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“Bringing Accountability to Water Planning: Does it Take A Crisis?”

Dialogue following Panel 1
Lucy Moore: Alan, thank you very much. Now is the time for all of you to participate, as is the way of the Dialogue. We just ask that you be respectful of each other and listen to each other. This is a time to learn from each other. As somebody already said, the diversity in the room is great; your experiences and your knowledge are incredibly valuable to all of us, so I invite questions or comments. If you want to answer the questions Alan posed earlier, that would be really interesting, or whatever is on your mind at this point. Bob Wessely? Before you speak, Bob, let me just thank you for being our high-tech guru person… Thank you.

Bob Wessely: I guess despite Dr. Hamilton’s comments, which I think I agree with, I’d like to ask Lee Brown a question. You spoke a lot about the price of being overdrawn, the cost, but there’s another attribute of the economy—the unemployment, the gross product, and all those kinds of things. Does our water overdraft affect those, and if so, how? The business activity kind of attributes of the economy is what I’d like you to talk to, or maybe that’s not a fair question.

Lee Brown: I think all questions are fair. I’m not sure the answer you’re trying to get towards. Let’s have a dialogue about this. Are you saying if we have a deficit in our surface flow, does that necessarily mean that we’re going to have unemployment or loss of income?

Bob Wessely: Yes, how do those topics relate to the overdrafting, or do they? Are they totally independent? 

Lee Brown: In the short term—I was trying to think if I could come up with a good example of how an existing industry or an existing household would be affected by us not meeting the compact obligation. The principle means I was suggesting, I guess, is through expenditures in terms of the Lower Pecos that state government has made that comes out of our taxes, so in that sense, as long as we’ve got the groundwater reserve to rely upon, even if there’s a surface deficit, then we’re going to make up the supply on a temporary, short-term basis out of the groundwater. So unless we all simultaneously accept a stringent set of curtailments as a drought strategy, then there isn’t going to be much of an effect on a household directly, in the short term. In the long term, and probably for that matter, a business—if we got to the point where we had to administer priorities and curtail some junior users, then obviously it would have some significant effect on whatever employment, production level, wages, etc., that came out of that particular firm. I think that given the way we manage water, it’s more of a long-term question than a short-term question, and not the effect of the checking account deficit or overdraft, but the overdraft in terms of the groundwater, the aquifer. Certainly if you take the Las Vegas case, those residential areas which were impacted by subsidence have experienced significant damage in terms of their well-being, in terms of the effect upon the houses. Over the long term, the big question economically would be if you really do exhaust an aquifer and there are no alternative supplies that you can use to replace it, or you can’t afford those supplies, then you’re going to have a reduction in economic activity, jobs, income, wages—everything that’s associated with it over the long term. I feel like that’s a very loose answer, but I’m not sure how to be more specific.

Susan Kelly, Associate Director of the Utton Center at UNM:  It’s a question for Alan, and a little bit Lee. I hear what you’re saying Alan, and what you’re talking about is such a shift in our culture and in the way we view our values that I’m wondering if the intermediary step, since everything is around the dollar, is to try to value some of the qualities you’re describing and build those into our economic models, so that we can see the true costs of our actions, including a lot of different factors. I’m curious as to how you feel about that?

Alan Hamilton: I think you’re right, Susan. Transitional times to me have the most potential. I think we’re at a crossroads now, and you can’t just simply change views, but I think there are some opportunities. We really have to prioritize what we’re doing, and where we’re going. This isn’t something new. I think this ride we’re on has been going on for two hundred years, and this is the very end of the ridiculous notion that started when Europeans came from over the ocean, that there’s some manifest destiny, that it’s our right to own and consume everything. You know, if someone came into my office with those same kinds of values and started telling me that everything around them was theirs to use and that they were entitled to it because they’re somehow special, I would see them as needing to be hospitalized. Yet that’s been the basis, what’s driven the economy of this country for two hundred years, and how we’re going to transition out of that and find another way of respecting and valuing ourselves and the places we live, I’m not sure how to do that. But this is a critical transition time, and we have to start.

Lucy Moore: Lee, there was also a footnote to you, about the idea of how to value economically the qualitative aspects of what Alan was talking about. Very briefly, so we can get to more people?

Lee Brown: Economists have come up with methodologies, as economists do, for trying to measure most everything—contingent value, the value of streamflow… I don’t want to sit here, however, and assert that it’s all a quantitative calculus. Much of what Alan says I agree with personally, and you do attempt, as he’s saying, as the system forces you, to try and measure these things. Certainly when it comes to the river and maintaining the Rio Grande, I don’t think the value that the public-at-large, even getting past species, holds for that river is in any way completely captured in what’s paid to maintain the river. I would argue there are a lot of people in the heights that are benefiting from having the river be there, and the bosque be there, who pay no taxes for support of that system, and that’s a mispricing of that resource in the same way I’m talking about mispricing the water itself.

