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DECODING PUBLIC PREFERENCES ABOUT WATER: A TALE OF 

TWO SURVEYS -- John Brown, Water Assembly Volunteer 
 

Lucy Moore: I’m going to move now to our next speaker who is going to talk about previous 

public opinion surveys that have been done within this region. John Brown is a Water Assembly 

volunteer since 1999. He was for four years the Executive Director of the New Mexico Water 

Dialogue, he’s done public policy work with New Mexico, with the Navajo Nation, with federal 

agencies, and most importantly, John is a new grandfather, so if he has a slide show, you know 

what to expect. 

 

John Brown: I was going to slip one in. Everett and I share being a new grandfather for the first 

time, so it’s very exciting. My granddaughter is eight weeks old today. I do have a slide show, 

but it isn’t about my grandkid. I want to talk about two surveys that relate to water, around the 

state, and particularly in the Middle Rio Grande.  

 

In terms of the theme of this Assembly, what do we know about whether New Mexicans really 

care if we can’t have it all as long as ‘I get mine’? If New Mexicans really do care, we’d expect 

the results of surveys to show that we understand the quantity of water available may be 

inadequate to meet all our demands; that we’re able to express preferences among competing 

potential uses; and that we’re able to recognize the validity of the values and interests of others, 

beyond our own, particularly economic, interests. So we’re going to look at the results of surveys 

done in 2000 and 2004. 
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Public Opinion Profiles of NM Citizens – random samples conducted by phone 

 

I was the project manager for the first survey, done for the UNM Institute of Public Policy. That 

survey was partially funded by the Water Assembly, so it included an over-sample of folks in the 

Middle Rio Grande region. The second survey was funded after I had moved on and started 

working for the Dialogue. It was not funded at all by the Water Assembly. The surveys are 

interesting and although they are not directly comparable (each of them has its strengths and 

weaknesses; the questions weren’t asked in precisely the same way; and the samples were 

somewhat different,) there are some things that we can compare. 

 

 Coded verbatim responses: biggest water problem – 2004 data 

 
Source: UNM IPP. Presentation by Amy Goodin at NMWD Statewide Meeting, Jan. 8, 2005. 

 

In the 2004 survey, it was clear there was a general, broad understanding of the question of water 

quantity as being the central problem that we face as a state. Quantity, overburden, drought and 

waste constitute about three-quarters of the pie chart when people were asked to give a verbatim 

response to what’s the biggest water problem we face. But the main thing I want to focus on, 

beyond that, is comparisons, looking at things that were asked, in one way or another, by both 

the 2000 and 2004 surveys. 

 

We prefaced the questions, the items on the survey, with the quote that’s on the wall. I’m going 

to read it because it’s important.  

Quantity 

35%

Drought

13%

Waste

10%

Quality

10%

Gov't. Mgmt.

8%

Misc.

5%

"Overburden"

15%

Interstate Compacts

4%

includes stresses on land caused by 

development,  population growth, etc.

2000 

• Interview dates: March 21-May 

14, 2000 

• N = 1156 respondents in the 

MRG region (plus 802 in “rest 

of state”) 

• Funded partially by the MRG 

Water Assembly 

2004 

• Interview dates: Oct. 9 –Dec. 

16, 2004 

• N = 1638 respondents 

statewide 

 

• Funded by the UNM Office for 

Policy, Security & Technology 
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 “There are many competing demands for the water found underground and in New 

Mexico's rivers, lakes, and streams.  These demands come from cities, households, 

agriculture, industry, and from the environment.  Using a scale from zero to ten, where 

zero means [that you do not care] it is not at all important whether water is available for 

that use and ten means [that you want to be sure that water is available for that use] it is 

extremely important, please rate [the value you personally place on each of] how 

important it is that water is available for the following uses.” [Note: Text [in brackets] is 

wording in 2000 survey; text in italics is wording in 2004 survey.] 

 

Assessing Public Preferences (Values) About Water Uses 

 

First Tier Preferences 
Question Wording  2000 2004 

Indoor use in existing homes  
   Residential use in existing neighborhoods 

8.2 8.3 

Irrigation for farms  8.4 

Irrigation on farms…producing crops for sale  8.2 

Irrigation on farms…for feeding your household 

7.6 

  

Preserving the…bosque and vegetation along the river that 
provides habitat for wildlife  

Rivers to provide a green corridor for scenic value/personal 
enjoyment 

7.7 6.3 

Providing food and refuge for fish, birds and other animals  7.5 7.5 

 

Preference is kind of divided into three tiers. The first tier is those preferences that ranked above 

7.5 on the scale of zero to ten. ‘Indoor use in existing homes’ was highest in 2000 and remained 

highest [in 2004] although it was worded slightly differently. ‘Irrigation for farms’ came in 

second. ‘Preserving the bosque and vegetation along the river to provide habitat for wildlife’ 

came in third. That was asked in a different way [on the second survey]: ‘rivers provide a green 

corridor for scenic value and personal enjoyment,’ so those answers aren’t comparable, but the 

fourth one, ‘provide food and refuge for fish and other animals’ came in exactly where ‘habitat’ 

did. So those were the four highest. 

 

Second Tier Preferences 
Question Wording  2000 2004 

Indoor use in new housing developments  
Creation and maintenance of new residential housing 

6.6 6.8 

Cultural and religious uses in some villages and pueblos  
Cultural and religious activities in villages and pueblos 

6.4 6.7 

Recreation, such as fishing and rafting  
Recreation, such as fishing and rafting 

6.1 5.9 

Community parks and sports fields  5.9 

Existing community parks and sports fields  5 

…New community parks and sports fields 

5.7 

  

New industrial uses, such as manufacturing  
…New economic development (i.e., manufacturing) 

5.3 5.8 

 

You can read the second tier for yourself, and in your handout (reproduced at end of panel), 

there’s a third tier. I haven’t made a slide for it because there were really no comparably worded 
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questions in the 2004 survey to those asked in 2000. Mostly I missed the lack of separation 

between indoor and outdoor use in the 2004 survey, since water for outdoor use received much 

lower rankings in 2000 than did indoor use. 

