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Technical Proposal and Evaluation Criteria 

Executive Summary 
Date:	 April 8, 2016 

Applicant Name:	 Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District 

Albuquerque, Bernalillo County, New Mexico 

Project Financing: Applicant Share: 
Reclamation Share: 
Total Project Cost: 

$300,000.00 
$300,000.00 
$600,000.00 

Project Timeline: Start date: 

Estimated completion date: 

August 30, 2016 

June 30, 2018 

Located on Federal Facility: The Low Flow Conveyance Chan

and is a Reclamation facility. 

nel is on Reclamation lands 

This application requests funding for the Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District (MRGCD or 
District) to carry out Socorro Main Canal South Distribution Hub (Project), a FY 2016 
WaterSMART Drought Resiliency Project. It is supported by the New Mexico Drought Task 

Force's New Mexico Drought Plan (2006).  The District will provide all matching cash and in-
kind contributions.  The Project will increase the reliability of water supplies through 

infrastructure improvements (Task A) and will provide benefits for fish, wildlife and the 
environment (Task D) through the installation of a Neil Cupp Distribution Hub.  This 
measurement device will enable regulation of the Socorro Main South to a precisely desired rate 

of flow for all lands south of the project.  This is expected to produce a tangible annual water 
savings of at least 5,000 acre feet (AF) and provide new discharge of water to the Rio Grande. 

This mitigating action also will increase streamflow to levels that are biologically compatible 
with an endangered species, enhance backwater habitat for endangered species, and improve 
water quality through decreased temperatures and increased dissolved oxygen levels.  The 

District has worked closely with federal agencies including the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation 
(Reclamation) following the authorization of the Flood Control Acts of 1948 and 1950.  

Reclamation's Middle Rio Grande Project and San Juan Chama Project enable the District to 
utilize the Rio Grande as its primary water supply. Funding for this Project is critical.  With the 
exception of 2015, the MRGCD has been unable to store water normally (i.e., without Rio 

Grande Compact relinquishments or credits) since 2010 due to drought.  Water shortages from 
long-term and persistent drought have created intense challenges for the organization to balance 

four key responsibilities:  1) competing water management interests that include the riparian 
demands along 150 miles of the Rio Grande, 2) irrigation of 60,000 acres for a broad 
constituency that includes the six Middle Rio Grande Pueblos, 3) annual Rio Grande Compact 

delivery requirements, and 4) the needs of environmental and endangered species. 
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General Description of Area to be Addressed 

Sources of water supply 
The MRGCD is a local government organization established by state law under the Conservancy 
Act of 1923, giving it broad authority to acquire lands and water rights, assess taxes and water 

service charges, design, construct and maintain facilities for the purposes of providing flood 
protection from the Rio Grande, and drain swamplands and provide irrigation water to farmland 
to the four counties and six Pueblos within the middle Rio Grande valley (MRG) -- all without 

the requirement of the traditional procedures used for adjudication.  This authority included the 
consolidation of 70 separate headings and community acequias (ditches) that served lands 

throughout the MRG.  The service area, which is home to the state's population and economic 
center, encompasses 150 miles of mostly riparian land and historic flood plain along the Rio 
Grande in central New Mexico -- from Cochiti Dam in the north to Bosque del Apache Wildlife 

Refuge in the south, running through the counties of Sandoval, Bernalillo, Valencia and Socorro. 
The District has worked closely with federal agencies, particularly Reclamation and the U.S. 

Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), following the authorization of the Flood Control Acts of 
1948 and 1950.  Reclamation's Middle Rio Grande Project and San Juan Chama Project provide 
supplemental storage and contract water as well as river maintenance that assist the District in 

utilizing the Rio Grande as its primary water supply. 

Total quantity of water supply managed and supplied 
The MRGCD currently delivers water via gravity to over 10,000 irrigators in the MRG. The 

average annual diversion (2009-2013) to meet these needs is approximately 330,000 AF. This 
provides an annual farm delivery estimated at about 210,000 AF (65% conveyance efficiency). 

Actual consumptive use of water by agricultural crops is estimated at around 150,000 AF (70% 
application efficiency). The majority of water diverted but not consumed is returned to the river 
system through wasteways and drains. Some water evaporates directly from the surface of 

canals (estimated 12,000 AF annually) or may be consumed by riparian vegetation along canals. 
Most canals are earthen and incur some seepage loss. Seepage loss may be intercepted by drains 

and returned to the river, or may recharge local shallow aquifers which in turn may support 
additional riparian consumption or non-MRGCD water users (domestic wells). 

Water rights involved 
The MRGCD holds permits to divert water to serve up to 132,114 acres.  As part of the total 

water rights associated with the diversion permits, the six Middle Rio Grande Pueblos 
collectively have statutorily recognized water rights for a total of 8,847 acres of Prior and 

Paramount (priority) lands along with 11,951 acres of newly reclaimed lands for the six Middle 
Rio Grande Pueblos within and serviced by the MRGCD.  Permit 1690 allows the District and 
the U.S. to store supplemental water at El Vado Reservoir.  The District also holds a contract to 

20,900 AF of San Juan-Chama Project water.  In addition, the MRGCD holds some pre-1907 
water rights in the MRG while Permit 0620 entitles the District to divert and utilize “reclaimed ” 

water associated with drainage of lands within the benefitted area.  There are other private land 
owners that hold pre-1907 water rights that are the only water rights in this un-adjudicated and 
over-allocated basin that may be sold, leased or transferred for uses other than irrigation on the 

original lands.  The District is studying the potential of offering a water bank for these water 
right holders to utilize in lieu of severing the water rights from the land. 
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Current water uses 
The District currently serves approximately 60,000 acres.  In addition to serving irrigators, the 
MRGCD's system of ditches and drains support a number of critical environmental services 

including 30,000 acres of a unique and contiguous riparian forest known as the Rio Grande 
Bosque (bosque).  These lands are owned by the District and include existing and future high 
quality habitat for endangered, threatened and sensitive species, shallow groundwater recharge, 

urban open space, air pollution and heat island mitigation, and agricultural habitats.  In the MRG 
basin, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service administers the Valle de Oro National Wildlife Refuge, 

Sevilleta National Wildlife Refuge and Bosque del Apache National Wildlife Refuge.  The basin 
is home to endangered species including the Rio Grande silvery minnow and southwestern 
willow flycatcher, and portions of the basin soon will support critical habitat for the western 

yellow-billed cuckoo. 

