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The Gila River, seen here as it flows near Turkey Creek,... (Photo for the Sun-News by Bob Pelham)

PINOS ALTOS — Local conservation groups are balking at the idea that the Gila and San Francisco rivers could be used to supply
water to Doña Ana County as part of a proposed construction project to divert water to southwest New Mexico. 

The suggestion was brought up by Rep. Joe Stell, D-Carlsbad, outgoing chairman of New Mexico's legislative Water and Natural
Resources Committee, during a recent meeting by the committee. Stell said while counties in southwest New Mexico should be first in
line to benefit from the water, it could also be used to help meet a growing demand for water in Las Cruces. 

"The question was asked whether it was technically feasible and whether it is allowed under the Arizona Water Settlements Act of
2004," said Craig Roepke, chief of the Water Projects Bureau for the Interstate Stream Commission. "It is legal and it's technically
feasible." 

Michael Robinson, with the Center for Biological Diversity in Pinos Altos, said there is no reason why the Gila River should be
diverted to support what he calls urban sprawl in Doña Ana County. 

"We're not going to let that happen," Robinson stated in a press release. 

"The Gila River is precious for its endangered fish and birds," Robinson said.

"Destroying New Mexico's last wildlife-rich river for the sake of urban sprawl in the greater Las Cruces/El Paso area is obscene." 

Research by several different groups is ongoing to look at the possible environmental and economic consequences of diverting water
from the rivers. 

The Arizona Water Settlement Act, federal legislation that was passed in 2004, gives New Mexico the right to divert 140,000 acre-feet
of water from the Gila River over any 10-year period. 

The Act also states that the federal government would provide $66 million for any water-related purpose in southwestern New Mexico,
whether or not it involves construction of a diversion project. 

"That $66 million could be divided equally between Grant, Catron, Luna and Hidalgo counties and provide a perpetual endowment of
a million dollars a year in interest payments to each county to promote conservation and wise use of their existing, renewable water
sources," Robinson said. 

"The Arizona Water Settlement Act makes that water and that federal funding available to southwest New Mexico," said Allyson Siwik
with the Gila Conservation Coalition, a group opposed to diverting water from the Gila River. 

"Las Cruces and El Paso are outside our four-county region, so I think it is really up to the folks in southwest New Mexico as to how
the money should be spent," Siwik said. 

Siwik said there needs to be more research into the costs that would be incurred by removing water from the Gila and San Francisco
rivers, compared to what it would cost to tap into groundwater. 

"There is a lot of groundwater available," Siwik said. 

She said research had suggested it would cost 16 times more money to divert water from the Gila River than it would to acquire
additional water rights and drill new wells. 

The research she was referring to, an analysis conducted for the Gila Conservation Coalition by the economic consulting firm
ECONorthwest, also suggested diversion of the river could placea higher burden on taxpayers in southwest New Mexico. 

"Diverting water from the Gila is the most costly of the alternatives, but piping that water to Las Cruces would be even more costly,"
Siwik said. "It's pretty unrealistic." 



A report presented to the Town of Silver City by Balleau Groundwater, Inc. in February stated that the Gila Group aquifer, which
supplies water to much of Grant County, diverted an average of 2,800 acre-feet per year between 2000 and 2005. 

The state engineer allows the town to divert up to 4,566.64 acre feet of water per year from the wellfields that are supplied by the
aquifer. According to the Balleau report, future demand may require more than that amount, depending on the growth in population
in the area. 

The report also stated that deepening the wellfield by 300 feet could increase the town's capacity to meet future water demand. It is
currently able to sustain a yield of 4,600 acre-feet per year, while digging deeper would boost that amount to 6,600. 

Neither Silver City nor Grant County have signed on to a proposed Joint Powers Agreement that is intended to divide water from the
Gila River among the four-county area. 
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