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Chairman Bingaman and Ranking Member Domenici, I am pleased to offer testimony today regarding the Eastern New Mexico Rural Water System.  I am the New Mexico State Engineer and the Secretary of the New Mexico Interstate Stream Commission.  Ute Reservoir is a valuable asset of the State of New Mexico and the Eastern New Mexico Rural Water System is an important water supply project for eastern New Mexico communities.  The State of New Mexico supports the Eastern New Mexico Rural Water System project and has invested funding and staff support toward the planning for this project for several years.  

Anticipating the potential water needs in eastern New Mexico and in the interest of maximizing New Mexico’s use of water from the Canadian River stream system, the New Mexico Interstate Stream Commission completed construction of Ute Dam and Reservoir in 1962 at a present day cost of over $125 million.  The reservoir was constructed for the specific purpose of providing a sustainable drinking water supply to the people of eastern New Mexico. The Interstate Stream Commission owns and operates the dam and reservoir for the benefit of New Mexico.  Pursuant to the Canadian River Compact and subject to the requirements of the Stipulated Judgment and Decree entered by the U.S. Supreme Court in Oklahoma v. New Mexico, 501 U.S. 126 (1993), New Mexico is allowed to store up to 200,000 acre feet of water for use in New Mexico from the Canadian River system below Conchas dam.  Ute Reservoir stores approximately 200,000 acre-feet of water pursuant to a permit issued by the State Engineer in 1962.  New Mexico is committed to maintaining the safety of Ute Dam and beneficially utilizing the waters within Ute Reservoir.  

In 1987, the communities of Clovis, Tucumcari, Portales, San Jon, Logan, Texico, Melrose, Elida and Grady and the Counties of Curry, Roosevelt and Quay, entered into a Joint Powers Agreement forming the Ute Water Commission.  In 1997, the Interstate Stream Commission entered into a contract with the Ute Water Commission to sell 24,000 acre-feet per year of water from Ute Reservoir to the Ute Water Commission’s member communities.  Since that time, the Ute Water Commission has paid an option payment of $36,000 per year to the Interstate Stream Commission to preserve its contractual allocation of water.  That agreement can be extended if necessary to accommodate the pipeline construction schedule required by the Eastern New Mexico Rural Water System project.  

In 2001 the Eastern New Mexico Rural Water Authority, (the Authority) was formed through a Joint Powers Agreement among the communities of Clovis, Portales, Texico, Melrose, Elida and Grady and the Counties of Curry, Roosevelt and Quay.   The Authority will provide a mechanism for eastern New Mexico communities to be able to utilize water from Ute Reservoir for a drinking water supply by managing the pumping, storage, and delivery of Ute water through the Eastern New Mexico Rural Water System pipeline project.  
The development and conveyance of Ute Reservoir water to eastern New Mexico communities is critical.  Most of eastern New Mexico now relies on non-renewable ground water from the Entrada and Southern High Plains/Ogallala aquifers.  Consistent groundwater pumping in the area has caused water level declines that have exceeded 100 feet.  At current pumping rates, a recent study by CH2M Hill indicates the remaining saturated thickness of the aquifer near Clovis and Portales will not be able sustain the existing demand for more than 40 years.  The water quality in both aquifers is also deteriorating.  

The rapid depletion and deterioration of these aquifers places the economic viability of eastern New Mexico communities at risk.  In my capacity as State Engineer, I have been asked about the availability of water rights for economic development projects in eastern New Mexico.  On recent occasions, companies have been unwilling to locate in the area because of a lack of a sustainable water supply.  Ute Reservoir provides the only reliable source of renewable water in the region, and the pipeline project is necessary to enable communities to utilize that water resource.   

Much deeper, brackish aquifers have been considered -- and rejected -- as potential, future water supply sources.  A study by the engineering firm, CH2M Hill, in 2005, determined that the brackish water aquifers in the project area are up to 1000 feet deep with low ground water yields.  The conclusion of this investigation was that reliable, cost-effective treatment and development of these saline aquifers is decades away and, in any event, would not provide a renewable water supply.  

In 2003, the Authority prepared a Conceptual Design Report of the pipeline project, and in December 2003, the ISC obtained an independent peer review of that report.  In 2003, the ISC also completed a sedimentation study of the reservoir indicating that the future capacity of the reservoir will allow the pipeline project to be viable for at least eighty years.  In December 2006, the Authority completed a Preliminary Engineering Report for the project.  The Interstate Stream Commission and the Bureau of Reclamation reviewed the Preliminary Engineering Report and concurred that the pipeline project was the most economic, environmentally benign, and technologically reasonable solution to eastern New Mexico’s water supply problems.  Since 2006, the Interstate Stream Commission staff has been working with the Bureau of Reclamation and the Authority to continue progress on the project.  For example, the Authority has contracted with CH2M Hill to prepare additional design documents to support the project.  

In addition to work relating to evaluation of the engineering aspects of the project, during 2004, Interstate Stream Commission staff completed preliminary ecological surveys in anticipation of an Environmental Impact Statement. These studies revealed no major environmental concerns.  In 2006, the Interstate Stream Commission joined with the State of Texas in a habitat conservation plan for the Arkansas River Shiner downstream of the dam. This plan will provide benefits to the Arkansas River Shiner and has allowed the US Fish and Wildlife Service to exclude certain areas of land from a designation of critical habitat for the fish in the two states.

The issues remaining to be completed include completion of the project design documents at the 30% completion level and completion of the necessary environmental studies required under NEPA.  The work remaining will build off of existing work in progress.  For example, the Authority has contractors currently assessing the NEPA requirements and the Authority and the Interstate Stream Commission have requested to be Joint Lead Agencies with the Bureau of Reclamation for any NEPA compliance work.       

Funding this project is very important.  Since 2002, the State of New Mexico has provided funding to the Eastern New Mexico Rural Water System project in the amount of $7,524,400.  Concurrent with federal expenditures, New Mexico will support additional state and other non-federal funding sources to ensure that the project can be completed in a timely manner.  Completion of this project will provide the eastern New Mexico communities in Curry and Roosevelt counties a reliable and renewable source of water to support economic development and current and future needs.  

Mr. Chairman and Ranking Member Domenici, the State of New Mexico, the Office of the State Engineer, and the Interstate Stream Commission support the development of the Eastern New Mexico Rural Water System and request that you fully support and fund this worthy project to help us meet the present and future water needs of the citizens of eastern New Mexico.  I appreciate the opportunity to address the Committee on this important water project.
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