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Water Planning Framework  

How Should New Mexico Plan for Effective Water Governance? 
 

People have multiple and different values regarding water management priorities, and therefore planning how 
water should be protected, allocated and used is often controversial. Water management planning, like any 
planning process, involves groups of people who work iteratively to (a) recognize and anticipate shared 
concerns, (b) identify potentially corrective strategies or actions, (c) evaluate the potential outcomes for these 
alternative strategies or actions, and (d) implement the best of those strategies or actions. The effectiveness of 
the implementation must then be monitored to assess whether the results obtained meet the desired projected 
outcome. If the results do not meet or exceed the desired goal, the planning process needs to be repeated.  As 
new shared concerns occur, repeating the planning process is also of importance.  

New Mexican residents within each of its hydrographic basins need to plan how to survive our ongoing and 
worsening climate-induced negative water futures, including projections of marked reductions in future water 
supplies coupled with increases in evaporation. An institutional capability to plan well at appropriate levels must 
be developed and supported. This Framework document presents an approach to establish and to accomplish 
that planning. Key attributes of effective planning include: 

• Establishing and coordinating well-funded, authoritative, ongoing regional planning entities 

• Establishing mechanisms to enable, focus on, and support water planning by community entities 

• Honoring self-defined community values  

• Aligning regional planning efforts according to shared water sources–aquifers and river systems 

• Ensuring continuing broad stakeholder participation 

• Encouraging appropriate coordination with Pueblos, Tribes and Nations 

• Basing decisions on well-founded information from climatology, hydrology, biology and other scientific 
disciplines incorporated with demographic, legal, and other considerations. 

• Clearly identifying problems to be addressed and their consequences 

• Carefully evaluating and prioritizing possible strategies or actions–costs, benefits, impacts 

• Ensuring and supporting the prompt implementation of the prioritized recommendations  

• Ensuring and recommending roles and responsibilities within planning group to implement plans 

• Monitoring implementation progress and adjusting plans as situations evolve 

Examples of impending disasters that should be addressed in our planning for water include:  

• Failure to reliably meet interstate compact requirements resulting in massive expenditures  

• Failure to recognize the imperative of preserving our natural world so that it can support us. 

• Impacts to the State’s economy from inability to provide sufficient water to support business endeavors  

• Decline in our ability to provide water for rural agricultural communities  

• Sudden draconian requirements to modify our traditional and current New Mexican lifestyles 

• Surprises from our regular failures to take timely cognizance of hydrologic reality 

• Infrastructure failures, typically because of deferred or inadequate maintenance  

• Conflicting constraints on deploying limited water supplies (Compacts, Species, NPTs)   
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Water Planning Framework  

How Should New Mexico Plan for Effective Water Governance? 
 

Introduction: 
 
In many cases, water planning in New Mexico has been treated as a stepchild.  The results of such planning 
efforts, accordingly, have been less than adequately effective. This document provides a framework by which 
the State of New Mexico could remedy those shortfalls.  
 

a.  Purpose –The guidance for previous water planning efforts doesn’t apply well to 21st Century needs 
and the realities of ongoing climate change. This Framework is intended to provide guidance for 
establishing a robust planning capability throughout the state and for conducting the planning that will 
ensure a healthy water future. Specifically, the document is intended to: 

 

(1)  Establish a resilient water planning process for New Mexico 

(2)  Provide guidance for those charged with enabling or performing water planning   

(3)  Establish a context within which New Mexicans can plan well for a viable water future 

(4)  Describe the attributes of a water planning capability that can meet New Mexico’s needs, 

such as planning principles, strong institutions, and broad participation 

(5)  Describe the planning tasks that should be considered for robust planning processes— 

from identifying problems (see 4.a) to monitoring implementation (see 4.g) 

(6)  Achieve realistic, implementable water planning based on evolving scientific projections of New  

Mexico’s future water supply and needs 

  

b.  Content — This framework document outlines a structure for effective future water planning in New 
Mexico. The document is arranged in four sections:  

 
(1)  Organizing Concepts – What are some of the key considerations in defining an effective water 
planning program for the state?  

(2)  Define Rationales – What good comes from water planning?  Why should these efforts be 
funded?  

(3)  Establish Water Planning Capabilities – What are the prerequisites to enable water planning?  At 
what levels or scales should water planning take place? What entities should be established and 
tasked with water planning? What external organizations, interests, and individuals should be 
involved?   

(4)  Suggested Approaches to the Planning Work – What should be involved in planning processes?  
What steps should be considered to make water planning effective? 

