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Panel Discussion Issues 
 
• What do you find striking in the Urgent Shortfall Reality? 
• What are your concerns?  Where are you concerned? 
• Where are you confident that the (local government/NGO/State) can 

make a positive contribution? 
• What actions do you recommend be taken? (or, will you take?) 
• What are the most important to implement?  What's the beginning step? 

Panel I - Local Governments 

Chuck DuMars, Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District 
Dee Fuerst, Utilities Department, City of Rio Rancho 
Jean Witherspoon, Department of Public Works, City of Albuquerque 
Mike Springfield, Director, Division of County Development, Sandoval County 

Ric Richardson: It’s time to shift the tone a little bit and raise the level of 
chatter. We’ve heard about the Urgent Shortfall Reality, we’ve heard a lot of 
different perspectives on why it’s there, and some of the things it’s done. 
How are we going to cope with that? For the next few minutes, let’s talk 
about what is striking, what grabs our attention about this situation. Where 
are we concerned? How do we take action?  
 
We have two panels, back-to-back, to help spark that conversation. The first 
are a group of folks who work with or for local governments. Mike Springfield 
is with Sandoval County and has been the county planner there for five years. 
Prior to that he spent eleven years in Arizona, working in the city of Phoenix, 
and prior to that he was back here in New Mexico, working for the City of Rio 
Rancho. Chuck DuMars is a Professor Emeritus at the University of New 
Mexico’s Law School and is still in academic law. He has been in private 
practice for some time and currently represents the Middle Rio Grande 
Conservancy District. Jean Witherspoon needs little introduction; Jean is a 
legend in her own right. With the City of Albuquerque she single-handedly 
created, instituted, and is implementing and expanding our conservation 
program. Dee Fuerst is from the City of Rio Rancho and is the Director of 
Water Utilities. She was many, many years with the state of Arizona, working 
in water banking, water rights, and water transfers. I’ve had the pleasure of 
working with Dee over the last year to help create, together with a citizen 
task force, Rio Rancho’s water resources management plan. 
 
As each of you talk, be sure to add what strikes you about this shortfall, and 
where ought people to be concerned.  
 
Chuck DuMars:  I guess there are a couple of things that strike me. To go 
back to my work, I represented New Mexico in the Pecos case, and I 
represented New Mexico in El Paso when they decided they would take 
groundwater in New Mexico or acquire surface rights and transfer it to El 
Paso. In the El Paso case, the City of El Paso sits over the Hueco Bolson, 
which is a mined aquifer hydraulically connected to the Rio Grande. But really 
there’s competition between Juarez and El Paso. When El Paso realized that 
the rate of mining of their aquifer was critical, they looked to the Elephant 
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Butte Irrigation District in New Mexico and said, “We’re been mining the 
aquifer and even though the ag demand is constant in the Elephant Butte 
Irrigation District, and even though New Mexico had had very little demand, 
we’ve got a water crisis. We’ve got to share. We’ve been mining the aquifer 
at a rapid rate and our projections suggest that if we keep mining, the 
aquifer is going to be in deep trouble. We should all share the shortage 
together. EBID said, “Wait a minute. We’ve gotten more efficient and our 
consumption’s gone down. It’s not our fault that you made a lot of incorrect 
projections about the extent of your aquifer. Plus you’re across the state line, 
so why should we share? And of course, expressions came up like, Use by A 
Texan Is Not A Beneficial Use. Those were my arguments. Everybody thought 
it was preposterous that those whose demand had stayed constant, those 
who had perfected water rights in surface water, would suddenly have to 
share with the growth that had not properly anticipated the limited nature of 
the aquifer across the border.  
 
Well, let’s move that up to the Middle Rio Grande. Now the Rio Grande 
Compact amounts were set in the mid-twenties, though it was signed in 
1938. Basically, it fixed the demand for this middle region, and for New 
Mexico above Elephant Butte and below Colorado, based upon the anticipated 
agricultural demand of the Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District, or at 
least between Otowi Gage and Elephant Butte. If you look at that chart you’re 
talking about more or less 400,000 acre-feet consumptive use in that frame. 
It was anticipated for agriculture. In 1928, they quantified the pueblo rights 
at about 16,000 acre-feet consumptive plus an expanded amount that we 
haven’t clarified yet. The rest of it was for agricultural consumption. Over 
time, agricultural diversions have gone up but actual consumptive use since 
1938 hasn’t gone up. It may even have gone down some. So ag is a constant. 
Unfortunately, phreatophytes have gone up and they compete with 
agriculture in that middle range. And we now have new demands--the only 
other real surface water demands. We have the demand for San Juan-Chama 
water that the City of Albuquerque will take and when they do, it will reduce 
by about 50,000 acre-feet what is being released down the river; and we 
have environmental demands for surface water. We have those demands and 
how that’s allocated among the agricultural users, the pueblos, and the 
environmental needs are surface water uses that were anticipated 
somewhat.  
 
