are sovereign governments, enacting their 
own regulations over reservation water use and water 
quality. Tribal nations’ entitlements to water resources 
were recognized by the U.S. Supreme Court in 1908 
(Winters v. U.S.), though the process of quantifying 
those rights and putting them to use for the benefit of 
tribal communities has been slow and costly. Many CRB 
native nations have quantified senior water rights, which 
are more reliable than junior rights held by non-Indian 
farms, industries, and cities. This superior reliability puts 
tribes in a unique position in a region struggling with the 
effects of climate change on water supply and demand. 
 

Table 1. Income and Education by Percentage Nonwhite in Census Tract 

% non-white in 

census tract Income                                                    no HS degree 

 
mean median stnd dev. mean median stnd dev. 

0 - 0.11 $135,236.68 $125,034.00 $71,349.76 3.1 2.0 3.6 

0.12 - 0.24 $114,066.39 $107,999.50 $44,453.31 5.3 4.0 4.3 

0.25 - 0.40 $91,588.22 $89,223.50 $29,981.90 9.1 8.0 5.9 

0.41 - 0.62 $77,806.73 $75,515.00 $24,468.28 15.8 15.0 7.7 

0.63 - 1.00 $62,997.70 $60,988.00 $18,593.21 32.1 31.0 12.5 

Source: Data from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (2022) 

 

Table 2. PM 2.5 and Leaking Underground Storage Tanks (UST) by Percentage Nonwhite in Census Tract 

Percentage nonwhite in census tract PM 2.5 Leaking UST 

 
mean median stnd dev. mean median stnd dev. 

0–0.11 8.29 7.82 2.18 1.71 0.79 2.62 

0.12–0.24 8.90 8.47 2.37 2.61 1.63 3.24 

0.25–0.40 9.18 8.69 2.56 3.25 2.20 3.70 

0.41–0.62 9.62 9.34 2.54 3.72 2.71 3.84 

0.63–1.00 10.79 12.06 2.66 4.80 3.49 4.73 

Source: Based on data from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (2022). 



Choices Magazine 4 
A publication of the Agricultural & Applied Economics Association 

Since tribal water rights are senior in priority, recognition 
and development of tribal rights threatens the reliability 
of supplies for other water users. This threat provides 
the impetus for negotiating tribal water settlements, 
legally binding agreements negotiated among tribal 
nations, federal agencies, states, water districts, and 
other water users. These agreements aim to reduce 
conflict by specifying water allocations and providing 
assured water supplies and are now an important 
component of water institutions in the CRB (Deol and 
Colby, 2018). Over four dozen tribal water rights 
settlements have occurred in the western United States, 
with Arizona and New Mexico settlements accounting for 
a large share of these. Each of the other five CRB states 
has a few tribal water settlements and/or tribal water 
entitlements formalized through litigation and court 
decrees (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2023). 
 
Settlements provide many potential benefits (Colby and 
Reed-Spitzer, 2024). They can address inadequate 
access to water for tribal communities and often fund 
water infrastructure to serve tribal farms and 
communities and to address broader regional water 
challenges. Some settlements include provisions that 
expedite environmental restoration, contributing to 
cultural and recreational values. 
 
Water settlements are costly in both water and financial 
commitments. The U.S. government—along with states, 
cities and other water users—incurs notable financial 
obligations. Commitments of water can be large. The 
quantities of water for tribes in settlements vary across 
the CRB. The Gila River Indian Community settlement 
affirmed a water supply of 650,000 acre-feet per year for 
the tribal nation, a mix of local surface water and Central 
Arizona Project water (Lewis, 2005). Some settlements 
involve only a few thousand acre-feet per year for tribes 
but provide key economic development components. 
Examples include agreements made with the Yavapai 
Prescott Tribe in Arizona and the Shivwits Band of 
Paiute Indian Tribe in Utah (Colby and Young, 2018). 
Some settlements and court rulings restrict nontribal 
water groundwater users located near a reservation to 
protect groundwater underneath tribal lands (Colby and 
Young, 2018). 
 
