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Figure 1. Rio Grande Basin. Conejos River – Map. 

Basin Background 

o Encompasses 7.2% of the state’s land.

o Snowmelt runoff and summer storms
are the main contributors of water
supply to the headwaters.

o Basin wide, there is twice as much
public land as there is private.

o The Valley has the second-largest
production of potatoes in the United
States.

o Agriculture is the primary economic
driver in the Basin.

o The Basin’s population overall is
projected to increase at about 0.9% per
year between 2014 and 2050.

o The Basin’s thriving tourism industry,
which is largely water-dependent,
accounts for 11% of employment.

Rio Grande Basin Goals 

• Protect, preserve, and/or restore the 
sustainability of the Rio Grande Basin 
watersheds by focusing on watershed 
health and ecosystem function.

• Protect and preserve the doctrine of prior 
appropriation and vested water rights, 
and fully utilize Colorado’s compact 
entitlements as specified under the Rio 
Grande and Costilla Creek compacts.

• Sustain t aquifers in accordance with 
Senate Bill 04-222 and operate within the 
State Engineer’s new Rules and 
Regulations for the San Luis Valley.

• Operate, maintain, rehabilitate, and 
create necessary infrastructure to meet 
the Basin’s long-term water needs, 
including storage.

• Manage water use to sustain optimal 
agricultural economy throughout the 
Basin’s communities.

• Support the development of projects and 
methods that have multiple benefits for 
agricultural, municipal and industrial, 
and environmental and recreational 
water needs.

• Meet new demands for water, to the 
extent practicable, without impacting 
existing water rights and compact 
obligations.

• Establish a long-term education and 
outreach effort for water use and needs in 
the San Luis Valley and Rio Grande 
Basin.

• Make progress toward meeting applicable 
water quality standards throughout the 
Basin.

• Promote water management and 
administrative practices that are 
adaptive, flexible, and responsible to 
optimize multiple benefits.

• Protect, preserve, and enhance terrestrial 
and aquatic wildlife habitats throughout 
the Basin.

• Conserve, restore, and maintain wetlands 
and riparian areas for the benefit of a 
healthy watershed. 
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13. Work to sustain active river flows
throughout the year in cooperation with
water users and administrators to restore
and sustain ecological function of the
rivers and floodplain habitats within the
context of existing water rights and
compact obligations.

14. Maintain and enhance water-dependent
recreational activities.

Basin Water Needs 

o Meeting the agricultural water needs is
critical not only for individual farm
operators, but also for the entire basin.

o The population, currently estimated at
46,400, is projected to increase to
approximately 79,600 by 2050. Due to
the relatively minor water use
represented by municipal users, there is
little pressure for water conservation as
a new water supply strategy.

o The increasingly water-short nature of
the Basin makes sustaining the
abundance of terrestrial and aquatic
wildlife populations, rare and important
habitats, diverse ecosystems, and
exceptional recreational opportunities,
challenging.

o The future management and
administration of surface and
groundwater is critical to the long-term
viability of the Basin’s water resources.

Challenges and Opportunities 

o Groundwater is a key component of
water use in the Basin for M&I,
agriculture, and many areas of wildlife
habitat; groundwater use is at
unsustainable levels and its
management presents an ongoing
challenge. The community is working to
reach sustainable levels of groundwater
use through Groundwater Management
Subdistricts and local mechanisms.

o There may be significant economic
impacts from reduced agriculture in
light of reduced groundwater and
surface water supplies.

o The Compact is increasingly difficult to
administer with the effects of prolonged
and lingering drought, changes to runoff
timing and amounts, and other
environmental factors impacting surface
supplies.

o Drought, climate change, wildfires, dust
on snow, and forest succession due to
diseases and insect outbreaks impact
hydrology within the Basin.

o Residential, commercial, and industrial
growth is creating a need for
augmentation water supplies to replace
depletions associated with these uses.

o Aquatic-dependent wildlife species are
being considered for or already listed as
a threatened or endangered species
under the Endangered Species Act.

Rio Grande Basin Path Forward: The 
primary goal of this Plan is to create a 
sustainable water future. As the Basin 
community works cooperatively to address the 
challenges to ensuring a sustainable water 
future and protecting and enhancing the Basin’s 
water values, new challenges will arise. The Plan 
is dynamic and will adapt as future 
opportunities and constraints present 
themselves. 

THANK YOU! 

• Rio Grande Basin Roundtable
• DiNatale Water Consultants




