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DIALOGUE: UPDATING REGIONAL WATER PLANS
Lucy Moore: This segment is about updating regional water plans. When regional plans were first laid on the regions to do, a template was developed. That’s what this beautiful book—the Regional Water Planning Handbook—was designed for: the ISC, in reviewing plans as they’ve been submitted, has measured them against this template, developed by the New Mexico Water Dialogue. So now we’re looking at updating the regional plans, and the question for all of you is, are these assumptions and other items in this handbook—do they still serve us well, or have times changed enough or in certain ways so that we need different assumptions, different standards or requirements for regional water plans? This handout that you got when you registered—the Dialogue formed a subcommittee to work on this question of what kind of template would be appropriate for updating the regional water plans, and this is an outline of their work so far. So part of what’s in here is taken from the original template, and some is their new thinking. We don’t really want you to focus on this. We just want you to take it home, read it, think about it, and let the Dialogue folks know if you’ve got comments on this, if you think they’re headed in the right direction not. For the purposes of this afternoon, we’d really like to look at these assumptions, and hear from three panelists here, the first three on your agenda are going to give some thoughts on updating the plan and the need for the template—whatever they’ve got in mind to say. We’ve asked Angela and Patricio to come back and sit up here so that as we’re talking about updating, they might be able to shed some light since they’re with the ISC or on the commission. How the discussion goes, how you want to take it is really up to all of you, but I would urge you to be as open-minded and free-thinking as you want to be. Let’s not get caught in the ‘business-as-usual’ and in a sense, the old Regional Water Planning Handbook is business-as-usual. Is it still good business-as-usual or not? Let’s take a look and really challenge ourselves and this process, and see how far we can get.
First of all, we have Michael Benson. You know Michael from earlier this morning. Michael, what are your thoughts?
Michael Benson: Thank you, again, for being here today. I’m with the Navajo Nation Department of Water Resources Water Management Branch, as I explained earlier. I’ve been involved in water planning since I started working for the Navajo Nation in 1992. I talked to my boss, Dr. John Leeper, who is the Director of the Water Management Branch, and he says, “Let the people know that we in the Navajo Nation are believers in the template.” In fact, I was on the committee that developed the template. We used the New Mexico Regional Water Planning [Handbook] for all of our 110 Chapters, and I explained to you before that the Navajo Nation is in Arizona, Utah and New Mexico, but we used this template in all our Chapters. So in any format for the update we would suggest that the update be informed by the template, and that it proceed from it.
I want to expand on some earlier points that I made, that there are levels of planning. In the Navajo Nation we have a document called the Navajo Nation Water Development Strategy. We refer to it as the Strategy Document. So our Strategy Document and our Regional Water Plan effectively state a strategy that identifies the broad parameters, and these are also important as a baseline to begin our discussions on more detailed water plans. It’s really out of solutions that a plan is derived. Solutions involve projects, and as I said earlier, that’s when you get the attention and sustained participation of federal and state agencies, and your fellow stakeholders. When you’re just sitting down to talk about a plan, you usually have all kinds of wild comments, but when you get down to a project, you begin to understand each other better about what the impacts might be.
There’s a concern in New Mexico about Native American participation in the regional water planning process. The Navajo Nation, as I said earlier, participates enthusiastically, but many Pueblos do not participate, and may even reject the process. I can only speak from my Navajo experience. We participate in the regional planning process enthusiastically, but we do have people who have reservations, and it’s because, as I said earlier, they believe that all the resources within the Sacred Mountains belong to the Navajo people, and that it’s a sacrilegious act to participate in a process that doesn’t have that premise. I cannot sit here and say that those people who say that are wrong. There’s a dirty little secret about the Navajo government. The Navajo Tribal Council was formed in 1923, and the reason that the federal government formed the Navajo Tribal Council was so they could get at the oil resources in the Four Corners area. So you can understand how many Indian people would be suspicious of any process that has to do with telling them what should happen to their resources. It is true, however, that the New Mexico law on regional water planning is very friendly to participation by tribes and Pueblos. It states clearly that the sovereignty of Pueblos and tribes should not be impacted by the regional water planning process. And we in the Navajo Nation have used the regional planning program to try to protect our resources, to inform our neighbors about our needs and our plans. Thank you.
Beth Bardwell: My name is Beth Bardwell and I’m a program officer with World Wildlife Fund. We have a Chihuahuan Desert Eco Region program. It’s a bi-national office and we’re based out of Las Cruces, New Mexico. We’ve been looking at water policy in New Mexico for about five years, and working to improve policy where we can to help conserve freshwater biodiversity.