 

The fundamental question is, “What are we willing to give up?” Are we willing to give up lower 

rankings, or make tradeoffs, and is this the way to make decisions about that? Neither survey can 

really tell us whether people are willing to make tradeoffs between uses. Survey questions aren’t 

generally asked that way. There are methods that exist to evaluate pairs of tradeoffs. There’s a 

method called ‘contingent evaluation’ where people are asked how much money would they be 

willing to contribute or how much tax would they be willing to pay for a certain use of water, 

and there are experimental methods that can be used in laboratory settings to try to get at 

tradeoffs, but these are quite expensive, and providing dollar values for non-market goods is 

problematic anyway. UNM Economics Department is currently working on a laboratory 

experiment to get at some of these non-market goods, and there’s a paper I’ve seen that describes 

the results. 

 

The fourth bullet is the question, “How much should we care about what people think?” How 

much should that factor into decision-making? How much weight should we give to public 

opinion in making public policy? The public tends to be rationally ignorant about complex 

issues, particularly complex issues that relate to the environment. Rational ignorance is not 

necessarily a bad thing; I mean, we can’t know everything about everything as citizens, but even 

though we want to be rational, we’re weakly informed particularly about things like water issues. 

Dialogue and deliberation that go beyond opinion surveys are really important. When dialogue 

and deliberation are informed by scientific information, they help people improve their choices 

and think more clearly through the issues that they’re facing. That’s what the Water Assembly 

tried to do in developing the original Middle Rio Grande Water Plan. Before there was any 

discussion of what the constituency groups wanted, there was a long period of time in which a 

few people in this room contributed greatly to developing a water budget for the region, and to 

thinking through and developing for the public a hydrologic understanding of what it was that we 

faced. No matter whether you’re a developer or a farmer or a fisherman, you need to understand 

the same facts about the situation before you are able to talk to each other about the choices you 

make. Informed relationships come to produce collective choices that make sense for all of us. 

 

So finally, some brief conclusions about this, and they’re very tentative.  

 

• Residents of the region do understand that the problem is one of scarcity, and that there are 

more increasing demands than there is available water, and they acknowledge that we can’t 

have it all, that we have to make tradeoffs.  

• Residents are able to rank use values, or preferences, when asked in surveys and they don’t 

regard all uses of water as necessarily equal in the public interest.  

• Public preferences seem to be consistent. At least from 2000 to 2004 they remained relatively 

consistent, as we saw in the survey results.  

• And the last thing, which may be the most hopeful thing, is that people do seem willing to 

assign value to uses that they don’t benefit from personally, that people can empathize with 

each other.  
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As Everett said earlier, this is a human problem, not a political problem, and respecting each 

other’s values and interests is important in coming to some understanding about what we ought 

to be doing. That’s your task this afternoon, to begin the process of figuring out this question of 

tradeoffs. 

 

Frank Titus: John, you asked a kind of rhetorical question about whether, or how much, public 

opinion matters, given the fact that the public doesn’t always have a deep understanding of the 

details needed to make a rational judgment. My question is whether you think the legislators who 

are going to make the decisions have any better understanding than the public? 

 

John Brown: No. The public at this kind of a meeting is probably more informed than the 

legislators, and as a result, we as citizens have some obligation to begin to converse with our 

legislators, to try and convince them of the importance of the issues, and convince them that our 

position is a powerful one. But legislators are being—there’s a process to educate legislators as 

well.  Educating the Water and Natural Resources Committee is really important. 

 

 

KEEPING IT REAL: BOUNDING THE DISCUSSION—Frank Titus 

 

Lucy Moore: So, here’s a man who needs no introduction, Frank Titus. 

 

My really cool task today is to establish some guidelines, some bounds, to what a panel that will 

be formed in a just a few minutes is to cover as they discuss the really key question of ‘What we 

are willing to give up in order to meet our future water demands?’  

 

I’m going to establish some bounds in just a minute, but I want to state a couple of opinions. 

When I stand here in front of the microphone, nobody can stop me from expressing my opinions.  

 

I’m going to start with a question. What does ‘over-appropriated’ mean to you? Then I’m going 

to tell you what I think it means. Steve Reynolds set us up fifty-one or fifty-two years ago, and 

then after he had been in the position of State Engineer for thirty-five years, he just up and died 

without solving any of the problems he had put off for us to face.  

 

Here’s our physical wet water situation in a nutshell: we are trying to impose a continually 

expanding demand on a water resource that is fixed and finite in size. You can ask different 

people and they will tell you that we are already [extended break in tape] 

 

…is completely infeasible. We signed onto a compact, a contractual agreement with the 

upstream state and the downstream state, and the federal government was party to it, that says 

how much water we are going to deliver past Elephant Butte Dam under different annually-

variable conditions, and in the future, failure to meet that compact delivery system, I think, is 

inevitable.  

 

I’ll just give you one bright spot at the end of the tunnel. At some point, after the cost of 

providing water for ourselves has escalated, and escalated, and escalated, beyond the point where 

Elizabeth Chestnut was asking for a response this morning, when the price has gotten high 
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enough, we’re going to solve the problem by desalinating seawater and providing water to water 

rights holders down closer to the ocean. They will forego water rights in the system upstream, 

and it will sort of trickle up. 

 

But the overall solution for the water supply for humanity is basically desalination of seawater, 

which can be done, I can tell you after a good many years experience in environmental affairs 

dealing with questions like this. Desalination of seawater at the seashore can be done with 

virtually no impact on the biota. We already know how to design systems so that that will take 

place. We have known for a good many decades that fifty percent or seventy percent of the 

world’s population lives within fifty miles of an ocean, so that is the long term solution, unless 

we discover a way to control population, and I won’t even speculate on that. I’m a geologist and 

there is a limit as to how far I will speculate. 

 

Okay, to introducing this panel. Where are the panel members? One, two, three four—that’s 

enough. This panel is asked to respond to the question, “What can we do without?”  

 

How can we address our near-term and intermediate problems of water supply by cutting back 

on demands, and what are we willing to cut back on? That’s their task, and I get to ask the 

question, “How can we bound this discussion, how can we sort of put sideboards on how the 

discussion goes, and I have a really tough request for the panelists. Will each of you please 

address how the screws can be tightened in your own technical or topical area?  

