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Watersheds of Grand Teton: 
Snake River Headwaters & Gros Ventre

• 2,335 square miles
• 30% regulated, 70% unregulated



Mission of the NPS
The National Park Service preserves unimpaired the natural 

and cultural resources and values of the National Park 
System for the enjoyment, education, and inspiration of this 

and future generations.



NPS History, Authorities and Guiding Regulations
1916  National Park Service Organic Act, 16 U.S.C. 1.   

“...to promote and regulate the use of the...national parks...which 
purpose is to conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects 
and the wildlife therein and to provide for the enjoyment of the same in 
such manner and by such means as will leave them unimpaired for the 
enjoyment of future generations.” 



History of Grand Teton
• Pre 1850 - Indigenous people seasonal and year-round lands – hunting, gathering, living
• 1872 – Yellowstone National Park
• 1890 – Wyoming becomes 44th state
• 1897-1920s – first concepts for a park to include Tetons

• 1917-19 - Albright and Mather propose adding the Tetons to Yellowstone
• Proposed by Wyoming Congressman Mondell and passed house
• Failed due to Senate (ID) concerns re sheep grazing and other

• 1927 – Snake River Land Company began buying private lands – 35K ac
• 1929 – Grand Teton National Park – 96K ac of mountains and 6 glacial lakes only
• 1943 – Jackson Hole National Monument – 221K ac 

• 35K ac donated land, USFS land, Jackson Lake

• 1950 – Combined 1929 and 1943 into current 310K ac Grand Teton National Park
• 1972 - John D. Rockefeller, Jr. Memorial Parkway – 24K ac







‘Grand Compromise’ of 1950
1) Grazing 
2) Teton County tax reimbursement
3) Elk reduction (hunt)
4) No future presidentially declared national monument in Wyoming
5) Access to forest lands and inholding (private) properties

A Park of many uses and complex management:
Dam, irrigation, airport, motorized watercraft, dude ranches, 
concessionaires, wildlife, alpinism, winter sports, inholdings



Grand Teton NP governing legislation 
• 1916 – NPS established: PL 64-235 - the Organic Act
• 1950 – Grand Teton National Park: PL 81-787
• 1972 - John D. Rockefeller, Jr. Memorial Parkway:  PL 92-404
• 1997 – Open Space Study Act: PL 105–81 – continued grazing
• 2007 – Grand Teton National Park Extension Action: PL 110–47
• 2009 – OPLMA Craig Thomas Snake River Headwaters Legacy Act of 2008

• Wild and Scenic designations among 20+ reaches within NPS and USFS lands

• Other General Legislation
• Lacey Act, MBTA, ADA, NEPA, FOIA, CWA, ESA, Wilderness Act, Wild and Scenic, 

Antiquities Act, NHPA, ARPA, NAGPRA, and many others



Resources in Grand Teton
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2021 Water Year - Snake River below Jackson Lake Dam - Actual vs Estimated 
Unregulated Flow 

Natural (estimated) Actual



Fig. 3. Graph showing interquartile range of 
flows for the Snake River at Jackson Lake dam 
for three periods: 1944–1957 is indicated by 
dark gray shading and bold, dashed lines; 
1958–2005 is indicated by medium gray 
shading and thin, solid lines; and estimated 
unregulated flow between 1916 and 2005 is 
indicated by light gray shading and thin, 
dashed lines. Data for 1944–1957 and 1958–
2005 are from USGS gage Snake River near 
Moran, WY (station number 13011000). 
Estimated unregulated data are from the U.S. 
Bureau of Reclamation 
(www.usbr.gov/pn/hydromet/arcread.html).

N.C. Nelson et al. / Geomorphology 200 
(2013) 132–142 

http://www.usbr.gov/pn/hydromet/arcread.html
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Moraines, Glacially Carved Valleys 
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Moraines, Glacially Carved Valleys 
• Insert DEM of Moraine, U shaped valleys



Change in Volume

• 2014 – 2018 = 66,000 m3 loss

• 2017-2018 = 18,000 m3 
gain

• 2018-2019= 21,000 m3 gain



Wind Rivers

• Glaciers in Bull Lake Creek Watershed contributing 
55.6% of streamflow (late summer)

Rocky Mountain National Park

• Stream temps 2-3ºC warmer in non-glaciated basins

Lednia tetonica, Photo: Joe Giersch





River, Lake and Marina - Recreation

• Bureau of Reclamation forecasting
• Jackson Lake to be at or near full this summer
• Colter Bay 

• Boat Ramp (6753') operational this season
• ~June-September

• Signal (6737’) and Leek’s (6735’) 
• boat ramps already operational based on current lake elevation (6741’)











Spread Creek Diversion: TU, NPS, USFS













Climate Change

gyclimate.org





Jackson Lake Dam in Grand Teton National Park
Bureau of Reclamation & National Park Service

US Department of Interior

           1906







Federal Reserve Water Right
What is a Federal Reserved Water Right?

• In 1908, the US Supreme Court (in Winters v. U.S.) ruled that when land is withdrawn from the public domain 
and reserved for a federal purpose (in this case the Fort Belknap Indian Reservation), it also reserves water, then 
unappropriated, to the extent needed to accomplish the purpose of the reservation.

• The Winters Doctrine - Winters v. United States.  Fort Belknap Reservation / Milk River, MT

Do Federal Reserved rights apply to all federal lands or only Native American 
Indian Reservations?

• In 1963, the US Supreme Court (in Arizona v. California) extended federal reserved rights beyond Indian 
Reservations, to include national forests, parks, monuments,  wildlife refuges, etc.

• In 1976, the US Supreme Court (in Cappaert v. United States) extended federal reserved rights to include 
groundwater.

How much water does a Federal reserved water right get?
• In 1978, the US Supreme Court decided that a Federal reserved water right is entitled to the minimum amount 

of water necessary to fulfill the purpose(s) of the reservation.
• [Mimbres Decision.  United States v. New Mexico.  Rio Mimbres, Gila National Forest]



Does the NPS have Federal reserved water rights in Grand Teton NP? 
• NPS does not have any quantified Federal reserved water rights on the Snake River or trib. 

• In 2009, Congress designated 23 river segments Wild and Scenic

• AND directed the United States to quantify water rights in accordance with State 
requirements

• NPS and USFS are quantifying flows to protect the ORVs
• 414 miles (121 miles in Grand Teton)

• 12 tributaries of the Snake River

• Supported by GYC, TU, NPS, USFS, WY and others





Collaborating: shared resources
• Jackson Dam pre-dates the park by decades
• 1956 MOU – currently being revised 2024? MOU
• Jackson Lake Dam is wholly within Grand Teton National Park

• Dam operations
• Contractual water delivery to Idaho
• Flood control

• Jackson Lake Recreation
• Marinas and boat access

• Snake River flows below the Dam
• Native cutthroat fishery
• Bluehead sucker
• Waterbirds and aquatic life
• Terrestrial Wildlife
• Wetlands 
• Ecological Function
• Boating and Angling
• Scenic Values
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