
 

 

 

 
 
 
October 15, 2021 
 
Via comment portal 
https://nmose.isc.commentinput.com/?id=dZPsW  
 
 
Rolf Schmidt-Petersen 
NM Interstate Stream Commission 
PO Box 25102 
Santa Fe, NM 87504-5102 
Rolf.schmidt@state.nm.us 
 
Nelia Dunbar 
NM Bureau of Geology & Mineral Resources 
801 Leroy Pl.  
Socorro, NM 87801-4796 
Nelia.dunbar@nmt.edu 
  

RE: Comments of WildEarth Guardians on the report, Climate Change in New Mexico 
over the Next 50 Years: Impacts on Water Resources, also referred to as the Leap Ahead 
Analysis 
 
Dear Mr. Schmidt-Petersen and Dr. Dunbar,  
 
 This letter is submitted by WildEarth Guardians (“Guardians”) to provide the New 
Mexico Interstate Stream Commission (“ISC”), and the New Mexico Bureau of Geology and 
Mineral Resources (“the Bureau”) as the coordinating agency, with comments on the Climate 
Change in New Mexico over the Next 50 Years: Impacts on Water Resources, dated September 
16, 2021 (“Leap Ahead Analysis.”) This report serves as the scientific foundation of New 
Mexico’s 50-year water plan and examines projected impacts from climate change across the 
state, as it relates to the state’s water resources, over the next 50 years. We greatly appreciate 
the opportunity to provide comment on this important planning effort, as well as the amount of 
time and effort that has gone into compiling the Leap Ahead Analysis.  
 

https://nmose.isc.commentinput.com/?id=dZPsW
mailto:Rolf.schmidt@state.nm.us
http://Nelia.dunbar@nmt.edu/
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 WildEarth Guardians is a non-profit public interest environmental advocacy organization 
working to protect and restore the wildlife, wild places, wild rivers, and health of the American 
West. For more than three decades, Guardians has worked to secure flows for the iconic Rio 
Grande to protect and restore the fish, wildlife, and plants that depend on the river and its 
riparian ecosystems for their survival.  Rio Grande Waterkeeper is a program within WildEarth 
Guardians that works to safeguard clean water and healthy flows in the Rio Grande from its 
headwaters in the San Juan Mountains of Colorado through Southern New Mexico. The 
program was formed out of a partnership between Guardians and Waterkeeper Alliance, a 
global movement united with more than 300 Waterkeeper Organizations and Affiliates around 
the world.  
 
 
I. Background 
 

Governor Michelle Lujan Grisham recognized the critical importance of managing New 
Mexico’s waters and based her plan for managing the state’s waters on three principles:  

 

• “Stewardship. We must be good stewards of our precious water supply and 
prepare for the impact of our changing environment.  

• Sustainability. We must manage our water to meet the needs of today while 
ensuring a reliable supply of clean water for future generations.  

• Equity. We must manage our water in a way that meets our basic notions of 
fairness with a system that serves all New Mexicans.”1  

 
She identified the need for a 50-year water plan as the centerpiece for managing New Mexico’s 
waters that identifies new risks and opportunities as they emerge, new policies as needed, and 
perhaps most importantly, “build[s] consensus around state and local priorities.”2 However, the 
ecological health of our state’s waterways cannot be prioritized if they are not included.  
 
 The need to “rethink how we manage our water supply”3 is a fundamental driver of the 
Governor’s vision for New Mexico’s waters. We believe inherent in this is inclusive water 
management within which all values have a seat at the table. A report prepared this year by ISC 
outlining the perspectives of stakeholders related to water resources underscores this as well, 
identifying, “[t]o manage supply and demand, New Mexico needs very clear and accurate 
assessments of water that is available for use, as well as demand projections. Based on this 
information, water users can exercise options for change, conservation, or sharing.”4 In other 