 

That’s a really unique approach to how we solve water problems, because we usually look 

upstream or downstream, and say, “Well, those guys down there are going to supply water for us 

up here, because we’re obviously so deserving.” I’m asking each one of you to address how we 

can cut back on our water demands within your own area of expertise.  

 

It’s as simple as that, and I think it’s really rational to talk about population control, to talk about 

the cost of desalination, to talk about the City of Albuquerque and County of Bernalillo having to 

pump from an aquifer that has a water table that is down now five hundred to a thousand feet—

we’ve already drawn it down a hundred and fifty feet or so under the northeast heights. I think 

it’s totally possible and rational to ask how we’re going to pay for, or whether we’re willing to 

pay for, pumping from a water table that is five thousand, or seven thousand feet down?  

 

Right where I’m standing, this aquifer goes down some 20,000 feet. It has a hell of a lot of water 

in it. It has an amount of water that is equivalent to Lake Superior. The only problem is, the 

deeper you go, the tighter the aquifer and the poorer the quality of the water. We’ve known that 

since the first Albuquerque area groundwater report came out in the early ‘60s. That wasn’t 

picked up on by the decision makers—it wasn’t convenient—but there is that amount of water. 

The problem is that when we’re dealing with the water that’s up in the shallowest part of that 

aquifer, we can pump maybe a thousand, or two thousand, or three thousand gallons a minute out 

of a municipal well and get drawdowns of a few feet or a few tens of feet. If we can get that 

volume of water out of the same well when we’re pumping from seven or eight or ten-thousand 

feet down, we’re not going to get just a few tens of feet of drawdown; we’ll get hundreds or 

thousands of feet of drawdown, and the water is going to be really crappy. But it’s just a cost 

problem, folks.  
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So in my view, the key question that was asked out of the whole session was the question that 

Elizabeth asked this morning—what can we tolerate having to pay in order to get water? That’s 

the question that’s before the panel now, and I’m going to ask you to come up here and I’m 

going to sit down and listen to you sweat your answers. 

 

 

VIEWPOINT PANEL: GROWTH, ECOLOGY & TRADITIONS 
 

Growth—Michelle Henrie:  

 

I’m an attorney with Brownstein, Hyatt, Farber & Schreck here in Albuquerque, and my practice 

includes water law and land use development. I’m here today wearing a hat called ‘Growth.’ I 

have to acknowledge the irony of being seated on a panel to talk about how we can do better 

when I’m wearing a hat called ‘Growth.’ I just wanted to put that out there. I also wanted to 

share with you that each of us in the room probably has a different understanding of what 

[growth] means. I came up with three [definitions] that I want to talk about. 

 

The first is economic growth, or economic development. What that means to me is that when 

young New Mexicans go out into the world, they are able to come home. It’s a right, not a 

privilege, that they can come back to New Mexico and make a living. If any of you do not 

believe me that that’s difficult, come and see me afterwards and I will tell you how hard it is. It is 

very, very hard. If we can have not just living wage jobs but good jobs on all ends of the 

spectrum, then New Mexicans can come home, raise their families here, make a living here—

that’s what economic development is about. So on the economic development side, what can we 

do better? My theory is ‘bang for a buck.’ We’re not talking about existing businesses because 

we cannot drive them out of business and I do not want to do that, okay? Let me just talk about 

new businesses that we are importing into New Mexico. In addition to the criteria that we look at 

for those businesses, we should also be asking, ‘how much water is this business going to be 

using?’ and because of that, establishing some sort of ratio. For example, if the business is using 

a hundred acre-feet of water but it’s putting five million into the economy, and yet there’s 

another business that’s using a little bit less water and putting five million into the economy, we 

should choose the latter. There’s a way to get that into the criteria, the checklist sort of thing. We 

may have to turn some businesses away as part of our economic development initiatives. But 

that’s one thing that came to mind that I wanted to throw out there for you: the ‘bang for the 

buck’ theory. 

 

The second area of growth is ‘footprint,’ the kind of impact we as humans have on the land. The 

buildings, the development—this is not the same Albuquerque it was twenty years ago. What 

about that? I wanted to share with you a few statistics. One is that the number of persons per 

household is going down. That means people are building more homes. People are getting 

married later in life. People are living longer. There’s more young, single professionals who say, 

“I can’t stand living in an apartment—I want the benefits of home ownership and I’m going to 

buy a house even though it’s just one person living in a house made for three or four people.” 

And then there are people like my parents, Baby Boomers who want a second home and they go 

out and buy a cabin. We see a lot of this now, where there are more homes per people here in this 
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country and it’s a lifestyle kind of thing. Given that fact, I think we have to do the best we can do 

with every home, and every building that’s being built in terms of water and energy efficiency 

and so on. And part of that is going back and doing the best we can do to retrofit the old, and try 

to achieve a balance, a savings in the old that we can pour into the new. That’s what they did in 

Santa Fe with the toilet retrofit program. I think it was a great experiment and I think it was 

pretty successful and we’ve got to be looking at something like that. So, retrofits for the old and 

the best we can do for the new. 

 

The third area of growth is people. We have kids and grandkids and people coming into this 

state. It’s a great place to be. What can we do in terms of human growth? What can we give up? I 

think what we have to give up is our comfort zones. We have a quote here from Albuquerque 

councilor Martin Heinrich which I think is a great quote. He says, “I think people understand 

water is a limited resource, and something we’re going to have to be more and more cognizant of 

in the future is creating a culture of conservation because there’s only so much water to go 

around.’ And this ‘culture of conservation’ thing resonates with the priorities the user group 

established. We’ve got to get people educated, get people involved, get people wanting to do 

better with water use. As I look into this crowd, I’m not seeing many people who are my age or 

younger. What can we do to reach out to them? How can we get our children to understand the 

importance of water issues? We’ve got to give up our comfort zone, give up a few Saturdays, 

whatever it takes to get people educated and do better. So those are my three messages. 

