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The northeastern United States is a water rich region with relatively moderate population growth rates compared to the rest of the United States.  Even within this context water shortages and conflicts over how water is stored and released is a central issue.  The implementation of the Clean Water Act in the 1970s resulted in many of the region’s rivers and streams transitioning from some of the ‘best landscaped sewers in the nation’ whose primary public value was to transport pollutants and make power, to resources highly valued by constituencies ranging from recreation interest groups and businesses to real estate companies.  The expanding public demand to protect instream flow resource values, paralleled by increased consumptive water demands from urban, agricultural and industrial needs, has more states revising or implementing instream flow policies.  Additionally, the states along with river interest groups, are more frequently exercising their legal ability to find an equitable balance between water storage and release needs for energy production and flow dependent resource protection needs, exemplified by Section 401, Water Quality Certification in Hydroelectric Dam Relicensings. 

Today the concept of instream flow protection has become much more sophisticated, moving from a simple flat line, minimum flow concept, to strategies that mimic natural flow regimes. Confounding this objective are changes in water runoff due to the urbanization of watersheds, increased ground water withdrawals, and evidence of changing precipitation and runoff patterns due to climate changes in the region.  Future projections of water availability to meet energy demand needs will need to take into consideration not only increased competition for the consumptive use of water, but also greater restrictions on how that water is temporally stored and released. 
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