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PO Box 466 • Moab, UT  84532 • 435-259-1063 

June 8, 2020 

Sean Heath, Manager - Environmental Division 
Phoenix Area Office, Bureau of Reclamation  
ATTN: NM Unit EIS 
6150 West Thunderbird Road 
Glendale, AZ 85306 

Sent via eMail: NMUnitEIS@empsi.com 

RE: comments on the NM Unit draft EIS.  

Website: https://www.nmuniteis.com/documents 

Dear Mr. Heath 

PART 1. INTRODUCTION 

Living Rivers and Colorado Riverkeeper submit the following comments for the Draft 
Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) for the New Mexico Unit (NM Unit) of the 
Central Arizona Project (CAP), also known as the New Mexico CAP Entity (Entity) in 
southwest New Mexico.  

Our organizations have been based along the Colorado River in Moab, Utah since Year 
2000. We are river people that navigate boats through the canyons of the Colorado 
Plateau for reasons of employment, public education, preforming citizen science and 
enjoying functioning ecosystem values. The Colorado Plateau in Utah gathers all the 
major tributaries of the Colorado River Basin (CRB) before these fast waters plunge into 
Lake Powell. We appreciate this opportunity to participate as stakeholders regarding the 
NM Unit project and will conclude that this project as described in the DEIS will have 
negative cumulative impacts on the water resources of the CRB. 

The purpose of the Proposed Action is to allow development for the consumptive use of 
water from the Gila River, its tributaries, or underground water sources. The Secretary 
of Interior is authorized to design, build, operate, and maintain the NM Unit, which the 
Secretary executed on November 23, 2015. The amount of water cannot exceed 14,000 
acre-feet per year and for a period of 10 consecutive years. 

The needs are: (a) to develop water for delivery at the times, locations, and quantities 
that would improve agricultural use within the Cliff-Gila, Virden, and/or San Francisco 

mailto:NMUnitEIS@empsi.com
https://www.nmuniteis.com/documents
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River Valleys; and (b) to provide capability for future expansion for the beneficial 
purposes authorized by the CRBPA and the AWSA.  

Future projects involving water developed pursuant to the AWSA and the CUFA would 
be subject to all environmental compliance required by law, as follows: 

• Provide storage capacity for the Cliff-Gila Valley, the Virden Valley, and/or along the 
San Francisco River. 
• Provide water for improvements and diversification of agricultural uses. The project 
would create the ability to store water for use during times of the year when the flows of 
the Gila River and the San Francisco River are low and water for agricultural uses is 
needed but is scarce. 
• Operate in accordance with the The Arizona Water Settlement Act of 2004 (AWSA), 
which ratified the Consumptive Use and Forbearance Agreement (CUFA), signed by 
Gila River users downstream of New Mexico. 
• To the extent practicable, avoid and minimize adverse impacts on physical, biological, 
socioeconomic, cultural, and tribal resources. 
• Plan, design, construct, operate, and maintain the NM Unit in accordance with 
Reclamation standards. 
• Provide flexibility for expansion to meet future water needs.  

PART 2. REALlTIES PRESENTED IN THE ADMINISTRATIVE RECORD DO NOT 
SUPPORT THIS PROJECT 

This project was authorized by the Colorado River Basin Project Act of 1968. With this 
Act, the water managers of the CRB knowingly lifted a load it cannot carry. Congress 
authorized the construction of the Central Arizona Project and understood the CRB had 
an existing negative water budget of two million acre-feet. At the time, it was assumed 
the deficit in the water budget would eventually be balanced, and the popular remedy 
was to import water into the CRB from distant river basins, such as the Columbia, which 
never materialized, and for reasons that permission from outside basins were denied 
and still are. The tremendous cost of augmentation, is the other important reason. 

Here, we provide some of the interesting debates about the grandiose projects that this 
legislation included; the hearings of the Committee of Interior and Insular Affairs and the 
Subcommittee of Irrigation and Reclamation.  

• 1965 - Congressional testimony in August & September; (searchable) 
• 1966 - Congressional hearings in May 
• 1967 - Congressional hearings in March; (searchable). 
• 1968 - Congressional hearing in January & February. 
• 1968 - The Final CRBP Act 

Even if a feasible river augmentation program began immediately, a finished project 
would still require 30- to 50-years of negotiations, planning, procurement and 
construction. In the meantime the CRB water deficit has increased to three million acre-
feet and, by 2060, the deficit will be four million acre-feet. This is the strongest reason 

http://www.riversimulator.org/Resources/Testimony/Hearing1965AugSept.pdf
http://www.riversimulator.org/Resources/Testimony/Hearing1965AugSeptOcr.pdf
http://www.riversimulator.org/Resources/Testimony/Hearings1966MayOcr.pdf
http://www.riversimulator.org/Resources/Testimony/Hearings1967March.pdf
http://www.riversimulator.org/Resources/Testimony/Hearings1967MarchOcr.pdf
http://www.riversimulator.org/Resources/Testimony/Hearing1968JanFebPart2Ocr.pdf
http://www.onthecolorado.com/Resources/LawOfTheRiver/CRBP1968.pdf
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why the Record of Decision for this project should not be signed and why this project 
should be terminated, so that the investment can then be repurposed to prepare New 
Mexico communities for ever-increasing water scarcity issues that this proposed 
diversion project would only compound. 