 

 

Environmental--Steve Harris:  

 

I’m Steve Harris, the owner-operator of FarFlung Adventures, a rafting company in Taos 

County, New Mexico, running the Rio Chama and Rio Grande right now through—whenever we 

run out of water this season. I wasn’t originally prepared to answer Frank’s question, so it may 

take me eight minutes to get through this talk. 

 

The environment is a water user, but it’s little recognized as a water user, and if we, in our 

decision-making processes, do not consider environmental uses of water, then we’re making 

decisions indirectly about the quality of the ecosystem that we’re going to occupy. Water is our 

environment, along with sunlight and air. 

 

I think we should be moving to try and deliberately foster and protect our ecosystem. I think it’s 

pretty obvious to all that the ecosystem is in danger of collapse, that there are thresholds of water 

withdrawal beyond which you collapse ecosystems. So if we were going to move toward being 

more deliberate and actually make decisions in a pro-active way about the kind of ecosystem 

we’re going to occupy and our heirs are going to occupy, I think some things are going to have to 

change in the way we view water. So, I’ve got four of those for you. 

 

Today, ecology is uncoupled from economics. We view the two as being separate sectors that are 

in competition with one another—fish vs. farmers, for example. There are hidden costs to natural 

resource exploitation that are not [being] paid for by anyone right now. Sooner or later we need 

to recognize that those bills are going to come due. It seems to me that we are placing the costs 
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of what economists call ‘externalities’ onto rural people who have less political clout, and future 

generations who have no audible voice. 

 

Number two is the thought that society can actually control water. We can certainly exploit the 

natural gift of water, and we can make any number of choices and tradeoffs—we already know 

that. What we cannot do is produce water, weather modification advocates notwithstanding. Our 

history, in the attempt to control water, has been—first there was a developmental era—in 

Albuquerque, we’re still in the developmental era; the San Juan-Chama water project is going to 

come online next year—but in fact, throughout most of the American West and the developed 

countries, we’re now recognizing that we’re entering into the restoration era. So our 

management administration of water in an industrial development era, the engineering paradigm 

was the way to go. You had to get the water from A to B. Engineers understood inherently how 

to divide the water and how to get the water to where society desired it to be. We’re in a different 

age now, an information age, and I think this points to a different sort of management paradigm, 

an ecosystem management paradigm. I think the way that this could be integrated with the 

present State Engineer administrative model is that public involvement and scientific 

involvement would be sought and drawn into water administration, and less emphasis be placed 

on the legal, contentious issues that we’re going through. 

 

Third is, ‘There is no public interest in water.’ I was at a state water planning Town Hall when 

an irrigation district manager asserted that there was no public interest in water, but in fact, we 

are ecosystem-dependent critters, evolved just like every other critter in the ecosystem here. We 

rely on ecosystem services with respect to water. We also may have a compelling policy need for 

food security in the future, and this is where the ecosystem that I’m talking about intersects with 

agriculture. And then there’s the simple matter of equity. If we’re to be fair to one another, to 

folks that have been accorded rights to use water, then we need to respect the systems and the 

expectations of those folks. 

 

Fourth is that faced with shortage, we always seem to focus on supply, and in fact there is a 

whole wealth of demand-side solutions that are waiting for us out there. I want to echo 

Michelle’s pitch for conservation, with the note that the United Nations has determined that a 

human being needs about ten gallons of water a day, fifty liters of water a day, in order to 

survive. The difference between our need as individuals and our uses in the Albuquerque area as 

individuals gives us a great deal of slack with which to get creative. 

 

Frank’s question was how can the screws be tightened in my area. I suppose we could pave the 

river. I suppose we could diminish the extent of the agro-ecosystem. We might even be able to 

get some gains from saltcedar and Russian olive control. But there are always tradeoffs in all of 

this. The way we’re going now is not going to work. We’re going to have to get brave in order to 

get through what I see as the crisis that’s looming as we begin to pull water that’s been flowing 

down the river and put it in our taps. 

 

 

Residential—Jean Witherspoon: What Can Residential Do Without? 
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I’m recently retired from the City of Albuquerque water utility, working in water and sewer 

issues and particularly water conservation for the last twenty-two years.  My presentation 

assignment is ‘residential’ and, since that was at the top of John’s survey, I don’t have to say 

anything, right?  

 

What Can Residential Do Without? 
 

�Residential is here to stay 

�Sector will keep growing if economy is 

�Represents 50-60% of urban usage 
�Households on utility service get regular feedback; others may not 

 

These first few slides I’m going to whip through because people are already familiar with the 

information. Residential is here to stay. We all have homes and we want to be comfortable in 

them, and we want reliable water service so we’re not having to think about water every single 

second. This sector will keep growing, as others have talked about. Right now in the Utility 

service area, 50-60% of urban usage is residential use. One of the problems is that we don’t have 

very good data for anybody who is not on a Utility system. The counties, Bernalillo County in 

particular, are working on that, but the data we’ve got on domestic wells and private wells is 

very sketchy. We need to get a better handle on that. 

 

Water Assembly Recommendations: 
 

� Establish domestic well policy 

� Xeriscape 

� Harvest rainwater  

� Convert to low flow appliances 

� Use water pricing 

� Use graywater  

� Reuse treated effluent  

� Recognize urban & economic vitality  

 

These are the Water Assembly recommendations for conservation, and all but one apply to 

residential us.   I wanted to include them here because they fit together very well—water 

conservation and the residential sector. 

 

New Development: 

 

� Growth rates range between 59% in Rio Rancho to 42% in Sandoval County to 16% 

in Bernalillo County (1990-2000) 

� On ABCWUA, new homes averaged 29% less usage than existing homes from 1995 

to 2000 

 

New development. We’ve already talked about the growth rate, the 1.6 million that Gabe talked 

about this morning. However, there is hope or reason to be more optimistic than with the growth 

[of] ten years ago. New houses on the Utility system are using about 30% less than the older 
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homes, so we can build conservation into new homes and we should be doing that more than we 

are. 