I want to direct my comments to a gap, what we perceive as a gap in the regional water plans to date that I’m hoping can be better addressed as those plans are updated. The gap is, have our regional water plans done a good job of adequately protecting the health of our rivers and our river ecosystems? So often in these planning exercises, where the goal is to demonstrate to Texas that New Mexico can utilize every single drop of water in the state, we place our rivers only in the ‘water supply’ column. What we fail to do is place them in the ‘water user’ column, and recognize that rivers are a legitimate user of water in their own right. There needs to be a sufficient amount of water in those rivers to sustain both fish and wildlife, and the aquatic and riparian habitats that sustain wildlife; but also to allow rivers to perform what Courtney describes as those ecosystem services that we all benefit from.
So my charge to regional water planners is as we review and update our plans, we need to ask ourselves, “Do we have sufficient information in those plans on how much water our rivers need to sustain the fish and wildlife and the habitats that they depend on?” Specifically, when we draw up those water supply and demand pie charts, and we have a certain percentage of the water that’s used by public utilities for drinking, and industry, and agriculture, do we have a wedge in that pie chart for what the river system needs. Similarly, we need to subtract that same amount of water out of the water supply pie chart. I would also ask regional water planners to ask themselves, “Do our plans include alternatives to keep water in our rivers? Is that one of the alternatives that the plan is contemplating?” And for alternatives that increase extraction, and increase diversion, and increase efficiency, do those plans adequately consider the environmental health of those projects to our river ecosystem health?
If we fail to do that, we risk significant tradeoffs, and not only a loss in our natural and cultural heritage, but those free environmental services that those river ecosystems provide, like loss of water quality, and loss of our ability to mobilize and transport salts through the system, and loss of the landscape’s ability to capture and store those floodwaters like a sponge and release them during low flow periods. We know that floods and droughts are going to be increasing in their intensity with climate change, and I think it’s extremely important for us to start using our riverine landscapes to help us secure our water supply. Thank you very much.
Lisa Robert: I’m Lisa Robert. I’ve been with the New Mexico Water Dialogue since its beginning, and also with the Middle Rio Grande Water Assembly from its beginning. Last year, as a new appointee to the Dialogue board, I was invited to sit on one of the organization’s ongoing sub-committees. I chose the group working on a template for updating regional water plans. Having come late to the discussion, I made the mistake of wondering whether, as in the Middle Rio Grande, other regions were struggling to maintain their planning committees beyond the mandated plan, and if so, how were they were dealing with issues of funding, implementation, and the need for continued public education regarding local water resources? All I did, mind you, was to ask the question, and suddenly here I am, snookered into addressing you on the same subject. 
I can offer you only my strong conviction that it is a subject well worth considering.
It took the better part of a decade for the Middle Rio Grande to come up with a water plan. I was an Assembly board member during each of those years, and what prompts my interest in the continuation of such a body of volunteers is that I know firsthand the magnitude of knowledge it eventually represents. Among this group of citizens from various backgrounds, the region’s key water particulars and concerns have been scrutinized and debated, again and again. New information has been continually incorporated, and what we’ve come to know about water in our area is as much a resource as the water itself. That kind of experience makes committee members extremely valuable to new agency representatives, elected officials, and transplanted members of the public who arrive without the necessary background to make wise water decisions. For this reason alone, I believe that water-planning committees ought to be a permanent fixture of the policy landscape in the state’s sixteen designated regions.
I’d like to remind you that the word ‘update’ doesn’t mean ‘start over.’ Update means pick up where you left off. Those of us who’ve participated in regional water planning for any length of time know it is an endless undertaking, and we are terribly weary of the political tendency to expect a finished product and thus an end to financial support. We have been—forgive the pun—immersed in the possibility of not having enough water, and we know that that one concern relates intimately to dozens of other regional issues, including land use and transportation choices, ecosystem protection, public health, and environmental justice. We are absolutely certain that water availability must be factored into every policymaking decision.
In a sense, then, regional planners constitute an institutional memory of learning the parameters of place. We’re the segment of the public that’s already informed about the caveats of where we live. We know that water scarcity is a big pill to swallow because we’ve had to swallow it. If experience is the best teacher, then we’re the ones most able to impart the imperative hydrologic lesson to others, and I think that’s the real task ahead of us. 