Recreation has become an important benefit provided by the District. This is especially true in 
the Albuquerque metropolitan area, where 73% of the 316 miles of water conveyance channels 
are used recreationally. Of the nearly 1,200 miles of waterways, 414 miles are classified as 

having recreational use:  56% of these miles are in the Albuquerque division; 35% in Belen; 7% 
in Cochiti; and 2% in Socorro.  As the District becomes increasingly urban, the undeveloped 

ditches and the riverbank create a natural preserve with connecting trails within and between 
communities. 

Over time, the District has become the owner of some of the most valuable assets in the MRG.  
These natural assets are the source of high quality recreation, environmental and ecological 

activity that provide regional economic returns.  They also comprise a regional savings account 
of water and land -- two natural resources that have become increasingly valuable over time.  
Growth in the MRG has increasingly impacted the Rio Grande, putting significant pressure on 

water transfers from agriculture to municipal uses.  The District's priority is to do all it can to 
preserve the agricultural economy and culture of the communities along the Rio Grande. 

During the 1930s and 1940s, the MRGCD absorbed 70 community ditches and local acequias 
which had their own headings from the Rio Grande.  Today, in many MRG communities, 

traditional farming continues because the District's ditches provide the services that the old 
headings could not provide.  In turn, farmers have been sheltered from the changes in the river, 

the rising cost of maintaining an irrigation system, and the competition for water in a 
complicated and urbanizing region. 

Number of water users served 
The District currently delivers water via gravity to over 10,000 irrigators in the MRG. 

Current and projected water demand 
Assuming no impacts related to climate change, projected water demand within the District for 
the next 15 years shows no substantial changes but perhaps a slight decrease in demand for 

agricultural water, and that losses or development of farmland will continue to be somewhat 
balanced by new farms and domestic wells in both the urban and rural areas within the MRGCD.  
However, if evapotranspiration continues to rise due to increasing average temperatures, as is 

currently predicted in the region by the Bureau's West-Wide Climate Risk Assessment:  Upper 
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Rio Grande Impact Assessment, an increase of up to 20% in depletions on the riparian and 
agricultural lands may occur during this period. 

The Bureau of Business and Economic Research (BBER) estimates that the state population will 

reach 2.5 million people by 2020 and 3.7 million by 2060, with the fastest growing regions 
located in and around the major urban centers along the middle and lower Rio Grande.  In the 
past, increased needs for municipal and industrial uses were met by retirement of irrigated 

agriculture.  Today, the state's largest water utility, ABCWUA, is shifting its water development 
policy toward preserving irrigated agriculture in the MRG. 

Major crops and total acres served 
Agricultural production on District lands is estimated to generate $35 to $70 million per year. 
The District serves approximately 60,000 acres.  Major crops include alfalfa hay, other hays and 
grasses (75% of all crops).  The remaining 25% includes fruit trees, oats, barley, chile and corn. 

Potential shortfalls in water supply and/or reductions in supply under historical drought 
conditions 
With the exception of 2015, the MRGCD has been unable to store water normally (i.e., without 
Rio Grande Compact relinquishments or credits) since 2010 due to drought.  Water shortages 

from long-term and persistent drought have created intense challenges for the organization to 
balance four key responsibilities:  1) competing water management interests that include the 
riparian demands along 150 miles of the Rio Grande, 2) irrigation of 60,000 acres for a broad 

constituency that includes the six Middle Rio Grande Pueblos, 3) annual Rio Grande Compact 
delivery requirements, and 4) the needs of environmental and endangered species.  

Estimated quantities of additional supply or reduced consumption associated with the 
proposed project 
The proposed project will enable regulation of the Socorro Main South to a precisely desired rate 

of flow for all lands south of the project.  This is expected to produce a tangible annual water 
savings of at least 5,000 AF and provide new discharge of water to the Rio Grande. This 

mitigating action also will increase streamflow to levels that are biologically compatible with an 
endangered species, enhance backwater habitat for endangered species, and improve water 
quality through decreased temperatures and increased dissolved oxygen levels. 

Water delivery or distribution system 
The District maintains and operates the diversion dams, 1,200 miles of canals, laterals, drains 
and ditches throughout the benefitted area.  Water is delivered via gravity to over 10,000 

irrigators in the MRG. Most canals are earthen. 

Past Working Relationships with Reclamation 

Middle Rio Grande Project 
At the time of the 1941 flood, the District lacked the tax base to make the necessary repairs and 

improvements to the irrigation and flood control infrastructure, so in 1951 it entered into a 
rehabilitation and construction contract with Reclamation. The contract allowed Reclamation to 
assume the District's debt and -- for a ten year period -- handle operations and maintenance in 

exchange for a security interest (lien) in the form of property rights in the District's works.  It 
also required the District to repay the non-federal portion of the costs.  Reclamation and USACE 
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jointly planned the comprehensive development of the project.  El Vado Dam/Reservoir and its 
four main stem diversion dams were rehabilitated along with the irrigation system and drains. 

Kellner or "Jetty" jacks were installed to channelize 127 miles of the Rio Grande to restrict the 
flood plain, protect the levees and more efficiently convey water.  The District repaid the 

contract in 1999 but the title to District facilities remains unresolved. Reclamation retains a role 
in water management and river channel maintenance in the middle Rio Grande valley through 
federal authority associated with the Middle Rio Grande Project and a close relationship with the 

District.  Reclamation operates El Vado Dam for the District.  In turn, the District maintains and 
operates the diversion dams, 1,200 miles of canals, laterals, drains and ditches throughout the 

benefitted area.  Reclamation, District staff and other agencies coordinate daily during the 
irrigation season on water operations and closely on development of annual water management 
plans. 

San Juan Chama Project 
Supplemental water is provided for irrigation in the District through the San Juan-Chama Project.  
This project consists of a system of diversion structures and tunnels for trans-mountain 

movement of water from the San Juan River Basin to the Rio Grande Basin. A primary purpose 
of the San Juan-Chama Project is to furnish a water supply to the MRG for municipal, domestic, 
and industrial uses as well as provide supplemental irrigation water and incidental recreation and 

fish and wildlife benefits. The San Juan-Chama Project water has become increasingly 
important to assist in meeting ESA obligations. 

