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Drought Pressures Rio Chama Area Water Users  

to Find Solutions to Limited Surface Water 
 
(SANTA FE, New Mexico) – The New Mexico Office of the State Engineer/Interstate Stream Commission 
is reaching out to Rio Chama area water users to collaborate and explore ways to mitigate the current 
limited amount of native Rio Chama water supplies and find solutions to the possible need to curtail 
surface water diversions in August. The drought substantially reduced the supply of native water in the 
Rio Chama. The remaining water downstream of Abiquiu Reservoir is imported to the Rio Grande from 
the San Juan Basin. This imported water is not available to Rio Chama irrigators.  
 
Senior irrigators on the Rio Chama, located below the Abiquiu dam, may be required to severely reduce 
or stop their diversions for irrigation purposes starting in mid-August. This situation could trigger a 
priority call to administer water against junior water users upstream, located near the headwaters of the 
Rio Chama in the vicinity of Tierra Amarilla and the Village of Chama. 
 
The Office of the State Engineer/Interstate Stream Commission is working with community members to 
identify alternatives and avoid the need to strictly curtail surface water diversions. Our staff is optimistic 
area communities and Acequia leaders will team with hydrologists, local and state agencies, and tribal 
representatives to produce viable solutions which protect San Juan Chama Project releases and allow 
surface water rights holders along the lower Rio Chama, primarily agricultural water rights, to use native 
water. 
 
“The severe and prolonged drought has impacted our rivers and increased pressure on our citizens. We 
are reaching out to the area Acequia Associations to let them know our concerns. The farmers along the 
acequias are as important to us as the municipalities or larger irrigation districts,” said Interstate Stream 
Commission Director Estevan López.  
 
Currently, nearly all of the water flowing within the Rio Chama downstream of Abiquiu Reservoir is 
water imported to the Rio Grande Basin (in the Rio Chama valley) from the San Juan Basin as part of the 
U.S. Bureau of Reclamation San Juan Chama Project and is therefore not native to the river. That water 
is being released from storage in reservoirs for use by San Juan Chama contractors, is owned by them, 
and is not available for use by acequias of the Rio Chama Acequia Association. San Juan Chama  
 

(MORE) 



 

contractors include: the Jicarilla Apache Nation, Ohkay Owingeh Pueblo, Espanola, Los Alamos, the 
Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District, Albuquerque Bernalillo County Water Utility Authority, City and 
County of Santa Fe and others. In addition, some of the San Juan Chama Project water is being released 
by the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation to meet required downstream endangered species flows near 
Albuquerque. 
 
“Some of the water rights on the Rio Chama are the oldest in the state of New Mexico and were 
established over 400 years ago,” said State Engineer Scott Verhines. “We are looking at the entire 
watershed, considering how junior water users impact senior users, and meeting with community 
representatives to determine alternatives to get through the growing season. If New Mexico is united in 
our responses to this dry summer, we can be resilient and ensure senior water rights holders have 
access to water. 
 
The Rio Chama Acequia Association has been working with staff at the NMOSE/ISC and the Middle Rio 
Grande Conservancy District over the past decade to offset their use of water in times of drought by 
purchasing San Juan Chama Project water from various San Juan Chama contractors. This innovative 
approach has been successful to date. Unfortunately, prolonged, severe drought conditions will force 
the RCAA to exhaust their limited supply of San Juan Chama Project water in the immediate future. 
MRGCD will likely stop its releases of stored water in mid-August, having exhausted their irrigation 
supplies for this year.  
 
“The drought has created a unique situation blocking senior water right holders from using the water 
flowing past their fields because that water belongs to others,” said Office of the State Engineer District 
Manager Vince Chavez. “Rio Chama Acequia Association will need support from communities upstream 
to avoid engaging the formal, legal process of sorting out who gets the remaining native water according 
to priority dates. We are all best served by working together to determine a flexible resolution that 
meets the minimum needs of all parties before administering by a strict application of the law.” 
 
The nine-member Interstate Stream Commission is charged with separate duties including protecting New Mexico’s 
right to water under eight interstate stream compacts, ensuring the state complies with each of those compacts as 
well as investigating, conserving and protecting the waters of the State, in addition to water planning.  
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