Wisdom, however, isn’t something static that we acquire once and for all. It’s a process, and planning’s goal should be to discern the shifting range of conditions we can expect, and to persist in identifying a wide variety of coping mechanisms that move us toward adaptability. The world is changing around us and we cannot rest smug in the knowledge that we ‘have a plan.’
I believe that discourse with other regions is a must. In the beginning it was important to distinguish local challenges and preferred alternatives, but now we have to reach out to adjacent regions and learn their bottom lines, too. Last year’s Upstream/Downstream project convinced many of us that the next iteration of water planning involves widening our focus and taking our neighbors’ needs into account. Otherwise, we’re operating in a vacuum and deluding ourselves about the workability of our plans. I hope the will is there to initiate other inter-regional conversations, and that the innovative Upstream/Downstream model will spread across the state. 
I also think we must pool our know-how and add a couple of chapters to the Regional Water Planning Handbook on how to update and implement water plans. Once upon a time, there were no guidelines for putting together a plan; it was citizen volunteers who produced the template that all sixteen regions have followed. Now we need to share the strategies that are working for us as we struggle to keep water planning alive, and alert our peers to obstacles that we’re encountering. Regional water planners have always constituted a network of information and support, and we can’t afford to abandon that sense of alliance now.   
Finally, I want to call attention to something tremendously significant about regional water planning as it has been practiced in New Mexico for the past twenty years. Were it not for the blueprint of inclusive regional planning committees—call it grassroots, or bottom-up, or whatever you like—I do not think that values would be terribly discernable in the resultant plans. You can come up with a water budget and adopt a path that accommodates it without incorporating any of the beliefs and principles of the people you intend to serve. But a plan that does so is soulless and destined for resistance. Ideals are the foundation of authentic choice, and I believe the strong resolve to incorporate values into regional water plans, despite the great trouble and tedium of doing so, has been our greatest achievement. But this, too, we must regard as a continuing process, because values are a reflection of the people that hold them, and hallelujah!, our understanding of our place in the Universe still has the capacity to grow.
Discussion:
Michael Benson: I’d like to introduce Mary Helen Follingstad. She was the regional water planning manager for a real long time with the Interstate Stream Commission, and she helped us through all our problems when we were doing our regional water plans, so please recognize Mary Helen Follingstad.
Lucy Moore: Thank you, Michael. So. The question before all of you, given these three perspectives, these three messages, given the existing handbook and its assumptions, and whatever other background you think is important, how you would recommend approaching this update process. Let me just review really quickly what Michael, Beth and Lisa had to say. Michael’s point was the plan actually comes from, or gets life, when there is a project, when there is a solution, when something really happens. That’s when the plan really takes on meaning. He also explained something really valuable about the reluctance of Native American communities and governments to participate, and why [there is] reluctance to put at risk their sovereignty. He called the New Mexico water [planning] law ‘friendly’ to tribes; that there is a real recognition in there of the sovereignty of tribes; and that the Navajo Nation is comfortable with that and in fact, works with it in dealing with their water issues. 
Beth challenged us about looking at the river as a water user, not just a supplier of water the way we always do. If we want to look at it as a user with its own needs, we need to know how much it needs, and we don’t know that. She hopes that regional water plans will include alternatives that will call for putting water into the river somehow, and that we understand the tradeoffs if we don’t put water in the river—tat we understand the consequences of that and make that choice with knowledge. 
Lisa—well, I was hoping that Lisa would only have a little bit to say because I only had a little room left on the page here, but of course, that was not the case. Lisa hopes regional water planning committees will live on beyond producing a plan; that the plan is not the end of the line; that a plan is alive and gets updated; that updating doesn’t mean starting all over again, but means picking up where you left off, if you ever left off (since some regions haven’t ever left off). Implementing means figuring out how things are going to happen. She suggests that regional water plans and planning committees become a permanent part of the landscape; that there is great value in discourse with other regions, and in sharing strategies and bringing forth values into the water planning process; that [values] have come through [grassroots] water planning, really, and not from anywhere else. She noted the incredible knowledge that rests with regional water planners, and hopes that the state, land managers, and decision-makers will look to those people for the knowledge and the information they have. 
So, that is powerful stuff and I will turn to anybody who is inspired out there to speak about how we should approach the update of the regional water plans. Are there new things to be added here? Are there things that have expired?
Suzanne Otter: I live in Santa Fe, and my question is, I’m wondering if the water plan, the process of creating the water plans, is robust enough to consider a scenario of seven or eight or ten dollar-a-gallon gas, and the aggressive and continued exploration for and extraction of oil that that will bring? Is it robust enough to sort of match the water needs and energy needs?
