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Mr. Chairman and Senator Domenici.

My name is Orlando Ortega, Mayor of Portales, New Mexico and Vice Chair of the Eastern New Mexico Rural Water Authority.

First, I would like to thank you for the opportunity to testify before your Committee regarding our critical need to build the Ute Pipeline project.  And I personally want to express to both of you my deepest appreciation for your continued support of the Ute Pipeline Project, and for your efforts on behalf of improving the quality and sustainability of the water supply for communities across eastern New Mexico – including Clovis, Portales, Melrose, Texico, Grady, and Elida, and Curry and Roosevelt Counties.

As you know, we enjoy a great quality of life in Portales.  We are home to Eastern New Mexico University, one of largest universities in the state.  We are one of the principal producers of Valencia peanuts in the United States, and are best known for our successful, growing dairy industry.  Last year, we ranked fifteenth in the nation and ninth in the western United States in overall quality of life by a national journal publication for micropolitan communities, populations of 10 to 50 thousand.
This success comes as no surprise to us.  Our community, as a whole, is very focused and has worked diligently for years to provide the finest quality of life – while offering the best opportunities possible – to all who choose to live here.  Our community is prospering and is experiencing positive growth.  I tell you this because our nearly 19,000 citizens, over 500 registered businesses and industries and our state and local government officials are fully committed to preserving this community for generations to come.  

We are developing and implementing water conservation measures which clearly demonstrate that stewardship of our water supply is of paramount importance to our economic future.  We declared the summer of 2007 to be a “water-wise summer,” and have set a goal of saving five percent water usage per month from May through August, a goal that we have been successful in meeting.

While we have been working to improve our water supply in a variety of ways, including the purchase of additional property and water rights, we must also aggressively continue to explore other alternatives to ensure the continued availability of water for our region. 

Just recently, we have added four new wells and ran pipe to add another six wells.  We are continuously establishing new wells and refining our control system in order to keep pace with our water demands.  We are currently pumping around 6 to 6.2 million gallons daily with peak demands of 9 million gallons.  Yet, at last report, many of our wells are still dropping at an average rate of 2.5 feet per year.  Experts estimate that our current water supply under today’s demand will only last another 18 years.  

It is time to address other ways to improve our water supply.  Today, the most viable alternative is construction of the Ute Pipeline, which has the potential to provide eastern New Mexico with a long-term, renewable water source by linking our communities to Ute Reservoir.  There is no question that the costs of this project are considerable, but with the assistance of Congress, the State of New Mexico, and contributions from communities like the City of Portales, we are confident that this important pipeline can be built.

Significant progress has been made on this project.  Working together, the Legislature and Governor Richardson have invested millions of dollars in the Water Trust Fund, which seeks to provide funding for water projects across New Mexico.  And now we look forward to the most critical turning point, which leads me to appear before you today.  We are here today to collectively seek your support in obtaining a commitment to provide an authorization and subsequent funding for the Ute Pipeline.
We recognize the difficult decisions that you face in weighing the merits of numerous projects and many serious water needs around our state and throughout the country.  However, we cannot emphasize strongly enough how important this project is for our member entities and for the citizens and businesses of eastern New Mexico.

Much discussion has taken place regarding the ability and willingness to support a project of this size.  Simply, many have asked, “Can we afford the cost?”  

However, the more pressing question is not if we can afford to fund the Ute Pipeline Project, but rather, “Can we afford not to fund this project?”  The long-term sustainability and economic viability of communities in eastern New Mexico is at serious risk, and we must take action now to protect this region for generations to come.

Thank you again for the opportunity to present our request at this important hearing.

