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Water Conservation v. Water Blag
• The role and standing of Soil and Water Conservation Districts

• Data from Valencia Soil and Water Conservation District

• How a water blag impairs water rights, affects the public welfare, and 
undermines water conservation
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Valencia Soil and Water 
Conservation District
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SWCDs:  local public bodies & 
political subdivisions of the state
[NM Statute 73-20-25—73-20-48 NMSA 1978: Soil & Water 
Conservation District Act]
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MISSION: The Valencia Soil and 
Water Conservation District 
provides education, technical 
assistance, and recognition to 
current and future land and 
water stewards in the 
conservation of natural 
resources, including water, soil, 
plants, and wildlife.
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Valencia SWCD adopted a 
new long-range conservation 
plan on May 15, 2025.
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A 2025 Survey of the natural 
resource concerns of District 
residents informed the plan.
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Valencia SWCD residents live in 
5 counties and 2 Pueblos in a 
catchment area the size of 
Delaware (1.59 million acres).
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The top two natural resource 
concerns were:
1. Aquifers: depletion of 
groundwater from aquifers; and
2. Water quantity: scarcity of 
water (as affected by increasing 
aridity/drought, decreasing snow 
mass and rain, and increasing 
temperature) and water access 
(including water rights and water 
theft).
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Jurisdictional boundaries
• 1. The temporary discontinuation of the diversion of water from wells in 

Bernalillo county:  Parts of Bernalillo County fall within the jurisdictional 
boundaries of Valencia SWCD.

• 2.  The transfer of those water rights to offset depletions on the Rio Grande 
resulting from the pumping of ground water for water bottling from 7 wells 
within San Clemente:  The 7 wells are within the jurisdictional boundaries of 
the Valencia SWCD.
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The application to transfer 500 acre-feet of water 
would cause impairment: hydrological connectivity
• Of the rights to the beneficial use of water by the people and Pueblos within 

the jurisdictional boundaries of Valencia SWCD.
• The senior water rights and sovereignty of the Pueblo of Isleta and the Pueblo 

of Laguna would be impaired.
• The water rights of the residents of the Valencia SWCD (outside the Pueblos) 

would be impaired.
• The water rights of Valencia SWCD would be affected, endangering the land 

held in permanent conservation (279 acres) along the Middle Rio Grande, 
including land governed by Wetland Reserve contract.

The flows of the Rio Grande are connected to the 
groundwater around it, thus an expansive geographical 
region would be affected by the water blag. 
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San Clemente:  Brief of Amicus Curiae 
Teresa Smith de Cherif for Valencia Soil and Water Conservation District, Brief of 
Amicus Curiae to the Thirteenth Judicial District Court on March 3, 2009 [D-
131—CV200800965, San Clemente v. Commissioners).

That brief, in opposition to the placement of a fuel storage facility in San 
Clemente, raised Valencia SWCD’s concerns about the water resource depletion 
that would occur.

Valencia SWCD, through its research for the Brief, is unaware of evidence that 
the seven subject wells were used continuously since before 1907 or before 
1956, especially in that sparsely populated area, placing in question the 
validity of the rights proposed for transfer.
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The application to transfer 500 acre-feet of water 
would cause harm to the public welfare
• The flow of water in the Rio Grande and the amount of groundwater 

connected to it would be affected (adversely).

• There will be less water available for personal consumption, public health, 
livelihood, and economic development.

• The Pueblos traditional cultural practices would be affected by the water blag.
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The application to transfer 500 acre-feet of water is 
contrary to the conservation of water in NM.
• Water conservation is foundational to the Valencia SWCD.
• Data at our own Whitfield Wildlife Conservation Area over the last 10 years+ 

show a 1-foot drop in the water table
• NM is in a water crisis and is now one of four ”mega drying” regions in the 

world, exacerbated by the over-pumping of groundwater and shrinking 
freshwater availability.
• “Shifting patterns of terrestrial water storage threaten water availability and 

sustainable water management for people and the environment, putting 
livelihoods, (life), and food security at risk.”

___
“Unprecedented continental drying, shrinking freshwater availability, and increasing land 
contributions to sea level rise,” in Science Advances, 25 July 2025, Volume 11, Issue 30. 
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Thank you!
Please attend our upcoming conference 
at UNM on Future Planning Scenarios for 
Drought and Drying in the Middle Rio 
Grande, October 28 and 29.
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