 
1 New Mexicans for Michelle. “Managing and Conserving our Water to Preserve our Culture, Communities and 
Future Generations of New Mexicans.” 2018. 
https://www.newmexicansformichelle.com/images/MLG_Water_Plan_10292018.pdf 
2 Id. 
3 Id. 
4 Geery, Emily. “A summary of Stakeholder Perspectives on New Mexico’s Water Resources and Data Needs 2021.” 
2021. https://api.realfile.rtsclients.com/PublicFiles/5f809ddfc9864dad89f9d03375144a14/afef16de-b3fc-46c4-
bb6b-
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words, without the base knowledge of how much water we have, how much we are projected 
to have in the future, and how much demand exists and is likely to change in the future, we 
cannot hope to incorporate coherent policy or management recommendations. As the scientific 
foundation for the 50-year water plan, the Leap Ahead Analysis aims to bring together the 
existing body of knowledge related to projected climate change impacts on New Mexico’s 
waters. We recognize this is a broad topic and the relative short timeline for development 
creates added difficulty in assessing every aspect of the state’s waters. A timeline that allows 
for robust public participation, including both the time and funding necessary for ISC and the 
Bureau to respond to and incorporate suggested changes, is integral to an equitable process. 
Largely, we commend the authors on succinct descriptions of projected climate impacts that 
will be useful to water managers, policy makers, and the general public alike.  
 

We believe the Leap Ahead Analysis is lacking in three key areas. First, as the scientific 
foundation for New Mexico’s 50-year water plan it is imperative that the ecological health of 
the state’s waterways be included. To not do so deprioritizes New Mexico’s streams, rivers, and 
other waterways and equivocates them to mere conveyance channels that exist solely to move 
water from one point to another and not the arteries of life we know them to be. Second, the 
Leap Ahead Analysis does not adequately address impacts to species, particularly imperiled 
species and those federally protected by the Endangered Species Act. Finally, the draft does not 
identify any projected impacts to recreational users or the recreational economy. By including 
the impacts to some water users (i.e., chapter 7, “Changes in Surface and Groundwater Supplies 
and Impacts on Agricultural, Municipal, and Industrial Users”) and excluding others, the state is 
making decisions on what water uses have priority. This is a clear contradiction to the stated 
objectives of the 50-year water planning efforts. We have deep concern that the inadequate 
assessment of these three topics within the scientific foundation will also result in their 
exclusion or insufficient addressment in the water plan itself. It is not certain to what level of 
detail the water plan will be developed but ISC’s description and timeline suggest it will be a 
high-level document providing summaries of projected impacts and recommendations for 
resilience. Without a scientific foundation to base these recommendations on, river ecology 
and impacts to species, in particular, seem unlikely to be given the attention they deserve. We 
request the ISC and the Bureau incorporate these important pieces prior to finalizing the Leap 
Ahead Analysis.  
 
 
II. New Mexico’s Waterways are Vital to its Future 
 

The waterways of New Mexico constitute integral parts of its iconic landscapes. 
Whether it is fly fishing in cold water streams in northern New Mexico, birdwatching in the 
fragile wetland of Bosque del Apache National Wildlife Refuge, or the joy experienced in 
southern New Mexico when water flows from Elephant Butte Reservoir reactivating the iconic 
Rio Grande, these waterways add value to the lives of all who live and recreate here. The 

 
bec68ac9b6d5/A%20Summary%20of%20Stakeholder%20Perspectives%20on%20New%20Mexico's%20Water%20R
esources%20and%20Data%20Needs%202021%20-%20Water%20Data%20Act.pdf 
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habitat they provide, both aquatic and riparian, also shelter and sustain a plethora of native 
species. Over half of the vertebrate species known to occur in New Mexico use riparian areas or 
aquatic habitats over the course of their life cycle.5 This number jumps to over 80% when 
looking only at “sensitive and specially classified” vertebrate species.6 Both literal and figurative 
arteries of life, it would be hard to imagine our beautiful state without the rivers and streams 
that in many ways define it.   