In 2027, new operating criteria in the CRB will begin and we already know the CRB will 
be using much less water than it is today. Necessary reductions are happening right 
now: In 2020, to avoid a shortage declaration, the Central Arizona Project is reducing 
deliveries by 7% and this reduction will be repeated in 2020. With each passing decade 
future reductions will become more frequent and larger by volume.   

PART 3: SCIENCE CONTRIBUTIONS 
Basin-wide communication and cooperation is how the CRB will balance the 
deficit in the water budget 

We present three helpful documents that support our position that this project must be 
abandoned. What is more appropriate is a resilient community water conservation 
approach that reduces consumption so that future financial burdens and stakeholder 
conflicts can be avoided. Please include these three documents into the administrative 
record. 

1. Scripps Institute; 1983.  Carbon Dioxide Exchange Between Atmosphere and 
Ocean and the Question of an Increase of Atmospheric CO2, during the Past Decades. 

This paper, written nearly 40-years ago, is time-proven to be correct. It was presented to 
the public at a time when every reservoir in the CRB was full. Yet it predicted the low 
reservoir conditions we see today. The authors provided a solution to begin immediate 
preparations for future water shortages, and to involve all stakeholders in an open 
process. Unfortunately, the states and the feds were not ready to heed this advice in a 
timely manner. The paper concludes as follows: 

“Planning and construction of major water-resource systems have a time 
constant of 30 to 50 years. In the past, these activities have been based on the 
explicit assumption of unchanging climate. The probable serious economic and 
social consequences of a carbon dioxide-induced climatic change within the next 
50 to 100 years warrant careful consideration by planners of ways to create more 
robust and resilient water-resource systems that will, insofar as possible, mitigate 
these effects.  

2. National Academy of Sciences; 2007. Colorado River Basin Water Management: 
Evaluating and Adjusting to Hydroclimatic Variability.  

This review by the National Research Council began in 2005 and was published in 
2007, which is the same timetable for the preparation the EIS known as 2007 Interim 
Guidelines. This review provides this cautionary tale: 

http://www.riversimulator.org/Resources/ClimateDocs/EffectsOfACarboInducedClimaticChangeOnWaterSuppliesInTheWesternUSARevelle1983.pdf
http://www.riversimulator.org/Resources/ClimateDocs/EffectsOfACarboInducedClimaticChangeOnWaterSuppliesInTheWesternUSARevelle1983.pdf
http://www.riversimulator.org/Resources/ClimateDocs/NAS2007.pdf
http://www.riversimulator.org/Resources/ClimateDocs/NAS2007.pdf
http://www.riversimulator.org/Resources/ClimateDocs/NAS2007.pdf
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“Steadily rising population and urban water demands in the Colorado River 
region will inevitably result in increasingly costly, controversial, and unavoidable 
trade-off choices to be made by water managers, politicians, and their 
constituents. These increasing demands are also impeding the region’s ability to 
cope with droughts and water shortages. 

3. Scripps Institute; 2008. When will Lake Mead go dry? 

This paper was published after the ROD for 2007 Interim Guidelines was signed and 
emphasized that the increasing pace of hot and dry conditions in the Southwest USA 
would overtake the prescriptions of the Guidelines. This paper has also proven to be 
quite accurate. It predicted the degrading reservoir conditions that were formally 
addressed by the adoption of 2019 Drought Contingency Planning. To balance the 
water budget, the authors presented this simple solution: 

“The solutions to this water shortage problem must be time-dependent to match 
the time-varying, human-induced decreases in future river flow.” 

The concluding paragraph reads, as follows: 

“There is danger that litigation, associated with water right claims and 
environmental issues, will compound and put off any rational decisions on this 
matter until serious damage has been done to the diverse users of the Colorado 
River. Much of this litigation might be avoided if time-dependent water solutions 
are crafted to reflect today’s and tomorrow’s water realities. It is laudable that 
efforts in this direction are now being made. We hope this work will spur 
solutions, as time is short. The alternative to reasoned solutions to the coming 
water crisis is a major societal and economic disruption in the desert southwest.”  

This concludes our comments. Thank you for you kind attention. Future planning in the 
CRB must embrace a water budget that reduces demand at a basin-wide level, and the 
reduction must include a number that reflects the water loss due to increasing dryness 
and heat. If proposed infrastructure does not support reduction in consumption, then the 
project must be vacated.  

Sincerely yours, 

John Weisheit 
Co-founder 
Living Rivers 
Colorado Riverkeeper 

3 attachments: 1) Scripps, 1983; 2) Scripps, 2008; 3) NAS, 2007. 

http://www.riversimulator.org/Resources/ClimateDocs/2008BarnettPierce.pdf