Middle Rio Grande Endangered Species Collaborative Program 
In 1994, as a result of the listing of the silvery minnow and the southwestern willow flycatcher, 
the MRGCD began working closely with Reclamation to meet Section 7 requirements of the 

Endangered Species Act (ESA) under the 2003 Biological Opinion (BO). The MRG is home to 
endangered species including the Rio Grande silvery minnow and southwestern willow 
flycatcher, and portions of the basin soon will support critical habitat for the western yellow-

billed cuckoo.  Reclamation and the District worked as partners in the preparation of the 2015 
Biological Assessment and currently are key members of the Middle Rio Grande Endangered 

Species Collaborative Program (MRGESA or Collaborative Program).  Reclamation funds the 
implementation of the ESA obligations for species recovery.  The Collaborative Program is a 
partnership involving 16 signatories from federal, state and local agencies, sovereign Pueblos 

and other organizations that work to protect and improve the status of endangered species a long 
the MRG while simultaneously protecting existing and future regional water uses.  Since 1996, 

the MRGCD has reduced direct river diversions by over 30% through better water management 
and timing of reservoir releases.  These actions helped improve spring spawn and recruitment 
events, minimized river drying, and improved maintenance of refugial habitats.  In addition, the 

District was a full partner in the preparation of a new Biological Assessment (BA) as a 2016 BO 
is finalized. 

Tribal Trust Responsibilities 
Tribal trust responsibilities to the six Middle Rio Grande Pueblos has necessitated that 
Reclamation and the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) coordinate closely with the MRGCD to 
ensure that water delivery commitments to the Pueblos are met.  The District also is a partner to 

the Pueblos as they undertake improvements to infrastructure on Pueblo facilities and associated 
lands to increase irrigation efficiencies.  A review of the condition of District facilities on Pueblo 
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lands has already been performed by BIA that will add value to this important effort.  The 
District is committed to this planning process by participating in the drought planning task force 

and appropriate stakeholder meetings, providing baseline data, and providing an equivalent of up 
to $20,000 as in-kind services. 

Integrated Water Management in the Rio Grande Basin 
Water operations in the MRG rely on the multi-reservoir and river operations actions that are 
centralized through a coordinated effort by Reclamation, USACE, New Mexico Interstate Stream 
Commission (NM ISC) and the MRGCD. An operational model, Upper Rio Grande Water 

Operations Model (URGWOM), provides the technical underpinning for daily, monthly and 
annual river management and forecasting that assists water managers to coordinate daily to 

achieve the multi-purpose operational plan. On the upper Chama River, managers are balancing 
downstream deliveries requirements with fishery support and recreational (boating) flows. In the 
MRG, flows are managed to meet irrigation demands for both Native American Pueblos’ and 

other MRGCD farmers, municipal diversions, flood control, river sediment transport, Rio 
Grande Compact deliveries, and endangered species in-river targets and habitat maintenance. It 

is essential that integrated water management is performed directly with Reclamation due to our 
joint management role at El Vado Dam/Reservoir where the District pays Reclamation to operate 
on its behalf. 

Technical Project Description 
The Project will increase the reliability of water supplies through infrastructure improvements 
(Task A) and will provide benefits for fish, wildlife and the environment (Task D) through the 

installation of a Neil Cupp Distribution Hub.  This measurement device will enable regulation of 
the Socorro Main South to a precisely desired rate of flow for all lands south of the project.  This 

is expected to produce a tangible annual water savings of at least 5,000 AF and provide new 
discharge of water to the Rio Grande.  This mitigating action also will increase streamflow to 
levels that are biologically compatible with endangered species, enhance backwater habitat for 

endangered species, and improve water quality through decreased temperatures and increased 
dissolved oxygen levels. 

Reclamation entered the MRG with the establishment of the Middle Rio Grande Project.  
Amongst other efforts involving irrigation and flood control, Reclamation constructed the Low 

Flow Conveyance Channel (LFCC).  The LFCC through Socorro County was intended to convey 
water efficiently to Elephant Butte Reservoir.  To do this, an engineered channel was excavated 

parallel to the Rio Grande along its west bank and generally several feet below the elevation of 
the adjacent river channel.  The LFCC was very effective at conveying large volumes of water to 
Elephant Butte Reservoir and played a large role in eliminating New Mexico's Rio Grande 

Compact debt to Texas. 

Construction of the LFCC affected operation of the MRGCD’s Socorro Division in two ways.  
Being below the elevation of the river and adjacent farmlands, as well as MRGCD’s drainage 
system, the LFCC effectively became a “super drain,” intercepting groundwater leakage both 

from the Rio Grande and MRGCD’s conveyance system.  Where the District once had return 
flow points back to the river channel, these were now cut off by the LFCC.  MRGCD surface 

waste began to be collected by the LFCC.  Accordingly, the District obtained permits to divert 
the collected water from the LFCC back into its canal system.  Reclamation constructed three 
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large check structures in the LFCC -- at Lemitar, Socorro, and Neil Cupp -- to provide head in 
the LFCC to return this water via gravity flow to the nearest MRGCD facility. The LFCC 

checks have been used as needed for decades. 

In 1994 the Rio Grande silvery minnow (RGSM) was placed on the federal endangered species 
list.  In 1996 New Mexico entered a period of lessened precipitation which so far has showed no 
signs of changing.  The MRGCD responded to both issues with a program of efficiency and 

modernization, including funding from Reclamation and the State of New Mexico.  This 
program began with measurement but has evolved to include ever more elaborate automation 

and water control features in an effort to continue to provide dependable irrigation water supp ly 
to MRG agricultural users.  MRGCD diversions from the Rio Grande today are half of what they 
were 20 years ago, reservoir releases have been reduced substantially, and the District's 

operations have been adjusted to lessen the impact on the RGSM -- all while continuing to 
successfully serve the remaining 60,000 acres of irrigated farmland in the MRG.  That said, the 

District continues to be pressed for more efficient water management, both by environmental 
interests seeking improved river conditions for endangered species and by water users concerned 
about uncertain water supply and the added burden of climate change. 