But the question becomes, if there’s going to be a shortage, how is it to be 
shared? What is actually going to cause the shortage? You could argue that 
there’s going to be an imminent breach of the Rio Grande Compact. I don’t 
agree with that at all. Compliance with the Rio Grande Compact is not an 
objective, it’s an obligation. There is not going to be a breach: somebody will 
get less water. I think that’s what people are saying. Now the question is, 
who is going to get less water? I looked at your chart—by the way, the 
amount of data that has been collected by this group [the Water Assembly] is 
superb. The work that has been done is tremendous, there’s been real 
community involvement, the process of trying to understand how to decide 
things was great, the data’s really good and the water balance is a neat 
document that has helped everyone—but if you look at your demand 
projections, I don’t see an increase in ag, I see a huge increase in other uses. 
I think phreatophytes, if we get a handle on that, will remain constant, or go 
down, but I see urban demand as the area where the increase is going to be, 
and the problem has been not unlike the problem of El Paso anticipating a 
groundwater supply that was unlimited, when in fact it was finite, or at least 
has limits. My question is, if you were going to share the so-called shortage 
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of a breach of the compact—I don’t like to say breach, I mean if we have to 
change our behavior because we’re not going to breach it—what will you 
have to do? That’s where you talk about alternatives.  
 
I want to make one thing clear and that is, the ag amount was anticipated in 
the compact. How much was anticipated for M&I? Zero. How much was 
anticipated for the environment? None, but I think they’re compatible, and 
even at the time of the compact, I think people anticipated environmental 
needs. So you can see an accommodation is going to happen there. The issue 
then becomes how is the new demand as a function of growth and other 
kinds of consumption, how is that group going to accommodate and work 
with the ag people and the pueblos who have the senior rights? I really 
stress that if ag is constant or declining, and it is getting more efficient as the 
Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District is, then the issue is under the RG 
Compact are we going to allow other new demands to cause a breach of the 
compact or are we going to take control of that demand? That’s the way I’d 
frame it. If you don’t take control of the demand then obviously there are 
things that are anticipated. One might anticipate a more expanded water 
market, where they buy water from agricultural uses; that’s okay but you 
absolutely have to optimize the length of time to the two markets—the ag 
market and the urban market. If you look at a land use map and think that 
the consumptive use of subdivisions is about one and a half acre-feet per 
acre, you can just look at a land use map and say gee, we’ve got all this. If 
we were growing corn instead of houses we’d know what the hell was going 
on. Somehow the Rio Grande Compact will not be breached, but there will 
have to be modifications in demand to adjust to that. It’s not an objective. 
It’s reality. What happened to us in the Pecos is not acceptable here. The 
other thing I would say is that on evaporation, if you study the compact as I 
have for a long time, you realize that the evaporative losses at Elephant Butte 
while very difficult for us, were part of a tradeoff. We adjusted our schedule 
and anticipated evaporative losses and the reason it such a high percentage 
is that ironically, Elephant Butte has had more water than they thought so 
the evaporation was high.  
 
The final point is, you need to realize the variable scale Elaine put on the 
board which shows you that actually, in low flow years we get a higher 
percentage of water and its easier for us to comply with the compact, more 
difficult personally if there’s no storage, but its easier to comply when there 
isn’t storage and when it’s a low flow year. Where we have trouble is the 
middle-of-the-road years where we have a little in storage but not too much, 
and we hold it back and then release it but it doesn’t get down there. It’s a 
complicated calculus. 
 
My gut reaction is, is there going to be a violation of the compact? No. It’s 
not going to happen. As someone said, “Don’t worry, the state will take care 
of you.” Well that’s a scary thought. If you don’t want that to happen, where 
do you look? In deciding whether we share shortages, I think the obligation 
should be somewhat proportional to water rights, which is what the New 
Mexico constitution says, and use in the extent of new demand. I don’t see a 
lot of new ag demand. I see environmental demand sharing and being a 
natural evolution, so in a compatible way we’ll get there with that, but how 
this water market evolves to move water from ag to urban; whether we get 
control on growth; what we do about our declining aquifers…We looked at El 
Paso and said, “Those bastards! How dare they look to New Mexico and say 
we ought to share the problem!” From the conservancy district’s perspective, 
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if it weren’t for the district, we wouldn’t have 400,000 acre-feet. Given the 
demographics of what has happened on the river, it’d be 200,000 acre-feet. 
 
Question: Would you say a little about what you’re planning to do to improve 
the efficiency of the Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District? 
 