The role of Native American tribal nations in the CRB 
continues to evolve. A number of tribes serve as 
negotiators and co-implementers of agreements that 
address regional water challenges while also quantifying 
tribal water rights (Deol and Colby, 2018, Young, Colby 
and Thompson, 2018, Ten Tribes Partnership, 2023). 
Four states and six tribal nations are engaging in their 
first formal talks to establish a process for jointly 
negotiating Colorado River water issues. Each of the six 
tribes hold established senior water rights in the CRB, 
formalized through negotiated settlements and/or court 
decrees (Smith, 2022) 
 
 

Acequia Water Users 

Spanish colonists arrived in the CRB in the 1500s, 
bringing the Acequia irrigation system governance to 
parts of New Mexico, Colorado, and Arizona. Acequias 
continues to manage and deliver water in portions of the 
CRB (Brown and Ingram, 1987; Wescoat, Headington, 
and Theobold, 2007). The term acequia refers both to 
the physical water delivery system and to the 
governance of that system. While Hispanic communities 
are prominent in the CRB in many ways beyond 
acequias, the acequia focus was selected as particularly 
relevant for Hispanic water justice challenges. Acequia 
associations are still active in some portions of the CRB. 
The acequia systems operating in parts of New Mexico 
and Colorado involve farms that are smaller in size and 
that rely more heavily on off-farm income, compared to 
other farms in the region (Tory, 2021, Hicks and Pena, 
2003). Most are located in areas remote from cities. 
 
The acequias trace their water use back many centuries; 
water rights within acequias typically are held by 
landowner members of the acequia and are integrated 
into state water rights systems (Raheem et al., 2015, 
Rosenberg et al., 2020). This differs notably from tribal 
nations, whose water entitlements were recognized by 
the U.S. Supreme Court early but have required 
protracted and costly litigation and negotiations to 
become formalized water rights available for use on 
reservations. 
 

Water Justice and Senior Tribal and Acequia 
Water Rights 
Tribal nations and members of acequia associations 
often hold senior water rights, superior in reliability 
during times of shortage. While senior entitlements are 
an important asset and source of bargaining power, the 
question has arisen: What constitutes a voluntary 
transaction when the parties have highly disparate 
access to capital, political power and legal, economic, 
hydrologic, and other expertise? The United Nations 
developed guidelines related to this question, 
scrutinizing the role of coercion in natural resource 
transactions (United Nations, 2007). United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
(UNDRIP) principles are applied later in this article to 
tribal nations and Hispanic community engagement in 
water transactions to lease or sell their water. One key 
advantage of water markets is voluntary participation by 
those offering water for sale or lease. A water justice 
perspective invites more nuanced consideration of what 
constitutes a “voluntary transaction.” 
 

Water Justice, CRB Tribal Nations, and 
Hispanic Acequia Communities 
This section discusses three components of water 
justice, as applied to two different minority population in 
the CRB: tribal nations and acequias communities. A 
disclaimer at the outset: This article refers to tribal 
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nations generically given the brief length of this piece. 
However, tribal nations in the CRB differ from one 
another in culture, language, ways of livelihood, current 
status of water entitlements, and perspectives on water 
justice. Some tribal nations have senior water 
entitlements quantified decades ago in key court 
decisions and reliable water supplies for on-reservation 
use and for leasing. Other tribal nations are still 
struggling for formalization and implementation of water 
rights. 
 

Access to Affordable and Reliable Water 
Tribal Nations. While affordable and reliable water is a 
foundational component of water justice, basic potable 
indoor water is absent for many Native American 
households in the CRB. Native American households in 
the United States are 19 times more likely to lack indoor 
plumbing than white households. In CRB census tracts 
that include Native American reservations, complete 
indoor plumbing is available to 96% of households. 
Contrast this with 99.5% of all CRB households having 
complete indoor plumbing. (U.S. Census Bureau, 2024). 
In some tribal reservation areas of the CRB, a significant 
proportion of tribal households lack potable water and 
must rely on hauled water (Conroy-Ben and Richard, 
2018; Teodoro, Heider, and Spitzer, 2018, Deitz and 
Meehan, 2019). 
 