Due to return flow collection and re-use, the southern end of the Socorro Division generally has 

adequate water supply; however, water is commonly in the wrong channel for efficient use, 
being in the LFCC instead of the Socorro Main Canal.  At present, the Neil Cupp check structure 
in the LFCC provides gravity flow of collected tail-water into the MRGCD’s Socorro Riverside 

Drain.  This water remains at an elevation below that required for delivery to irrigated lands in 
the area.  Re-use of the collected water only becomes possible three miles downstream, where 

the Socorro Drain is checked up with a control gate to allow water to transfer to the Socorro 
Main South.  Unfortunately, checking the Socorro Drain structure in this manner produces 
elevated groundwater levels in the vicinity, partly negating the efficiency of water re-use, and 

producing problems for nearby agricultural lands. 

The Project will use the existing Neil Cupp check structure to gravity flow into a below-grade 
pump well, where water will be lifted, pressurized and directed to three or more potential 
discharge points.  The primary discharge point will be to the MRGCD’s Socorro Main South 

Canal which is located about 50 feet west of the present discharge point, but several feet higher 
in elevation.  The second discharge point will be to the MRGCD’s Mosely Lateral which is 

located about 1,000 feet farther west and about three feet higher in elevation.  The third 
discharge point will be to an outfall channel 400 feet to the east, inside the Rio Grande levee, 
providing a source of water to augment flows in the river channel for endangered species. See 

Attachment A. 

Lifting and pressurization will be done with the installation of a dedicated pumping facility. This 
will have a rated capacity of up to 40 cfs (cubic feet per second)(approx. 20,000 gallons per 
minute), and a pumped lift of up to 12 feet (30’ total head, including pipe runs). The facility 

itself will consist of a concrete inlet structure, below grade concrete pump house, and above 
grade housing for controls and switches. Pumps will be a pair of 20” split case units, of 

approximately 180 combined horsepower.  Pump controls will utilize variable frequency drives, 
keeping operating efficiency around 85% over a range of discharges.  Electrical requirements 
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will require the extension of 480 volt 3-phase power to the site.  Appropriate safety and security 
barricades and fencing will be provided around the project. See Attachment B. 

Discharge will be via buried pipeline to appropriate locations, using existing MRGCD lands 

where possible.  Discharge to the Rio Grande will require piping water over the LFCC and 
penetration of the flood control levee.  This will be done in cooperation with Reclamation and 
other area landowners. 

Although not a part of this proposal, the District hopes to eventually power the Neil Cupp 

Distribution Hub with solar energy.   The District possesses ample lands on its right-of-way near 
the project for solar panel arrays, and will be pursuing discussion with Socorro Electric 
Cooperative about how to generate clean renewable power to offset electrical use of the pumping 

plant when in operation, and to provide for other Socorro Electric Cooperative users when the 
plant is off- line. 

Evaluation Criteria 

Criterion A -- Project Benefits 
The Project will benefit water users in the southern end of Socorro County in many ways.  The 
distribution hub will allow water to be placed where it is needed, in the quantity needed, at the 

right time.  This will allow for irrigation deliveries to be precisely scheduled, and for efficient 
on-farm applications.  The increase in predictability and application efficiency will produce a 
tangible annual water savings of at least 5,000 AF, in contrast to the present delivery system 

which is gravity fed and opportunistic.  Irrigators at the southern end of the Socorro Division 
have adapted to unpredictable deliveries by taking every drop they can when it happens to be 

available.  This often results in standing water, unnecessary evaporative losses, and damage to 
crop and soil.  It is expected that crop production will increase as a result of a stable and 
predictable water supply, further increasing the efficient use of water.  Predictable water supply 

will also allow growers greater flexibility in crop selection, producing higher value crops (both 
economically and nutritionally) and thus enhancing food production in the region. 

The present system -- gravity-feeding water to the Socorro Drain, then checking the drain three 
miles south -- tends to produce extremely high groundwater levels in the area around US Hwy 

380. Area farmers have complained for decades about these elevated groundwater levels as well 
as associated loss of productivity from their lands.  The Neil Cupp Distribution Hub will finally 

allow the Socorro Drain to be operated at its originally intended elevation in the Hwy 380 area, 
ending the practice of over-checking of the drain at Hwy 380.  It will also reduce incidental 
water depletion from evaporation (i.e., the checked drain results in a large open water surface) 

and non-native riparian consumption (i.e., salt cedar/Russian olive growth along the 
highway/drain right-of-way. 

In addition, the use of the Socorro Drain in its present form also tends to result in all drain water 
being forced to the Socorro Main South Canal.  In turn, this often causes a large volume of water 

to enter the Bosque del Apache NWR via the Socorro Main South Canal.  This does not provide 
maximum benefit to the National Wildlife Refuge because their primary water distribution 

system depends on the LFCC and Socorro Drain confluence; they have limited ability to utilize 
water entering the refuge through the Socorro Main South Canal.  The proposed Neil Cupp 
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Distribution Hub will directly benefit Bosque del Apache by stabilizing the flow arriving at the 
NWR, reducing the portion that enters via the Socorro Main South Canal, and increasing the 

portion arriving via Socorro Drain/LFCC. 

During times of extreme drought and severely reduced supply, the Neil Cupp Distribution Hub 
will allow the entire Socorro Division to operate on a reduced water supply.  Diversion from the 
Rio Grande at San Acacia Dam, or the required delivery via the Unit 7 Drain system from Isleta 

Dam, will be reduced while continuing to meet irrigation delivery needs.   Water savings from 
the Project cannot be precisely quantified, but they can be estimated using annual supply 

(approximately 5.5 feet/acre) and outflow rates from the Socorro Division (20-30K AF).  The 
result will be an annual water savings of at least 5,000 AF. 

This new distribution hub will also produce significant environmental benefits.  At present, there 
are no return flow points to the river channel within the San Acacia reach of the Rio Grande.  

This river reach experiences frequent drying during the summer and infusions of fresh water are 
believed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to be critical to maintaining local populations of 
the endangered RGSM. Reclamation currently maintains a temporary pumping location just 

below the Neil Cupp check structure, lifting water to the Rio Grande when needed.  Operation of 
this temporary pumping plant is costly, in terms of labor, fuel (diesel fired pumps), and nuisance 

(noise abatement procedures for nearby residents).  The Neil Cupp Distribution Hub will replace 
the function of this temporary pumping plant, allowing water to be returned to the river channel 
for greater periods of time, with much less cost and nuisance.  During times of the year during 

which Reclamation is releasing water from storage for the RGSM, the proposed project will give 
MRGCD the capability to efficiently route “minnow water” all the way from Isleta Dam (about 

60 miles north), through its canal system, for delivery to RGSM habitat areas downstream of the 
Neil Cupp Distribution Hub. 

