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Since April 2002 John has been the executive director of the NM Water Dialogue. Between 1998 and 
2000 he was a research manager at the UNM Institute for Public Policy, where he managed several 
projects, including a statewide survey in 2000 of public attitudes and preferences related to water uses 
and policies in New Mexico. That survey included a special focus (through an "oversample") on 
residents of the Middle Rio Grande region, paid for by the Water Assembly. John will report on the 
findings of that survey and of a follow-up study conducted in 2004 by the IPP. 
 
I’ve been around this issue for quite a while now, as a member of the Water Assembly since 1999, and 
now as the Executive Director of the Dialogue. From 1998 to 2000, I worked for the Institute for 
Public Policy at UNM on one of the surveys that I’m going to be talking about in this really quick 
overview.  
 
The context of today’s meeting is the over allocation of the region’s water supply, and what I was 
asked to talk about is, does this concept—the imbalance between all the claims on the supply and the 
wet water available—make sense to New Mexicans, particularly residents of this region, in terms of 
having an impact on our lives? Do citizens generally understand this as an issue? If so, then we ought 
to be able to see that through studies of public attitudes.  

 
So there were a couple of studies. We would expect from data that we might be able to get that people 
would understand the quantity of available water might be inadequate to meet all the demands, and we 
might understand that citizens actually have the ability to tell their political leaders what it is that they 
want; that they are able to express preferences among potential uses. Can citizens do that? Do citizens 
understand the problem and can they make those kinds of statements?  
 

Does the concept of over-allocation of water resonate with NM citizens? 
 

• If so, we would expect: 
– Understanding that the quantity of available water may be inadequate to 

meet all demands; 
– Ability to express preferences among potential uses. 

• To test these propositions we will look at the results of two surveys done by the 
UNM Institute for Public Policy–in 2000 and 2004. 



 
 
So to test these propositions, we’re going to look at a couple of results of two surveys that the IPP did. 
The two studies are not quite comparable. I just want to put that out in front. Unfortunately, each of the 
studies asked slightly different questions. They were done in different contexts—one was done in 2000 
and one in 2004—and if the same questions had been asked exactly, we would have a better 
understanding of what was going on. 
 
I’m focusing on the 2000 study of what the people in the region—the Middle Rio Grande—said, but 
unfortunately, I can’t do that for the 2004 study, which was a statewide study. The 2000 study was 
funded partially by the Water Assembly, while the 2004 study was funded internally by UNM. 
 
This slide [Coded verbatim responses] shows the responses to a single question that was asked only in 
2004. The respondents were asked to respond freely, using their own words, what is the single biggest 
water problem facing New Mexico? If you look at the slide, items dealing with the quantity of water—
the one that’s called ‘quantity,’ the one that’s called ‘overburden,’ including stresses on land caused by 
development, population growth, drought, and waste, those segments of the pie add up to 73% of the 
responses as they were coded by the people who did the study in 2004. This suggests that people 
understand that not having enough water is the biggest problem that they face with water—that the 
amount of water doesn’t match the claims on its use. 
 

Coded verbatim responses: biggest water problem – 2004 data 

The two studies: Public Opinion Profiles of NM Citizens – random samples conducted by phone 

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 

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.

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



 
In the next slide, the main thing I want to focus on is a series of statements that people were asked to 
evaluate about the value of various possible water uses. The categories of use were introduced by this 
statement [see text in following example]. It was worded a little but differently in 2004 than it was in 
2000. The important thing is that respondents were asked to rank different uses on a 0-to-10 scale, 
according to the importance of that use from the respondents’ perspective. What we found in on the 
handout, and also, part of it is going to be on the next slides. 
 
 

Assessing Public Preferences (Values) About Water Uses 
 
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. 

 
[The following table] shows the highest tier of preferences—on the 0-to-10 scale [for the above 
example] is a midpoint. If we take 7.5 and above to be the top tier of preferences—what people 
preferred as uses of water—what you see is what was all in the top tier in 2000. In 2004, there’s a 
slight drop in the cluster regarding the riparian corridor, but basically because the questions were 
worded differently, you see a remarkable convergence really, or stability among attitudes of people 
about how they want to see water used.  
 

First Tier Preferences 
Question Wording  2000 2004 

Indoor use in existing homes 
   Residential use in existing neighborhoods 8.2  

8.3 

Irrigation for farms 
Irrigation on farms…producing crops for sale 
Irrigation on farms…for feeding your household 

7.6 
 
8.4 
8.2 

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 
Providing food and habitat for fish, birds and  
other animals 

 
7.5 

 
 
7.5 

 



The items in italics are the 2004 items, and because of the slight difference in wording of the questions, 
there are changes, I think, in the responses. If you look at the third one—‘preserving the bosque and 
vegetation along the river that provides habitat’—that question was asked in 2000 in terms of habitat. 
It was asked in 2004 in terms of ‘scenic value and personal enjoyment,’ and the response was lower. If 
you look at the last item in this slide, ‘Providing food and refuge for fish, birds and other animals,’ 
however, it was asked in both years and the responses remain the same. ‘Irrigation on farms’ actually 
increased in 2004, and the question was subdivided. In 2000 we just asked about ‘irrigation for farms,’ 
but they [2004] subdivided it into ‘production farming’ and ‘feeding your own household’ and both of 
those responses were increased. 
 

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 
Existing community parks and sports fields 
…New community parks and sports fields 

5.7 
 
5.9 
5.0 

New industrial uses, such as manufacturing 
…New economic development (i.e., manufacturing) 5.3  

5.8 

 
If you look at the second tier of preferences, above 5 and up to 7.5, you’ll see that the preferences 
remain remarkably stable here. ‘Indoor use in new housing developments’ was asked in 2000 and 
unfortunately, indoor and outdoor uses were not separated in the 2004 survey, so you do get some 
slight changes there that I think are not significant. ‘Cultural and religious uses in Pueblos’ remains 
similar. ‘Recreation’ remains similar, although it declines slightly. ‘Community parks and sports 
fields’ was subdivided in the 2004 study into ‘existing and new,’ and there are some slight changes 
there. ‘New industrial uses such as manufacturing’ was the item in 2000; ‘new economic 
development’—the full wording of the statement is in the handout—was a slightly different question 
[in 2004], but what you see in the second tier is, again, a remarkably stable set of preferences. 
 
I didn’t do a slide for the third tier because there are no questions that are in the third tier that were 
asked in 2004. But as you know if you look at the handout, the third tier included ‘watering existing 
yards and landscaping’ because we were separating indoor and outdoor use; ‘existing use for yards and 
landscaping in newer subdivisions,’ ‘watering golf courses,’ and at the very bottom, ‘swimming pools 
for individual homes.’ 
 
These are the conclusions I would draw from this:  



 
• Residents of the Middle Rio Grande do understand the problem as one of scarcity, (and I think it is 

scarcity rather than an abstract concept of over allocation that we’re looking at in terms of what 
people understand); that there are more demands—and increasing demands—than there is water;  

 
• Residents are capable of and do rank use values and preferences when asked in surveys, and they 

don’t regard all beneficial uses of water as equal in the public interest;  
 

• Residents can and do express to their political leaders some ranking in terms of value; and  
 

• Public preferences have remained remarkably stable over the last four years.  
 


