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My department works with the quality of the water, not the quantity of the water, which is something 
we have to often say—the State Engineer’s Office is involved with the quantity. Although quantity is 
part of the quality, we don’t get to deal with that. 
 
I’m going to give you a quick rundown of some of the studies we’ve done in the Middle Rio Grande in 
the past several years, and also what we’re doing right now in the Middle Rio Grande and in some of 
its tributaries. Then I’ll talk just a little bit about what we think might happen with the city of 
Albuquerque’s diversion [of San Juan-Chama water]. 
 
In 1999, we did a study in the Middle Rio Grande. It was a fairly small study that covered the area 
from Angostura Diversion down to the Isleta Pueblo boundary. That, of course, excludes tribal lands. 
The Environment Department does not have any jurisdiction over tribal lands, but we do have a very 
good working relationship with the Pueblos, and we’re often asked by them to come and sample on 
their property and there’s a lot of data sharing back and forth.  
 
That 1999 study found there was only one thing that exceeded the water quality criterion for the state, 
and that was for fecal coliform. There were a lot of things that came really close, but fecal coliform 
was the one thing that exceeded the water quality criteria. So we wrote what is called a TMDL, or 
Total Maximum Daily Load. Basically a TMDL decides how much fecal coliform we can have in the 
water body and still meet state standards. That document was developed in May of 2002. While the 
TMDL was being prepared, we also did another study called the Bacterial Source Tracking Study. We 
said, ‘Okay, we have our fecal coliform problem and we know that. Now where is it coming from?’ 
They did a lot of sampling, which I won’t tell you about because it’s kind of gross, but they found that 
the number one problem was birds. About 34% of the fecal coliform in the samples—mostly storm 
water samples—was coming from birds. The other problem is domestic dogs, so that is why—I don’t 
know if any of you have seen the commercials, but recently, the city of Albuquerque has started this 
big push for picking up after your dog. When storm water comes through a park, it takes all that “nice 



stuff” and puts it into one of the diversion ditches, where it goes straight into the river with absolutely 
no treatment whatsoever. So that’s a huge issue. 
 
The Bacterial Source Tracking document is in a draft stage. It’s about to go final this fall, and we will 
release it out to the public. Parsons Engineering, who did the study and wrote the document, along with 
the Surface Water Quality Bureau, will hold public meetings, and we will come out to the citizens to 
explain the document. This is supposed to be a very big event, with a lot of the local media involved. 
So watch for that—it should be coming sometime in early fall. 
 
Based on that study and on the problems, we are now back this year doing what we call an Intensive 
Survey of the Middle Rio Grande. This survey is much bigger than the one we did in 1999. We are 
going from Cochiti—we have this little sliver of land just down from Cochiti Dam that is state 
jurisdiction—then it becomes tribal land down to Angostura. And it will go from Cochiti all the way 
down to Elephant Butte. Last year, we did a study in Elephant Butte, so we already have that data. This 
of course excludes tribal lands, but we are sampling on some of the Pueblos at their request. 
 
What we look at when we perform an intensive survey is biological sampling, which is fish and macro-
invertebrates. We also do chemical sampling which can be nutrients, metals, PCBs, PAHs—there’s a 
whole list of things in there—and then we also look at physical parameters: channel morphology, 
substrate composition (is it sand? is it rocky? what’s in there?) Assuming that we’re going to get 
exceedence of our water quality criteria, which we’re pretty sure we are, those TMDLs will come out 
in 2008. It takes the Surface Water Quality Board about three years from the time we start the study to 
the time the TMDL is final. 
 
This year we’re also doing another study of the tributaries—the Jemez River. We have a big, intensive 
survey covering the same parameters as in the Middle Rio Grande. We did a survey of the Jemez in 
1998, and developed several TMDLs based on that study. There were issues up there with turbidity, 
sedimentation, siltation, aluminum, temperature, pH and conductivity. Those are all the TMDLs 
prepared for the Jemez River. So this year we are looking at the Jemez River from the headwaters all 
the way down to the confluence with the Rio Grande, which is actually on Santa Ana Pueblo property. 
The Pueblo is responsible for their own sampling, and they’ve done a great job of helping to restore the 
area [around the confluence of the Jemez and the Rio Grande]. The Jemez TMDLs will also be out in 
2008 and they will go out for public review and public comment. We’ll have public meetings on all of 
our TMDLs. 
 
Now we get to water quality when the city of Albuquerque starts diverting water. If you’ve driven on 
Alameda, you’ve seen the big steel piling going up to create this diversion dam. The unfortunate thing 
is we really don’t know what that’s going to do to the river. They’ve done study after study after study 
to come up with the various consequences, and these studies run the gamut from the city of 
Albuquerque, who has said that it’s not going to cause any problems, that there’s nothing wrong, to the 
university and other environmental groups which have shown huge, dramatic effects it’ll have on this 
river. The fact of the matter is we won’t know until diversion happens. That’s really unfortunate but 
that’s the way it goes. That’s one of the reasons why we’re sampling the Middle Rio Grande this year, 
along with a whole slew of other agencies—federal agencies like Fish & Wildlife, and UNM, and tons 
of people out there sampling the river this year to come up with a baseline. They’re not diverting yet, 
so we’re going to see what it looks like, and once they start diverting, we’re going to go back out there 
and see what it looks like after they’ve diverted. The key is that our agency does have some ability to 
change things in the river if they’re not meeting the water quality standards. If you’re diverting water 
upstream, there’s less water to dilute the wastewater treatment plant water, so there is the chance they 



may exceed standards down in that area, more than is already going on. So, we’ll kind of have to deal 
with that, unfortunately, when it happens. The Environment Department and the Surface Water Quality 
Bureau because of the laws that we have to adhere to, we’re not really set up to do a whole lot of 
proactive work; we have to do more reactive work, which is unfortunate, but that’s the way it is.  
 
And then there’s another big, huge key piece in here, which is, how much water they pull is dependent 
on how much water we use. So us citizens—I live in Rio Rancho, so the more water I use, the more 
water is going to have to get pulled from either groundwater or surface water. So if we as citizens are 
able to conserve more water, they’ll pull less water—they won’t need as much. And that also is a huge 
political thing, controlling growth, which nobody wants to talk about because of economic 
development—you want to keep growing. I wish I could come here and say what’s going to happen 
but we just don’t know. We will know, hopefully shortly after the diversion, how it’s affecting the Rio 
Grande. 
 
And then to really quickly go into some other news, we have Jennifer Nelson, who is going to talk 
right after me, and she is part of a Middle Rio Grande watershed protection group. The Surface Water 
Quality Bureau gave money to the Ciudad Soil and Water Conservation District to form a watershed 
protection group in the Middle Rio Grande, based on the 1999 study and the TMDLs. They will be 
addressing bacteria issues in the stream, for both low flow—normal flow—and for storm water. 
They’re going to be out doing a lot of things, and she’ll talk to you about some of those. The group is 
also looking at forming a database for the Middle Rio Grande—so we can have a repository someplace 
where all this data can be stored. 
 
 
 