Additionally, the outfall to the Rio Grande from the Neil Cupp Distribution Hub presents an 
opportunity for combined habitat restoration and scientific research.  The pipe outfa ll will deliver 

water to the east side of the LFCC and through the levee.  A decision must be made about how 
the water will then enter the channel of the Rio Grande.  It is expected that an open, meandering 
channel across the floodplain will be excavated. This could be configured as critical habitat for 

the Rio Grande silvery minnow, southwestern willow flycatcher, western yellow-billed cuckoo 
and/or the New Mexico meadow jumping mouse. The MRGCD will be supportive of 

experimental habitat treatments along this channel.  The channel may also function as a refugium 
for the RGSM during times of extreme drought.  The construction of this outfall channel by 
MRGCD will support MRGCD (including Reclamation and others ) commitments to the 

USFWS to construct habitat throughout the MRG valley for endangered species. 

Criterion B -- Drought Planning and Preparedness 
Although the District itself has not developed and adopted a formal drought plan, the staff works 

closely with Reclamation, the New Mexico Interstate Stream Commission (NMISC), the New 
Mexico Office of the State Engineer (NM OSE), and other land management agencies to develop 
water operations plans and wildland fire management plans as part of its drought contingencies.  

Drought-related activity of the MRGCD has been guided by several plans including: 

 NM OSE's State Water Plan (2003) 

 NM Drought Task Force's New Mexico Drought Plan (2006) 
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 Recommendations from the Governor's Drought Task Force (2008) 

 NM OSE's Middle Rio Grande Regional Water Plan (2004, draft 2016) 

See Attachment C for Recommendations from the Governor's Drought Task Force (2008). On 

Page 6 of this report, the NMISC specifically addresses working closely with the MRGCD to 
enhance and improve irrigation systems infrastructure in tandem with improving operations via 

the implementation and improvement of the Decision Support System as a means to further 
reduce river diversions, optimize irrigation deliveries and help with meeting Rio Grande 
Compact delivery obligations that are equally important to New Mexico and the MRGCD. 

The above documents provide general guidance for planning water-year operations and out-year 

planning regarding managing for drought and potential effects of long-term climatic variability.  
These efforts were performed with multiple groups of stakeholders ranging from the economic 
development sector, farming and ranching, recreation and tourism, and environmental interests.  

In addition, the MRGCD is teaming with Reclamation to perform an Upper Rio Grande Basin 
Study under the WaterSMART authority in order to address water predictive temperature 

increases and associated with higher potential for climate variability that has been observed over 
the last decade or longer. 

Please note that the District it has applied for the WaterSMART: Drought Contingency Planning 
Grant for FY 2016. 

Criterion C -- Severity of Actual or Potential Drought Impacts to be Addressed by the 
Project 
The proposed project will address risks to water supplies for water users and other District 
constituents that include 10,000 irrigators, the six MRG Pueblos and municipalities that 
benefit from the operation from the District.  The magnitude and frequency of water 

supply shortages are currently severe, with water shortages up to 50% in a given year 
based on recent hydrology, increased fire risk due to persistent drought, impacts to the 

ecosystem and associated endangered species due to water shortages and fire risk, and 
socioeconomic consequences related to these events. 

The MRG is highly dependent on Rio Grande Compact deliveries to the Middle Rio Grande 
Project.  During persistent drought, the Middle Rio Grande Project places the MRG in a status 
associated with Article VII of the Rio Grande Compact, which limits and prohibits supplemental 

storage in El Vado Reservoir.  This further exacerbates water shortages in the MRG. 

The cities of Albuquerque and Santa Fe recently began diverting water from the Rio 
Grande.  This new activity requires ongoing coordination with the MRGCD to ensure the 
entire system is optimized so that municipalities meet their diversion permit conditions, and 

that low flow conditions and impacts are mitigated.  A key outcome of the Plan will be to 
quantify existing and potential drought risks in the MRG to specific sectors and create a set 

of mitigation and response actions to address those risks. 

The Plan will help define the extent and vulnerabilities within the MRG to wide variations 

in water supplies and to persistent drought that is projected to continue in the desert 
southwest.  The District survives on the run-of-the-river as its primary water supply.  This 
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means the MRGCD is interconnected with multiple municipal entities that either direct 
divert or indirectly utilize surface water through relational ground water pumping.  

Supplemental supplies such as native storage in El Vado Reservoir have been significantly 
restricted due to Rio Grande Compact requirements and the San Juan-Chama Project water 

supplies have, for the first time since the project’s construction in the early 1970s, 
experienced shortages for 18 separate project contractors including the MRGCD, 
ABCWUA and other MRG communities. 

The current drought has already produced impacts resulting in economic losses during shortage 

operations in three of the past ten years, and it has impacted municipalities that have made 
heavily invested in surface water use strategies to reduce groundwater pumping throughout the 
region.  The Plan will analyze future water supply scenarios based on climate change modeling 

and other available tools to determine system-wide vulnerabilities and ranges of impacts. 

Recognizing the strong link between economic development and water supply, the New Mexico 
Legislature in 2013 passed Senate Memorial 8, the purpose of which was to bring together 
representatives from governmental jurisdictions, agencies, tribes and acequias to discuss how to 

maximize the MRG's water supply.  The final report, Middle Rio Grande Council of 
Governments, 2014, identified supporting efficiency improvements as one of five significant 

ways to maximize the water supply. 

In 2014, Senator Udall introduced the New Mexico Drought Bill (S.1936 NM Drought 

Preparedness Act of 2015) which focuses on development of a federal, state, tribal and MRGCD 
partnership toward improving water management and system efficiencies to help the region cope 

with short-term drought and long-term effects of climate change. 