Lisa Robert: I think the discussion is as good as the folks who show up. That was one of the things that prompted me to talk about continuing the structure, of having that [water planning] committee. It’s very self-selecting. People just arrive, and they get really caught up in the subject and they stick around—some of us forever—and the willingness to go into those scary new areas—who knew when we started regional water planning that we would end up needing to talk about seven-dollar-a-gallon gas? But those kinds of discussions, we’ve had a lot of those, certainly in the Middle Rio Grande, and it really depends on the people who are there, and the openness of those folks to begin to talk about really tough subjects. I would suggest to you that if those things are burning in you, show up at your local forum and voice them. I know from personal experience that you can sit in the back of the room and think, “I’m not going to say that because everybody here knows it,” but I’ve found that’s not necessarily always true. What you bring to it is really a plus.
Patricio Garcia (ISC): I think that goes to your values question, and that’s true in regards to whatever you try to do in terms of quality of life. In your local governments, as you deal with issues and changes in policies that need participation, public participation, you don’t get it and all of a sudden you find yourself doing something that you feel you’re trying to produce that value for the community, versus the community participating and extending that value out to them. A mandate is done or requested, such as a state water plan or a regional water plan or a new ordinance for the community, and one must move on those things, one must act on them because there’s a need for some of those things, for those requirements, for those policy changes, and people don’t share that value at that time—or almost at any time. If we don’t participate, things get done that—they might get done not as good as they should have been done. But again, because mandates are there, we need to proceed. Somebody needs to proceed, and how do we get to that? How do we get to the core of striking that, igniting that, to bring them out?
Lucy Moore: Thank you, Patricio. Others who have not yet spoken?
Susan Kelly: I would like to just hear from each of you how you see the relationship, ideally, between the State of New Mexico and the regional planning process? How would that best work, in terms of support for the process, without driving it, I guess?
Michael Benson: The Navajo Nation is sovereign, and we happily participate in the regional water planning process, but in the process, we don’t give up any jurisdiction whatsoever. We see value in the plans and the processes to inform and to come up with compromises. You can’t do anything unilaterally anymore with water. You have to take into account impacts on other people. And in any big water project there are usually federal funds involved, which means that the Environmental Impact Statement process kicks in. That’s a good process that helps to examine a project and to determine what the impacts are. The regional water planning process for us, for the Navajo Nation, I think it helps us to come up with concepts when we have to negotiate with the State of New Mexico, and that means our neighbors. The Navajo Nation cooperates with its neighbors. The Navajo-Gallup Water Supply Project—we’re going to share a project with Gallup. We have a pipeline from Farmington to Shiprock. Farmington treats our water and sends it on to Shiprock. In Page, Arizona we’re working on an intake that we would share with the City of Page. In the western part of the Navajo Nation, we’re working with Flagstaff and other off-reservation cities to see if we can do a pipeline from Lake Powell.
Beth Bardwell: I think that there is an inherent conflict in planning at the local scale when water is a shared resource across a much larger scale. For example, a river ecosystem is a continuum and you cannot really address ecosystem needs when you break that up into political jurisdictional boundaries. But that said, I think it’s very important for local communities to determine what their water needs are, and likewise, I think there are opportunities, when you have those regional water plans, to step back and look at the bigger scale and say, “Where are the opportunities to better manage our water supply for these regional localities by managing at a basin-wide scale?” So I think there’s both a downside and an upside, but there are opportunities and synergies that the State Water Plan should be trying to capture and address and resolve that conflict and make that fixed water supply go further. It’s a hard question and I don’t think there are any easy answers out there. We’re just going to have to struggle through this process.
Lisa Robert: I’m a big believer in the democratic process, which I was taught meant that the public is the government, is the process. And I know that there is a great fear among regional water planners, and in fact among local constituents of all sorts, that when they come out and do public process, give their input and try to envision what would be good for them and others as far as government, they’re often either not heard, or they’re dismissed. I would really like to see more reassurance from the state that the work we’ve done as regional water planners on our regional plans were given the weight that I think they deserve, because we worked damn hard on them—even if we’re not happy with them, we worked hard on them—and so it needs to be a partnership. I don’t think it always is. There were an awful lot of really wonderful people at the ISC and in the legislature that helped us personally. You feel like, ‘I have this person and that person I can go to, but I don’t necessarily have that same confidence in and belief in state government at the top.’ You sometimes feel it [the state] has a different agenda, so I’d like to see us on the same page, and it unnerves me a lot when I hear that there’s money for the state plan and not money for the regional plans. Those kinds of discrepancies undermine, somehow, my own personal confidence in being able to do this at a local level. So I think there needs to be a better partnership.