DuMars: We have about two million dollars lined up--we have some federal 
money, and the Collaborative Workgroup is getting some money. The district 
is intending within the next five years to completely meter all diversions and 
returns to the river, and also to rotate among all the ditches so we don’t have 
water running in a ditch when it doesn’t need to run. That would be a huge 
improvement, but understand, those efficiencies will affect diversions, they 
may not affect on-farm efficiency which is the consumptive use by crops. The 
consumptive use by crop is probably not going to change. If you look at your 
chart you said there are 340,000 acre-feet of depletions in the Middle Rio 
Grande. Of that, if there are 60,000 acres and a consumptive use of 2.1. 
That’s about 130,000 of acre-feet c.u. If you look at the percentage, it’s 
about half of that--it’s a little off but not too far. I think we can improve on-
farm efficiency, too, with some other things. But it’s a drop in the bucket 
compared to the huge increase in population, in demand, and in the declining 
aquifer. 
 
Question: What about lining some of those ditches? 
 
DuMars: We’re definitely looking at it, particularly in areas where there’s a 
lot of seepage loss, and we have to divert the water, or get a big head of 
water. The trouble is, lining the ditches doesn’t necessarily save water. It can 
certainly improve movement efficiency of water, and the reason that’s 
important is that then you don’t have to keep the ditch full all the time, you 
can move water fast and then shut it off and go to the next guy. 
 
Question: As I interpret what Paul Saavedra had to say about the urgent 
shortfall reality on the Rio Grande, they see no issue, but when water 
shortages come up, they’ll look to the Middle Rio Grande Conservancy to deal 
with it appropriately. I interpret that to mean, “We’ll cut off ag and deliver. 
We (the state) don’t want to get into these notions of who is right. We don’t 
like priority administration and can’t do it anyway. MRGCD, you solve it by 
cutting ag.” 
 
DuMars: I didn’t hear Paul say we’re going to have to cut ag. What he said is, 
well-managed, we can move it around. I don’t want to downplay the urgent 
shortfall reality because there are some realities that are important, but I can 
see that if you look at history, when there’s low flows and if there’s no 
shortage, we’re able to meet compact delivery. That doesn’t mean we 
address the urgent problem we have of an increasing overall demand on 
groundwater in a defined groundwater circumstance. I think what people are 
saying is that if you look at the tremendous amount of water used, and look 
at the only sustainable supplies of the Rio Grande, that’s not a good thing, 
and so those who have junior rights and use groundwater are going to have 
to accommodate that. But I honestly don’t see cutting off ag to meet the Rio 
Grande Compact. I don’t see that happening right away, because we can 
move it around and make it work. Last year was a pretty dry year but we met 
the compact. We don’t even anticipate busting it this year. Our demand isn’t 
changing and the compact builds in some safeguards in terms of what 
happens in dry years. Our compact obligation goes down the drier it gets. 
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Questions: What do you think the future of agricultural forbearance, of 
leasing, might be? Do you foresee that getting instituted by the district and 
where would that water come from? 
 
DuMars: To re-frame the question a little, is there a way to create more water 
in the river, or for other uses, by some kind of forbearance program by 
farmers? I think there will be such a program. I think it’s going to happen. 
Once we get good measurements, once we’re able to move the water in the 
ditches, then we’ll measure it at the beginning and at the end. Interestingly 
enough, one of the reasons it’s going to happen has nothing to do with simply 
surface water measurement. We need supplemental wells like everybody 
else, and to have a supplemental well, you have to make sure that the net 
effect of the well on the surface diversion is no greater than what would have 
happened in the first place. You can’t do that unless you can measure both 
ends. Once you can measure both ends, you can say okay, Joe Schmoe, you 
want to go out of farming this year because it’s not effective for you? Then 
another person can [have the water]. I think we are moving in that direction. 
 
Question: One of my concerns is that if we’re counting on San Juan-Chama 
water to supplement uses in the Albuquerque area, is there going to be 
enough? Another question is about the pueblos and their water rights. Blane 
brought up how much the pueblos are using right now, and it’s part of the 
prior rights system--I guess my question is, is that a good idea, to assume in 
terms of the RG Compact that that water’s not available to use [?] 
 
DuMars: Is there enough San Juan-Chama water? There’s a tremendous 
amount of demand. Farmington, Aztec and Bloomfield are all my clients and 
they’re looking at the Navajo settlement and at the calculation of how much 
water there is. There was an article recently that said the drought in Colorado 
is the worst in five hundred years; that the Upper Colorado River Compact 
and the Colorado River Compact decided how much water was available 
among all of the states and then divided it [between the upper and lower 
states]; and that anticipating that much water in light of reality was like 
investing in the stock market the day before the crash. Whether or not we 
believe there was 7.5 million acre-feet in the Upper Colorado, I believe 
there’s about 6 million, max. We have a percentage of that and we’re already 
there, so that whole thing is going to be very difficult. The answer is no, 
there’s probably not enough. There will be some problems. Depending on 
what Congress does on the [Navajo] settlement, it’s going to affect the Rio 
Grande and the San Juan. 
 