The report, West-Wide Climate Risk Assessment: Upper Rio Grande Impact Assessment , presents 

median projections of climate change models that show flows resulting from typical high 
mountain snowmelt runoff in the Rio Grande at Otowi gage will decrease by approximately 30% 

by 2100, and that extreme rain (monsoon period) events are likely to increase, potentially 
keeping a similar annual volume but providing less predictability as to timing and location of 
flows in the MRG.  This could lead to fewer water rights being served during the peak irrigation 

season from June to September.  Further, the observed trends in average temperature rises will 
increase evapotranspiration rates for both the riparian vegetation and crops potentially resulting 

in a higher demand for the same number of acres over time if these trends continue.  Given these 
projected dire scenarios, it is critical for the MRGCD to develop a plan that addresses mitigation 
and response actions for water efficiency and water management during drought periods. 

Over the past decade, the MRG has experienced levels of drought ranging from abnormally dry 

to exceptional drought.  Appendix D includes U.S. Drought Monitor graphs (2010-2015) for the 
month of June, illustrating that the water supply storage conditions are at an all- time low even 
with the availability of imported water from the San Juan-Chama Project.  In fact, the San Juan-

Chama Project experienced shortages for the first time since its inception in 1970. 

The last four years featured severe to exceptional drought conditions, leading to significant water 
shortages for the MRGCD during the July to September timeframe.  In two of those years, no 
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significant storage was available to meet the shortages due to drought impacts on the Rio Grande 
Project (Elephant Butte Irrigation District, El Paso Water Improvement District #1 and treaty 

obligations to Mexico).  As a result, El Vado Reservoir is under storage restrictions as required 
under Article VI of the Rio Grande Compact, minimizing the use of spring runoff (if available) 

for storage. 

The severity of the drought has led to significant wildland fires occurrence and potential of 

occurrence.  The situation has strained the District and other local, state and federal resources in 
responding to fires.  The resulting damage has affected watershed health, wildlife habitat and 

water quantity/quality for decades.  The MRGCD is a partner with a number of state and local 
governments in developing emergency response plans and actions as well as preventative 
treatments of the bosque, which is owned primarily by the MRGCD.  The bosque forest and its 

flora and fauna suffered many fire events and other impacts due to prolonged drought, causing 
untold losses to scarce government resources, lost opportunity costs within the surrounding 

communities, and significant and perhaps irretrievable impacts to the cottonwood-dominated 
environment. 

In addition, summer monsoon events on the burned watersheds of the Jemez and Sangre de 
Cristo mountain ranges -- which bracket the MRG -- were the site of numerous debris flows and 

ash which made their way into streams, reservoirs and the Rio Grande.  This caused fish kills, 
flow blockages, levee damage and higher levels of sedimentation.  These factors are on-going 
and will likely require much investment to manage the impacts and restore the watersheds. 

Criterion D -- Project Implementation 

Describe the implementation plan of the proposed project. Include an estimated project 
schedule that shows the stages and duration of the proposed work, including major tasks, 
milestones and dates. 
The award date is estimated to be August 2016. All work and required submittals will be
 
completed by June 30, 2018. Major tasks, milestones and dates are as follows.
 

September 2016
 
Contract signed between MRGCD and Reclamation
 
Engineering design and drawings (MRGCD)
 
Develop detailed work plan (MRGCD)
 
NEPA review (Reclamation)
 

November 2016
 
Review and approval of plans
 
Placement of orders for pumps (MRGCD)
 
Initiation of construction (MRGCD)
 

February 2017
 
Completion of pump house and intake structure (MRGCD)
 
First semiannual financial (SF-425) and interim report due
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July 2017
 
Delivery and installation of pumps (MRGCD)
 
Permitting for pipeline construction (MRGCD)
 
(Service/Reclamation permitting where critical habitat or crossing LFCC is involved)
 
(permitting with Socorro County may be needed if pipeline crossed under roadway)
 

August 2017 

Electrical service installation (Socorro Electric Cooperative) 
Second semiannual financial (SF-425) and interim report due 

September 2017
 
Initiation of pipeline installations (post-nesting season)
 

February 2018 

Completion of pipelines 
Third semiannual financial (SF-425) and interim report due 

March 2018 
Testing and commissioning of facility 

April 2018 
Final project submittals to Reclamation 

June 2018 

Final financial (SF-425) and report due 

Describe any permits that will be required, along with the process for obtaining t hem. 
Above grade crossing of the LFCC with a 30” pipeline to discharge water to the Rio Grande will 
require approval and permitting by Reclamation. This will be coordinated by the MRGCD and 

Reclamation’s Albuquerque Area Office. The MRGCD and Reclamation frequently license such 
crossing to each other in the MRGCD service area, due to the overlap and proximity of our 

respective facilities. 

Construction of the pipeline termination in the Rio Grande floodway will occur in the designated 

critical habitat for RGSM and SWFL. Although the MRGCD regularly constructs and maintains 
its facilities within designated critical habitat (mostly MRGCD-owned lands), the proposed 

project will be considered outside the normal scope of irrigation operations for MRGCD and thus 
will be coordinated with the Fish & Wildlife Service (Service). At a minimum, construction will 
occur outside of the SWFL nesting season (April 30-Sept 15). The MRGCD will request input 

from the Service on how to configure the pipeline termination and discharge channel to the river 
in such a way as to enhance its suitability as habitat for listed species.  The MRGCD will also 

seek input from the Middle Rio Grande Endangered Species Collaboratiive Program on 
configuration of the pipeline and discharge channel to encourage the use of the Neil Cupp 
Distribution Hub in Adaptive Management for the listed species. 

Penetration of the levee along the east side of the LFCC may require permitting by the U.S. 

Army Corps of Engineers, in addition to Reclamation. 
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Electrical service to the site may require permitting by Socorro County. Also, a possible 

alignment for the pipeline discharge to the Mosely Lateral may require crossing a Socorro 
County maintained farm road. If this route is selected, Socorro County will be contacted for 

appropriate licensing of a road crossing, and permits for road closure during the construction 
process. 

Identify and describe any engineering or design work performed specifically in support of the 
proposed project. 
Upon award, design and engineering work will begin on the project. MRGCD engineers will 

provide a full set of construction drawings and plans to Reclamation with details of pump 
installation, structures, inlet and outlet features, pipelines, and electrical supply. Pump drawings 
will be provided by the selected pump manufacturer, along with appropriate operating 

characteristics. Electrical drawings may be provided by Socorro Electric Cooperative, pump 
manufacturer, or others. Engineering drawings will be approved by registered professional 

engineer in the State of New Mexico. Final submittal on the project will include copies of all 
engineering, pump, and electrical drawings. 