Lucy Moore: Angela and Patricio, if you want to—
Angela Bordegaray: I agree with you, Lisa, in terms of the disconnect in support, maybe as expressed for state water planning and regional water planning, and I think that just triggered the thought that I, in this job the past year, don’t see this program as separate. In fact, I don’t see how they can stay separate. That being said, I have no idea how we bring them together. This is the beginning, but it is the beginning, and they have to be brought together, so I’m putting that out there as well, just as Beth [?] stated. What you did, I mean, we can see it for what it is, and if that’s what it is, then let’s work on how to bring them together. A couple of other thoughts: I guess I see my role in this job, working for the ISC and being a trained regional planner, [is] to really help foster that relationship and communication between all the parties involved, not to guide or lead the program, but to help provide support and technical resources, and fortunately as I think this through, I credit you all for getting the regional planning program to where it is and all my predecessors involved at all the levels, because they formed a grant program and they created a grant program to do just what you’re describing and they funded a democratic process. That’s really valuable. But you’ve got your hands full now. We have a state water plan that is a very important and necessary plan for the state to have, and it will only be as solid as what goes into it. It should be technically sound and it should also reflect policies that are agreed upon at all levels, and therein lies the rub. Just some of my thoughts in the job, I see a real disconnect, again as a planner, between decisions about water and local land use decisions, and that’s just huge. I believe it was Courtney White of the Quivira Coalition who talked about the power of counties in the future, and maybe we should take that to mean that counties will really be making bigger decisions about development [than] they already are and really aren’t connected to decisions about water at the state level. I say that as a planner. But overall, planning is a political process, period. Ninety-five percent, maybe more. We can have the best-laid plans, we can put the best technologies together, but it is about buy-in, it’s about decision-makers being informed and reflecting the will of everyone.
Patricio Garcia: Funding is a great problem for both the state water plan and regional water plans. Sometimes you have to applaud these people who work diligently by themselves. Mary Helen, you know, was a sole planner on this, and now we have Angela as the sole planner on this. In order for comparisons, to see if anything’s working between one regional plan versus another regional plan, or implementation of such things, I don’t think there’s money available to find out what tracking is needed, or if any tracking is needed, to be able to arrive at what could be good, or what could make your plan a better plan, because, again, funding isn’t there for either plan. So the relationship between one and the other is like, ‘Okay, they’re both broke.’
Michael Benson: I’d like to add one other point. You know, when you make a proposal to the New Mexico Water Trust Board, one of the questions they ask you is—if you propose a project you’re asked, ‘Is this project in the regional water plan?’ So from the Navajo Nation, we make sure that all our plans, things we might want to do in the future, are in the regional water plans. I see the glass as half full. I believe that we’re headed in the right direction, and that the use of the regional water plans is evolving, and I offer you the example that I just stated. I believe that in the future, when legislators or government administrators propose programs, they’re going to have to state how these initiatives and programs relate to the regional water plans. We seem to be headed in that direction.
Lucy Moore: we’ve got about fifteen minutes left and we need to save maybe ten minutes for our nominations for board members—that’s tradition at the annual meeting—so maybe fifteen minutes left of this dialogue, so please, speakers, be as brief as you can possibly be.
Steve Harris: I wanted to hear from the whole panel, but in particular Angela, on the topic or proper role of public welfare as we go forward into the future—this is in viewing the future—and I would propose a #6 up there on your ‘required assumptions’ that in fact there is a public interest in water that cuts across all of these property interests, and I don’t sense that the State Engineer’s Office in general and the hearing examiners in particular are really viewing it that way. Is it just that it’s so ambiguous an issue, or is it that we’re afraid this will promote conflict among different interests and values? Can we get there? Should we get there? It’s a matter of statute. The State Engineer is to consider public welfare; we’re not doing it; how could we do it?
Angela Bordegaray: So, Steve, the question is, ‘How does the state see public welfare in the regional water plans?’
Steve Harris: Close. What’s the relative importance of this, considering it is in statute?
