April 30th, 2008


SFBWA Recommended Improvements to 

“Santa Fe County Conjunctive Management Plan for the Santa Fe Basin” 

(draft of 3/19/08)

Executive Summary:  
As drafted, the Conjunctive Management Plan embodies several risk factors that may cause the County Utility to run out of permitted water.  As a consequence, the County may be forced to apply for emergency permission to mine groundwater as a stopgap measure.  This in turn increases the risk of impairment to existing well, stream and acequia users.

To manage these risks factors, SFBWA recommends the following modifications and additions to the Conjunctive Management Plan:

A.  Build a 200 AFY management reserve into the County water budget,  
B.  Create an integrated water budget across City, County, and Pueblos that reflects a period of extended drought, and
C.  Introduce explicit safeguards and remedies to existing well, stream and acequia users against impairment by groundwater pumping.
1.  Risk Factors

The draft plan includes a total water budget of 2200 AFY based on 1700 AFY of BDD water, and 500 AFY of wholesale City water.  During drought, the budget drops to 2030 AFY with backup supply coming from the City (up to 850 AFY) and County wells (up to 680 AFY).  The problem with the 2200 AFY budget is that it consumes 100% of the available water supplies.  There is no built-in flexibility for managing unanticipated risk factors.
SFBWA notes the following risk factors:

· The County has already committed 1700 AFY to Approved Master Plans and other Development Projects, even though it has only 867.5 AFY of permitted water rights in hand.  There is a risk that transfer of the remaining rights will not be approved.

· While the BDD project is moving forward, a number of permits and approvals are still required before water begins to flow.  There is a risk that the BDD project will not materialize in the form, or on the date, expected.

· The County does not have a track record of constraining new development to stay within a water budget.  There is a risk that, despite good intentions, new development will outstrip the water supply.

· The water plan requires close cooperation by the City and Pueblos.  There is a risk that during a water emergency expected commitments might not be fully met.
· The impact of climate change is not quantifiable at this time.  There is a risk that all supplies in the water budget are curtailed more than expected.

· The use of a 200 AF 10-year rolling average for backup groundwater supply means that once 2000 AF have been consumed, no more groundwater is available during the remainder of the 10 year period.  There is a risk that during a protracted drought, the County would have insufficient supply to meet demand.
Any of these risks alone, or in combination, could result in the County being unable to meet the demand of Water Utility customers.  Under these circumstances, the County would apply to the OSE for emergency use of ground water above and beyond that anticipated in the water budget.  This could result in aquifer damage and impairment to existing users of wells, streams and acequias.
2.  Risk Mitigation
To address these risk factors, SFBWA recommends that the Conjunctive Management Plan be modified and extended as follows:
Build a 200 AFY management reserve into the County water budget.  

This means that the normal water budget becomes 2000 AFY, and 200 AFY are reserved for responding to unexpected contingencies.  If growth outstrips water supply, the reserve provides an interim supply while new water sources are found.  If there is a prolonged drought, the reserve could be used in conjunction with groundwater as the backup supply.  During adequate rainfall, the reserve could be stored in reservoirs, used for aquifer recharge, or used for environment rehabilitation projects to replenish river, stream or acequia flows.  If climate change turns out to have limited impact on County water supplies, part of the reserve could be allocated towards additional growth.  Maintaining a reserve is a good practice in a water budget just as it is in a financial budget.
Create an integrated water budget across City, County, and Pueblos that reflects a period of extended drought.
The largest threat to water supplies across the County is a prolonged drought induced by climate change.  During such a drought, the City, County and Pueblos will all be contending for their share of the same water supplies, and at the same time stretching to meet various commitments to each other.  Without an integrated water budget, it is impossible to quantify the overall adequacy of surface water supply, and to understand the potential threat to groundwater and existing users.  Even though the undertaking is difficult, the County should take the lead in preparing an integrated water budget across all jurisdictions.  An integrated budget will make County water plans more robust, and help to allocate the management reserve during time of crisis. 
Introduce explicit safeguards and remedies to existing well, stream and acequia users against impairment by groundwater pumping.

Despite a management reserve and an integrated water budget, it is still possible that groundwater mining could occur in the future.  This will put existing well, stream and acequia users in danger of impairment.  It is not enough for the Conjunctive Management Plan to say “In order to prevent impairment, [County] wells … would be managed so as not to interfere with neighboring wells in years in which pumping is at high levels”.  This unfairly places the entire burden on existing users to prove impairment by the County.  Instead, the plan should introduce legally binding safeguards for monitoring drawdown in the vicinity of wells, reducing pumping when drawdown threatens to cause impairment, and taking remedial actions if impairment actually occurs.  These legal commitments would also go a long way to resolving the current protest over the County well transfers.  Precedent for such commitments can be found in the settlement with the City over the Buckman supplemental wells.  
3.  Approval Process
County water plans are being developed in separate components covering different time frames by at least two staff departments.  Some plans, such as the Conjunctive Management Plan, are much further developed than others.  It is not fully clear how these components all integrate together into one overall plan.  Before any component is approved, it should receive public input, and its relationships with other components should be clear and consistent.