 

New Development: 

 

� Westland/Sun-Cal – 55,000 ac 

� Mesa del Sol – 37,500 homes for 100,000 over 50 years 

� Opportunities for higher density/ clustering, smaller personal outdoor space, larger 

common spaces, “built-in” reuse for irrigation purposes 

 

These are two big developments that are going in. I know that at least Mesa del Sol is planning 

on using reused water for irrigation purposes. There are all kinds of possibilities you can build in 

to a new subdivision. It’s very hard to retrofit, but as you move into new subdivisions, you can 

use substantially less water in new homes.  I think the other thing to point out is the outdoor 

space. In these new developments there will probably be smaller personal yards, front and back 

yards, but common spaces will be more available. 

 

Additional Savings Through: 
 

� Targeted Marketing/Education 
 

� 10% use 27% of the water – how do we “reach” the people who don’t 

care/aren’t doing enough? 

� Neighborhood Associations & schools 
 

� Indoor 
 

� Continue to reduce fixture and appliance usage 

� Require replacement 

� Educate! 
 

How can we get additional savings in residential? I’m convinced that targeting and marketing 

education would help. In the Utility’s system, ten percent of the people use twenty-seven percent 

of the water. That’s an old statistic; I don’t think they have a newer one.   But, how do we get at 

those people who aren’t “the choir” I’m singing to here? There are people who quit running 

water when they brush their teeth, and that’s their whole contribution to saving water.  So how 

do we educate people better and get everybody on board?   Neighborhood organizations and 

schools are two groups we should be able to work with, giving them benchmarks or standards so 

they would be able to reduce, or at least realize they’re way out of line. But those efforts haven’t 

been real successful yet. 

 

On indoor use, there’s still lots of room to save water. On existing and new, we can continue to 

reduce the amount that fixtures and appliances use. This is being worked on nationally.   

Requiring replacement:  nobody likes to talk about requiring things but, when it gets down to 

crisis time, we are going to be requiring changes. 

 

And educate…There are three components to residential water use. One is what you use through 

appliances and fixtures, indoor use; another is what you use outdoors, largely for irrigation; and a 
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second is how you use water. If you don’t pay attention and don’t care, you’ll waste a lot; so 

education is key to how people use water. 

 

Additional Savings Through: 
 

� Outdoor 
 

� Eliminate bluegrass and high water use plants 

   (get nurseries on board) 

� Encourage precipitation retention on-site 

� Link irrigation systems to weather info 

� Require pool covers 

� Educate! 

 

Outdoor… I truly believe that sooner or later we’re going to have to eliminate bluegrass here, 

and also high-water-use plants.  I’m surprised that when you go into some nurseries, after we’ve 

promoted and required conservation for many years, the majority of their plants are still high-

water-use plants. That just amazes me. 

 

We need to encourage more precipitation retention on-site:  rainwater harvesting. It doesn’t have 

to be in rain barrels; it can just be putting up barriers so your water stays on-site. That’s passive 

water harvesting. 

 

Link irrigation systems to weather info—this has been done in other communities—so that your 

irrigation system doesn’t even turn on if precipitation is occurring or going to occur.  The system 

gets the message that it doesn’t need to come on. 

 

Require pool covers. Of course, eventually, I think we may not even have private pools.  But, in 

the meantime, pool covers can save thirty percent. Again, educate. 

 

“Bigger” Savings Efforts: 

 

� Universal metering & accounting 

� Benchmarking/standards 

� Water efficiency rating system (Denver) 

� Building Codes:  take advantage of nature; locate hot water use near heater; 

prohibit gang showers, misters, other blatant waste of water 

� Double plumb for reuse 

 

Labor-saving issues… You and I may not feel able to do anything about universal metering and 

accounting.    But proponents keep trying to require meters for domestic wells in the legislature, 

though it hasn’t gone through yet.  

 

Benchmarking and standards can show usage that’s way out of line, regardless of what type of 

use.  So people can see they need to come down to more reasonable usage.  Denver is thinking 

about starting a water efficiency rating system in which new home building would not be 
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approved unless it meets a lot of best management practices.  We need to do something similar 

here, perhaps not as stringent.  

 

Building codes need to be tightened up. The way we orient houses and windows has gotten 

completely away from building with Nature. We need to locate hot water needs near the hot 

water heater—that needs an enforced requirement.  Prohibit these new devices that come along 

that waste water, like misters and gang showers where you’ve got six shower heads.  The heads 

may be using only 2.5 gpm per shower head, but there’s a whole bunch of them. And, as a more 

long-term goal except for new developments, double plumb so we’re reusing water.  In the long 

term I think reuse is a much bigger solution than we’re seeing now.  How many times do we use 

groundwater statewide;  how many times does it get used before it crosses the New Mexico-

Texas state line? 

 

Bad News: 
 

� Some people aren’t paying attention 

� Low federal interest in conservation at residential level 

� No federal waiver for California to implement efficiency standard for washing 

machines 

� Global climate change emphasis on energy puts water in “second place” again (e.g, 

ethanol production) 

 

To finish, I have some bad news and good news. The bad news is that some people aren’t paying 

attention yet, and many people who are paying attention aren’t very committed yet. There’s a 

low federal interest at this point in conservation at the residential level. The fact that Washington 

required low-flow toilets through a federal law in our national plumbing codes got conservation 

kicked off in a way it couldn’t possibly have been otherwise.  The same is needed with other 

issues, like washing machines.  California just asked for a waiver in order to implement 

efficiency standards for washing machines in California, and the feds would not sign it. And I’m 

concerned, have been concerned ever since I started my career, that water has always been 

second to energy issues, particularly in the eastern half of the country where most federal 

decisions are made.  I’m concerned that, with the global climate change issue, water will once 

again be less important than energy. I know that energy is incredibly important but we need to 

watch that we’re not finding solutions to energy issues that use/waste more water.  

 

Good News: 
 

� Meters being required by OSE 

� Water Sense efficiency labeling 

  (EPA & conservation community) 

� UNAR – Unified North American Requirements for fixtures 

� Retrofit on resale requirements 

 

And now the good news: meters are now being required by the Office of the State Engineer on 

individual private wells in any situation where they can do that, so that’s a step forward, even 

though the legislature didn’t pass a law requiring that. There is a national effort that the EPA and 

the conservation community are involved in, that’s called Water Sense Efficiency Labeling.  If 
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it’s successful, the tools that you use in your home and appliances will be labeled so that you’ll 

know when you purchase them what makes sense water-wise and what doesn’t. 