 
It is puzzling then why the ecological health of these waterways, so important to the 

quality of life of New Mexicans and hundreds of other species who depend on them for habitat, 
was not assessed in the Leap Ahead Analysis. Agency representatives have stated that the 
exclusion of river ecology was a deliberate choice and that the decision was made to focus on 
the natural system that impacts water availability. We believe this fundamentally must include 
the ecological health of rivers. Traditionally, water uses related to irrigated agriculture and the 
needs of cities have been most frequently identified as having “beneficial use” in terms of 
water rights. However, we believe other uses (i.e., instream flow and needs related to the 
ecological health of rivers) have equal importance, even while they have been historically 
undervalued. In New Mexico, instream flows are well-established as a beneficial use of water. A 
1998 opinion from Attorney General Tom Udall confirmed that a change in purpose of use from 
more traditional uses (i.e., irrigated agriculture) to an instream flow for recreational, fish or 
wildlife, or ecological purposes could be viewed as a beneficial use.7 New Mexico’s 
establishment and management of the Strategic Water Reserve also speaks to the elevation of 
instream flow needs as a beneficial use of its waters. Excluding an analysis of the impacts of 
climate change on environmental flow in the Leap Ahead Analysis misses key information that 
policy makers and water managers alike need to make informed decisions. Although the final 
water plan, and not the Leap Ahead Analysis, is meant to produce policy recommendations and 
identify areas with low resiliency, policy without a strong scientific foundation is unlikely to 
appropriately address the current and future challenges we face. Neither can it address how 
these challenges will be further exacerbated by growing impacts of global climate change. 
Understanding how the state’s waterways are likely to change or the challenges they will face 
will help us in ensuring that all New Mexican’s values and the plethora of ways in which water is 
used in the state are protected for future generations, relating to the core principle of 
sustainability Governor Lujan Grisham identified. 

 
The inclusion of a chapter on projected climate change impacts to agricultural, 

municipal, and industrial uses, while excluding others, prioritizes these uses over others. 
Focusing solely on the impacts to these water uses does not give the whole picture of New 
Mexico’s water demands, nor how water supply for those uses is likely to be affected. Chapter 
7, “Changes in Surface Water and Groundwater Supplies and Impacts on Agricultural, 
Municipal, and Industrial Users” outlines a shift in New Mexico’s climate from periods of 

 
5 New Mexico Department of Game and Fish. “Comprehensive Wildlife Conservation Strategy for New Mexico”. 
2006. p. 526. 
6 Id. 
7 Tom Udall, Attorney General. 1998. Opinion No. 98-01. 
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sustained drought, followed by relatively wet periods, to more permanent drying and a climate 
with increased aridity. We were glad to see this focus as it coincides with science being done to 
investigate trends in aridification emerging in North America related to anthropogenic global 
warming.8 This trend towards aridification in the American West underscores the urgency of 
understanding and protecting its waterways. Chapter 7 also identifies that “status quo 
management is not an option.”9 We wholeheartedly agree with this sentiment and believe that 
a sustainable path forward for both people and ecosystems in our state requires the inclusion 
of all water uses. New Mexicans depend on the waters of our state for more purposes than just 
those outlined in chapter 7. The inclusion of impacts to agricultural, municipal, and industrial 
users and exclusion of impacts to the ecological health of rivers and streams also creates the 
standard that New Mexico’s waterways exist solely as conveyance mechanisms and 
deprioritizes the health of river systems. The ecological health of our state’s waterways is 
intrinsically tied to the people and culture throughout this Land of Enchantment. Our quality of 
life is greatly enriched by the traditions these waterways sustain, as well as the economic 
drivers they support. More broadly the need to maintain the ecological health of rivers and 
streams fits into the recent landmark recognition by the United Nations that humans have the 
right to a healthy environment.10  

 
Many of the components necessary for a chapter on the ecological health of rivers and 

streams across the state of New Mexico are already included in the Leap Ahead Analysis. These 
are generally related to the geology and hydrology of river systems and include changes to 
potential evapotranspiration, changes to patterns in sediment deposition, changes to water 
quality, and changes to overall surface flows, among other projections. Some information, to 
the best of our knowledge, has not been researched and should be identified as key gaps and 
research needs. This includes an assessment of the water needs of native vegetation and 
species. Acknowledging the gaps in the science is a key piece of the Leap Ahead Analysis 
because it will help decision makers identify where research investments should be made. The 
inclusion of this research gap in the draft would be a strong signal that equity truly is being 
centered in this planning process and all water values are being taken into consideration. This is 
a first step, but an important one, in building a more equitable system. Research gaps identified 
in the scientific foundation of the state’s 50-year water plan will have a stronger likelihood of 
being prioritized for research and funding by policy makers. We believe these actions will also 
help build trust with communities that historically undervalued uses are being considered.  
 
