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Press Conference:  Gila River Threatened by $220 million Reservoir Project
The last free-flowing river in New Mexico providing habitat for an abundance of endangered species is at risk if Bill passes
SANTA FE, NM, APRIL 20, 2004 – The Gila Conservation Coalition, a partnership of environmental and conservation groups concerned about protecting the free flow of the Gila and San Francisco Rivers, will hold a press conference on Wednesday, April 21 at 11:00 am in the Rotunda of the Round House on a proposed reservoir project that could threaten the natural values of the Gila River.  Prior to the press conference, the coalition will meet with the New Mexico Interstate Stream Commission (ISC) to discuss the economic and environmental implications of the proposal and to recommend that the state explore alternatives that would maintain the unique ecological values of the Gila River.
Background
With its headwaters located in the Gila Wilderness of southwestern New Mexico, the Gila River is the last main-stem river in New Mexico without a major water development. An un-dammed river in New Mexico is in itself a rare feature, and its natural cycle of flows supports outstanding examples of riparian forest and a remarkable abundance of wildlife, including the densest population of non-colonial breeding birds in the United States. The river also provides recreational opportunities and water for municipal, agricultural and mining use.  Despite these demands, the river offers a perennial, largely unregulated flow.  A recently proposed project to capture and distribute water from the Gila could potentially threaten the natural values of this unique river.

Currently, the New Mexico Interstate Stream Commission is urging local governments to jointly contract for 18,000 acre-feet of Central Arizona Project (CAP) water from the Gila-San Francisco River Basin.  A proposed amendment to the Arizona Water Settlements Act (S437) being considered in Congress would appropriate $150 million to New Mexico to contract for and capture Gila River water for Grant, Hidalgo, Luna and Catron counties. The costs of this project could exceed $220 million in capital expenditures and impose $1 - $2 million in annual operating costs on this economically distressed region of the state.  Although a mainstream dam is not being considered, an off-stream reservoir in Mangas Creek is being discussed which would impact this prime riparian area that may hold one or more threatened or endangered species and withhold vital water flow into the Gila. 

This proposal would cause significant ecological impacts to one of the last free-flowing rivers of its size in the Southwest: 

· Doubling the current quantity of water removed from the Gila and San Francisco Rivers would impair the natural cycle of river flows upon which the Gila’s riparian ecosystems are dependent.
· This proposal would diminish the riparian forests of the Gila, one of the best examples of riparian forests in the Southwest.

· This project would harm the large number and rich diversity of plants and animals supported by the Gila River. 
· This proposal would threaten several unique ecosystems and close to 40 threatened or endangered species of the Gila River system, such as the southwestern willow flycatcher, Chiricahua leopard frog, bald eagle, loach minnow and spikedace.  

The state of New Mexico is negotiating with Arizona the details of an amendment to S437 that would provide federal funding to New Mexico to develop Gila River water under the CAP legislation.  The future of the Gila River is in the hands of Senator Pete Domenici, chairman of the Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee, and New Mexico Governor Bill Richardson.  Their leadership on this issue could mean protection of this ecologically unique river system.
Please contact Senator Pete Domenici and Governor Bill Richardson and urge them to protect the Gila River!
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www.governor.state.nm.us





Organized in 1984 to protect the free flow of the Gila and San Francisco Rivers and the wilderness characteristics of the Gila and Aldo Leopold Wilderness areas, the Gila Conservation Coalition (GCC) is a partnership of local environmental and conservation groups and concerned individuals that promote conservation of the Upper Gila River Basin and surrounding lands. The GCC was instrumental in stopping the Hooker and Conner Dam proposals in the 1980s.  The group also achieved protection of the East Fork of the Gila River from road building and partial closure of the wild San Francisco River to ORV use.

Gila Conservation Coalition, P.O. Box 878, Silver City, NM 88062; (505) 388-3763.
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