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Ric Richardson: To move from governmental organizations and a regional 
perspective to non-governmental organizations, [our next panel members 
are] Steve Harris of the Rio Grande Alliance, an alliance of recreational and 
environmental groups; Glen Young, who has spent a great deal of time with 
the Water Assembly Action Committee as a representative of the Corrales 
Water Commission; John Hooker, Mayor of the Village of Los Ranchos and a 
candidate for the state legislature; and Lee Brown, Professor Emeritus of 
Economics at UNM. 
 
Steve, to the program again, what is it that is grabbing your attention, where 
ought we to be concerned, and where can we take action? 
 
Steve Harris: I kind of like the orientation that some of the Assembly’s work 
has taken toward viewing our regional water budget in much the same terms 
as a household budget. I’d like to follow that analogy a bit, because I think 
that bankruptcy does have consequences, and profligate spending does point 
to bankruptcy. I will also use the term “we” a lot because I don’t think that a 
satisfactory resolution to the water conflicts we’re witnessing and 
experiencing and participating in right now is properly the subject of a 
competition. I think it will have to be decided on the basis of cooperation, 
which as Edward Abbey says, is the way of nature. I think it is significant that 
all the water originally belonged to nature and that gradually, as we have 
appropriated the water, we have eaten into the minimum requirement of 
nature so that we are seeing environmental consequences such as river 
drying and endangered species conflicts and so forth. That seems to be a 
great policy oversight in the West in general: we don’t have a real good way 
of deciding what is the bottom line, what we’re going to devote to the 
maintenance of the ecosystem that supports us all. 
 
Then in thinking about the compact itself, it’s important to get some 
perspective and to realize that it is set up to divide the water between three 
large irrigation sectors. The first is in Colorado, and basically they’re using 
600,000 acre-feet per year. In the Middle Rio Grande, we’re entitled to and 
need about 400,000 acre-feet. And then in the Rio Grande Project Area (this 
is not Texas--57% of the water we think of as being delivered to Texas goes 
to Doña Ana and Sierra Counties) it’s about 800,000 acre-feet per year. So 
when the compact made this division of water, virtually all for agriculture, 
almost immediately in 1940 when they started administering it, the states of 
Colorado and New Mexico went into chronic underdelivery. They delivered 
fine in 1941 because we had a historic flood the likes of which we haven’t 
seen since. And those states accrued large compact debits. A couple of things 
happened to sort of mitigate that condition. One was the importation of San 
Juan water into our basin. In an area where our depletable supply is four 
hundred thousand acre-feet, we added a hundred thousand acre-feet. We 
extended our budget. We’re using all four hundred thousand, we’ve borrowed 
from every available source, and we got a gift from Uncle Sam of a hundred-
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thousand acre-feet. I think it’s pretty well recognized that we went about 
developing and using that water. In fact, we’ve extended our water supply to 
include the 400,000 acre-feet plus the San Juan-Chama water. The other 
thing that happened is that our dowager aunt, Mother Nature, gave us an 
atypically long period of abundant water during the 1980s. So essentially 
we’ve gotten back into a situation where we’re not living within our means. 
We’ve grown accustomed to an income beyond what we have a reasonable 
right to expect.  
 
Since 1986, using the city’s own figures, Albuquerque has been subsidizing 
the Rio Grande with about 23,000 acre-feet of San Juan-Chama water a year. 
That’s been to the benefit of everybody downstream of the city--compact 
obligations, the MRGCD service area, and the ecological system. We have now 
determined (through the ESA process for the silvery minnow) that there is a 
new demand on the system of 50,000 acre-feet per year. In other words, to 
meet the requirements of the Biological Opinion that was issued last year, 
we’re going to somehow have to free up from the middle valley’s depletable 
supply, enough water to meet the biological flow charts.  
 
The question is what can we do about this at this point, and I think the most 
productive thing is to recognize that we’re over budget. The sense of denial 
that says we can continue to develop this water supply is sheer folly and 
wishful thinking, and we need to get over it now.  
 
Some things that have been pointed out about reconciling our water uses in 
our riparian forests and watersheds may not produce a wet water supply for 
us, but it’s an effort that nevertheless has to be undertaken for the health of 
the valley. I think we need to have some ethical discussion about whether 
serving existing uses--senior water rights-- deserves to continue to take 
precedence over economic development and economic aspirations. And of 
course we can’t be too aggressive in any sector regarding conservation. In 
short these are the sorts of things the regional water plan has put forth, and 
we need to get busy. 
 