 

 
8 Williams, A., et al. “Large Contribution from Anthropogenic Warming to an Emerging North American 
Megadrought”. 2020. Science, Vol. 368, Issue 6488, pg. 314-318. 
9 Dunbar, et al. “Climate Change in New Mexico over the Next 50 Years: Impacts on Water Resources.” 2021. 
https://geoinfo.nmt.edu/ClimatePanel/report/Climate_Change_and_Water_Resources-ForPublicComment_2021-
09-16.pdf 
10 United Nations, Human Rights Council. “Bachelet Hails Landmark Recognition that Having a Healthy Environment 
is a Human Right.” 2021. 
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=27635&LangID=E 
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III. Ignoring Climate Change Impacts to Imperiled Species Threatens New Mexico’s 
Planning Process 

 
New Mexico is an incredibly diverse state in many ways, not the least of which is our 

biodiversity. The Leap Ahead Analysis goals were not to conduct new research but rather to 
bring together existing, peer reviewed, published research and other materials relevant to the 
projected changes in the state’s climate over the next 50 years, as they relate to water 
resources.11 Chapter 4 delves into ecological dynamics and does a good job of assessing 
projected climate related impacts to specific vegetation, largely those species found in upland 
environments. Chapter 6, which looks at larger scale landscape change, also provides an 
excellent assessment of changes we are likely to see. We especially appreciated the attention 
given to ephemeral channels, given their importance to ecosystems and vulnerability to climate 
change.12 However, adequate assessment of riparian and aquatic habitat is not currently 
included in the draft. In so doing, an opportunity is missed to provide a scientific foundation for 
scenarios that are likely to be some of our most challenging in the next 50 years. This exclusion 
is troubling given the large body of knowledge that exists, particularly related to the ecological 
requirements of listed threatened and endangered species in riparian and aquatic 
environments.  

 
The health of native species is a good measure of functioning river ecosystems. Whether 

native species can continue to thrive is telling of the state of the aquatic and riparian 
ecosystems—the quality and quantity of water, timing of flows, habitats, available nutrients, 
and sediment. Rather than treating the needs of ecosystems as secondary—after the needs of 
agriculture, cities, and industry have been met—there is a growing body of research indicating 
the benefits of managing for both the needs of species and the traditionally prioritized needs of 
humans.13 It is also clear that the health of ecosystems significantly contributes to the well-
being of humans through the variety of ecosystem services they provide.14 It is no wonder then 
that humans place so much value on the health of species. One tangible demonstration of that 
value in the United States is Congress’ near unanimous passage of the Endangered Species Act 
and the commitment we have made to protect and restore species whose existence is 
imperiled, largely by human actions. Guardians believes species have the right to exist and 

 
11 Dunbar, N., et al. “Climate Change in New Mexico over the Next 50 Years: Impacts on Water Resources.” 2021. 
https://geoinfo.nmt.edu/ClimatePanel/report/Climate_Change_and_Water_Resources-ForPublicComment_2021-
09-16.pdf 
12 Zipper, S., el al. “Pervasive Changes in Stream Intermittency Across the United States”. 2021. 
https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/ac14ec/pdf 
13 Gleick, P. “Water in Crisis: Paths to Sustainable Water Use.” 1998. https://www.activeremedy.org/wp-
content/uploads/2014/08/Water-in-Crisis-Paths-To-Sustainable-Water-Use.pdf; Poff, N. “Managing for Variability 
to Sustain Freshwater Ecosystems.” 2009. https://ascelibrary.org/doi/full/10.1061/(ASCE)0733-
9496(2009)135:1(1); Olmstead, S. “The Economics of Managing Scarce Water Resources.” 2010. 
https://web.archive.org/web/20160310032850id_/http://ron-griffin.tamu.edu/x677/readings/Olmstead2010.pdf; 
Keeler, B., et al. “Linking Water Quality and Well-being for Improved Assessment and Valuation of Ecosystem 
Services.” 2012. https://www.pnas.org/content/109/45/18619;  
14 Millennium Ecosystem Assessment Board. “Ecosystems and Human Well-being”. 2003. 
http://pdf.wri.org/ecosystems_human_wellbeing.pdf.  
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thrive independent of the value placed on them by humans, but regardless of one’s assessment 
of their intrinsic right to exist, it is undeniable that agencies have legal responsibilities to ensure 
their health, tied to both state and federal laws and policy.   

