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John Brown: As we begin the afternoon session, it’s a pleasure to introduce the next speaker, 

Everett Chavez, the former Governor of Santo Domingo Pueblo and past Chairman of the Six 

Middle Rio Grande Pueblo Water Coalition. Among his other honors and accolades, Everett is a 

member of Governor Richardson’s Blue Ribbon Task Force on Water, a citizen advisory group 

that’s been asked to advise the Governor and related water agencies on key water issues in the 

state of New Mexico. 

 

Everett Chavez: I feel a little bit overdressed for this beach party. I promised myself when I left 

IBM in 1994 that I wouldn’t wear this pinstripe, but I’ve made some exceptions: on Saturdays 

when I meet with water people would be one of them. Actually, today is a special day. My wife 

had a commencement exercise. She got her Master’s degree. Between children, you know, we’ve 

both managed to keep the learning alive. So that’s why I’m overdressed. I was going to keep the 

tie on, but it’s eighty-something degrees out and I was walking across campus… 

 

But thank you. I really enjoy coming to these, and I think it’s important for everyone that the 

tribal perspective is under consideration, not only because we were here first, but because it’s 

important that we share with you some of our thoughts and ideas. We’re involved in a number of 

things that speak to the importance of this issue and why we hold water in such high reverence. 

It’s got greater meaning for us, beyond the economic resource situation, where water can be 

traded and used for development and for domestic uses. One of the things that we have started to 

do in the Middle Rio Grande now is to start to take a serious look at what we have in our own 

communities as relates to water use planning. The hope is that as we move forward and begin to 

engage the legal aspects of water issues, that we would have a fairly good representation of what 

out current needs are, and what our future needs are going to be for our growth. I think most of 

you may be aware that tribes across the country, and certainly in New Mexico, our population 

growth is at least twice the national rate. I was surprised to see that the tremendous growth in my 

community exceeded the ‘twice’ rate. 

 

Currently, the majority of the uses we have for water in the Middle Rio Grande valley are for 

agricultural, cultural and ceremonial uses, and as far as groundwater is concerned, the only use 

we have right now is domestic use. So we really have not, to a large degree, began to use 

groundwater for major, major developments. I think we’re beginning that process. What is 

important, I think, is that tribes enjoy a status, even though it is sometimes not recognized to its 

fullest extent, that we have prior and paramount rights. I think most of you have had that term 

thrown your way and probably have a fairly good understanding of what that really means. The 

unfortunate thing is that, short of adjudication, many times those resources we feel we should 

enjoy aren’t readily available. I’ll share a real experience with you. Just Saturday I put in my last 

two acres of corn. About the first week, or no later than the middle of June, I plant my last corn 

crop, and I was in the middle of irrigating the first couple of rows when I ran out of water. That’s 



kind of a perturbing situation, but I think it fundamentally brings forward the real issue: that we 

have a water system that is over-appropriated. I think many of you are directly involved in how 

we find solutions to that. Now I’ll be the first to admit, and I’ve said this publicly, that as native 

tribes, we can’t do it ourselves. We have many, many, many more neighbors now, and I hope 

that if there’s one thing that we do do, is that we begin to have people become more educated 

about the importance of water to us from a cultural standpoint. I don’t think it’s isolated 

necessarily to native people; we have a lot of native New Mexicans that have culture as well and 

equally view water as a significant piece of their culture, so I think it’s something that should be 

a priority for all of us. Many times, the things we get caught up in are quantity issues, yet there’s 

an increasing need for us to also be concerned about the quality. The water is changing, and as 

farmers, we’re the first to notice that. Within our Indian ditches, we have a lot of algal growth, 

something that we never dealt with before. As a result, it collects a lot of sand and we end up 

having ruptures in the system that take a lot of time to fix. So upstream users [need to think 

about] quality and how it effects those downstream. These are issues that I think are important. 

 

The development needs of the state are immense. One of the things that concerns me in the 

Middle Rio Grande valley is when our state capitol—and I understand that growth needs to occur 

to accommodate certain things—but at the same time, when you start taking water rights from 

the valley that have not been adjudicated, especially where the tribes are affected, taking and 

transferring [rights] out of the valley to a point where—I think ’09 is the anticipated turn-on date 

for the new Buckman Direct Diversion System—when transfers of water in effect circumvents 

the water priority system, that really concerns me. It concerns me that sometimes development, 

and in some instances over-development, is the driving force behind why we move water around. 

