
Water & Tribes Initiative  |  Colorado River Basin  |  1

Universal Access to 
Clean Water in the 

Colorado River Basin

The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) 
recently reported that the COVID-19 
pandemic has disproportionately impacted 
Native American people and communities. 
CDC concludes that “adequate health care 
and public health infrastructure resources 
are needed to support a culturally responsive 
public health effort.”  

One essential component of “public health 
infrastructure” is access to clean water. But 
the U.S. Water Alliance reports that Native 
American households are nineteen times 
more likely than white households to lack 
indoor plumbing with running water, a shower 
or bath, and a flush toilet. Many homes and 
communities on Indian reservations within the 
Colorado River Basin do not have access to 
safe and clean drinking water. According to the 
Tribal Water Study “Access to a clean, reliable 
supply of water is basic to human health and 
limited on some [tribal] Reservations.”

While the coronavirus pandemic has brought 
starkly home the necessity of having access 
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to safe water sources as a matter of life or 
death, the Black Lives Matter movement has 
at the same time highlighted the existence 
of institutional barriers to basic rights most 
Americans take for granted. The lack of access 
to clean and safe water on reservations reflects 
historical inequalities.

In response to this blatant inequality, the 
Water & Tribes Initiative (WTI) has launched an 
effort to raise awareness and understanding 
about the lack of adequate water and 
sanitation facilities in Native American 
communities in the Colorado River Basin, and 
to engage leaders to provide universal access 
to clean water on the tribal reservations in the 
Basin. Working with a broad-based team of 
tribal and other experts, WTI is:
	
• Conducting research to collect and 
   provide data on lack of access, the social 
   and health impacts of not having clean 
   water, barriers that have prevented the          
   provision of this service, specific 
   projects that can be implemented to 
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   provide access, and the necessary 
   operational and legislative fixes.

• Developing a policy brief and a messaging 
   campaign to educate citizens, decision-
   makers, and elected officials about the 
   glaring inequality of access within the 
   basin to an essential service most people 
   take for granted. The policy brief will 
   identify the problems, the public health 
   and economic development implications, 
   and state the ultimate objectives, which 
   will include direct monetary support and 
   removal of barriers to building and 
   maintaining  water infrastructure on 
   Indian reservations.   

• Developing parallel strategies to seek 
   Congressional support, encourage 
   Executive Branch actions, and engage 
   the philanthropic community.

This work will also provide support for a tribal 
alternative or “ask” in the negotiation of the 

For More Information

The Water & Tribes Initiative was catalyzed 
in 2018 to enhance the capacity of tribes to 
advance their needs and interests with respect 
to water management in the basin, and to 
advance sustainable water management through 
collaborative decision-making. The Initiative is 
guided by a broad-based Leadership Team and 
funded through in-kind contributions of tribes and 
many other people as well as funding from the 
Babbitt Center for Land and Water Policy and the 
Walton Family Foundation. For more information, 
please go to http://naturalresourcespolicy.org/
projects/water-tribes-colorado-river-basin.php.

Leadership Team 

Bidtah Becker, Navajo Nation
Leland Begay, Ute Mountain Ute
Lorelei Cloud, Southern Ute Tribe
Maria Dadgar, Inter Tribal Council of 
Arizona (Jay Tomkus, alternate)
Jason John, Navajo Nation
Nora McDowell, Fort Mojave 
Indian Tribe
Margaret Vick, Colorado River 
Indian Tribes
Jay Weiner, Quechan Tribe
Anne Castle, Getches-Wilkinson 
Center, University of Colorado
Peter Culp, Culp & Kelly 
Becky Mitchel, Colorado Water 
Conservation Board
Colby Pellegrino, Southern 
Nevada Water Authority

Jason Robison, University of 
Wyoming, College of Law
Tanya Trujillo, Colorado River 
Sustainability Initiative
Garrit Voggesser, National Wildlife 
Federation
John Weisheit, Living Rivers 
Terry Fulp, Bureau of Reclamation 
(ex-officio)
Julia Guarino, University of 
Colorado (ex-officio)
Mike Wight, Catena Foundation 
(ex officio)
Daryl Vigil, Jicarilla Apache Nation, 
co-facilitator
Matthew McKinney, Center for 
Natural Resources & Environmental 
Policy, co-facilitator

2026 operating guidelines for the Colorado 
River. In a basin that enjoys vibrant, growing 
urban areas, productive agriculture, and much 
economic wealth, the tragedy that many tribal 
members living on reservations do not have 
access to safe and clean water, let alone 
running water, should no longer be treated as 
outside the scope by water decision-makers. 
When water security is an overall goal of the 
Colorado River community, access to running 
water must be part of the equation.  

For more information, please contact:

Bidtah Becker, Navajo Tribal Utility Authority  
bidtahb@ntua.com  |  (928) 729-6462 

Daryl Vigil, Jicarilla Apache   
janwaterguy@gmail.com  |  (575) 209-0214

Anne Castle, Getches-Wilkinson Center, 
University of Colorado Law School  
annejcastle@gmail.com  |  (303) 661-7407