 

This next item is an effort through the conservation community and the plumbing code people to 

fix problems associated with flappers on toilets.  If you replace the flapper on a low flow toilet 

with the wrong one, you may be using 3.5 gallons again.   This is an effort to deal with that 

problem. 

 

Retrofit on resale: This is an ordinance that would require people in the Utility area to replace 

old toilets with low-flows, if they haven’t already, when they sell their building.  The City 

Council, I believe, just passed that.  Now we need to figure out a way to implement it. 

 

Good News: 
 

� Don’t have to get down to 150 liters/person/day (40 gal. – Goulburn, Australia) 

� 30%+ reduction in last twelve years 

� Bernalillo County & others have adopted conservation ordinance & plan 

� Local, national and international water shortages and issues are getting much more 

attention and dollars 

 

A couple articles about water-short Australian communities went around on the water list serve 

lately. Fortunately we don’t have to get down to forty gallons per day, or ten, as Lynn suggested. 

That’s a ways off.  We’ve seen over thirty percent reduction in the last ten years in the Utility 

service area. That is incredible, people; that’s amazing. It was largely voluntary and I think it 

was because people care. Bernalillo County and other non-urban areas have also adopted 

conservation ordinances, as well as other urban areas like Rio Rancho.  That’s moving forward.  

 

And lastly, local, national and international water shortages and issues are getting much more 

attention and funds.  I’m encouraged by the mail and e-mails I’m getting about how much is 

happening.   Water for People and other organizations, as well as efforts by some very wealthy 

celebrities, are getting  more money into water issues nationally and internationally. I’m an 

optimist, and I think we’re really making progress, although we’ve got a long way to go. 

 

 

Cultural—Peter Pino: 

 

First in time, last in the presentation… I’ve been asked to make a presentation to some kids at the 

Indian Pueblo Cultural Center on Thursday, this coming week. What they want me to talk about 

are “digging sticks.” This is what they are. Somebody [today] asked if our kids are still into 

farming. Every pueblo is different. At Zia, our kids are still into farming. We haven’t lost people 

to Albuquerque and to other locations. 

 

Our forefathers settled about 1200 A.D. in the present Pueblo of Zia. When the Spaniards came 

into the region in 1540, they found 15,000 Zia people living in five different villages. Four of 

those villages are in ruins now; there’s only one village occupied by the Zia people. The reason 

why our forefathers chose that location was because of the river—the water of the Jemez River. 
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At that point in time, they were farmers and they wanted a reliable source of water. They settled 

there and they’ve farmed ever since then. 

 

When we farm, we don’t farm just for ourselves as individuals. We farm for family members, 

extended family members. The entire tribe is “an extended family member.” As you heard 

Everett saying, we share the crops that are produced, and the emphasis is that everybody within 

the pueblo should know how to farm, should know how to fend for themselves. Not this big 

world operation, where some big corporation is going to “feed the world.” That’s not going to 

happen because one of these days, that grocery delivery truck is not going to make it to that 

grocery store. If you know how to farm, you’ll be able to feed yourself and your family. If you 

can’t and there’s no food on that grocery shelf, you’re lost. You can’t make it.  

 

Some of you have heard the word “sipapu.” That’s a poor pronunciation by non-Indians that are 

trying to pronounce shipo’p. Sipapu is our connection to the underworld. Earth is Mother to us, 

and we have to treat it with respect. With the digging sticks, we generate a hole in our farmlands. 

The resource that our forefathers used was essentially what was available to them. The way that 

they sharpened their sticks—because in the old days they didn’t have any modern tools—they 

had sandstone they could use to work the tips. They also had fire, so they used fire and sandstone 

to work the tips. They used this [digging stick] in the farm area to put a hole in the ground. When 

you look at the sipapu holes in kivas or in homes, that’s what it represents: the hole that’s made 

by this [digging stick]. That’s where you plant your seeds. You are giving those seeds a chance 

to come through the hole in the ground, Mother Earth, so that Mother earth can help you feed 

your family. 

 

This is something that we still use. My grandchildren helped me plant corn two weeks ago, using 

the digging sticks. They were right there, with my wife and my children, and it was really nice to 

see the grandchildren doing it as well. Many people think that as long as you have money, you’re 

going to be able to survive. The water, the land, the air are controlled by Mother Earth, by 

nature. No matter how much money you have in your hip pocket, when the water doesn’t come, 

when the land gets polluted, when the air that’s out there we can’t breathe, there’s nothing we 

can do. Everybody’s going to be equal—those with a lot of money, and those that do not have 

much. Everybody is going to be equal because nature is not going to be selective [about] who 

gets what. Everybody is going to be affected the same way. 

 

This circle of life that we’re talking about; of individual lives—infants, children, adults, elders—

everything is connected and in a circle. And in this circle, we believe that we have to continue to 

care for the land and therefore, it is going to care for us. If we don’t care for the land, in the end, 

the land is going to care for us. Some are saying that people are not paying attention to the signs 

that are out there. It doesn’t matter whether they’re paying attention. It is you yourself, as an 

individual, [who must] prepare yourself for when that day comes that resources are going to be 

limited, and you’re able to sustain yourself with the resources that are out there. If you can’t do 

that, you’re not going to be able to survive. It’s not going to matter how big your bank account 

is; Can you connect with Nature? Can you be in step with Nature? If you are, then you will be 

able to survive. When this time comes—when this circle is completed—our forefathers have 

always told us, ‘You’ll be standing there with your loincloth, because that is how the Europeans 

found you. If you are still true to the ways of our people, you’ll be able to be used as a seed for 
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the Next World, wherever that Next World is going to be.’ Therefore, we can’t lose connection 

with Mother Earth, we have to always have that connection. You can’t think of yourself as the 

guy that grabs all the gusto. I see stickers saying, “The man who dies with the most toys wins,” 

but I think they’re the biggest losers, because they’ve been disconnected from Mother Earth and 

from Nature.  