It affects tribes because of our cultural uses. We need water flowing continuously for many 

things. At the same time, the farming connected to our culture is affected, and not only us, but 

other farmers as well. Those are the real issues that we’re having to deal with, and as much as I 

was never ever completely in favor of moving towards adjudication because there’s a lot of work 

that we need to do ourselves as tribes to really define those uses of our water resources, both 

surface and ground, everyone is getting a piece of it and I fear that if we don’t become more pro-

active and begin that process, we will have water stolen out from under us. And that’s literally 

what’s happening right now. When you start mining water from distances, you end up creating 

some movement of groundwater that would otherwise not have happened. These are real issues 

that we have concerns about. 

 

As the Six Middle Rio Grande Pueblo Water Coalition, we’ve sought collaborations with the 

State Engineer John D’Antonio, and the Interstate Stream Commission, and an organization that 

has tremendous responsibility for the water we get in the valley including the conveyance 

systems, the Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District. The tribes have not had a very good 

relationship with them in the past. But that can’t be fixed until we sit face-to-face with them. 

We’ve met several times and the tribes have gained some understanding about how we would be 

able to partner up, because quite honestly, I’ll share something with you: mainly out of ongoing 

concern about finding or being a part of the solution, we find ourselves with infrastructure—

mainly our irrigation systems—that are separate from the conveyance systems that the 

conservancy district is responsible for, and that are in great disrepair. We have turnouts that are 

way above the water line and you almost have to completely dam the [ditch] to create the 

hydraulic head to push it onto the irrigable lands. Certainly that reduces the chances of 



downstream farmers even wanting to stay in the business; it’s such a hardship to us. The other 

thing is, because we’re in the arid southwest and we know that our systems are in great disrepair, 

Santo Domingo has approximately eighty miles of dirt ditches. You can imagine the efficiencies. 

We’ve sought help from our Congressional people, and in fact, Senator Bingaman has agreed to 

put forth a bill for us that would help with lining these conveyance systems, especially in areas 

where it is super sandy, and where we lose a lot of water to percolation and evaporation. So 

we’re trying to do something for ourselves that would upgrade our system. In some areas, we’re 

going to have to raise the elevation of these ditches so that we’ll be able to share [water] a little 

bit better. The problem that I anticipate is that once we do that, the conservancy district 

conveyance system isn’t the best, either, so there isn’t going to be a good interface. But I don’t 

see a lot of activity on the conservancy district’s side to find a dollar so that they can meet us 

halfway so to speak, so that when we upgrade ours and make them more efficient, theirs 

interface with ours so that we do a system-wide improvement so that we’re all efficient. 

 

So there are numerous things we’re doing, and I think, from the standpoint of culture, this is why 

we do it. In instances where we pump our own resources in, it’s because it’s so important to our 

culture. One of the other things, if you’re not aware of it, as relates to ecology and the riparian 

area of our river system, is that from Cochiti down to Isleta, many of the tribes have been and are 

currently engaged in habitat restoration. Santo Domingo, since 2003—as much as I love the 

Emerald Forest on the Gallisteo, it eliminated the perennial flows that we had contributed at the 

confluence with the river. But since then [2003], we’ve sprayed it and physically removed a lot 

of it. We still have some standing and we’re looking at how we ultimately remove, whether we 

burn or [?]. And then along the river—and this also adds greatly to a national statute that all of us 

have been affected by, and that’s the Endangered Species Act—I think that aside from the 

raceways that the Corps of Engineers has developed for us below Cochiti, I think some of us are 

trying to recreate some of the natural habitats of fishes and other wildlife. We’ve engaged 

ourselves in replanting cottonwoods, or in trying to create scenarios where we actually do 

artificial flooding so that would facilitate that growth. We’re removing all the saltcedar along the 

river, as well as Russian olives, and in place of it, we’re planting a lot of willows and some of the 

more natural plants that I remember growing up with. So there’s a tremendous amount of things 

happening on the tribal front that certainly have multiple benefits downstream and around us, 

and while we have historically used some of our own traditional knowledge to address some of 

these things, we have also tried to engage some of the more technical approaches. We’re trying 

to engage anyone that will help us, including the state, because it relates to water, a resource that 

we all greatly depend on. Sometimes I feel that even if we have to lower our guard as tribes in 

terms of bringing in the know-how and technical assistance that we don’t have currently, we’re 

still trying to grow that capability, but also we need to tap into [?]. As I said, these are issues that 

affect all of us and it’s going to take all of us reaching out to one another and offering a hand. 

Otherwise, things are going to remain piecemeal and ineffective. We’re trying to do what we can 

from our end because I know that a few years ago, when the Governor attempted to do a State 

Water Plan, there were a few pieces missing in that jigsaw. It’s a very complex puzzle, and not 

all of us were engaged or a part of it. I think we really need to take a second look at this and then 

begin to institutionalize some of the laws that the state has that sometimes is not totally 

representative of all the population groups. We’re going to have to go that far because anything 

that’s legislated, we’re all bound to carry out, and even though there’s clear jurisdictional issues 

with regard to state law on our lands, we want to be equal parties to these attempts to have us 



solve these ‘people’ problems. They’re not political problems, they’re people problems, and I 

think until you try to engage us and institute laws that really represent our viewpoint also, there’s 

always going to be those voids. I think we all have an obligation to fix those. 