 

This is intended to be a working document, updated as we improve our understanding of the topics. 
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Section 1.  Organizing Concepts – What are some of the key considerations in defining an 

effective water planning program for the state?    
 

a.  The Driving Force: Anthropogenic Climate Change – The Interstate Stream Commission’s (ISC’s) fifty-
year water plan’s Leap Ahead Analysis Assessment entitled:  “Climate Change in New Mexico over the 
Next 50 Years:  Impacts on Water Resources” forecasts severe reductions in available water supply over 
the five coming decades (as well as additional impacts and consequences).  Moreover, it highlights great 
uncertainty in how the remaining water supplies will behave – in the quantities, locations, intensities, 
and frequencies of precipitation – to the point our management and legal systems may not be able to 
function.            
 
b.  An Institutional Shortfall – Historically, many of New Mexico’s Native and Hispanic communities and 
groups crafted rules and customary practices aimed, in part, to enable them to adapt to temporary 
disruptions (like floods and droughts) to their communities’ livelihoods. Cooperative strategies such as 
acequias’ practice of repartimiento de agua might be adaptable for use at broader scales.   On the other 
hand, some fundamental tenets of New Mexico’s water law and existing water management approaches 
such as the “doctrine” of prior appropriation (developed over a hundred years ago) appear woefully 
insufficient to deal with the disruptive impacts of anticipated climate changes.   
 
c.  The Need for Planning – With respect to a vital, finite and shared resource, planning is useful as a set 
of tools to promote better governance of that resource in terms of its goals. In fact, ongoing, iterative 
planning is a critical function of effective governance.  New Mexicans at all levels – from the smallest 
community to the state – who care about how our water resources are protected, allocated and used 
need to be involved in ongoing planning, implementation, monitoring, and updating processes.  
 
d.  Missing Components – The crucial missing piece that rendered earlier regional water planning (RWP) 
efforts less than optimally effective in New Mexico was the failure by either the State or regional 
constituents to create permanent multi-level institutional arrangements tying planning to the actual 
management of the water resource. The “regional water planning entities” were ephemeral, ad hoc 
bodies without formal connections to policy decision makers and implementers.  Although the 1994 
Regional Water Planning Handbook provided clear guidance on what the planners should do, it focused 
on legislative requirements and consistency among the plans rather than on what benefits the planning 
activity would provide, particularly the need to identify values and focus upon the problem(s) the 
planning effort was intended to address.  The disconnect of planning from action was made more 
evident by a lack of follow-up to ensure that plans and recommendations were implemented  
 
e.  Our Current Opportunity – At this point a unique opportunity arises to mobilize the energy, concerns 
and values of the hundreds of stakeholders and agency personnel who may have participated in the 
fifty-year water plan process:  to encourage organization and development of shared adaptation 
strategies at appropriate scales to anticipate and respond to foreseeable stresses and shocks to the 
climate. It is time to reimagine and rethink how better planning, focused on critical problems driven or 
worsened by climate disruption, can contribute to a more responsive, holistic, and equitable pattern of 
governance protecting water and other water-dependent natural resources.  
 
f.  Guiding Principles – It is important to keep in mind the guiding principles articulated by the Governor 
for the governance of our water resources: stewardship, sustainability, and equity. These are norms that 
should undergird the structure, membership, functions, and authorities of planning coordination.  
 
g.  Necessary Support – While Planning entities should strive to involve multi-disciplinary local expertise 
and existing-agencies’ expertise to aid in the planning activities, effective water planning will require 

https://geoinfo.nmt.edu/ClimatePanel/report/
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legislative action. Implementation of the framework guidance herein will require some policy changes 
and a significant level of funding. We must recognize, however, that funding level will pale in 
comparison to the economic impacts and remedial costs from failure to plan adequately for our 
upcoming climate and its associated surprises.  

  

Section 2.  The Purposes of Water Planning – Water intimately affects all aspects of life.  

“El agua es la vida.”  New Mexico’s supplies of water, while highly variable, are inexorably dwindling. The 
resultant disastrous situations are surely coming. It’s been known for centuries or longer that preventing a 
disastrous situation is more comfortable and less expensive than trying to survive after the disastrous situation 
develops. Planning is the process by which we equitably determine how to prevent, mitigate, or adapt to 
potential disastrous situations. 