Criterion E -- Nexus to Reclamation 

How is the proposed project connected to a Reclamation project or activity? 
The project is planned in an area that is within Reclamation's Middle Rio Grande Project and 
involves the Low Flow Conveyance Channel that is owned and maintained by Reclamation. The 
project will provide a collection point for drain returns so it can be efficiently delivered to an 

irrigation delivery canal and/or to an area in the Rio Grande that is historically difficult to keep 
water in for Rio Grande silvery minnow and southwestern willow flycatcher habitat. The 

District is a partner with Reclamation in the MRG Water Operations Biological Assessment 
(BA) and this area is an important component in our collective commitments in that BA. 

Does the applicant receive Reclamation project water? 
Yes, the MRGCD receives Reclamation project water from the Middle Rio Grande 

Project and the San Juan-Chama Project. 

Is the project on Reclamation project lands or involving Reclamation facilities? 
Yes, the Low Flow Conveyance Channel is in on Reclamation lands and is a Reclamation 

facility. 

Is the planning area in the same basin as a Reclamation project, facility, or activity? 
Yes, the planning area is located within the Middle Rio Grande Project. 

Will the proposed work contribute water to a basin where a Reclamation project is located? 
Yes, the proposed work will contribute water to the Middle Rio Grande Basin. 

Will the project help Reclamation meet trust responsibilities to any tribe(s)? 
This project is below the tribal lands and facilities served by the District; however, this is a 
component of the District’s ESA commitments that helps provide regulatory coverage to all 

District constituents including the six MRG Pueblos. 
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Performance Measures 
The benefits of the Neil Cupp Distribution Hub to the area's water supply will be readily 
quantifiable after completion. Measurement devices included in the project will allow for a full 

and detailed accounting of water arriving at the hub, and where it is distributed leaving the hub. 
Overall inflow and outflow to the hub will remain unchanged, but the distribution of water to 
various channels before and after the project will be different. There are existing stream gauges 

on the Socorro Main South and Socorro Drain where they leave the MRGCD service area. 
These flow measuring points are currently characterized by frequent and dramatic changes in 

flow. The Neil Cupp Distribution Hub is expected to stabilize these changes in flow, and give 
area water managers the ability to increase or decrease these flows as desired, in response to 
scheduled irrigation needs. The effectiveness of the project will be apparent by comparisons of 

annual discharge and hydrograph variability before and after, showing that water was able to be 
delivered to locations where it was needed, and in quantities appropriate for acreage being 

irrigated. Elimination of variability almost surely leads to a reduction in on-farm application, 
since interruptions during irrigation delivery reduce application efficiency. 

In addition, the complete picture of water entering the service area at the Neil Cupp Distribution 
Hub, compared to water leaving the service area at the outflow gauges, will allow quantification 

of the benefits of the project. The present inflow is unknown, but as previously noted it is not 
expected to change due to the construction of the project, at least initially. With the assumption 
that inflow remains the same (expected), an increase in overall outflow from the south boundary 

of the service area will be indicative of water savings (expected). 

Examining these gauge records in finer detail will reveal subtle changes in distribution of water 
leaving the service area. The current practice of over-checking the Socorro Drain at Highway 
380 results in all flow being forced into the Socorro Main South, producing the aforementioned 

frequent changes in flow on that canal. The Socorro Main South has become a feast-or-famine 
system. Being able to control flow into the Socorro Main South and precisely meet scheduled 

irrigation is expected to produce a general result of more water leaving the service area in the 
Socorro Drain, and the change in annual volume before and after the project will be evident. 

A later outcome of the project, if the expected increase in overall outflow results, is a change in 
upstream operating practices, at the point where water is diverted from the river at San Acacia 

Dam. If agricultural needs in the service area can be met with a smaller inflow to the service 
area, the diversion can be reduced accordingly, allowing this volume of water (estimated 5,000+ 
AF) to remain flowing downstream in the river channel. This can be ascertained after the 

operational changes have been made by comparison of gauge records for the Socorro Main Canal 
at San Acacia, and the San Acacia Diversion control gate. 
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Environmental and Cultural Resources Compliance 

Will the proposed project impact the surrounding environment (e.g., soil [dust], air, water 
[quality and quantity], animal habitat)? Please briefly describe all earth-disturbing work and 
any work that will affect the air, water or animal habitat in the project area. Please also 
explain the impacts of such work on the surrounding environment and any steps that could be 
taken to minimize the impacts. 
The proposed project will involve construction activities along MRGCD facilities in Socorro 

county. The primary project site is along an earthen channel, subject to occasional 
dredging/cleaning/mowing, and is regularly disturbed by MRGCD maintenance workers and 
equipment. The proposed project will require excavation, earthwork, concrete placement, etc. It 

will produce a slight increase in dust, noise, vehicular and human traffic in the project area while 
construction is occurring, although these are normal activities in the area. Normal MRGCD 

construction practices will be employed to prevent construction impact to water in nearby 
MRGCD canals and drains. There are two farm houses near the project site (700 ft and 1,400 ft 
away). Residents of these farm houses will be notified about the project, and any concerns about 

noise, dust, or vehicle traffic they may have will be addressed. Although activity will increase in 
intensity for a short time during construction of the project, residents of these farmhouses are 

accustomed to similar activities by MRGCD during normal operation and maintenance of canals 
and drains in the area. 

Placement of pipelines for discharging water to canals will also require excavation and 
earthwork. These will be primarily on MRGCD canal rights of way, which are disturbed areas, 

subject to regular grading and mowing. Installation will produce a slight increase in dust, noise, 
vehicular and human traffic in the project area while construction is occurring, although these 
are normal activities in the area. Normal MRGCD construction practices will be employed to 

prevent construction impact to water in nearby MRGCD canals and drains. 

Placement of pipelines for discharging water to the channel of the Rio Grande will also require 
excavation and earthwork. This work will be across a Reclamation-maintained facility (LFCC), 
and may involve lands owned by MRGCD, Reclamation, or the State of NM. All work on these 

lands will be coordinated with the appropriate agency. Penetration of the levee to the east of the 
LFCC will require permitting/coordination with Reclamation and the US Army Corps of 
Engineers. Once inside the levee, the project will occur within designated critical habitat for 

RGSM and SWFL. Activities within critical habitat areas will be coordinated with the Service 
(no construction during nesting/rearing period for SWFL. 

