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Assessing Water Governance Capacity in 

the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office 

 

Abstract  

 

In the Middle Rio Grande region of New Mexico, challenges such as droughts, growing 

urban demand for water, and newly listed endangered species have forced people to 

change the way that they manage water. New challenges in water governance have 

created cooperation among agencies that often have conflicting interests, goals, and 

missions for water resources. The United States Bureau of Reclamation has a mission to 

“manage, develop, and protect water and related resources in an environmentally and 

economically sound manner.” This research focuses on the Bureau of Reclamation water 

governance practices and studies how agencies interact with each other while governing 

the water. It identifies and describes old and new tools used for better water governance 

practices. It also seeks to understand institutional, socioeconomic, and political factors 

that might facilitate or hinder these changes.  

The results of the research showed that during the last several decades, approaches to 

water governance have changed: challenging situations in the past have made participants 

look into the future together to develop new tools to effectively govern water resources. 

The research contains professionals’ feedback on water governance techniques and 

describes new tools such as regular communication and collaborative efforts program. 

Overall, interview participants felt that the Bureau of Reclamation has a challenging 

position, but that given the situation; they are meeting the challenge well.  
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Introduction 

 

Water is Earth’s most vital resource. Nearly 70 percent of the world’s fresh water is 

locked up in ice, while most of the rest is in aquifers that people are draining at a much 

higher rate than they are recharging. The world’s population is growing dramatically; 

increasing the demand for water as well. How we govern our water resources now will 

determine the future of our nations. 

Water is a very important resource for the western United States where, as a legacy of the 

Homestead Act of 1863, there are vast farms and extensive irrigation systems. Farmers 

are not the only ones interested in the water; a growing environmental movement in the 

country during the 1970’s made fish and wildlife an important part of the water 

governance process. Federal agencies and laws became accountable for the balance 

between conflicting interests.  For example, the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation’s mission 

evolved from “providing water and electrical power to allow settlement of the arid 

western United States” to “managing, developing, and protecting water and related 

resources in an environmentally and economically sound manner.” According to United 

States Department of Interior (2007), as the missions of the agencies under the 

Department have expanded, it has increased the potential for missions overlapping and 

conflicting.  According to the missions the Bureau of Reclamation has to provide water 

for farmers, municipalities and environmental needs, while U.S. Fish and Wildlife 

Services has to make sure that the water provides habitat for fish. 

The Bureau of Reclamation delivers water resources to more than 31 million people in 17 

Western states. This water satisfies peoples and environmental needs. This study assesses 

water governance capacity in the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office 

through interviews and surveys. Middle Rio Grande, an arid region in New Mexico with 

extensive agricultural water use, growing population and endangered species issues, is 

used as a case study due to the complexity of the area. The Regional Water Governance 

Benchmarking Project’s framework for good water governance, developed by a team of 
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researchers from Oregon State University, International Water Management Institute 

(IWMI), and International Resources Group (IRG) is used to assess the water governance 

in this agency. Assessments, based on interview and survey analyses, are discussed and 

recommendations are provided.  

The specific question this paper addresses is: Are the process features and functions of 

the water governance framework explicitly supported in the Bureau of Reclamations 

Albuquerque Area Office water management? The hypotheses tested in this research are: 

1) Contradictory institutional agendas impede water governance.  2) Vague laws impede 

water governance. 
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Background 

 

There is much evidence that water governance, conflict, and cooperation are intricately 

connected to each other (Wolf, 1998; Yoffe et al., 2003; Wang et al., 2003; Brochmann & 

Gleditsch, 2006). Despite the common perception that there is deep conflict in shared 

river basins between stakeholders with conflicting interests, previous research shows that 

cooperation between stakeholders is more likely to occur than conflict. According to 

Wolf (1998) no development of a shared river can take place without cooperation. 

Farmers, environmentalists, and recreationists share an interest in having clean and 

healthy rivers. When conflict arises between multiple stakeholders over a scarce resource 

like water, establishment of appropriate water allocation methodologies, water 

institutions and policies leads to the cooperation (Wang et al., 2003). 

In this research, I study water governance in the U.S.  Bureau of Reclamation 

Albuquerque Area Office and explore how the agency deals with conflicting water 

interests and overcomes conflicts. The research is conducted in the Middle Rio Grande 

region (Figure 1), a complex area with arid climate, intensive agricultural water use, 

growing population and endangered species issues. 