Dave Groenfeldt, Santa Fe Watershed Association: I want to add to the paradigms that are giving us problems in dealing with water. In addition to what Alan described as the economic paradigm, I think there’s another one. I don’t know what you’d call it, but it’s like the status quo paradigm, that our whole system of water control, water regulation and water planning is set up around protecting water rights, individual water rights, state water rights, the compacts, and then when we do the economic analysis, what’s the cost to the rights holders, what’s the future cost to the rights holders. I think we have to introduce another economic cost, an opportunity cost. We need to give more attention to visioning, and to think of alternative futures and somehow break out of this status quo of only imagining a continuation of the past as being the future we hope for. I guess I would use two phrases from the Obama campaign; the ‘audacity of hope’ and the ‘change we need.’ If we can take that into our concept of water planning, we might recognize the crisis of a dry Rio Grande, a dry Santa Fe River. They have not been considered crises in the past, because it’s the status quo, and no rights are in jeopardy. So that kind of mentality—I agree with Alan: we should all be hospitalized, and I’m not sure when we should be released, and on what basis we would get the release papers. I think it has something to do with overcoming that intransigence of sticking to the status quo.

Bob Grant: I’m a consulting geologist and I’ve been involved in these water issues for thirty-five or forty years. I don’t know whether anybody else here picked up on it, but the gentleman here just did, too. The common theme that all three of these people had is crisis, and then what I’m going to say here probably relates a little bit to answering Bob Wessely’s question, what happened with the crisis? One of the things about a crisis is, if you’re fortunate enough to identify a crisis early enough, you can address it and successfully change it. if you don’t identify that crisis and let it go, it becomes a catastrophe, and at that point, it’s too late. A good example of that is what happened on the Pecos. Twenty years ago, the Interstate Stream Commission identified that there was a problem down there in resolving the Texas lawsuit. They commissioned a study. The study prepared and presented to the Interstate Stream Commission indicated that in the late 1980s, twenty years ago, the economic effect of that crisis on that river would be about two hundred and thirty million dollars for Roswell, Artesia, Carlsbad—all the communities up and down the stream, because they’d lose their agriculture, and all the junior water rights, which are always the cities, would be the first to be approached. What it meant was that you’d cut off the economy of those communities, and the same thing could happen here. If the same thing happened here, and we lost a suit like that, the economic devastation would be tremendous. People would have to move—a number of people would have to move. And similarly you’d have a problem preserving some of the water rights on the river, agricultural water rights even though they are the oldest. A significant number of those, including the Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District, are junior rights. I would ask that the people here on the panel identify what their first concept of the crisis is that needs to be addressed, and who would be responsible for resolving them.

Lucy Moore: Are you saying ‘not right now’?

Bob Grant: No, I don’t want to [take the time].

Lucy Moore: Well, then, these are questions for all of us. 

Amy Haas: I’m an attorney with the Interstate Stream Commission and I have a question for Lee Brown, relating to the proliferation of these deep well Notices of Intention that were received in the Middle Rio Grande in particular. I’m wondering if, in your view, these pose an economic problem or a potential solution?

Lee Brown: You’re talking about the deep wells on the west side? The saline water? To me, the analogy comes back to what I said at the beginning, about the high plains. To the extent that that’s not a renewable source of water, to the extent that you’re going to use it, I think you ought to be paying the cost of replacing it, unless you’re going to somehow match that use with a temporary (and ‘temporary’ could be a hundred years)—unless you’re going to somehow match the use of that water with something that’s going to disappear at the same time it disappears, then use of the water should include paying for the replacement of the water once its gone. As I tried to suggest with the comments about the high plains, if you had been paying over there for that replacement cost as you went, then you wouldn’t be seeking external funds. You would already have the funds in place to pay for the switch to surface water as the [ground] water is being drawn down. I would say that that applies to mined groundwater anywhere, unless you either don’t care once it’s gone, or you’re matching it to a temporary use that will also disappear when it’s gone.

Randy Kirkpatrick: I’m Director of the San Juan Water Commission, and Kevin, I think this question’s mostly to you. You mentioned three compacts. There’s a fourth compact that’s certainly going to affect in the future the Middle Rio Grande corridor, which is the Colorado River Compact. In 2007, we had the Seven States Agreement. The San Juan-Chama water supply is a junior water supply under that agreement. In other words, it will be curtailed at some level if there’s a call on the Lower Colorado. Has that been factored in, and is that not going to be a crisis if we get back to about a 2007 situation?

Kevin Flanigan: I’m not sure how well I can answer your question since I work primarily on the Rio Grande. I’m vaguely aware of the process that the parties underwent on the San Juan River and the Colorado side. I do know that yes, there are projections that the San Juan-Chama Project could be implicated by, especially, climate change, forthcoming climate change, but I think your question is best directed to people at the Interstate Stream Commission that are familiar with the Colorado, particularly John Whipple. I’m sorry to have to punt like that, Randy.

Lee Brown: I just want to ask Randy, since this is a dialogue, the shortage sharing agreements that exist there in the San Juan, would they allow side agreements between two other parties, so that one that’s going to be shorted could in fact agree with some other party to buy the water that they’re still going to get—the san Juan-Chama Project could buy water from an irrigator to make up for whatever they would be shorted?

Randy Kirkpatrick: I would assume that the most likely potential would certainly be with the Navajo Nation, since the settlement seems to be nearing approval, but the concern I have is that our economy is based on—the San Juan Basin’s economic basis is about the same quantity of water that we transfer through the San Juan-Chama. We certainly can’t afford to allow Albuquerque to hurt our economic base, any better than we can allow anyone else to do so. My concern is if we get to that situation…we’ve got Las Vegas and others needing water rights… we must realize the Rio Grande and the San Juan Basins can ill afford not to realize there will be times of shortage, not repairable with more taking from our basin or we risk losses economically and socially in a ripple affect. 
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