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The Middle Rio Grande Basin Water Deficit:  A Shared Problem

In 2004, the New Mexico Interstate Stream Commission and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Albuquerque District issued the Middle Rio Grande Water Supply Study (Study), Phase 3
.  This Study is a continuation of the previous Middle Rio Grande Water Supply Study Phases 1 and 2 and covers the 230-mile reach of the Rio Grande between Otowi Gage and Elephant Butte Reservoir or the Middle Rio Grande Basin (MRG Basin).  What the Study indicated was problematic:

· On average, the historically available water supply including San Juan-Chama Project water and groundwater withdrawals is NOT adequate to meet the PRESENT demands of the MRG Basin.  Based on average historical climate and present development conditions, an estimated long-term average annual surface water deficit of 40,000 acre feet per year (afy) and an additional reduction of aquifer storage of 71,000 afy for the entire MRG Basin is likely.
· To achieve a balance between renewable supply and the level of demand in 2000, a minimum of 71,000 afy and perhaps as much as 110,000 afy of additional supply or reduction in demand is required.
· Under drought conditions, annual Rio Grande Compact debits increase in frequency and magnitude, and water availability limits agricultural uses one year out of every five.

The MRG Basin is New Mexico for purposes of the Rio Grande Compact.  To those in the MRG Basin, the real possibility of defaulting on Rio Grande Compact obligations presents a shared dilemma, for its annual allocations, debits and credits apply equally to all three planning regions, and deficit in one region affects each of the others.
Why the Regional Water Plans do not Solve the Problem
The MRG Basin includes three water-planning regions: Jemez y Sangre, the Middle Rio Grande, and Socorro/Sierra. Each of the three regional water plans has evaluated supply and demand and quantified a gap between the two.  They also evaluated alternatives for closing the gap between supply and demand.  The Study evaluated those plans and found that:

· Factoring in new demands and enacting each of the alternatives proposed in the three regional water plans, the MRG Basin will still have an average annual Rio Grande Compact deficit of 7,000 acre-feet in the year 2040, with 40,000 afy of delayed groundwater effects still to hit the river.
· Implementing the joint alternatives as proposed in the three plans will be challenging at best and may not even be feasible or yield the expected results.  Traditional strategies, such as transferring water rights out of agriculture to municipal and industrial uses – are not likely to solve the problem.  It is estimated that 100-120,000 afy is needed.  Irrigated agriculture consumes 150,000 afy in the Middle Valley. It is unlikely that so much farm land would be dried up.
· The regional water plans conflict with each other.  Some of the “solutions” for closing the gap in one region only create a greater problem in a neighboring region.

· The plans do not adequately address impacts to the hydrologic, economic, environmental, and legal systems.  Water transfers move water from one location to another, often as much as 100 miles or more, from surface to ground water diversions, and from one use to another with multiple impacts.  Nor have the plans addressed some on-going impacts to the system such as “double-dipping” (continuing to use water after a prior use has ceased) and more or less unlimited approval of new domestic wells.
·  All three regions face difficulties of implementation whether from lack of funding, political will, or unrealistic expectations.

Need for Communication and Cooperation

Even during the period from the mid-1970’s to the mid-1990’s when there was higher precipitation than normal, the MRG Basin was already draining its ground water resources, struggling to deal with the negative impacts on surface water, and facing the threat of non-compliance with the MRG Compact.  The problems, ignored or masked, became obvious beginning in 1996, the first year of a long-term drought.  A predicted, prolonged drought and a population that is projected to double between 2000 and 2040 will only exacerbate the problems.

Not only will the regional water plan alternatives not close the gap, but incompatibilities and conflicts among the three plans make it difficult to understand fully the dimensions of the problem. Participants in the previous Upstream-Downstream Workshops agreed that there is a basin-wide problem and that we need to think like a basin. It is time for responsible entities in each region within the basin to move beyond their individual planning perspectives if for no other reason than the fact that even aggressive implementation of the individual plans will not solve the problem.  
Moving Toward Basin-Wide Solutions:  
First Step:
1.  Develop a Water Budget for the MRG Basin
 If the regions are to move forward, participants have generally agreed that a standardization of the assumptions in the regional plans is important.  Important data is missing and the data in the plans is not consistent.  In addition, the three regions should begin to work together on a template for assessing the progress of implementation of the three plans. This may be the beginning of developing a water budget for the MRG Basin.  A water budget will allow participants to see the big picture, hopefully develop new insights, and focus on areas which are likely to have the greatest impact.  Consistency is important to minimize uncertainty or lack of clarity; address larger issues, identify and address disconnects; allow for more informed decision making; address issues that require action beyond one region; and include issues of equity.  
Future Steps:

1. Address Basin-wide Solutions

     Statewide building code to save water

      Incentives for farmers to conserve water

2 Address Conflicts

Water transfer policies


Shortage-sharing

3. Develop a strategy to acquire funding and increase the Basin’s ability to implement plans
� SS Papadopulos and Associates (SSPA) 2004, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.ose.state.nm.us/isc_planning_mrgwss.html" ��http://www.ose.state.nm.us/isc_planning_mrgwss.html�. 
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