 

With that, I apologize; I’m going to have to leave you. I managed to get my kids to understand 

that in between the commencement and the reception that we’re doing, I had a little bit of time. 

It’s great to see many of you again and I hope that you continue to call on us to sit with you at 

the same table so we can look at these issues that affect all of us. We’re no different, and 

particularly sometimes we end up talking about the legal and technical issues as relates to water. 

Understand that culturally, as native people, we hold [water] to the highest degree that you can 

imagine. Understand that when I grow my plants and harvest my plants, it’s not for me to go and 

sell it somewhere. I share it with my community and my family and for many of the cultural 

activities that we have, to support those cultural activities. So you can see it has a totally 

different meaning [?], but that doesn’t diminish [the importance of water to the rest of you]. It’s 

such an important thing, our very survival depends on it. Thank you for indulging me and 

allowing me to kind of move your schedule around so I could convey some of our perspectives. 

If I can answer any questions… 

 

Bill Turner: I’m on the board of the MRGCD. So is Janet Jarratt back there, and Eugene Abeita, 

who was just elected from Isleta. When I was elected two years ago, I knew that the 

infrastructure of the MRGCD was a mess, and unfortunately, I’ve not made a lot of progress in 

the last two years, but I’m hoping with this new board and a new day, and particularly with Gene 

on the board, that we can rebuild the infrastructure of the MRGCD. We’ll need to look to 

Senator Bingaman in many cases, because it takes a lot of money. The entire infrastructure of the 

MRGCD was last rebuilt in 1950, and the Bureau of reclamation ran the MRGCD until 1975. So 

we need a lot of re-engineering and we look forward to working with the Pueblos so that the 

systems fit together. I just wanted to make that point. I hate to speak for Janet but I think she has 

the same feelings. 

 

Everett Chavez: I want to publicly say, Janet, we’re very encouraged with your new role and 

certainly look forward to working with you. Where there’s a will—and there is—we’ll get it 

done. 

 

Bob Wessely: I’ve got a request first, and that is that you thank your family for loaning you to us. 

Secondly, in order to sit at the same table, and from the viewpoint of the Water Assembly as a 

group, are you a good contact for setting that up, or would you recommend another contact? 

 

Everett Chavez: [?] the current chairman of the Coalition [??] also because these are issues I have 

a tremendous drive for. I am a councilman, so I’m always dealing with water issues anyway, 

from our own tribe’s perspective. I’m always interested and I try to stay in regular contact with 

Lawrence Gutierrez, who’s the former Governor for Sandia, who is now the new [Coalition] 

chair. I regretfully had to turn that chair down this year because I just became a grandpa and I 

wanted to spend some time with my grandson. That’s a wonderful part of my life that’s just 

opening up. But [?] Lawrence Gutierrez, and I think Lucy and some of the others know how to 

contact him. 

 



Audience member: You may be aware that two-thirds of American farmers are over 65 years of 

age. You come from one of the more traditional of the nineteen Pueblos, in honoring your elders, 

and I’m just curious, are you having trouble keeping your children and young people interested 

in agriculture or in the agricultural profession, or are you losing them the way we are? 

 

Everett Chavez: I’ll share this with you. This is not an isolated problem for you. It’s affected our 

communities as well and it’s very, very unfortunate. I consider myself particularly fortunate for 

having grown up with both sets of grandparents and my parents, who taught me the cultural 

aspects of agriculture. Today, our kids, just like anywhere across the country, are bombarded 

with media blitz through earphones and iPods, computers, TVs and all that, so they’re not as 

engaged. I make my son go help me. Last year was the first time he actually [?] but he was so 

gratified when he saw the plants he’d grown.. But our kids are getting away from it. We’re 

coming up with programs now at home that would re-engage them, because unfortunately a lot 

of our young people are growing up in single-parent households, and most of them are young 

ladies trying to serve as mom and pop. Our men folk are failing. I hate to say that. They’re not 

stepping up to their roles and responsibilities. That’s also why for the first time, as conservative 

as Santo Domingo is, we actually, finally, got our council to agree to us teaching [the native] 

language in the schools, because we’re not sitting at the same table anymore. With mom and dad 

working and all the other things going on, the kids aren’t—my summer vacation was the farm, 

and that’s not happening anymore. We’re trying to develop programs where we can re-engage 

our young. It’s not just trying to get kid labor; it’s part of their culture and they need to know it 

growing up. Those things concern us. It’s not isolated and not just off reservation. 

 