Angela: I was wondering the same thing myself, coming down here this morning. And I don’t say that facetiously. I’m looking at the legislative requirements for the Regional Water Planning Act and there it is. Not having been involved in this before eight years ago, water planning in New Mexico, I’m still learning what the answer to that is, too. I don’t really have an answer for you today other than to say, in my experience in working with the regional plans so far—and it’s been minimal, most of them were complete when I stepped into the job—that water is obviously a public good and is in the public interest and as a planner that is my understanding of it, and I think the role of it in regional water plans has been is to be individually or regionally defined. It really varies, and in every single one of the regions’ plans, that’s how it’s been treated. I’m learning a lot with Taos, I’m going to learn a lot next week, and in the coming year. I would really like to hear other people’s answers to that and not only outside of my agency, but within my agency.
Steve Harris:  Me too. I’d like to also hear from the panelists and can we make that one of our assumptions as we go forward?
Lucy Moore: That there is a public interest in water. 
Kathy Grassel: I also work at the State Engineer’s office and while not familiar with the specifics of regional water plans and their assumptions, I’m in a position where I see all the time applications for transfer being published, and that is the opportunity for the public to look at these notices and protest if they so wish. I don’t think that before you people started getting together at a regional level there were that many of the kinds of protests we’re seeing these days. They’re like, ‘This is in violation of the public welfare of New Mexico.’ Now we look at that and we know it’s not defined, but we have to look at that because it’s one of the statutory grounds upon which somebody can protest. You see protests like, “This impairs me; the paper water transfers water to Rio Rancho and I live in Socorro and that’s against the public welfare.” I see statements saying, ‘This is contrary to the mandate of our state water plan, of our regional water plan, that says we don’t want to see water leaving our basins.’ These things wouldn’t be appearing, I don’t think, in these protests, if everyone hadn’t gotten together on this regional level and were talking. Now whether or not you’ve settled these things or defined these things doesn’t really matter. We can see there [with the protests] that people are aware, that they’ve got their ear to the ground, and they watch these legal notices, and if it smells, they protest it, and sometimes, that kills that application. So I congratulate you people for getting together like you do. If you don’t define everything, like ‘public welfare,’ great, just keep right on protesting based on public welfare and that might drive a definition in the future, because if we’ve got like 50,000 protests on the basis of ‘public welfare’ and nobody knows what it is, somebody’s gonna have to write it down someday, aren’t they?
Michael [?]: I want to echo something that Patricio said that was right to the heart of the matter, which is ‘values,’ because these words that are in statute, in fact these words that are in western water law in general, are all based on an assumption of shared values. When tradition started in the West, there weren’t many people out here but there was a lot of money, and that was the way the system was set up from the very start, from the get-go. Everybody assumed that the value was ‘developing the West.’ Well, we’re full now—or I guess Phoenix isn’t full yet, according to what they say—but I think we think it’s full. The point is that the values that fuel all of the understanding of how to organize water resource allocation has changed. We all know it’s changed because many of us are working on things that are involved with accommodating that change. So we have to go back and think about values, and get them in a concrete, workable, useable form through collaborative work and sharing and understanding values. I think in a lot of collaborative processes, we start out with assumptions about what the other guy’s value is, and then we ask them and find out that’s not really it. I think that’s where this whole issue of public welfare has to begin. Where are our values as a people?
Lucy Moore: Again folks, as brief as possible—I’m trying to squeeze in as many people as I can.
Dave Grenville [?]: This is kind of a segue from values to participation. I’m grateful to Lisa for drawing attention to the process at the grassroots level. I was going to ask you how is that participatory process supported in the water planning process but since you don’t have time to answer, I’m just going to make a statement. As these plans become more important—and they will because water’s going to become more important—the quality of that participatory process is going to make or break the legitimacy of those water plans. I think it’s important to take that seriously. Before I came here, I was working on participation in water management, and it’s a huge topic. You Google ‘participation in water’ and you get millions of hits. We need to take that seriously and very professionally, and I would think it would make sense to fund a participatory person in ISC, just to provide support to the individual regions as they develop their plan for getting participation into that process, because it’s not a simple thing. Consultants are paid big bucks to do that, and here we’re just kind of saying, ‘Well, a participatory plan shall be prerequisite,’ without really spelling that out. So I think that really needs to be elevated into a professional, recognized area of work that’s the foundation for the planning process.”