As far as the pueblos are concerned, an act of Congress in 1928 quantified 
their prior and paramount rights at about 16,000 acre-feet consumptive use. 
There was litigation in the fifties over the compact, to question whether that 
water could be stored in El Vado or not. If it can’t be stored then it’s going to 
go by them like it does everybody else. We’ve been fudging that question all 
along with our credit system to help the silvery minnow. We may or may not 
be able to make all that work in the future. In my opinion it’s a prior 
appropriation system. They have the prior rights; they get it first. But the rest 
of their rights, after that first 16,000 acre-feet, are co-equal with district 
rights, and how we settle that is going to be important. One thing that’s 
going on is that the [metering being installed by the district] measures the 
use by pueblos as well, and they’ve got some really good hydrologists they’ve 
hired. Santa Ana is doing some good things; Isleta’s working with the 
district. There are some neat partnerships developing. But if you’ve got a 
pueblo that can keep water outside the compact for your state, you ought to 
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do a ‘high five’ because that means it isn’t part of the amount committed [to 
the compact] under the worst of conditions. It’s not a bad thing. 
 
 
Ric Richardson: I’d like to go from a broad perspective like Chuck has drawn 
to a most local one. Dee, could you talk about Rio Rancho and some of the 
actions you’ve begun to take? What are some of the concerns you have? 
What is striking from your perspective?  
 
Dee Fuerst: There are many interesting challenges that Rio Rancho has faced. 
First of all, it is an area that was carved up and subdivided into single lots 
forty or fifty years ago, and in the sixties and seventies, those lots were all 
sold off. So it’s been very difficult to effectively manage that. In other words, 
a lot owner can go out under state laws right now and put in a well and build 
a home and do whatever he wants with that acre. The city of Rio Rancho 
purchased a private utility that served part of Rio Rancho in 1995, so the 
city’s ownership has been fairly recent. In the last for or five years, the city 
has pro-actively gone out in its immediate service area and done water 
modeling in conjunction with USGS, the State Engineer’s office, and our own 
consulting hydrologist to take a look at our water supplies, our water 
demands, and what our future demands will be. Any new subdivisions that 
come in, or any parcels that have been bought up by developers, can be put 
into our hydrologic model to determine whether water is available to serve 
them or not. We have other concerns too, such as water quality and septic 
tank control. We do model all new uses coming into the system. 
 
The city itself has undertaken a very pro-active approach to managing city 
facilities. We recently completed an audit of city buildings and I think we just 
finished up city parks. For a couple of years now, the city parks have gone in 
and retrofitted their sprinkler systems. They’ve moved sprinkler heads in four 
or five feet and there are now walking and biking paths along the edge so 
that the water’s not going into the street or on the sidewalk. They’ve also 
double-plumbed in anticipation of recycled water coming down the road to 
irrigate those parks. 
 
The city has also undertaken a very aggressive water re-use program. It 
received from the governor’s office a grant to do a demonstration project 
that’s being set up right now using brand new technology--well, new to New 
Mexico--which incorporates microbioreactor membranes and reverse osmosis 
which yields very pure water quality. We’ve been recycling wastewater and 
reusing the affluent for as far back as seventeen years on the only cemetery 
and the only golf course in Rio Rancho. As the city is growing, we’re going to 
require these new things, once we get the technology and equipment in 
place, to be utilizing this alternative source of water. 
 
In our planning efforts for the city’s water resources and water future, we 
did hold about nine months worth of meetings where members of the public 
and different organizations participated in helping us put together a water 
resources management plan which will mesh nicely with the regional plan. A 
lot of the input we got from that committee and from public meetings was 
very enlightening. The city takes this very seriously and we will be 
incorporating a lot of those comments into the plan. The comments include 
redoing some of the zoning and development laws, tightening up some of the 
building codes, encouraging more efficient ways of using water in new 
structures, and encouraging folks to continue to conserve by doing more 
public outreach. We realize it’s not just Rio Rancho; there are a lot of places 
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around New Mexico where folks have come from water-rich places. I’ve even 
experienced that with visitors from out of state who are washing dishes and 
leave the tap running. I go over and shut it off and say, “We don’t do that 
here in the West.” A lot of it is re-educating people about their habits. Water 
conservation is a way of life, not just something we do when the weather is 
dry. We need to work with folks, and to start education in schools to get kids 
tuned in to what is acceptable.  
 
Some other feedback we got from public meetings and this workgroup, which 
surprised us but which we support, is having a good handle on what the 
actual water use is. It means metering wells and other types of uses, water 
going in, and water going out. Some folks don’t like that, but we need to get 
a better grip on this statewide--not just in the cities, but in rural areas and 
industrial areas--to know how much water is really being used. If you have a 
home that’s hooked to the city water system, you know how much water it is 
using. If you have a home that’s on a well, you don’t know how much it is 
using. We have these big gaps in the picture. Our citizenry sent the message 
to the state saying we need to look into this, and need to start tracking these 
water uses. We don’t know how we’ll do that yet, but it will apply to any type 
of land use out there, whether its land that had one type of rural land use, 
say agriculture, and now it’s being subdivided with a lawn on every lot. 
Where does the balance come in? Is it truly a one-for-one tradeoff? We don’t 
know. 
 