 

I wanted to come with something that you could see visually. We’re still connected with the 

land. Some of these [digging sticks] were made by my father, some by my grandfather, and some 

I made myself. The twine that holds them together is yucca, yucca fibers. This is me doing it; this 

isn’t me just telling you, “My forefathers did it.” We’re still doing it. These are handled by my 

grandkids, so it means that it’s being passed on. We are not forgetting it because that’s the 

emphasis our forefathers made on us. We need to do this in a cultural way.  

 

In one growing season, you have a lifetime of experience. As individuals we were infants once, 

we’re teenagers once, we’re adults once, and we’re elders once. Some of us will learn about life 

within our lifetime, but if you put yourself into that chili seed or that corn seed that you planted 

in the farmland, and you take the six months growing season, it will teach you about life. If you 

water the plants, if you hoe the weeds, if you talk to the plants, if you feed the plants and you 

pray for the plants, if they’re part of you and you’re part of them, they’re going to become plants 

that you can harvest in the fall. Isn’t that what we all strive for, to be an asset to society when we 

grow up? If you do that, you can learn that in one year. If you don’t irrigate, feed the plants, if 

you don’t talk to them, hoe the weeds, brush their hair and attend to their needs, and the weeds 

take over, you’re going to have irresponsible plants that won’t give you any kind of harvest in 

the fall. That teaches you that if you don’t tend to your kids, if people don’t respond to you, 

that’s what you end up with. It’s a good lesson to learn in one growing season, instead of looking 

for a whole lifetime to find who we are. We can find who we are in one growing season. That’s 

what we teach our kids. 

 

I know we’re on limited time, and I want to address what we can ‘do without.’ I think we can do 

without those New Yorkers and those people from L.A. moving to New Mexico. It’s important 

that you have to make a personal commitment. We at the Pueblo of Zia have made a personal 

commitment about twenty years ago. We passed a resolution that’s standing to this point in time: 

no washing of vehicles, no lawns, and no shade trees—all the things that exploit water resources. 

We have a ‘no’ on all of that. Everybody in the community knows. So when you go to Zia, 

you’re not going to see any kind of grass growing in the community itself. You’re not going to 

see any shade trees except those that kind of fended for themselves and have been able to get 

their water somehow. You’re not going to have much greenery within the community. The 

limited greenery is going to be in the farmlands. I say limited because the only areas that are 

going to be green are those that have crops on them and are being irrigated. We don’t have any 

pasture grass per se. The pasture grass is around the Jemez River, [or in] grazing allotments 

throughout the reservation. So we don’t have those things that we feel are abusing the resources 

that are so important to all of us, not only this generation but the generations to follow. It saddens 

me when I see curbs and gutters running with water because somebody forgot to turn off the 

faucet. I always tell my brothers in the cities, "Why do you have to water grass so you can cut it 

every two weeks or so? Wouldn’t you be better off fishing." 
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If we’re going to address these issues that we’ve been talking about today, it’s going to take all 

of us. I was glad that there was an item listed about encouraging more tribal participation. The 

tribes are reluctant because they feel that if they utter ways of addressing the problem, they’re 

going to be the ones to have to sacrifice, be the ones to have to make the compromises. There’s 

really still a mistrust in the view of a lot of my Native brothers and sisters, because that’s history. 

For history to be erased and to go into the future with more respect and honor, we have to earn 

each other’s respect. You can’t buy respect and you can’t force respect. We have to earn it. 

Come to some of the gatherings; don’t expect us to come to you all of the time. Go out to the 

celebrations; go out to something that's already existing and visit with them and talk to them. 

They’ll feel more comfortable visiting with you [there] instead of in a formal setting. It’s going 

to take all of us to figure out solutions to the shortages that we face. 

 

I’m going to end with this one note. Steve said you can’t make more water. I think you can make 

water by praying. I truly believe and I grew up with this belief that there’s a spiritual world 

bigger than the physical world that we know as humans. We need to plea to that spiritual world, 

and we as individuals have to say those prayers if we’re going to continue to be blessed with the 

resources that we all have to share. Doesn’t cost anything. It’s a personal commitment. It’s your 

commitment to yourself and to the world as a whole. There’s too much hatred in the world 

today—the war in Iraq, the imbalance of many things in the world. The year 2000 is the year that 

my forefathers said that the world was going to change. It’s 2007 and we’re still here, but I think 

the beginning of the change is upon us, sometimes I feel we are prolonging the agony, the end is 

going to come, whether we’re ready or not. It’s all up to us as individuals to be as ready as we 

can be, because that’s the only control we have. I have no control over what Steve thinks, what 

Janet thinks, what you all think, or what you do. The only control I have is my self, and the 

connection to the Spirit World will hopefully be there to assist me, and society as a whole.  

 

If I took longer [than I was supposed to], I apologize. It’s your educational system that taught me 

how to talk. 

 

Lucy Moore: Thank you, Peter, and I’m very glad you learned how to talk! It’s a very good thing 

for all of us. And thank you panelists. This is a tough, tough question, and the one the Water 

Assembly has been struggling with and gearing up for many years now. I think that you’ve made 

a noble effort at getting a handle on what we can each do within our own interest groups, or 

within our own selves individually, as Peter pointed out, to tackle this. So thank you very, very 

much. 
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(handout accompanying John Brown's comments) 

Comparison of Preferences (Values) Assigned to Water Uses – 2000 and 2004 
 

Note: Data are average (mean) responses on a 0 to 10 scale, where "0" means "don't care whether water is 
available for that use" and "10" means "want to be sure that water is available for that use."  The survey was 
performed by random sampling conducted by phone. 

