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Las Vegas is one of the fastest-growing metropolitan areas in the United States. Between 2000 and 2020 it doubled from 1.35 million to 2.7  million people. Since it is in a desert, it must deal with complex water issues. Las Vegas relies on a limited allotment from Lake Mead on the Colorado River for 90 percent of its water needs, and it uses its total allotment. The remaining 10 percent comes from groundwater.
With a growing population and a growing demand for water, Las Vegas has initiated several approaches to dealing with its water problem. In 2005, the city sought to obtain groundwater rights in counties hundreds of kilometers away, which set off a series of court rulings and challenges that continue. It is argued that if Las Vegas is successful in its claims, it could upset a complex web of aquifers that run as far away as California’s Death Valley and western Utah (see map).
Los Angeles’ secret purchase of thousands of hectares of land in California’s Owens Valley, by which it obtained rights to surface and groundwater for the city’s use in the early twentieth century, is an example of how things can go wrong. After decades of water withdrawal to supply Los Angeles, a dozen Owens Valley springs have dried up, and water tables in places are too low to support once-abundant native grasses and shrubs. Equally controversial plans such as Las Vegas’s are developing in other western cities.
More than 30 million people in seven states depend on the Colorado for water to grow crops, drive power plants, and keep cities such as Las Vegas alive. Two major impoundments on the Colorado River (Lake Powell and Lake Mead) are used to store water and regulate the river’s flow. Water flows into Lake Powell, which is between Utah and Arizona, from the Rocky Mountains via the Colorado River, and water released from Lake Powell flows into Lake Mead. After over a decade of drought, Lake Powell is less than half full. While Las Vegas gets most of its water from Lake Mead, if water doesn’t flow from Lake Powell, the amount of water in Lake Mead is diminished.

As states and counties fight over their allotment of water in the coming years, hydroelectric plants (including the one on the Hoover Dam) could become idle, and farmers are potentially looking at reduced crop production.
In 2003, Las Vegas instituted plans to conserve water. These plans included paying residents to replace lawns with desert-appropriate landscaping and placing restrictions on washing cars, buildings, and surfaces, among other water-saving strategies. Between 2002 and 2018, Las Vegas reduced its water usage by about 100 billion liters (27 billion gallons), although the population and visitor numbers increased.
The future of Las Vegas and other desert cities in the southwest United States will depend on careful use of water resources. One solution could involve diverting more of the Colorado River’s water away from agriculture—which claims 85 percent of the supply—in favor of the region’s thirsty cities. That would be challenging politically.