One does not need to look far for species whose existence is federally protected under 
the Endangered Species Act and simultaneously act as sources of conflict related to water 
resources. From the Klamath Basin to the Methow Valley to the Rio Grande Basin, conflict 
between traditional water uses and the needs of the environment seems to be a fundamental 
Western pastime.15 Regardless of how one perceives both the Endangered Species Act and 
western water law more broadly, it is undeniable that these demand conflicts are part of our 
history and as long as we continue to keep them separate and isolated, we cannot develop an 
integrated management system. It is necessary then, in any planning effort, to account for this. 
We believe this translates into a need to assess, within the scientific foundation for the state’s 
50-year water planning effort, the projected impacts of climate change on native aquatic and 
riparian species, especially those already listed as endangered or threatened under the 
Endangered Species Act within the state, as they relate to waterways and riparian habitat. To 
not do so, we believe, sets the effort up for failure.  

 
The Leap Ahead Analysis makes clear that the future will include many challenges 

related to water supply; as temperatures increase, so will demand both in terms of human uses 
and in terms of habitat that the environment provides to other species. Seasonal precipitation 
changes in particular represent a potential for increased conflict. If we are serious about 
“rethinking water management” and centering stewardship as Governor Lujan Grisham 
outlined in her plan16, then we must understand that as temperature increases, precipitation 
regimes shift, demands increase, and water supply ultimately dwindles, increased conflicts 
between the needs of the environment, particularly for native species, and other human uses, 
like irrigated agriculture will occur. Without facing these challenges head-on, which are not new 
for New Mexico but rather exacerbated by global climate change, it is unlikely we will find our 
way out of status quo management.  
 
 We believe this assessment could be appropriately completed by selecting key indicator 
species. This would provide needed information about the current status of and projected 
impacts to New Mexico’s threatened and endangered species, and thus ecosystems, but would 
limit the amount of research necessary to include. Many of these species can also be used as 
indicators as a mechanism to assess overall ecological health of waterways, as discussed above. 
Some potential key indicator species, found in watersheds across the state, could include: the 
Rio Grande silvery minnow, the Pecos bluntnose shiner, the Arkansas river shiner, the Gila 

 
15 Tarlock, A. “The Endangered Species Act and Western Water Rights.” 1985. Land and Water Law Review: Vol. 20, 
Issue 1, pg. 1-30; Benson, R. “So Much Conflict, Yet So Much in Common: Considering the Similarities between 
Western Water Law and the Endangered Species Act.” 2004. 
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1465&context=nrj. 
16 New Mexicans for Michelle. “Managing and Conserving our Water to Preserve our Culture, Communities and 
Future Generations of New Mexicans.” 2018. 
https://www.newmexicansformichelle.com/images/MLG_Water_Plan_10292018.pdf 
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trout, the Southwest willow flycatcher, and the yellow-billed cuckoo. Much peer reviewed 
science exists regarding ecosystem health from imperiled species protection effort and could 
and should be collected and included in the Leap Ahead Analysis. In addition to information 
found in recovery plans, 5-year status reviews, and biological opinions related to federally listed 
endangered species, other resources include: the 2020 New Mexico Forest Action Plan, 
prepared by New Mexico Energy, Minerals, and Naturals Resources Department; Threatened 
and Endangered Species of New Mexico: 2020 Biennial Review, prepared by New Mexico Game 
and Fish, and a plethora of peer-reviewed, published articles (Camack, D., Osborne, M., and 
Turner, T., 2021; Reale, J., et al., 2021; Osborne, M., et al., 2021; Platania, S., et al., 2020; 
Turner, T., et al., 2019 are good examples of recent research conducted related to fish species 
that might be helpful in this effort.) University of New Mexico’s Museum on Southwestern 
Biology and the Desert Fishes Council are two bodies that have extensive knowledge in this 
area, should they be available to provide support. 

