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Elephant Butte Irrigation District (EBID) sits in a hydrologically and administratively unique region of 
New Mexico. The District is the New Mexico portion of the Rio Grande Project, an early Reclamation 
project that delivers water to EBID in New Mexico and El Paso County Water Improvement District No. 1 
(EPCWID) in Texas, as well as delivering water to Mexico to satisfy treaty obligations.  EBID is the largest 
irrigation district in the state, and in terms of cash receipts for agricultural commodities, Doña Ana 
county is consistently the first or second highest of all counties in New Mexico and has been so since at 
least the early-mid 1990’s. While EBID is located within New Mexico, it is downstream of New Mexico’s 
delivery point of water under the Rio Grande Compact, which is at Elephant Butte Dam, and upstream of 
the New Mexico-Texas state line.  While John Donne stated that “No man is an island,” EBID is an island; 
not in New Mexico for surface water purposes, and clearly not in Texas. This unique position has led to 
some rather innovative approaches to water management.  
 
Set in the arid climate of the northern Chihuahuan Desert, farmers in New Mexico’s Rincon and Mesilla 
valleys have dealt with a highly variable water supply for centuries. The Rio Grande Project, which came 
on-line in 1916, has improved the reliability of the Rio Grande’s water supply, but the roughly 2 million 
acre-feet of storage capacity in Elephant Butte Reservoir is inadequate to buffer the multi-decadal 
drought cycles that have historically affected the area. The previous drought cycle, from 1951 through 
1978, stressed the system with persistent critically short supply years, punctuated by a few flush years. 
The years 1979 to 2002 were unusually wet, with a full allocation of 3.0 acre-feet per irrigated acre for 
24 consecutive years. The current drought, which began in the late 1990s but first affected the surface 
water supply to EBID farmers in 2003, has taken the District’s farmers to new lows, bottoming out in 
2013, when the Rio Grande Project only released water for 47 days, and EBID’s allotment to its farmers 
was a record low of 3.5 inches. The primary drought response now, as in the drought of the 50s through 
the 70s, is groundwater pumping. The complexity arises from increased consumptive use by crops, 
irrigation efficiency, access to groundwater, and a warming climate while municipal and industrial 
demand for groundwater year-round that is hydraulically very directly linked to surface water in the 
region has increased substantially over the years.  
 
Balancing agricultural use of surface water and groundwater use in the LRG is a complex matter. First, 
EBID allots and manages the surface water system, pursuant to its standing in the Rio Grande Project. 
Second, the State of New Mexico has jurisdiction over the groundwater in the LRG basin. The problem is 
that it is all the same water. The Rio Grande and the aquifers underlying it are highly interactive. This 
fact has led to an interesting suite of legal proceedings that are not the subject of this talk. 
 
EBID’s strategy remains to get as much surface water out to its constituents as possible. There are 
natural, though in many cases unpleasant controls on the use of groundwater for irrigation. Reduced 
surface water supply means less aquifer recharge, and the irrigation system – the river, the canals, and 
on-farm deep percolation – are the major sources of recharge to the Rincon and Mesilla aquifer 
systems. Reduced surface water supplies also drives increased pumping from the aquifer systems. This 
reduced recharge and increased draw on the groundwater system has led to a reduction in groundwater 
storage. The decreasing groundwater levels have led to a decrease in well capacity. Farmers simply 



cannot maintain the cropped acreage they did earlier in the drought with reduced surface water 
allotments and declining well capacity. The farmers, as they have for centuries, are adapting.  
 
Many water conservation measures have been implemented. Improved surface irrigation methods as 
well as conversion to drip and sprinkler systems have improved on-farm efficiency. Placing lateral canals 
in pipe has improved the delivery efficiency of surface water and groundwater. Scheduling irrigation 
blocks to maximize operational efficiency has been in place for the duration of the current drought. 
While these methods improve system performance, they do not address the long-term reality of 
depletions versus recharge to the aquifer systems. Fallowing land does. 
 
Fallowed land, while it is not tracked accurately, is increasing as the drought deepens. Farmers are laying 
land out to concentrate their water on less land, or leasing land that would otherwise be cropped to get 
the surface water and groundwater on their actively farmed land. The reduced surface water allotment 
and declining groundwater table has driven a natural response. Local water users groups are also 
looking for ways to loosen water markets within agriculture, and even between agricultural and 
municipal and industrial users.  
 