John Brown: It seems to me that one thing we might think about is the design of the water planning committees or groups in each region. As Lisa said, it has been who comes, who plays. But to meet a concern like Beth’s, that the river be represented, maybe we need to have some design of the planning groups, of the planning councils, that is spelled out in the template. At least recommended, or in some way to make sure that it’s not just inclusive because we’ll accept all comers, but it’s inclusive of interests and values that we know exist in the community and we have to reach out and bring people into the process and make sure that those kinds of concerns get represented. The regional water planning process—I wrote a proposal to the Bosque Improvement Group a couple of years ago. The regional water planning process was over here; the Bosque Improvement process was over there. Lisa’s one of the people who has been right in the middle of both of them, but in great respects, these are two worlds that don’t talk to each other. Maybe we need to bring the science from the bosque side and the science and participation from the regional planning side together in better ways.
Bob Wessely: Two things. One, getting back to how do we do updates, I think that the template itself is pretty good and I’d like to express kudos to the folks who wrote it way back when. They’re anonymous, or seem to be.* It gave enough room to adjust to what the region needed, and it was specific enough that you covered the topics that were needed. I think that’s the right kind of balance, so fighting with the requirements is not the best path. Adding Steve’s #6, that’s fine, but I think there are three things that should be ingredients in the update. The first is—when we submitted the plan to the Interstate Stream Commissioners, we were required to confess to them all of the omissions in our plan, all of the things we hadn’t done. I think one piece of the update is handling those omissions. The second piece, which has not been explicitly looked at but was mentioned—I think Beth mentioned it implicitly—was to think in the broader view, beyond your own region. You’ve got neighbors whom you can be doing good to, or doing bad to. At least recognize that they’re there, and what the effect is of what you’re saying on them. Always have the broader view to the extent that ‘broad’ makes sense. And then the third piece is new knowledge. We have lots of things that are known now that weren’t known when we wrote the plan—climate change, energy issues and those kinds of things. So I think those are the three pieces that should be focused on for the update and going forward. Another piece is a concern I have that bears on, ‘Where does the state fit in?’ I have a concern that to some extent, these regional plans are ‘write only’ memories, and we need that not to be the case. There are two pieces: one is, the great support we got from the state in doing the planning evaporated once the plan was accepted. I may be exaggerating a hair, but pretty close. Michael mentioned that you have to have a project in the plan to get it accepted. But a lot of the planning focuses on, for example, number #4, regulatory issues, and we haven’t even been able to get the ISC to write a letter to local governments encouraging them to look at the plan! The support that we had for planning should be extended to implementation. Even social support—could be financial, that’d be nicer—but that kind of thing… The other piece is probably one for Andy Nuñez—I don’t think he’s still here—but to have some mechanism whereby the updated plans have some real teeth, so that folks who are doing the planning and folks who are receiving and accepting the plans know that they have real meaning. Now there are lots of ways you can conceive of teeth fitting in, but they [regional plans] shouldn’t be purely curiosity advisory sort of things, and I think state legislation is probably the way to make that happen.
[?] from Santa Fe Watershed Association: Over the last fifteen years, in practically all the countries in the world—but not New Mexico—there have been four legitimate uses for water recognized. One is water for people, basically water for drinking, taking your shower, flushing your toilets. The other is water for food and agriculture, mostly irrigation. The third is water for industry and power, and the fourth one, recognized as a legitimate use of water, is water for nature, which is basically keeping water in rivers and lakes. Now one recommendation would be that New Mexico follow what the world has been doing for fifteen years: recognizing water for nature as a legitimate use. That leads to the question, mostly to Beth’s advocating keeping water in the rivers. I was, a few months back, in Australia, where most of the country is drier than New Mexico. They have rivers like New Mexico, which are streams of sand, and they have legislation that says water should be left in rivers, which have the life of a normal river in them. My question is, when one thinks of a living river, it’s not just a stream of water flowing year-round. It has pulses, it goes down, it goes up, sometimes it goes nowhere—it’s dry—sometimes it floods. It is pulsating like a heart. My question to Beth is, ‘Do you have the scientific underpinnings to include this complexity of what is a living river in your plan?’
Beth Bardwell: Thanks very much for that question. I think that the field of what’s called ‘environmental flows’ is relatively new but increasingly becoming more robust, and that there is science and methodology that is available today. In fact if you look at the literature for various methodologies for establishing what’s a necessary environmental flow, there’s probably close to fifty to a hundred different methodologies. They are out there, and I think it would be important for the state to take a look at what methodology they would like regional water planning groups to adopt [in order] to assess how much water is needed to sustain a river ecosystem. But the point you make is a very important point: we have evolved beyond the conception that ‘all the river needs is a base flow,’ is a minimum flow, and that keeping that river ecosystem alive and sustaining it is now conceived to be a much more complex process. There are base flows and then there are average flows and flood flows, and that inter-annual and intra-annual variation in flows is so important we can’t just have this one flow throughout the year. It’s the variation that’s driving and sustaining the ecosystem, and I think it’s important that we include that type of thinking when we take on the question of how much water do we need to keep our rivers in a healthy state.