Hispanic Communities. Safe drinking water access is a 
concern in many Hispanic communities. There exists a 
strong correlation between higher proportion of Hispanic 
residents and higher exposure to contaminants in 
drinking water and higher lack of access to indoor 
plumbing (Acquah and Allaire, 2023; Balazs, Morello, 
and Ray, 2012; London et al., 2021; Mueller and 
Gasteyer, 2021; Pannu et al., 2018). Regarding 
reliability, water rights of acequia members generally are 
senior in their region and integrated into their state’s 
water right management. Consequently, these rights 
tend to provide a reliable water entitlement even during 
drought. 
 

Representation in Water Negotiations and Policy 
Processes 
Tribal Nations. There has been progress in recent 
decades in tribal representation in CRB water decision-
making, stimulated by severe drought and recognition 
that senior tribal water entitlements can help ameliorate 
losses in supply reliability for cities and commercial 
agriculture. Twenty CRB tribes formulated a joint 
statement of tribal consensus articulating what the Basin 
Tribes expect from the United States in ongoing federal-
state-tribal negotiations to identify new operating 
guidelines for the CRB (Water and Tribes Initiative, 
2024). Among other provisions, these include ensuring 
that tribes can use their water rights in CRB 
conservation programs, leasing water off reservations for 
multiple purposes and creating compensated 
forbearance agreements. The document also calls for a 

permanent, formalized structure for tribal participation all 
Colorado River policy and governance and federal 
consultation with tribal governments on a basis 
comparable to state governments (Water and Tribes 
Initiative, 2024). 
 
Specific CRB tribal nations that hold formalized senior 
entitlements have been playing a prominent role in CRB 
water negotiations (Colby and Young, 2018; Young, 
Colby and Thompson, 2018). For the nearly two dozen 
completed and ongoing tribal water settlement 
negotiations in the CRB, tribal signatories are central not 
only in crafting settlement provisions but in the multiyear 
settlement implementation process. In 2024, tribes with 
senior rights in the Upper CRB are meeting with states 
and other water users to craft Upper Basin responses to 
ongoing basin-wide negotiations (Smith, 2022). 
 
Tribal nations are lead participants in negotiations 
involving sales or leases of tribal water. There are many 
long-term leases (up to 99 years) of tribal water in the 
basin, often negotiated in the course of a water 
settlement (Colby and Young, 2018). UNDRIP issues 
related to coercion continue to be relevant to water 
transactions involving tribes, given poverty and limited 
access to other revenue sources beyond water leasing. 
However, tribes with quantified senior rights now have 
strong bargaining power in this water-scarce era (Water 
and Tribes Initiative, 2019). 
 
Hispanic Acequia Communities. While acequias are 
communally managed ditch systems, the water rights 
are held by individual acequia members as state water 
rights and their seniority typically predates statehood. 
Acequia associations represent groups of acequias in 
policy dialogue in New Mexico and southern Colorado 
(HECHO, 2023, Hicks and Pena, 2003). The individual 
ownership of rights leads to concern over the erosion of 
acequia associations when valuable senior rights are 
acquired by outside interests and water is transferred 
away for use elsewhere (Raheem et al., 2015, Hicks and 
Pena, 2003). The challenge with acequia associations 
and individual members selling off water rights differs 
markedly from the challenge that Indigenous nations 
face in barriers to leasing or selling water entitlements 
held by the tribal nation. The UNDRIP guidelines to 
address potential coercion in natural resource 
transactions are relevant to both tribal water and acequia 
water, due to financial, technical, and political power 
imbalances among the negotiating parties. 
 

Impacts on Community Resilience 
The third component of water justice discussed in this 
article is resilience in the face of climate change effects 
on water, a key concern for tribal nations and for acequia 
water users. These groups historically have not been 
primary beneficiaries of public infrastructure projects that 
can boost resilience in the face of shifting supplies. 
Today, however, some USDA programs allocate funds 
specifically for Native American and Hispanic farmers, 
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and other federal programs provide funding targeted for 
Native American and Hispanic communities (U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency, 2023). Newly 
strengthened federal environmental justice initiatives 
may provide another source of funding (USDA Office of 
Tribal Relations, 2022, U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency, 2023). 
 