   

a.  Anticipate Disasters – Planning-ahead can minimize the likelihood and/or the impact of surprises. 
New Mexico needs to develop a competent ongoing ability to plan for and, more important, to 
iteratively re-plan for the ongoing changes and unpredictability as the vicissitudes of climate change 
unfold.  The objective of water planning is for communities of interest, in accordance with their values, 
to identify and try to solve or adapt to impending water problems before the problems grow into a 
disastrous situation.   

b.  Share the Pain Equitably — By ensuring full input and access from appropriate communities of 
stakeholders, find means to share equitably the pain of adapting to the inevitable climate change 
impacts  

 

Section 3.  Establish Water Planning Capabilities – Water planning in New Mexico has 

been performed essentially on an ad hoc basis.  Regional entities have been intermittently assembled to create a 
plan document and then for the most part have dissolved. State agencies charged with planning have been 
limited to one and sometimes two individuals for planning. Municipal governments have intermittently created 
plans that are oblivious to their impact on neighbors. As a result, the State does not have the capability today to 
be resilient—to plan effectively for its dwindling water resources and their associated uncertainties. With the 
already-festering problems and projected climate-induced shortfalls, a robust planning capability must be 
established. It is anticipated that regulatory and policy changes may be necessary to allow for and to encourage 
implementation of the guidance herein.  

 

a.  Establish Planning Principles – Water planning is an ongoing and iterative process, needing regular 
updating as situations evolve and the planners gain expertise. The main purpose is to draw people 
together to address their water problems jointly. For the planning to be focused, it must also 
intermittently result in documents called “plans” describing situations and recommendations on how to 
proceed. To draw participation, those plans must be seen to have actual impacts on water-related 
behaviors. It should be noted that this document addresses planning for wet water, not water rights 
planning. There is no intent to impact water rights.      

 

Formal planning body membership should be drawn from various interest groups, balancing interests to 
the extent practical. While it is difficult to achieve bona fide balance, it is important to try vigorously.  

 

Plans at state and regional levels should be developed by permanent planning entities. The planning 
entities should develop their own internal organization and rules of procedure and decision-making. The 
entity should be responsible for making plans that are broadly acceptable to its constituent community. 
There is a need for planning coordination, both within sectors in a single jurisdiction and among 
neighboring communities. Plans should be designed not to conflict with higher level plans or with 
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neighbors’ plans. Finally, plans must be consistent with constraints such as hydrologic reality and 
interstate compacts—or until such compacts become irrelevant.      

 

Planning processes should require opportunities for effective public, community, or “stakeholder” input 
before important policy decisions are made. The planning entity must expend effort to ensure that 
public participation and input is effective.  Such efforts should address: 

• Vigorously soliciting broad public participation 

• Providing complete information to ensure input from equally informed public  

• Sharing information about the nature and extent of the issue under consideration 

• Soliciting public participation early and regularly in the process 

• Reporting back on how public input was used (or why not) 

 

b.  Establish Planning Jurisdictions – Planning should be accomplished at the level appropriate for the 
scale of problems or issues to be addressed. Planning should be built from the bottom up to address real 
problems, and planning should be encouraged and supported. The size of these entities may vary based 
on the scale of the issues they are addressing. 

:  Planning occurs and is coordinated at several levels of scale and jurisdiction which include community, 
municipal, region, state, and Native Tribes/ Pueblos/Nations.  

(1)  Planning communities can include self-defined organized neighborhoods, local watersheds, 
acequias, unincorporated towns and villages, watershed associations, NGO’s, conservancy districts, 
municipalities, and counties.   

(2)  Planning municipalities are defined by state law and are required to develop and maintain multi-
decadal plans for acquiring and delivering water.  We do not address municipal long term planning 
here.  However, such planning should be consistent with any community level planning within or 
adjacent to the municipality's boundaries. 

(3)  Planning regions should comprise areas that are dependent on a common water source and 
therefore share a common interest – a river system or discrete reach thereof, major watershed, or 
common aquifer. Where appropriate, regions may encompass multiple small common source areas 
such as those having localized aquifers. 

(4)  State planning takes place to address problems and issues that span multiple regions and are 
statewide or interstate in nature. It should involve all state agencies whose roles address water 
(ISC/OSE/NMED/EMNRD – also WTB, WQCC, DTF, CTF, NMIAD, Forestry, etc.). The state water 
planning entity should lead the coordination of its water planning with other agencies’ plans. 

(5)  Tribes, Pueblos and Nations are sovereign entities whose internal planning processes cannot be 
addressed here. Therefore, state planners should coordinate their planning work on a government-
to-government basis to the extent the TPN planners find acceptable. 

 

c.  Establish an Institutional Water Planning Capability in the Identified Jurisdictions – The state water 
planning entity should be responsible for enabling, overseeing, and coordinating all the water planning 
activities in the state. It should be supported by the legislature with significant funding for this effort. 

