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Frankly, I’d rather talk about something pleasant, like fishing. Anytime you take on subjects like water transfers, water use, water rights, supply, demand, or public welfare in the arid Southwest you end up sounding like a scold while annoying at least half the people in attendance, no matter how you parse your words. At least I do. Alas, no panel on fishing was offered at this year’s Water Dialogue, despite my recommendation. But they did put a fisherman on the Water Transfers and Public Welfare panel. So, here goes.

Long range water transfers, such as the proposal to pump aquifer water from DeBaca County to Santa Fe, or the proposal to pump aquifer water from Catron County to the Middle Rio Grande region, or the proposal to pump Gila River water over the Continental Divide to Silver City or Las Cruces or El Paso, come under the general heading of water development. Water development is one of three variables that play on our worry that we have, or will have, a water shortage for a given use in a given place; the other two variables are water conservation and population growth. Whether news story or scholarly paper, the lead line on this topic will read something like this:
“With New Mexico’s population projected to increase by at least 300,000 people each decade for the foreseeable future, water shortages and water wars loom on the horizon unless new water sources can be developed or conservation of available supplies becomes more efficient.”
Sound familiar? What strikes me about these myriad scenarios describing our uncertain water future is that while water development and water conservation are always presented as mutable variables, where improvements or benefits can be achieved, population growth – the true source of the looming shortage and stress – is always presented as immutable, a given, an ineluctable force like the weather, like a hurricane, that you can’t stop or even influence but can only react to it when it arrives. Further, growth is generally portrayed as a good, something to strive for, even as it exacerbates scarcity and contention within a host of resource issues. This is unfortunate as in the long run both conservation and development are incomplete solutions that must eventually be overwhelmed by growth, if growth is indeed ineluctable and perpetual as commonly portrayed


For example, Albuquerque, I’m told, has in recent years reduced per-capita consumption from about 250 gppd to about 150 gppd. This is commendable and no mean feat. But most of that growth of 300,000 people per decade as previously detailed is destined for the greater Albuquerque area. How long till the growth eats up the savings?

As for water development, a look at the proposed water transfers mentioned earlier is instructive. These transfers in fact are booster projects and the results could be perverse. With the DeBaca County water aimed at burgeoning Santa Fe and the San Agustin water directed, presumably, toward burgeoning Albuquerque, these developments are billed as serving urban growth. I submit they are more likely to create it. Once the water price is agreed upon, the contracts signed and engineering completed, bringing in a horde of new people to purchase and consume the water becomes more than a goal, it becomes a necessity. How else are you going to pay off your investment and scoop up the desired profit? Thus, in a rueful irony, that which was promoted as a means to meet growth needs for water, merely hastens the day when that newly acquired water is used up. That’s how The West was won! But where do you go for more water once you’ve drained hidden, pastoral DeBaca County, or the singular expanse of the San Agustin plains? And how do you justify transferring water from regions that are in equilibrium – the idealistic goal everyone says they support – to distant boom towns that are unlikely to ever achieve sustainability because they don’t know when to quit.

As for the Gila River proposal, I recall a meeting in Las Cruces more than 20 years ago when the lead planner for the Bureau of Reclamation sought to justify what was known at the time as the Mangas diversion proposal. “We’re a construction oriented agency,” he said, and added, “New Mexico can’t let that water just run downstream into Arizona” . . . .it was the same old hash. Later, after two beers at Eddie’s Bar & Grill, the lead planner was more insightful when I suggested his heart really wasn’t in this one. 
“You know, Dutch,” he said, “one of these days Senators and Congressmen from places like Ohio are going to figure out it doesn’t make sense to spend large sums of the public’s money to subsidize water and growth in the Southwest so the Southwest can attract more people from Ohio.”

I call it the growth syndrome and much of the populace is in its grip, including most politicians, who typically favor growth in spite of all the trouble it brings, like water and energy shortages, resource fights, traffic, crime, dry rivers and dead minnows.

Conservation is always good and, at times, water development still has its place. But we need to pay attention to the third spoke in the wheel. We don’t want to build a wall around the place, but the first step in getting a grip on growth is to view it as a manageable dynamic rather than an ineluctable force. We should quit subsidizing it via thinly disguised booster projects. Conservation easements, open space protections, limits to numbers of new water or electric hookups, requirements that developers prove up water adequate to sustain their projects long-term; all these tend to squeeze growth without putting a freeze on the economy.

As well, we are told that over half of New Mexico’s growth results from in-migration. Some companies are infamous for milking tax breaks, land deals and other subsidies from our local communities, then hiring the majority of the work force from out of state. We can and should insist on a preponderance of local employment.


As for DeBaca, Catron and Grant Counties, therein lies the resource sustainability we seek. We should be studying how they do it rather than bumping their customs, cultures, economies and environments out of kilter with long range water grabs.

Fishing anyone?