Tribal Nations. Tribal nations are negatively impacted by 
slow recognition of their water rights and lack of 
inclusion in basin decision processes (Sanchez, 
Leonard, and Edwards, 2023. The 2023 U.S. Supreme 
Court decision involving federal trust obligations for 
Navajo Nation water is another in decades of examples 
of failure to consider the impacts on tribal communities 
of key water policy decisions (Fletcher, 2023). 
 
Tribal nations have historically experienced much lower 
access to resources for resilience in a changing climate. 
The benefits of decades of investments in water 
infrastructure largely have been directed to major cities 
and largescale commercial agriculture, with little 
emphasis on tribal nations. This lack of modern 
infrastructure results in tribal communities being 
disproportionately exposed to variability in water 
supplies (DataKind, 2023). The CRB tribal nations that 
have negotiated water settlements typically have 
received resources that improve their water supply 
reliability, along with funding for other tribal water needs 
and economic development (U.S. Department of the 
Interior, 2023). 
 
Hispanic Acequia Communities. CRB water policies 
affect rural Hispanic communities through economic, 
environmental, and cultural impacts. The ability of 
acequias to demand mitigation of negative impacts rests 
upon legal tools they can draw upon (such as the 
Endangered Species Act or Clean Water Act), media 
attention, and cultivation of more powerful allies 
(Raheem et al., 2015, Hicks and Pena, 2003). Over time, 
recent U.S. social justice policies and commitments to 
expend federal monies to address water needs of 
disadvantaged populations may prove to useful to rural 
Hispanic communities (U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency, 2023). 
 

Tribal and Acequia Contributions to 
Regional Resilience in CRB 
This section of the article highlights ways in which tribal 
and acequia water management practices and policies 
contribute to resilience in the CRB. These contributions 
bolster the case for addressing water justice concerns to 
support diverse approaches to meeting the challenges of 
a changing climate and regional hydrology. Minority 
water user communities with different approaches to 
addressing shortages can provide an institutional 
diversity valuable for informing ongoing evolution in 
larger CRB policy processes and responses to the 
challenges facing the region. 

 
Recent research highlights New Mexico acequia 
contribution to improved seasonal water flow, even 
though acequia farms account for a small portion of the 
state’s irrigated cropland. Acequia ditch systems, often 
unlined, divert water from rivers and spread it across 
irrigated lands. This provides broad spatial distribution of 
groundwater recharge and alters the seasonality of 
return flows to streams in ways favorable to downstream 
cities, farms, and riparian ecosystems (Rosenberg et al., 
2020, Gunda, Turner, and Tidwell, 2018). These 
hydrologic functions provided by acequias are important 
to regional water resilience during long-term drought. 
(Rosenberg et al., 2020, Gunda, Turner, and Tidwell, 
2018). 
 
Acequias differ from Western state approaches to cutting 
back water users during times of shortage. All acequia 
members are cut back proportionally relative to their 
individual baseline entitlements. This differs from the 
“first in time, first in right” approach common among the 
seven CRB states, in which junior water users are 
completely curtailed before senior right holders are cut 
back (Raheem et al., 2015). Equal proportional sharing 
of shortage is thought by some observers to facilitate a 
more co-operative approach to addressing shortages 
and may provide an informative contrast in creating new 
paradigms for the CRB (Gunda, Turner, and Tidwell, 
2018, Kummu et al., 2016). 
 
Tribal water settlements in the CRB contain resilience 
features valuable to both tribal and non-Indian water 
users and communities (Young, Colby and Thompson, 
2018). Many settlements provide for trading of public 
project water, surface water, groundwater, and treated 
effluent between tribal nations and non-Indian water 
users. Several Phoenix-area cities lease tribal Central 
Arizona Project water for 99 years. Some Arizona 
settlements restrict pumping water from wells located 
near the tribal reservation by nontribal farms and towns 
to protect groundwater underlying tribal lands. These 
buffer zones benefit not only groundwater users but also 
streams and wetlands that rely on maintaining the 
groundwater table. 
 