 
While some may argue that, while important, these considerations should be included 

in the final water plan as policy recommendations, rather than in the scientific foundation for 
the plan. We do not believe this to be true. The point of the Leap Ahead Analysis is to pull 
together the existing body of knowledge to better understand our natural systems and the 
changes that we may expect. From there, policy and other decision makers may use that 
information to identify ways we might achieve desired outcomes. By excluding one piece of this 
equation, species and ecosystems, it leaves policy makers and water managers missing key 
information needed to make these recommendations. Given the critical importance 
endangered species and their habitat needs play in terms of New Mexico’s waters it is ill-
advised to move forward with any planning process that does not adequately address these 
needs. We ask that the ISC and the Bureau incorporate information related to the needs of 
species in our changing climate.  

 
 

IV. Assessing Projected Impacts to Recreation is Key to an Equitable Planning Process 
 

Outdoor recreation is a central part of the lives of many New Mexicans, as well as being 
a significant economic driver. With over 35 million acres of public lands to roam and over half 
the state managed as public land, it is no wonder that 65% of New Mexicans regularly partake 
in outdoor recreation of some kind and over 90% of visits to state parks are to recreate in lakes, 
rivers, and reservoirs throughout the state.17 In addition to contributing $1.2 billion in income 
and 33,500 jobs, nature-based outdoor recreation is also growing faster than other sectors in 
the state.18 Between 2012 and 2017, nature-based outdoor recreation increased by 14%, where 
the state’s overall GDP grew by merely 4%.19 This is indicative of the high value that New 

 
17 Outdoor Recreation and New Mexico’s Economy. “New Mexico Outdoor Recreation Division and Headwaters 
Economics.” 2020. https://headwaterseconomics.org/wp-content/uploads/20HE-NM-Outdoor-Rec-
Report_web.pdf 
18 Id. 
19 Id.  
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Mexicans and visitors alike place on outdoor recreational activities. Recreation is a great way to 
diversify New Mexico’s economy and can particularly benefit rural economies.20 This is an 
important note given that the latest census data shows our state is becoming more rural21, 
while economic outlooks for rural communities across the United States are becoming more 
challenging.22   

 
Less easily quantifiable but just as important is the quality of life that access to 

recreation provides. A growing body of knowledge suggests that regular interaction in nature 
positively influences human health, both physical and mental.23 Access to these benefits should 
be available to all New Mexicans, not just those who hold water rights. Over the course of this 
summer, Guardians has undertaken the project of documenting the ecological impacts of the 
drying of the Rio Grande, as well as the connections that humans have with the river and the 
loss experienced when those connections are gone. Whether its families rafting and picnicking 
at La Llorona Park in Las Cruces, friends gathering at Riverside Park in Los Lunas, or the many 
people from all over the world who travel to see the stunning beauty of the Rio Grande Gorge 
in northern New Mexico, the overarching theme from this effort has been: these spaces and 
the recreation opportunities they provide bring immeasurable value to people’s lives. We 
believe this speaks to the equity principal Governor Lujan Grisham identified as central to the 
planning effort.   

 
New Mexico is home to many natural treasures, from kayaking the wild beauty of the 

untouched Gila River to the world-class trout fishing in the San Juan River, humans experience 
these treasures in a medley of ways. Without a foundational understanding of the ways these 
activities are likely to be impacted, it will be difficult for policy makers and water managers to 
identify policy recommendations to protect them. We ask that the ISC incorporate projected 
climate change impacts to recreation within the Leap Ahead Analysis. We believe this can be 
done by including this water use in chapter 7, which already examines impacts to some water 
uses.  