Today I heard for the first time public announcements that indicate the policy 
of New Mexico for solving this is going to be reallocating water from 
agriculture to environmental and urban uses. This has been a dirty little 
secret as far as I can tell. It hasn’t been mentioned as policy very much, and 
perhaps that was deliberate. Perhaps that was to lull the farmer into a sense 
of complacency, into thinking that the market would deal with the farmer and 
that water would become available at low cost. The fact of the matter is that 
it is not equitable to do things like develop new water projects at this point in 
time, contemplating that the water will ultimately be reallocated from 
agriculture, unless we join the dialogue with agriculture. Equity requires that 
we not inadvertently or sneakily reallocate this water, but rather that 
agriculture be allowed to negotiate the terms  
under which this reallocation occurs. 
 
Glen Young: I want to talk more about concerns than about what I think we 
should do. It appears to me we have a certain amount of [?] in the state and 
in the region and that we should be more reactionary than we are. We are 
moving at too much of a snail’s pace to get some of these programs in. In the 
four years I’ve been involved with the Water Assembly, we talk about all 
these programs and recommendations, but they’re simply not moving. 
Everybody talks about water but nobody is really doing anything about it.  
What I’ve heard is that it’s easier to take from the small agricultural users. 
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You’ve got one or two-acre farms and its easy to take their water. It seems 
totally inappropriate to do that. We’ve got people on restricted domestic 
wells. Lets stop giving three acre-feet per permit and cut it to one-half. We 
don’t know how much domestic wells are using. Maybe they’re using their full 
three-acre feet; maybe they’re using a fraction of it. In Corrales there’s a 
push to start metering wells on a volunteer basis. 
 
Taking water away from some of the small irrigators is more ‘feel good’ than 
it is of actual benefit. Even though I’ve heard that the majority of actual 
citizens want to retain agriculture, there are several vocal groups--money 
groups--that want ag to be the first to take the hit. I really have a problem 
with that, especially when I see developers in unincorporated areas buying 
land and selling water rights. After they sell the water, what’s the first thing 
they do? Punch domestic wells to supply water to the houses that they’re 
building. The State Engineer and the legislature haven’t done anything about 
that. 
 
In dealing with small government entities, I’ve heard some say ‘Until the big 
entities like Albuquerque and Rio Rancho get their act together, why should 
we do anything at all?’ Actually we’re all in this together. 
 
Not enough has been done yet to educate local governments or citizens. A lot 
of them read the articles in the paper and think, “A five-hundred year 
drought? Ah, it’ll rain next year. We’ll get over this.” They’re not listening. 
It’s the worse drought in five hundred years, and we have evidence of cycles 
of dry spells over the last two thousand years, but none of this is really 
sinking in. I’m not sure how you get the message out there. 
 
The last item I want to talk about is water quality. We worry about compact 
deliveries and water supplies, but we’re not talking about water quality. I 
think we need to start emphasizing protecting water quality more than we 
have. 
 
Ric Richardson: John, as a candidate for the legislature, you are out there 
talking to people. What do you hear? What are the concerns and ideas that 
have come up? Steve said, “Cooperate; acknowledge the need to save water 
because we’re over budget.” Are we really going to shift from agricultural to 
urban uses? Glen said, “Not from small farms! We have to admit we’re in this 
together. We have to get the message out.” What are you hearing? 
 
John Hooker: I walk across southern Rio Rancho, North Albuquerque Acres, 
the North Valley, and on the northwest side in the Seven Bar/ Cottonwood 
area. People are aware there is something going on with the water. They’re 
seeing their rates rise--both City of Albuquerque and New Mexico Utilities. 
There are people who are not on city water, but in the valley they see things 
are happening. The number of wells permitted in the village in the valley has 
gone up dramatically in the last year or two. Domestic wells are being used 
for irrigation, or they’re putting in small irrigation wells. I’m not sure the 
distinction the State Engineer might make. There’s an antipathy towards 
metering. People don’t want their well metered, but there’s also an 
overwhelming sense of fairness. Whatever happens, they want it to be fair. 
They want to be treated fairly and want their neighbors treated fairly. People 
in the heights, in Rio Rancho, think people in the valley are being wasteful, 
not managing water effectively. It’s kind of an inchoate sense that “things 
are too green down there and my yard isn’t, so I’m being good. I got my 
gravel in; I covered my grass. How come they have grass?” There’s a sense 
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of unfairness. So those are going to be the crosscutting issues of this election 
and next year, as we try to develop policies to respond to the drought. Those 
are some of the perceptions of reality I’m hearing. For every xeriscape yard, 
you see three lawns. There’s the perception that “lawns are traditional, 
they’re lovely, they’re part of our neighborhood and we don’t want to give 
those up.” Let me put on my New Urbanist hat and talk about the fact that 
the front lawn is probably the single unifying landscape element across the 
country. There was a wonderful story in New York Times’ magazine maybe 
eight years ago that described them stretching from the tip of Maine to San 
Diego, from the southern reaches of Florida up to Seattle Washington. Every 
town has neighborhoods full of front lawns. In fact our zoning in 
Albuquerque and in the county mandates front yards. As a landscape design 
problem, lawn is pretty easy. If you were to show someone the same house 
with a green lawn and trees, then swap out the grass for gray material like 
gravel or concrete and ask which they preferred, the lawn would win hands 
down. A yard with a tree wins over yards with no trees. So there are some 
problems here of design, of planning, of meeting regulatory requirements. As 
an architect I’d say why have a yard at all? Just build something. A new living 
room doesn’t use near the water a front lawn does. With one-story houses in 
most of our neighborhoods, we have plenty of open space. We have forty-five 
foot wide streets, and sidewalks. We’re not talking the tiny compact towns of 
the east coast that were built long before we had cars and long before we 
had leafblowers. 
 