Tribal nations have provided innovations later adopted 
more widely in the CRB. The Navajo Indian Irrigation 
Project agreements, negotiated in the 1960s, provided a 
new approach for sharing shortages affecting New 
Mexico’s San Juan-Chama Project and the Navajo 
Indian Irrigation Project. The 2004 Arizona Water 
Settlements Act created an innovative water banking 
system to store millions of acre-feet in aquifers 
underlying the Gila River Indian Community and 
contributed to broader regional acceptance and use of 
groundwater banking (Gila River Water Storage, 2013, 
Woods, 2017), 
 
In settling litigation, the Quechan Tribe and Metropolitan 
Water District (MWD) of Southern California agreed in 
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2005 to a Forbearance Agreement under which the tribe 
limits the use of its water entitlement in return for MWD 
payments (Morisset, 2015). This allows the tribe to earn 
lease revenues without the expense of building storage 
and conveyance facilities to withhold their water. Tribes 
face obstacles to leasing their water given lack of 
incentive for other water users to pay tribes for tribal 
water already being used without payment. The 
Quechan Tribe-MWD agreement indicates that 
motivated parties can find a way, although forbearance 
agreements are still rare. 
 
Tribes play an ongoing role in the Colorado River Basin 
System Conservation Program, initiated in 2014 by the 
Bureau of Reclamation and major municipal water 
interests to address shortage. Funding for “system 
conservation” supply reliability projects comes from 
multiple federal, municipal, and foundation sources. 
“System water” is stored in Lake Mead to avert shortage 
declarations and their cascading negative 
consequences. Several tribes with reservation lands 
located in Arizona contribute “system water” in return for 
payment (American Indian Policy Institute, 2019).  
 
To summarize, acequias’ water management practices 
and innovations in tribal water settlements add to the 
resilience of the CRB in diverse ways. These include 
various forms of water leasing, shortage sharing, aquifer 
banking, dispute resolution approaches, and new types 
of groundwater pumping restrictions to protect both the 
environment and other water users. Focusing on water 
justice for minority water user communities enhances 
overall CRB resilience by supporting the diverse 
communities that contribute innovative approaches to 
shortage sharing and other forms of resilience. 

 

 
 
 
 

Summary and Avenues for Future 
Research 
This article has focused upon several water justice 
issues related to CRB tribal nations and acequias. Tribal 
nations have distinct legal status as sovereign 
governments, with a legacy of court rulings supporting 
senior water entitlements that bolster tribal bargaining 
power in regional negotiations. However, for many CRB 
tribes, impediments remain for tribal participation in 
water transactions and shortage sharing arrangements. 
Members of acequias possess senior rights predating 
statehood, rights that typically are integrated into state 
water right systems and can readily be sold or leased. 
However, sales of water by individual members can 
weaken the collective strength of the acequia. 
 
Important differences exist between tribal nations and 
acequias in terms of water entitlements, access to 
reliable water, representation in policy-making, and 
consideration of community resilience. Both groups have 
historically been marginalized, but some improvements 
have been noted in recent decades, with many water 
justice issues remaining to be fully addressed. 
 
Water justice is a promising arena for future research. 
The Climate and Economic Justice Screening Tool used 
in this article is an example of the types of data 
becoming available at finer spatial scales to identify 
disproportionate exposure to hazards (flooding, water 
contamination) and disproportionate access to amenities 
(parks and natural green space). The tool was 
developed to assist in the implementation of the U.S. 
Justice 40 Initiative (U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency, 2022). 
 
Over the next few years, further data will become 
available to analyze spatial specificity in water justice 
concerns and impacts on rural indigenous and Hispanic 
communities. Researchers also will be able to analyze 
whether 40% of federal resources indeeed have been 
directed to reduce disparities faced by marginalized 
communities in the CRB since the adoption of the U.S. 
Justice 40 Initative in 2021.
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