 
 
 

 
20 Headwaters Economics. “Recreation Counties Attracting New Residents and Higher Incomes.” 2019. 
https://headwaterseconomics.org/wp-content/uploads/recreation-counties-attract-report.pdf 
21 Chacón, D. “Census: Rural New Mexico Becoming More Rural”. 2021. 
https://www.santafenewmexican.com/news/local_news/census-rural-new-mexico-becoming-more-
rural/article_ed09601a-fb87-11eb-86f7-d3c5b04d648f.html 
22 Economic Innovation Group. “From Great Recession to Great Reshuffling: Charting a Decade of Change Across 
American Communities.” 2018. https://eig.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/2018-DCI.pdf 
23 Maller, C., et al. “Healthy Nature Healthy People: ‘Contact with Nature’ as an Upstream Health Promotion 
Intervention for Populations.” 2005. https://academic.oup.com/heapro/article/21/1/45/646436; Hartig, T., et al. 
“Nature and Health.” 2014. https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/pdf/10.1146/annurev-publhealth-032013-
182443; Kuo, M. “How Might Contact with Nature Promote Human Health? Promising Mechanisms and a Possible 
Central Pathway.” 2015. 
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01093/full?fbclid=IwAR1COuj_oYrQKntC7vCwQomw-
Q9AMAlqPwGh_fqINBmzExwLaDHz5PnRJ7M 
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V. Conclusion  
 

The Leap Ahead Analysis does an excellent job reviewing many of the projected impacts 
of climate change related to the waters of New Mexico. We appreciate the hard work by many 
experts that has clearly gone into developing it, as well as the opportunity to provide comments 
on where we believe the draft requires necessary improvement. We believe inclusive planning 
and participatory water management are needed to transition to a more holistic management 
structure. We also believe incorporating public participation is the only way that we will retain 
the quality of life for humans, the integrity of the environment, and support the medley of 
native and imperiled species our state is home to, as we continue to meet the challenges of 
global climate change. Merely collecting comments is not enough; to move towards a truly 
equitable system understanding that differences of opinion can be an important mechanism to 
uncover blind spots and responsiveness is required.  

 
We ask that the Leap Ahead Analysis be revised to incorporate appropriate assessments 

of the impacts of climate change to the ecological health of New Mexico’s waterways, its native 
and imperiled species, and to recreation and the recreational economy. In a perfect world we 
would want to see each of these important topics as their own chapter within the Leap Ahead 
Analysis. We understand, given the timeframe, that might not be possible. We believe a 
chapter on river ecology is a necessity to include in the scientific foundation of New Mexico’s 
50-year water planning efforts and think impacts to species could be adequately covered within 
that chapter or within chapter 4, “Climate Change: Ecosystem Responses and Feedbacks to 
Water Resources in New Mexico”, we believe assessment of impacts to recreation could 
likewise be included in chapter 7, “Changes in Surface and Groundwater Supply and Impacts to 
Agricultural, Municipal, and Industrial Users.” We believe adequate assessment of these three 
topics must include:  

 

• Projected impacts of climate change on river systems currently included in the Leap 
Ahead Analysis (e.g., changes to precipitation regimes, changes to water quality);  

• Current health of New Mexico’s rivers, utilizing both existing streamflow data and water 
quality surveys completed by the New Mexico Environment Department, which includes 
benthic macroinvertebrate, fish community, and habitat surveys;24 

• Assessment of how climate change impacts are likely to impact the recreational 
economy and quality of life in New Mexico, similar to what was provided for 
agricultural, municipal, and industrial uses; 

• Assessment of the current status of and projected survival and recovery of a few 
indicator species given the effects of climate change on their habitat, chosen from those 
federally protected under the Endangered Species Act; 

• Key data gaps and needed research to better assess the ecological health of the state’s 
waterways.  

 
24 New Mexico Environment Department. “Water Quality Monitoring.” 2021. https://www.env.nm.gov/surface-
water-quality/water-quality-monitoring/ 
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We believe these three topics are key to include and any planning process, including the 
scientific foundation for the 50-year water plan, would be lacking without them. We hope to 
have the opportunity to provide comments on the final draft of the Leap Ahead Analysis and 
are available for additional discussion and questions, as needed. 
 
Sincerely,  
 

 
 
Tricia Snyder 
Rio Grande Campaigner 
WildEarth Guardians  
tsnyder@wildearthguardians.org 
 
CC: Governor Michelle Lujan Grisham 

mailto:tsnyder@wildearthguardians.org