 

(1) Community-Level Planning – Because of planners’ greater familiarity with local values, 
problems and concerns, community-based planning is more likely to lead to problem-solving success 
and to increasing the social capital necessary to develop resilience. The state water planning entity 
should encourage community groups concerned with water issues to organize broad-based 
coalitions to advocate and plan for solutions. Planning entities should strive to involve multi-
disciplinary local expertise and existing-agencies’ expertise to aid in the planning activities.  The 
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state, directly or through the regions, should provide technical assistance and advise communities 
on funding opportunities for properly defined and justified planning efforts from the regional 
planning entity within which the community entity resides. Funded community entities should 
demonstrate the effective use of those funds through timely documented water plans and actions 
to implement them.  

 

The regional entities should confirm that community planning yielded reasonable 
recommendations, was based on sound science, and is consistent with adjacent or overlapping 
communities’ planning efforts as well as with the regional planning.  Having so confirmed, the 
regional entities should approve community plans.  The regional entity should financially support 
the implementation of the recommendations in approved community plans.   

 

(2)  Municipal-Level Planning – Municipalities should regularly ensure that their planning for future 
water is consistent with hydrologic realty and with the plans for the region in which they are 
embedded. They should ensure equity between their planning communities. Such planning is guided 
by state statutes and local ordinances. 

  

(3)  Region-Level Planning – The state water planning entity should recognize and support 
continuing regional entities (Colorado calls them roundtables) with the authority to plan for 
protection, allocation, and uses of water across the region. Planning entities should strive to involve 
multi-disciplinary local expertise and existing-agencies’ expertise to aid in the planning activities. 
The regional entities, with regular operational funds from the state water planning entity, are 
responsible for coordinating community planning on water issues within the region and for filling in 
where community entities do not currently exist. The regional planning entities are responsible to 
verify reasonableness and technical integrity of community plans, approve such plans, and thus 
commit to supporting (technically and financially) the implementation of the recommendations in 
the plans. The regional entity is responsible for ensuring any needed coordination of regional 
planning with adjacent regions. The regional entity is responsible for encouraging and supporting 
planning by communities within the region. The entity is responsible for confirming the coordination 
of plans among adjacent and overlapping community plans within the region. 

 

A mechanism for accountability for expenditures is needed.  For example, the regional entity would 
be responsible for providing annual progress reports to the state on its planning activities, 
successes, and failures.  The regional entity could be responsible for developing (or updating) a 
regional plan document every five years for state approval and implementation support. Regional 
plans should indicate planning components addressed, successes and obstacles encountered, and 
future action needed. It should demonstrate broad participation, sufficient external coordination, 
careful evaluation of alternatives, and recognition of hydrologic science.  

 

(4)  State Level Planning – The state should establish a well-staffed water planning entity to provide 
financial and technical support for regional and community water planning across the state.  The 
state planning entity should develop plans involving issues that span multiple regions, that are 
statewide or involve interstate issues.  That entity is currently the ISC. The state water planning 
entity would review regional plans. It would verify that regional plans have been sufficiently 
coordinated across regions are consistent with state plans, that they are reasonable and effective 
and that they adhere to well-based hydrologic reality. The state water planning entity would 
approve regional plans and thus commit to supporting (financially and technically) the 
implementation of the recommendations in the plans. The state water planning entity would also be 
responsible for coordinating water planning, where acceptable, with Tribes, Nations and Pueblos.   
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The state water planning entity should produce (or update) a state plan document every five years.  
The document should include statewide policies that are needed for protecting the state’s water 
future.  It should describe the regional and community planning efforts the state has encouraged 
and supported, both technical and financial support.  The plan should present an indication of 
common regional plan recommendations. The state plan should also reflect the pan-regional and 
interstate problem solving that the state water planning entity has performed, the 
recommendations for future action on those problems, and the problems that are still to be 
sufficiently addressed. 

 

(5)  Diversity-of-Interest Participation – Planning processes must take cognizance of all interests 
that might be involved in addressing the water problems. Each planning entity is responsible for 
ensuring that the participation (both of its membership and input sources) is reasonably broad and 
reasonably balanced. In particular, there should be a focus on ensuring the least powerful and least 
wealthy have an effective voice in the process. Examples of participants that the planning entities 
could consider involving include:     

 (a)  Advocacy NGOs (such as NAIOP, Sierra Club, Wilderness Society, Cattle Growers, etc.) 

 (b)  Political Subdivisions of the State (such as SWCDs, Acequias, Land Grants) 

 (c)  Government Entities (such as municipalities, counties, etc.) 