There are a lot of steps that cities, counties, and towns can take to reduce 
the demand for irrigated landscapes without telling everyone to replace their 
lawns with gravel. The new housing going in on the west side--an Artistic 
Homes product--uses less than a third of the water of an average household 
in the northeast heights of Albuquerque. So we’re making great strides in 
new construction. As a policy problem, now it’s what we do with all the rest 
of the city that already exists and how do you maintain the quality of life 
there and educate owners to convert to something different and make them 
feel good about it? That’s where education, public involvement and outreach 
are going to be critical in addition to raising the water rates, which the city is 
already doing. As a concept, people are a part of the environment and the 
ecology of the city is as critical to our well being as the ecology of the 
landscape outside our cities. The existence of the city depends on the 
existence of farms, and on the river, so our urban plans and our plans for a 
natural river and for farms are all going to have to work in tandem. We’ll 
have to make them work successfully, as a whole. We can’t just cut off one 
part to support the other part. A compact city is the most efficient way to 
house people in a growing and prospering way in terms of water and energy 
consumption, but that’s not what we’ve built in the last fifty years here in 
New Mexico. Even smaller towns like Artesia and Roswell have suffered from 
urban sprawl at even lower densities than Albuquerque and Rio Rancho. So 
we have to change our perception of what ‘the good life’ is here. If it’s not 
going to be the acre or half-acre on the Westside, with the lawn and the 
backyard pool, what is it? That’s where supporting public infrastructure—
parks, trails, community areas, even more historic forms like plazas that 
don’t have a lot of turf—comes in. If you don’t have your yard full of grass, 
then you have to provide those public amenities and engineer them to work 
well for the community. But we also have to provide baseball and soccer 
fields and other common areas. Perhaps that’s part of the deal we have to 
strike with citizens: please give up your lawn and we’ll make sure you have 
the best public park you could possibly have within a quarter mile of your 
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house. Or please give up your lawn and we’ll make sure the minnow survives. 
That’s the outreach we have to start, the deal we have to offer everyone. 
 
Ric Richardson: When we moved into Altura Park just five years ago, one 
house had xeriscape. Now there are six. Lee, let’s look at an economic 
perspective. 
 
Lee Brown: I’m going to focus on that goal in the plan which talks about 
maintaining economic vitality, and make a few comments about how we 
might face a possible shortfall on compact deliveries, though I think I agree 
with Chuck and others that we will not allow that to occur, or let the Supreme 
Court come into the Rio Grande as it’s come into the Pecos. I think in terms 
of the questions posed, the most striking thing to me about our situation is 
that it is very similar to the Pecos. It’s a situation that’s occurring in other 
states which have used groundwater much more extensively in the last four 
or five decades than they had at the time their compacts or equitable 
portions were set up, and so they’ve found themselves in a hole. The ‘urgent 
shortfall reality’ when it arrives in the MRG is not going to be a new problem 
for the state of New Mexico. We’ve learned a lot (and probably have a lot 
more to learn) from the Pecos, and we’ve made some mistakes that hopefully 
we won’t make again. 
 
As to my ‘concerns, worries, and anxieties,’ I really don’t have any. I have 
some hopes. I have a hope that we will learn from the Pecos experience, and 
that we will work cooperatively and creatively in responding to the problem 
here in the Rio Grande. In the Pecos, we didn’t start with a cooperative 
process, and it’s only once we got to that cooperative process that we’re 
coming up with some ways of dealing with [the problem].  
 