Lucy Moore: Let me just [remind you] we’re going to do our nominations for board members, so be thinking of the folks you’d like to nominate. That’s going to happen right after this gentleman, and the gentleman in the blue shirt.
Guy Bralley: I’m the water planner in Sandoval County; I work in the Development Department. On the subject of rationalization, we’ve started a study—actually it’s been going with our meetings with the communities in the Jemez River valley since about April of last year—and we started by working with the different water systems up there, five different communities, one of which includes Jemez Pueblo. One of the comments that was written early, I think it was the one that included the pitch about seven-dollars-per-gallon gas and I apologize for forgetting the gent’s name, but he had something down there about the water rights being one of the issues up front, and it was the last one on his list. I can assure you that when you deal with folks in the small communities, that’s first in their minds. So when we, the county, came in to say that we were going to help them to regionalize in some way, until we kind of got to the idea that we’re the county and we don’t print money, and we don’t declare war, and we don’t do water rights—until that finally went into their minds, we had a fair amount of resistance. It’s taken a long time to get past that, and one of the primary policies within the county is that land use would follow water availability. So the land planner and I went up there one day, and his observation after a rather contentious meeting was that Jeffersonian democracy at the grassroots can be really ugly. I give Moises Gonzales credit for that line. Anyway, we’re continuing down that path and are trying to get some signatures on a document where we can actually get people to agree to something and then we’ll try to push that into the Jemez and Puerco’s sub-regional plan and the Middle Rio Grande plan. I want to thank you all for your support and that’s what we’ve been trying to do in Sandoval.
Dan McGregor: I’m with Bernalillo County Public Works Water Resources, and I also sit on the Estancia Basin water planning committee. So I kind of have one foot in the urban world, and I really like the committee because I get my foot out in the rural world once a month. I see this conflict every month in terms of the city growing or not. So, what has made the Estancia Basin water planning committee sustained, because I think it is one of the few committees that is standing. One is county participation from day one, in terms of jointly defining who was going to be on the committee, getting a cross-section of the communities involved. We’ve got developer interests; we’ve got Soil & Water Conservation interests; we’ve got county government reps involved; we’ve got a member-at-large, and when vacancies come up, we reach into each of those communities and try to find people that have crosscutting interests, so that they’re not representing just one interest. They have a bias, maybe, toward their position, but they understand the other issues as well. That’s one. Two, a minimal amount of funding has to be there, and I want to say thank you to Santa Fe County. I wish I could say thank you to Bernalillo County, um, but Santa Fe has been our sustainer on that water planning committee. That amount is basically $10,000 to $20,000 a year, just because you’ve got to pay people’s gas. At $7 a gallon, you’re not going to have many willing to drive an hour to come to committee meetings. That’s a reality we’re looking at in the future. So those are the big things that have made it last and made it work. The other thing is realizing that you do have to retain some of the old members through each update. That’s absolutely vital, and we’re about half and half now. There’s a re-education process that’s going on with us in the process of the update. It’s really good to see, and it’s really frightening to see at the same time. I appreciated the quote about Jeffersonian democracy—it was very true.
---------------------------------------
* The Regional Water Planning Template Work Group (1994) consisted of ISC Commissioners Palemón Martinez and Tracy Seidman Hephner; Michael Benson of the Navajo Nation’s Dept. of Water Resources; Consuelo Bokum of the New Mexico Environmental Law Center; Bobby Creel of the Water Resources Research Institute; Gary Daves of the City of Albuquerque’s Public Works Department; Vickie Gabin of Sierra Club; Debbie Hughes of the Carlsbad Soil & Water Conservation District; Randy Kirkpatrick of the San Juan Water Commission; Tony Mayne of the Santa Fe Metropolitan Water Board; Joe Quintana of the Middle Rio Grande Council of Governments; Thomas R. Shelly of Phelps Dodge; Michael Riley of the Elephant Butte Irrigation District; Lee Tillman of the Eastern Plains Council of Governments; Fred Vigil of the Governor’s Acequia Commission, and Hal Engle of New Mexico Rural Water Users Association. All but five of the above named individuals have served on the New Mexico Water Dialogue’s board of directors. 
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