Question wording 
2000 
MRG

1
 

2004 
NM

2
 

(2000) (2004)   
        

Indoor use in existing homes 8.2  

 Residential use in existing neighborhoods  8.3 
    

Irrigation for farms 7.6  

 Irrigation on farms/ranches...producing food products for sale to others  8.4 

 Irrigation on farms/ranches for…feeding your household  8.2 
    

Preserving the cottonwood forest known as the bosque, and vegetation along the river 
that provides habitat for wildlife 7.7  

 Rivers to provide a green corridor for scenic value/personal enjoyment  6.3 
    

Providing food and refuge for fish, birds and other animals 7.5  

 Providing food and habitat for fish, birds and other animals  7.5 
        

Indoor use in new housing developments 6.6  

 Creation and maintenance of new residential housing  6.8 
    

Cultural and religious uses in some villages and pueblos 6.4  

 Cultural and religious activities in villages and pueblos  6.7 
    

Recreation, such as fishing and rafting 6.1  

 Recreation, such as fishing and rafting  5.9 
    

Community parks and sports fields 5.7  

 Existing community parks and sports fields  5.9 

 Creation and maintenance of new community parks and sports fields  5.0 
    

New industrial uses, such as manufacturing 5.3  

 
Creation and maintenance of new economic development (i.e., 
manufacturing)  5.8 

        

Watering existing yards and landscaping 4.4  

 (no comparable item)  NA 
    

Use for yards and landscaping in new developments 3.8  

 (no comparable item)  NA 
    

Watering golf courses 3.2  

  (no comparable item)  NA 
    

Swimming pools for individual homes 2.7  

 (no comparable item)  NA 
       

1
 Source: Institute for Public Policy, UNM (2000). Attitudes and Preferences of Residents of the Middle Rio Grande Water Planning 

Region Regarding Water Issues. Table 3.1. These data pertain to the MRG region. 
2 
Source: Institute for Public Policy, UNM. "A Preliminary Assessment of Public Attitudes and Preferences Pertaining to Water 

Management Issues in New Mexico." Presentation by Amy Goodin at the Statewide Meeting of the New Mexico Water Dialogue, January 
8, 2005. These are statewide averages. No data were provided for the MRG region alone. 

Data compiled by John Brown from sources cited.  Contact him at jrb001@sbcglobal.net with comments or corrections 
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Some Statistics on Attitudes and Preferences of  

Residents of the Middle Rio Grande Water Planning  

Region Regarding Water Issues. 

 

 
In December 1999, the Middle Rio Grande Water Assembly (MRGWA) in conjunction with the 

Middle Rio Grande Council of Governments (MRGCOG) recognized that a public opinion 

survey could be an effective means of determining public views on pertinent water issues. The 

MRGWA Action Committee believed that such views could be used, in part, to help shape a 

regional water plan. In turn, in order to achieve this objective, the MRGCOG contracted with the 

University of New Mexico Institute for Public Policy (UNM/IPP) to survey an “oversample” of 

residents in the Middle Rio Grande (MRG) water planning region as part of a broader statewide 

survey. Between March 21 and May 15, 2000, UNM/IPP conducted its semiannual statewide 

Public Opinion Profile survey of New Mexico Residents. Its major focus was water issues, and 

its results included responses from individuals in 1156 households randomly drawn from 

throughout the three counties in the MRG region. 

 

To pinpoint what water issues people find important, the UNM/IPP asked respondents to rate 

seven potential issues on a one-to-seven scale, where one meant “not an important problem” and 

seven meant “an extremely important problem.” Table 1 presents the results in order of MRG 

respondents’ evaluation of their importance.  

 

  

Table 1 - Relative Importance of Specific Listed “Water Issues” 
(1 = “not an important problem”; 7 = “extremely important problem”) 

(All results reported are “means,” i.e. average responses) 

 
 MRG Statewide 

The quality of the water that my family and I drink and bathe in. 6.19 6.09 
Having enough water in our rivers to protect endangered fish and to 
keep the trees, vegetation, and other wildlife along the riverbanks 
healthy. 

5.80 5.74 

The rate at which we are using up the underground water supply. 5.67 5.67 
Whether population and economic growth are out of balance with the 
limited water resources of the state. 

5.14 5.23 

Whether New Mexico can meet its legal obligations to Texas and 
Mexico, and still have enough water to meet the needs of New 
Mexicans. 

4.96 4.98 

Making enough water available to attract and keep high–tech industries 
that offer good–paying jobs in the region. 

4.88 4.97 

Whether there is enough water to maintain residential lawns and 
gardens. 

4.14 4.27 
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Another section of the survey required respondents to make implicit choices among competing 

demands for a limited supply of water by rating the importance of various uses. The wording of 

the set-up question was as follows: 

 

 As you probably know, there are many competing demands for the water found 

underground and in New Mexico’s rivers, lakes, and streams. These demands come from 

cities, households, agriculture, industry, and from the environment. I will read you a list 

of possible uses of water. Using a scale from zero to ten where zero means that you do 

not care whether water is available for that use and ten means that you want to be 

sure that water is available for that use, please rate the value you personally place on 

each of the following uses of water.  

 

In table 2, we summarize the results from thirteen possible water uses. The neutral or midpoint 

on this 0 to 10 scale is 5. Results are presented in order of the value assigned by MRG 

respondents. 

 

Table 2 - Values Assigned to Various Uses of Water 
(Scale: 0 = “don’t care whether water is available for that use; 

10 = “want to be sure water is available for that use”) 
(All results reported are “means,” i.e. average responses) 

 

 MRG Statewide 

Indoor use in existing homes 8.17 8.32 
Preserving the native cottonwood forest and vegetation along river 
banks known as the bosque, that creates habitat for a variety of 
different animal species 

7.69 7.50 

Irrigation for farms  7.59 7.99 
Providing food and refuge for fish, birds, and other animals 7.54 7.56 
Indoor use in new housing developments 6.62 6.94 
Cultural and religious uses in some villages and pueblos 6.38 6.34 
Recreation, such as fishing and rafting 6.14 6.40 
Community parks and sports fields 5.66 5.52 
New industrial uses, such as manufacturing processes 5.29 5.41 
Watering existing yards and landscaping 4.40 4.57 
Use for yards and landscaping in new developments 3.82 4.14 
Watering golf courses 3.18 2.93 
Swimming pools for individuals homes 2.68 2.58 

 
Reference: Attitudes and Preferences of Residents of the Middle Rio Grande Water Planning Region 

Regarding Water issues: Summary Report to the Action Committee of the Middle Rio Grande Water 

Assembly and the Middle Rio Grande Council of Governments (UNM Institute for Public Policy/The 

University of New Mexico; Albuquerque, New Mexico, June 2000). 

 


