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Partner 22 - Fluid Planet

Big River – Part Two
Narrator: 
The Rio Grande has been called America’s “mother river.” It has nourished farms, families and wildlife in the southwest for centuries. 

Today, small traditional agriculture and large contemporary farms co-exist in communities along the river. 

In New Mexico, where population growth is rapid, increasing demands on this important water supply are driving new research projects.

One of those projects, part of the USDA-sponsored Rio Grande Basin Initiative, looks to the future by re-examining an ancient system for irrigation.

Steve Guldan:
Here at the Alcalde Sustainable Agriculture Science Center one of the main projects is related to acequia systems, acequia irrigation systems and their influence on the hydrology of the irrigated corridor.

Acequias are the traditional irrigation ditches or canals around here. Acequia refers both to the canal and also to the community that operates it and benefits from it. 

They were put in place when the Spanish settled the area. And there are a lot of networks of acequias now, especially in the north central part of New Mexico.

Alfredo Montoya: 
Acequias became much more than a canal to transport water to irrigate crops. They became a way of life, it became a culture. So many events evolve around an acequia. In many of our villages the annual ditch cleaning is a community affair because it sustains the whole village, not just those that own irrigated land.

Lucia Sanchez:
We have a really rich riparian area full of vegetation and wildlife that is here co-exsisting with us and our fast paced life, you know. 

We rely on the research and the technology that comes out of the science station here in Alcalde. And that really helps guide our management and our protection of the resources that we have.

Narrator: 

Unlike irrigation canals that are lined with cement to prevent leeching, the earthen acequias allow seepage into groundwater. 

The researchers are studying the effects of that seepage on the entire ecosystem. 

Guldan:
The acequias don’t run all year long, they start running in the spring. We wanted to see to what extent the groundwater level changed or rose based on the irrigation season, which we did through monitoring year round.

And so it’s point measurements that develop, basically, subsurface maps of the water table.

Narrator:

The studies show that water seeping from acequias is not simply lost.

It creates lush riparian areas of habitat for wildlife.

It can help flush out contaminates from septic systems in groundwater. 

And the water may end up in a kind of subterranean storage. 

Guldan:
The reservoirs in place, there’s a lot of water that’s lost due to evaporation. And so we’d like to put numbers on this to see to what extent are we actually storing water more efficiently underground here because of the seepage taking place, for return later to the river. 

Narrator: 
A key aspect of the Initiative is the fact that terrain and crop types vary greatly throughout the Rio Grande Basin.

Further south, a different type of agriculture requires another approach to irrigation challenges.

Tom Dean:
Socorro county is centrally located right here in the state of New Mexico with over 6,000 square miles. So we’re one of the larger counties in the state, primarily farming in the valley.

And most of our water comes from the Rio Grande River. One of the big water challenges is when we don’t get good snowpacks up in Colorado and northern New Mexico. 

Chris Sichler:

We grow fruit and vegetables and quite a bit of alfalfa. 

We’ve always used flood irrigation, and just recently on our vegetables we’re going into the drip irrigation, mainly just because it’s more efficient. We get a lot more production out of our land and the water we use with the drip.

Narrator: 

Changing from flood to drip irrigation brings benefits, but requires an initial investment and a learning curve.

 Sichler farms is pioneering the technology in their county.

Sichler:
Up here in this area it’s, I think we’re, well I know we are, we’re the first ones to do it. Maybe it will catch on, I don’t know

Dean:
We take farmers and bring them out and do field days and show them. And you know, actually showing people what they can do is worth a lot more than showing them on paper.

Narrator: 

The project is also studying different aspects of farm hydrology.

By knowing more about how water is used, researchers hope to improve the distribution planning process for water from the Big River.

Dean:
What we’ve been doing with some of our Rio Grande Basin Initiative demonstrations here in Socorro is actually trying to monitor some soil moisture, to see if we can work with the conservancy district in actually planning, in years of low flow, how we can mitigate that water into a rotation schedule so that everybody gets their fair share.

Narrator:
Over time, the concept of “fair share” is evolving in this region. 

Learning more about how water behaves in desert farm fields, and investigating new technologies will play a key role in balancing the increasing and diverse demands on the river. 

And the partnership of federal funds and land grant-university cooperation will continue to lead the way.

Runyan:
The old saying that two heads are better than one is certainly in play in this project. We’ve got researchers and extension educators at New Mexico State University that complement and work with our colleagues at Texas A&M. 

And we’re doing this as a team.
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