There are some things that can be done that I think are fairly painless. The 
initial fight sometimes doesn’t taste too good, but they get over it. I come 
from a state where in 1980 the Well Water Registration Act was passed and 
Arizona being a rural state at that time it was a big pill for them to swallow. 
It required all well owners to register their wells even though the well may 
have been registered the state records weren’t what they should have been 
They went through and basically created a new database. The government 
pumped a lot of money into this to get it current, and then certain criteria 
were set for which wells need to be metered. Now it’s basically a way of life 
there. Some of those concepts could be used here. Some may not work here. 
 
In Rio Rancho, folks see a lot of development going on out there and they 
don’t realize it’s not on the city’s water system. In Sandoval and Bernalillo 
and Valencia Counties and on down the river there are places springing up 
that aren’t on community water systems. We have this issue to face. We’re 
trying very hard to model our water, plan for it, and in some cases we even 
deny having people hook into our system due to their particular situation, 
whether its water pressure, or number of houses to be connected, or 
whatever. We take this very seriously, and we’re looking forward to being 
able to implement our plan and get up to speed on new technology. 
 
Ric Richardson: Now let’s hear from the City of Albuquerque and Jean 
Witherspoon. 
 
Jean Witherspoon:  I wanted to make a couple of points about what the City 
of Albuquerque has done historically that leads to what we’ll be doing. 
Albuquerque has always been willing to sit down to the table and negotiate 
when there are shortages, and there have been many shortages in the past. 
We’ve helped MRGCD meet their shortages many times. Unfortunately it was 
never publicized so nobody knows that. We’ve often come to the rescue of 
others on the Rio Grande when they’ve needed help, and we’ll continue in 
that posture.  
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With conjunctive management of surface water and groundwater we will 
have some flexibility initially, but you have to realize that once we start using 
surface water, if we have to fall back on groundwater what we’re doing is not 
recharging the aquifer, which is one of the primary objectives at this point. 
But we will have some flexibility to still help out when there are shortages. 
 
The San Juan-Chama water is off the table as Rolf said yesterday relative to 
meeting the compact. But in fact, ours and Santa Fe’s and others’ use of San 
Juan-Chama water is going to change the way the whole system works. It 
means we won’t be pumping so much out of the regional supply and 
depleting that because it doesn’t recharge very fast. It will mean there will 
be less wastewater going into the river that’s coming from that supply, so in 
fact, the amount that’s going into the river from cities is less because we’re 
not mining as much groundwater. 
 
We are committing to serving our service population. That’s what a municipal 
water system is about. Contrary to what Chuck implied, we build in growth, 
and we’re prepared with our San Juan-Chama to meet growth until 2060. 
That’s not going to be difficult for us. We would like to be planning even 
further ahead, but you can infer from what I’ve said that past 2060, we’ll 
need additional supplies and so will everybody else. One of the things that’s 
happening at the state level is there’s talk of changing at least the 
Subdivision Act if not the statutes to allow the municipalities to have a one-
hundred year supply, where you don’t have to actually be using it. If you can 
show you’ll be using it within the next hundred years you can keep that 
water right without using it. That’s going to mean there’s going to be even 
more of a scramble. 
 
We’re now a regional utility, joined with the county as Commissioner Armijo 
indicated. I think everybody’s a little unsure where that’s going to go. One of 
their first priorities is finishing the Valley Wells project. That’s taking clean 
drinking water and sewage treatment to the rest of the north and south 
valley where people are drinking water that may not be safe and have been 
contaminating the aquifer with their septic tanks. That’s providing service to 
existing people--people who are already living here. One of the major 
disagreements relative to that project is whether the line should be sized to 
accommodate new growth or whether it should just be a small size to 
accommodate existing residents. The city has been a player in all these 
discussions about ‘what is water supply?’ Is it to serve new growth, or is it to 
serve existing people who need clean water and decent sewage treatment? 
 
Their second priority is getting the San Juan-Chama project [Albuquerque 
drinking water project] implemented, which benefits the whole state, and 
particularly the Rio Grande. 
 
We know our rights aren’t senior. We’ve known that for a long time. We’re 
working as well as we can to ensure that we’ll have a water supply for the 
third or fourth of the state’s population that’s in this region. We assume at 
some point, and I’m not speaking city policy here, that different 
arrangements will have to be made, whether it’s paying farmers for 
forbearance, paying the pueblos for use of their water, or whatever it is after 
an adjudication occurs, because we know that our rights are junior.  
 