As far as specific actions, again from the point of economic vitality, I think 
it’s essential to encourage a continuing shift of water to those uses which 
produce the most jobs and income for the region, so that in the event of a 
priority administration, those that are the most valuable to the economy [are 
the ones] holding senior rights. In light of that, I think it’s extremely 
important to get much further along in having the cost of water accurately 
reflect its scarcity value rather than any sort of a distorted costs that allow 
us to perpetuate inefficient--from an economic standpoint--patterns of 
behavior. If we want to protect the ecosystem, then there should be an 
associated cost incorporated in what we pay for water. 
 
I’ll end with a few specifics, some of which you’ve already touched on. One, I 
think we should support an increased opportunity for the Middle Rio Grande 
Conservancy District to be able to lease water for non-agricultural uses on a 
voluntary basis. I think we should actively explore the feasibility of storing 
future service reserves in the aquifer rather than at Elephant Butte. This is 
not popular in our neighbor region to the south, but I think a surface 
reservoir in an arid region like Elephant Butte is an anachronism, and 
particularly when we’ve got a huge hole under Albuquerque roughly the same 
size as the Butte and we could store it down there. It would be more costly in 
terms of pumping, but I don’t think it would be more costly in terms of how 
much water we lose by doing that.  
 
As an economist, I think all prices paid for water and water rights should be a 
matter of public record. I say that more in connection with the importance of 
getting a price signal out there in terms of dictating patterns of water use. A 
lot of prices paid are public record--the City of Albuquerque certainly makes 
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all of their records available--but other municipalities are less willing to do 
that, and private parties are very jealous of keeping that information private. 
I think it’s gotten to the point that it should not be private, though I may be 
doing myself out of some consulting business if that were to occur, because I 
spend a lot of time trying to pull out what prices are being paid because 
they’re not public. 
 
As for the immediate possibility of a shortfall on compact delivery, at the 
same time we’re considering aquifer storage and recovery as a replacement 
for Elephant Butte, I think we should look at the feasibility (learned from the 
Pecos) of an augmentation well field near Elephant Butte, so that as we try to 
capture water coming down and store it in our aquifer, we can still meet our 
compact obligations by pumping--hopefully for a temporary period while we 
re-establish a reserve in the aquifer.  
 
I can’t say that those are the solutions definitively, but they’ve been studied 
here in the MRG, and they’re being extensively studied in the Pecos. The 
hydrology is different so we have to explore that, and in the long term, it will 
have to be the types of solutions the planning effort has come up with, but 
I’m talking here about urgent short term reality, a decade or two, or 
whatever it is, and I think these are the things we ought to explore in terms 
of getting past the current problems we face. 
 
Question: What will the recreationists say when we take the water out of 
Elephant Butte? 
 
Lee Brown: The same response they had when the State Engineer first said 
we were going to use up some of that credit to be able to meet the compact. 
We had a boat train going up to Santa Fe. I don’t think it’s something they’re 
going to look forward to. On the other hand, despite the diminished size of 
Elephant Butte, recreation seems to have been relatively able to survive. 
When I talk to people from T or C, economically they have certainly suffered, 
and when you talk about making any kind of sweeping change like that, you 
have to do it gradually rather than abruptly, but a surface water reservoir in 
a very hot area, spread out so it can evaporate? Somebody--maybe Steve 
Reynolds--said that Elephant Butte is where we put our water out to dry. 
John Hooker: One of the interesting ideas is to try to create a strategic water 
reserve, or to start banking water or trading water. Recreationists might 
have the opportunity to buy water rights to spread out at Elephant Butte for 
swimming, fishing and boating. I don’t know how much they’ll be willing to 
pay for a boat permit--do you want to spend fifty dollars every time you put 
your boat in the water to help pay for what’s evaporating out from under 
you? The economic reality would tell us. 
 
Question: We can talk about the technical aspects of storing water 
underground, dams, evaporation and everything else, but the biggest 
problem we have is decreasing the population. No matter what kind of 
activity you do, as long as we get population in, sooner or later you’ll have to 
pay the fiddler. What is your approach to economic development in the state 
of New Mexico? 
 
John Hooker: There’s going to be a range. How do we get those jobs here? 
How do we add value to agriculture to sustain the farming we have, or a new 
kind of farming? That’s where we should invest money--helping that 
conversion to sustain ag uses, but to increase their value to the state so that 
farming can compete against the high tech industries and against the home 
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builders. Growing houses is an effective form of land use around here right 
now, but it’s the last crop, and it has a sustaining demand of one and a half 
acre feet per acre, whereas on the farm, we could stop growing stuff for five 
years and then go back to farming again. The state legislature as the final 
arbitrator in writing the law has to be completely transparent about that: 
here are the choices and here’s the choice we’re going to make now. Then 
you come back in two or three sessions and ask, “Hey, did it work?” 