 (d)  Water providers (such as utilities, conservancy districts, mutual domestics, etc.) 

 (e)  Small Communities and organized neighborhoods 

 (f)  Interested individuals  

 (g)  Large and small water rights holders 

 (h)  Tribal/Pueblo/Nations entities’ participation at tribal-defined levels 

 (i)  Participation from adjacent planning entity levels 

 

(6)  Establish Statewide Technical Foundation – The state water planning entity, in cooperation with 
the NM Bureau of Geology and the USGS, should quantify groundwater and surface water supplies 
that are legally and physically available in each distinct river basin segment and aquifer system. The 
planning entity would prepare and support the use of hydrology models in regional water planning. 

 

Section 4.  Suggested Approaches to the Planning Work –  

Planning Is a Community Effort - Reaching agreement on shared strategies for equitably adapting to changing 
climate and hydrological realities requires hard work, and this is a major reason it must come from and reflect 
the local communities’ collective interest, beyond the private interests of individuals or groups.  
 

Planning components - Each instance of a planning process will be different. This section describes seven 
components or steps that the process should include. 
 

Design of the Planning Process – The components or steps need to be tailored to the planning effort. The 
planners should decide how elaborately and how explicitly to address each component. Planning processes and 
formality of planning steps will differ according to the specifics of the area within the planning entity’s 
jurisdiction (community, municipal, region, and state). Depending on the level and jurisdictional area, the 
emphasis, and the magnitude of effort on each component will vary. 
 

a.  Identify Problems to Be Addressed – The first step in a planning process is to focus on why this 
particular planning effort is needed.  What needs to be fixed? This includes articulating (and where 
meaningful quantifying) a list of problems that need attention. For each identified problem, the planners 
should describe the imminence and likely consequences of leaving the problem unaddressed. Based on 
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that description, the planners should prioritize their efforts for dealing with the family of identified 
problems. The specific problems will be unique to the time and jurisdiction; they involve issues of 
supply, demand, infrastructure, information and/or sharing. 

 

b.  Identify Adaptation Strategy Alternatives – For each of the identified problems, perform needed 
research, identify one or several conceivable actions that might allow adaptation to the impending 
situation, reduce the likelihood or intensity of the impact, or even solve the problem. The kinds of 
actions that might be considered include: 

(1)  Infrastructure Improvements 

(2)  Policy or Regulatory Changes 

(3)  Negotiated Forums and Resultant Agreements 

(4)  Community Empowerment 

(5)  Agency Capacity Building 

(6)  Tradeoff Balancing of Sacrifices 
 

c.  Evaluate the Alternatives – Knowing what the action choices are (what could be done) for a problem, 
the next step is to determine which of the choices are wise and possible, and then prioritizing them. The 
planners need to articulate or measure the implications of implementing the action choice by several 
criteria, which may include: 

(1)  Physical/Technical Feasibility 

(2)  Economic Impacts 

(3)  Legal Considerations 

(4)  Social/Cultural Impacts 

(5)  Costs/Benefits 

(6)  Political Feasibility 

(7)  Obstacles to Implementation 

(8)  Impacts on Other Choices   
 

d.  Develop Recommendations – Understanding impacts or effects of the choices, the planners can now 
determine which actions should be taken (or discarded) for each addressed problem. These 
recommendations may include performing trade-offs among interacting choices. They also may include 
a prioritized sequence of addressing choices or problems. The results need to be documented in a 
periodic plan or other guidance document.  The planners should work at building political will for the 
choices and at seeking human resources and funding that will allow implementation.  Once plans are 
approved, the recommendations become strategies to be carried out.  
 

e.  Implement Strategies –After documenting the strategies and obtaining resources, the planners or 
designees need to ensure that action is taken. That action includes assigning the people to act, 
developing time frames for the steps to achieve the action, obtaining, and distributing the resources, 
and coordinating among multiple actors.   
 

f.  Monitoring Implementation – Once implementation is begun, there is a regular or ongoing need to 
crosscheck the effectiveness of the process. Are the actions that have been assigned being taken? Do 
those actions resolve or adapt to the evolving situation as they were intended to do? Is some revision of 
the planning intent or implementation instructions needed? 
 

g.  Adaptive Management – Planning is an ongoing learning process. Besides periodically reviewing 
progress toward planned targets, planners need to constantly assess whether outcomes are moving in 
the right direction toward greater resilience.   The planning entity (state, regional or community) should 
undertake formal comprehensive reviews on a periodic basis.  