The City of Albuquerque has an aggressive and successful water conservation 
program. We have raised the goal of that program to reduce per-capita use 
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by 40% rather than 30%. We’re very close to the 30% now, and we plan to 
reduce at least another 10%. There is still a lot of waste around the city and 
we can do much better than we’re doing.  
 
The city has not in the past 20 years aggressively pursued agricultural water 
rights. We have never gone out and strong-armed people to sell the City of 
Albuquerque agricultural water rights. I hope we never do that, though you 
never know what the future will bring. We have a standing offer on the 
market to any willing seller. We will buy [water rights] and we guarantee 
they will get that check, so people do come to us to sell their water rights. 
One of the effects is that the price of water rights has been kept down in this 
region, significantly. You would now be looking at prices of $8,000 to 
$10,000 an acre-foot instead of $4,000 or $5,000 if Albuquerque didn’t have 
a standing offer on the market. 
 
We are getting into other more efficient uses of water, like re-use, but you 
always have to look at re-use carefully, because if you reuse it, particularly 
for agricultural purposes, it’s not going back to the river, it’s not going to 
meet the compact. 
 
In closing I’d like to mention just a couple of points about the compact. It’s 
true that we can’t ignore it. We’re fully committed to it; it’s an obligation. 
We’ve often not met it in a difficult year, we’ve often been in deficit, and 
we’ve been in deficit for a number of years consecutively. What’s different 
now is that Texas is saying, “We’re going to sue if you do that.” So to say 
that we have to meet that obligation exactly every year is not quite true, and 
I think there’s probably room for negotiation with Texas. The other difference 
[now] is there’s no storage, very little storage. We’ve always been able to fall 
back on storage but it’s just not going to be there when we start using 
surface water. That’s going to affect many things in this state, including 
recreation, like we’ve seen already. It’s going to be a different way of 
managing water, and one of the things that will unfortunately be lost is a lot 
of storage in lakes. 
 
Question:  Based on discussions we had in the Urban and Economic 
Development workgroup, in looking at the water use in the region and 
withdrawals from the aquifer, the question isn’t so much agriculture as it is 
extraordinary users, the large scale industrial user like Intel, and 
institutional users like Sandia Labs. So when we established the definitions of 
economic growth and population, we see that there’s a spike, and it comes 
directly from Intel and not from anything else. The spike in population is 
specifically in the northwest section and further, the aquifer decline in that 
area stands out on the USGS map as well. It seems that in the discussion of 
prioritization in regard to water supply and water withdrawals, sooner or 
later the question of these large-scale industrial and institutional users 
comes up. I’ve heard people say we need to make room for more Intels. Do 
we really have the capacity in terms of our resources to promote that kind of 
outlook? How does it relate to the decision making process and prioritization 
of water use in the region? Do they [big water users] have a gold shield, or 
are they as accountable as agriculture is?  
 
Dee Fuerst: Intel has their own water rates and their own wells, and on 
occasion, the City of Rio Rancho has supplied water to them, but they’ve 
pretty much cut back their demand on us almost to nothing. Intel has gone in 
and done a lot of retrofitting and a lot of water reuse on site. They’ve also 
promoted a very active water conservation plan and program for their plant. 
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Some of the technology they’ve developed they’ve shared with the other 
large industrial users like Honeywell and Phillips Semiconductor. Those 
entities have been pretty open to working with each other and sharing 
technology. They have reduced (according to the figures they’ve given us in 
various presentations) their overall amount--their water demand per 
whatever unit they produce has gone down significantly. 
 
In our reuse program that Rio Rancho is putting together with some of this 
new MBR technology, we’re trying to partner with Intel to start providing a 
large amount of recycled water to them that they can use in their plant in lieu 
of them pumping additional water resources. I think that’s very significant 
because it’s basically taking wastewater that’s already been cleaned up and 
treated once and then sending it through this intensive microfiltration 
process and our old process and providing very pure water to them to reuse. 
So we’re taking the water and we’ll use it again and they’ll use it again. So I 
think that’s the nature of things to come because it’s very similar to other 
things proposed in the regional plan, like desalinization, which is a similar 
concept of taking water that isn’t of an acceptable quality, cleaning it up and 
reusing it, and reusing it again. But back to the question on Intel, I know that 
they’ve reduced their costs, and made tremendous strides in doing 
conservation and recycling water on site, and the city is trying to work with 
them to provide another source of recycled water so they’ll reduce their 
demand for fresh water. 
 
Jean Witherspoon: If you remember Janie Chermak’s numbers yesterday, one 
of the decisions we’re going to have to make that’s going to be tough is what 
is important to us? Is it number of employees per amount of water used? In 
that case, Intel is more efficient than farming. Is it dollars produced per 
gallon of water used? Hopefully it won’t be just ag against Intel. We’ve got to 
start thinking about what is important. Do we want jobs for our children? 
Intel is actually a better use of water if we want jobs for our children, but we 
don’t want to eliminate ag either. It’s not as simple as how much water do 
they each use? 
 