Are you aware of any species listed or proposed to be listed as a Federal threatened or 
endangered species, or designated critical habitat in the project area? If so, would they be 
affected by any activities associated with the proposed project? 
Listed species include the Rio Grande silvery minnow, southwestern willow flycatcher, western 

yellow-billed cuckoo and/or the New Mexico meadow jumping mouse. Critical habitat for 
RGSM and SWFL may be directly affected by the proposed project. Effects are expected to be 
beneficial, through providing a delivery of water to the critical habitat areas, and will be 

coordinated with the Service. The proposed project will not directly affect Mouse habitat. The 
ability to direct distribution of water from the proposed project, and an expected increase in flow 
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leaving the service area via the Socorro Drain may provide a benefit to Mouse habitat located on 
the Bosque del Apache NWR. 

The outfall to the Rio Grande from the Neil Cupp Distribution Hub presents an opportunity for 

combined habitat restoration and scientific research. The pipe outfall will deliver water to the 
east side of the LFCC and through the levee (designated Critical Habitat for RGSM and SWFL). 
A decision must be made about how the water will then enter the channel of the Rio Grande. It 

is expected that an open, meandering channel across the floodplain will be excavated. This 
could be configured as critical habitat. The MRGCD will be supportive of experimental habitat 

treatments along this channel. The channel may also function as a refugium for the RGSM 
during times of extreme drought. The construction of this outfall channel by MRGCD will 
support MRGCD (including Reclamation and others ) commitments to the USFWS to construct 

habitat throughout the MRG valley for endangered species. 

Are there wetlands or other surface waters inside the project boundaries that potentially fall 
under CWA jurisdiction as "Waters of the US?" If so, describe and estimate any impacts the 
proposed project may have. 
The proposed project will change the distribution of water between the LFCC, Socorro drain, 
Socorro Main South and Mosely Lateral. There are no negative impacts expected. 

When was the water delivery system constructed? 
The existing MRGCD water delivery system, including the Socorro Drain, Socorro Main South, 
and Mosely Lateral were constructed between 1928 and 1935.  The MRGCD canals replaced the 
function of historic acequias in the area dating back to the early 1800’s.  The LFCC was 

constructed by Reclamation between 1951 and 1959. 

Will the proposed project result in any modification of, or effects to, individual features of an 
irrigation system (e.g., headgates, canals or flumes)? If so, state when those features were 
constructed and describe the nature and timing of any extensive alterations or modifications 
to those features completed previously. 
The proposed project will not result in modifications to individual features of the MRGCD 
irrigation system, with the exception of the present inflow from the LFCC to the Socorro Drain.  
This inflow structure is a round cast iron headgate attached to corrugated metal pipe, probably 

installed in the mid-1980’s.  It is a minor structure, with no surrounding concrete walls.  
Modification will eliminate the pipe termination in the Socorro Drain, and redirect it to the 

concrete pump inlet structure of the proposed project. 

Are any buildings, structures or features in the irrigation district listed or eligible for listing 
on the NRHP? A cultural resources specialist at your local Reclamation office or the State 
Historic Preservation Office an assist in answering this question. 
The MRGCD’s El Vado Dam and El Vado Reservoir, and several of the MRGCD diversion 
dams, are listed on the NRHP.  The Corrales siphon, abandoned Atrisco Heading, and other 
structures are eligible or already listed on either the NRHP, or with the NM SHPO.  Features or 

structures in the immediate area of the project site which might be eligible for listing on the 
NRHP or of interest NM SHPO will not be affected by the project. 

Are there any known archeological sites in the proposed project area? 
No, none are known, and the project area is already extensively disturbed. 
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Will the proposed project have a disproportionately high and adverse impact on low income 
or minority populations? 
No. 

Will the proposed project limit access to and ceremonial use of Indian sacred sites or result in 
other impacts on tribal lands? 
No. 

Will the proposed project contribute to the introduction, continued existence or spread of 
noxious weeds or non-native invasive species known to occur in the area? 
No. 

Existing Drought Plan 
See Appendix C for Existing Drought Plan and Appendix D for Drought Graphs. 

Required Permits or Approvals 
Above grade crossing of the LFCC with a 30” pipeline to discharge water to the Rio Grande will 
require approval and permitting by Reclamation. This will be coordinated by the MRGCD and 

Reclamation’s Albuquerque Area Office. The MRGCD and Reclamation frequently license such 
crossing to each other in the MRGCD service area, due to the overlap and proximity of our 
respective facilities. 

Construction of the pipeline termination in the Rio Grande floodway will occur in the designated 

critical habitat for RGSM and SWFL. Although the MRGCD regularly constructs and maintains 
its facilities within designated critical habitat (mostly MRGCD-owned lands), the proposed 
project will be considered outside the normal scope of irrigation operations for MRGCD and thus 

will be coordinated with the Fish & Wildlife Service (Service). At a minimum, construction will 
occur outside of the SWFL nesting season (April 30-Sept 15). The MRGCD will request input 

from the Service on how to configure the pipeline termination and discharge channel to the river 
in such a way as to enhance its suitability as habitat for listed species.  The MRGCD will also 
seek input from the Middle Rio Grande Endangered Species Collaboratiive Program on 

configuration of the pipeline and discharge channel to encourage the use of the Neil Cupp 
Distribution Hub in Adaptive Management for the listed species. 

Penetration of the levee along the east side of the LFCC may require permitting by the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers, in addition to Reclamation. 

Electrical service to the site may require permitting by Socorro County. Also, a possible 

alignment for the pipeline discharge to the Mosely Lateral may require crossing a Socorro 
County maintained farm road. If this route is selected, Socorro County will be contacted for 
appropriate licensing of a road crossing, and permits for road closure during the construction 

process. 
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Letters of Support 
See Appendix E for Letters of Support. 

Official Resolution 

22 | P a g e 



   

    

 
  

Appendix A -- Additional Project Maps
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Appendix B -- Pump Details
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Appendix C -- Existing Drought Plan
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Appendix D -- Drought Graphs 

U.S. Drought Monitor:  New Mexico Six Year Period 
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