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Gila Conservation Coalition Releases Results of Economic Analysis of Future Water Supply Needs in Silver City and the Central Mining District

Area’s future water demand can be met cost-effectively without a Gila River diversion 

Silver City, NM, June 21, 2005 – There is no need for a water diversion on the Gila River, New Mexico’s last free-flowing river, as is being proposed under recently passed legislation, according to a technical analysis released by the Gila Conservation Coalition.  The group’s economic analysis of future water supply needs for Silver City and the Central Mining District demonstrates that the area’s future water demand can be met through new well fields or a combination of new well fields and surface water use at approximately one tenth the cost of a Gila River diversion project.  The Coalition’s chairman, M.H. “Dutch” Salmon, stated “Our results show that a Gila River diversion would cost at least 10 times more than drilling new wells or conjunctive use. This is an important finding. We need to look to low-cost alternatives to provide our future water supply and the Gila Conservation Coalition has proven that a diversion project just doesn’t make good economic sense.” 

The proposed Gila River diversion project is being discussed because the Arizona Water Settlements Act of 2004, a complex piece of legislation that addresses multiple disputes associated with the Central Arizona Project, provides $66 million of federal dollars for local water supply projects and up to an additional $62 million to subsidize the consumptive use of an average 14,000 acre-feet of water per year over ten years from the Gila River, its tributaries, or underground water sources.  The most likely buyers of such water would be municipal water users in Grant County, New Mexico, specifically Silver City and the communities that make up the Central Mining District (Bayard, Hurley, Santa Clara, and Hanover).  Given the lack of current studies addressing the costs of water supply alternatives and demand in this market, the coalition’s economic analysis provides a first step toward a more complete water plan for the region.
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The economic analysis yields these major findings and conclusions:

1) Before investing in new supply sources, it is cost-effective for Silver City and the Central Mining District to spend $3 million to $21 million on conservation measures that can achieve a 20 percent reduction in demand by 2025.

2) After accounting for federal subsidies provided by the Arizona Water Settlements Act, a Gila River diversion would cost at least 16 times more than drilling new well fields or conjunctive use to meet the same demand. The diversion project would increase the costs of meeting future demand in Silver City and the Central Mining District by at least $268 million.

3) From an individual county perspective, a Gila River diversion imposes substantial per capita costs, even after federal subsidies under the Arizona Water Settlements Act.  Grant County’s per capita costs for the diversion are $9,212 per person.  Without the diversion, the county would be free to use its share of the $66 million local/regional project subsidy in the most cost-effective manner, and the per capita costs of meeting future supply needs would be at most $567 per person.

4) A Gila River diversion project could have significant negative ecological impacts due to changes in the river’s relatively natural flow regime as well as from the construction of diversion and pumping facilities, pipelines, and a large storage reservoir.  If the residents of New Mexico hold values for the Gila River’s ecological attributes similar to those found in studies regarding similar natural resource amenities, the economic costs due to ecological impacts could be as much as $218 million, more than double the project costs. 
The Gila Conservation Coalition economic analysis was conducted by the economic consulting firm, ECONorthwest. Since 1974, ECO has completed more than 1,500 projects in economics, resource and conservation assessment, planning, finance, and policy evaluation.  
The coalition will release the results of its economic analysis at the June meeting of the Southwest New Mexico Water Planning Group. The meeting will take place on Wednesday, June 22 at 9:00 am at the Grant County Administration Building, 1400 Highway 180 East, Silver City.
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 is a partnership of local environmental and conservation groups and concerned individuals that promote conservation of the Upper Gila River Basin and surrounding lands.
To request a copy of the full report, available after June 30, please contact the Gila Conservation Coalition at (505) 538-8078 or info@gilaconservation.org. 
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