Ric Richardson: Mike, we’re beginning to talk about things that are going on 
in the county… 
 
Mike Springfield: Usually when I start off a speech about water, I say I’m 
pretty sure I’m going to be okay, but the rest of you are in deep doo-doo. And 
when you have competing interests for a finite resource that’s exactly what 
happens. Everybody’s looking out for themselves, everybody’s fighting for 
what they can get. That’s just the way it works.  
 
I wanted to relate to you some of my experiences in Arizona because I was 
lucky enough to get there at the end of the planning process, where you guys 
are now, and I got to live through the implementation phase. The decision 
made was pretty simple economics. The plans said, “Agriculture is producing 
10% of the economy and using 70% of the resources. We can’t keep that up. 
We want economic development and high-paying jobs,” so incentives were 
put in place that basically put agriculture out of business. Agriculture kind of 
did it to itself in a way because they made themselves look really attractive. 
SRP controlled by farmers versus CAP which cities have used. The water 
delivery charges were much different: $45 for farmers, $85 for cities. Doesn’t 
take long to figure out what the cities were going to do. They went out and 
started buying up all the farms, getting the senior rights. There were a lot of 
laws in Arizona that benefited agriculture. Those laws changed, and they 
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changed to benefit the cities. I don’t know that that is what’s going to 
happen here. At some point in time, a decision is going to be made about 
what Albuquerque is going to be when it grows up. What’s going to happen 
to the water? I can tell you in the Phoenix metropolitan area alfalfa is 
outlawed. You can’t do alfalfa. It uses too much water and it doesn’t produce 
very much for the economy. They’ve made those hard-line decisions. Right 
now in the planning process it’s easy to say everybody’s going to share the 
pain, everybody’s going to do what they can do, but when it really comes 
down to divvying up the pie, it’s going to start getting dirty. 
 
The policies of the Sandoval County Commission are (1) all water use within 
the planning area should rely on renewable water resources; (2) all water 
consumption should be accurately accounted for before determining specific 
implementation strategies and obtaining a balanced approach to water 
management; (3) all water users should bear an equal responsibility in 
reducing the consumption rates by residential, municipal and industrial, 
agriculture, and river bosque uses; (4) legislative funding mechanisms 
should be developed so that all water users pay their fair share of costs 
associated with reducing consumption of our region’s water resources; and 
(5) the Office of the State Engineer should be the agency tasked with 
development of statewide and regional implementation strategies for the 
management of water resources. 
 
Comment: The three all tie in on how you manage a finite supply. The City of 
Albuquerque took the lead in building the first accurate [groundwater] 
model, and now we’ve got a really robust knowledge of the aquifer from sea 
level all the way up to the land surface, from Isleta Pueblo to Jemez, Zia, and 
Santa Ana Pueblos. We’ve got a physical geological model that can be built 
into a numerical model that will be a powerful tool. That’s a partnership--we 
couldn’t have done that without Intel and the National Labs. It’s one thing 
we have now in this planning area (except for southern Valencia County,) 
and it includes brackish water and what percentage is recoverable and what 
are the desal processes. Rio Rancho in the last five years has taken the lead. 
They’re putting down two 1,500-foot test wells at their expense to find out 
what we’ve got to model with. 
 
Question: Dee, you were talking about planning to reuse your black water for 
different things. What’s currently being done with it? I know what’s being 
done in the City of Albuquerque: it’s all going into the river, and when we 
start using it, it’s not going to be going to the river. What’s Rio Rancho doing 
currently? 
 
Dee Fuerst: We are reusing some effluent for the golf course and the 
cemetery and that’s been in place for fifteen or more years. The rest of the 
water at the present time is going to the river. We are working with the State 
Engineer in looking at reuse of offsets so that further down the road, besides 
taking this water and even giving it more treatment and using it in parks and 
stores and so forth, what we’d like to do is start storing that because we’re 
relying 100% on groundwater. We do not have the luxury of San Juan-Chama 
water, nor do we want to build pipelines out to the river and start sucking 
that water in and building surface water treatment plants to take what 
surface water rights we may have directly out of the river. So we’re looking 
at indirect use plus looking at aquifer storage and recovery down the road. 
This has been done in many places and both the NMED and State Engineer 
have been working together in pursuing these avenues and investigating 
them. The technology is improving at an incredible pace. Since Rio Rancho 
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has been involved--two or three years--the technology has leapt forward 
significantly. A couple of our new wastewater plants that are being built to 
serve different sectors of the city will be using all new technology--this new 
MBR/RO process. We’ll be taking the water, using it on-site and to fit into our 
re-use plan which includes distribution, storage, and eventually aquifer 
storage and recovery. 
 
Question: Dee, what percentage of the total water pumped in the Rio Rancho 
area is being done by the city itself? 
 
Dee Fuerst: We don’t know because some of those other pumping sources 
aren’t metered, nor do they have to report anywhere. That’s why the city was 
surprised by the citizens saying, after learning about some of these 
situations, ‘Yeah, you need to measure it all.’ You need to know how much is 
actually being withdrawn, and what’s being withdrawn at what levels 
because it makes a difference whether you are pumping at deep levels or 
shallow levels. You saw in some of the previous presentations that there was 
a concept earlier that it was one big alluvial basin, just a big sand pit out 
there, when in fact it is geologically faulted and you have a whole lot of other 
factors influencing the aquifer. We’ve been working to keep our information 
current and hopefully someday get a grip on all the pumping that is 
occurring. 
 
Mike Springfield: It’s one of the issues we dealt with at the County 
Commission. Rio Rancho knows what they’re doing. They can quantify how 
much water they’re using. The Village of Corrales doesn’t. They’re a fairly 
good-sized water user but nobody knows how much they’re using because 
the wells aren’t metered. Placitas? That’s a fairly good-sized user but nobody 
knows how much water they use there either. So you’ve got all these users 
around a city like Rio Rancho that’s having to live by all the rules. It doesn’t 
matter if you’re a city or town or an individual user, you can’t make rules 
about how people use a finite resource if you don’t know who is using the 
finite resource. 
 
Ric Richardson: What was interesting in the dialogue in Rio Rancho was a 
shift from the attitude, ‘Don’t meter the wells; I don’t want government out 
here metering my well,’ to, ‘We’d better ask to have the wells metered 
because I’m sure I’m using a whole lot less than you.’ That was one of the 
surprising findings in the Rio Rancho process was a broad-based consensus 
that that’s going to have to be done and it will probably have to be a state 
action. 
 
Question: Mr. Springfield, on this planning you came in on the tail end of in 
Arizona, did they consider no growth, good golf courses everywhere, alfalfa 
farms, and a beautiful environmental ecosystem as an alternative and forget 
about jobs that could move to richer states? 
 
Mike Springfield: No. They looked at the economics of it. Yes they had all 
these meetings, and yes they had things like that in the plan and they looked 
at those alternatives. But I think the system the way it was set up, if you 
really read the AMA’s (active management areas) was let economics work 
itself out.  
 
Dee Fuerst: In addressing that and also something I want to clarify about 
Arizona, I was there when the active management areas were established 
and one of my roles was defending and assuring continued agriculture for 
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state trust lands. That’s more than 60,000 acres, and it was my job to make 
sure those lands stayed viable. It entailed working extensively with the state 
and the feds, and all the different ag programs that were out there to try and 
get efficiencies in place, to better lock up acreage, to do soil and crop 
analysis--to try and come up with the best run farms for whatever region we 
were dealing with. The new laws that were put in place did impact it, but 
there were a lot of benefits for the farmer, too. It wasn’t just city versus ag. 
We did unfortunately see the demise of a couple of ag areas because the 
pumping was so deep--water levels were like 1200 feet below the surface. 
There were areas where subsidence was critical--the State Subsidence 
Committee had pictures of well casings sticking up in the air with pumps on 
top because the land had subsided six to eight feet. We worked to get things 
moved into areas where there were water resources to keep [farming] 
viable. It may have meant trading parcels, moving from damaged acreage on 
one side of a farm (some of the farms are very large, two or three square 
miles), and improving efficiency on the other side so you could transfer the 
use and not lose the water rights. Over time, as some of the big areas like 
Tucson and Phoenix grew, farming was right up to the perimeter and a lot of 
farmers did sell their land to developers. There were conversion rights that 
went with that acreage, converting the grandfathered irrigation right to a 
municipal type of use. The farmer didn’t lose the money or the right because 
the land and the water right were sold together, and in the interest of water 
panning, a conversion did take place where maybe there’s a grandfathered 
right of four and a half acre-feet per acre, and it’s reduced to a municipal use 
of three acre-feet per acre, so municipal use had to stay within that amount. 
I can guarantee you that most of that municipal use did not come close to 
three acre-feet per acre. It was more like a fraction of an acre-foot per acre. 
So there was actually a net savings per-acre to the aquifer. Some cities did 
go out and purchase water farms so they could meet their hundred-year sure 
water supply requirement. Some of them are finding out that now with the 
Central Arizona Project, they don’t necessarily need those water farms, and 
in fact they’re beginning to sell them back to the farmers who have been 
leasing them to keep the water rights active.  
 
So Arizona has done a lot of innovative things--along with states like 
California and Texas--to preserve their water resources, to use renewable 
supplies, and to re-use what they have. I think New Mexico is at that 
crossroads where we’re exploring all these different options and trying to 
move forward. 

 

 