In order to understand current New Mexican water governance it is necessary to know the 

history of the people settled in the region. The early Spanish settlers used water for crop 

irrigation. They constructed common irrigation ditches called acequias. Residents of 

villages had a right to use the water from the ditch in addition to the responsibility to 

keep the acequias clean and follow the rules to use the water. The community would elect 

a board to govern the acequias called associations. Each association had a right to hire a 

mayordomo, who was responsible for acequia repairs, clean up, enforcing penalties for 

breaking the rules, fair distribution of water resources. This system has been in place for 

hundreds of years and continues on to this day. 

In the mid 1800's, a wave of traders, fur-trappers, and farmers arrived in the territory of 

what would become modern New Mexico. The Homestead Act of 1863, giving 160 acres 
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to a person who would settle on the land, make improvements and farm, played a key role 

in this migration. Thousands were moving West to get land, but the land was arid and 

water was crucial for people’s survival. In 1902, the United States Government 

authorized the building of dams on the Rio Grande. These dams were designed to control 

floodwater and sedimentation as well as to store water for dry seasons. 

According to New Mexico Water Law, a water user has to make sure that their water use 

is beneficial, which means that the use of that water benefits the user in some way. At the 

same time, the use of the water should not contradict with the general public interest. 

According to the law, a water user in New Mexico may hold his right for as long as he or 

she uses the water. Rights may be sold, willed, or transferred to another person or 

voluntarily given up.  

Modern water governance is based on the New Mexico Water Law. The Office of the 

State Engineer manages the state's water resources. The State Engineer has power over 

the supervision, measurement, appropriation, and distribution of all surface and 

groundwater in New Mexico, including transboundary rivers. The State Engineer Office 

also approves all new appropriations and changes in water use. He decides whether a user 

can change the source of his supply from surface water to ground water and how much 

water to send downstream to meet compact and treaty obligations. He also issues permits 

for water rights. 

The New Mexico Interstate Stream Commission, created in 1935, has authority to 

investigate, protect, conserve, and develop New Mexico’s waters including both 

interstate and intrastate stream systems. The Commission’s authority under state law 

includes negotiating with other states to settle interstate stream controversies. New 

Mexico is a part of eight interstate stream compacts: Colorado River, Upper Colorado 

River Basin, La Plata River, Animas-La Plata Project, Rio Grande, Costilla Creek, Pecos 

River, and Canadian River. To assure compact compliance, the Commission analyzes 

streamflow, reservoir levels, and other data on the stream systems and implements 

projects both within and outside of New Mexico.   
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Water in New Mexico is a matter of international relations. The Rio Grande flows 

through New Mexico and into Mexico. There are several treaties between the United 

States and Mexico regulating water in this river system. In 1906, Rio Grande Convention 

Treaty was signed between the two countries. The treaty advocates for fair division of 

water in the Rio Grande.  

In 1970 the postmodernization era struck the United States. Living conditions were good, 

people basic needs were satisfied and more attention was paid to the environment. The 

1970’s are associated with a number of environmental acts. One of them is fundamental: 

the Endangered Species Act (ESA) of 1973. The purpose of the ESA was to protect fish, 

wildlife and plants from extinction.  

New laws and regulations give impetus for agency growth and expansion of missions. 

Once the agencies missions expand, there is an increased potential for mission overlap 

and conflict. For example, the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation and Fish and Wildlife 

Services are both under the Department of Interior. The missions of these two agencies 

overlap; Reclamation has to provide enough water for the farmers, cities, recreationalist 

and environmental use while the Fish and Wildlife Service has to make sure that there is 

enough water for the fish and wildlife.  

In 1994 the Rio Grande Silvery Minnow, a small herbivorous North American fish, was 

listed endangered. The endangered specie is found in less than 5 percent of their natural 

habitat in the Rio Grande River. Historically, the minnow was found from Española, New 

Mexico, to the Gulf of Mexico. Now it can only be seen in the Middle Rio Grande.  

In 1996, a conflict between the water needs of irrigators and endangered fish in the 

American west was predicted (Moore, 1996). Moore’s research showed that in 17 

western states, 235 counties rely on agricultural water from rivers containing 50 listed 

endangered fish species.  Indeed, the predicted conflict started in 1999 over the Silvery 

Minnow. Environmental groups went to federal district court to protect the minnow, 

saying that Bureau of Reclamation and Army Corps of Engineers, who operate a number 

of dams in the region, were not following the rules of the Endangered Species Act and 

did not make enough attempts to protect the fish (Katz, 2007). As result of litigation, the 
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court ordered that water delivered by the Bureau of Reclamation to the City of 

Albuquerque and Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District had to be used for the fish 

(Katz, 2007). 

Efforts to prevent the risk of litigation between the entities started in 1996. However it 

was only in 2000, right after the first serious litigation process in the region, when the 

New Mexico Interstate Stream Commission and Reclamation initiated formation of the 

Endangered Species Workgroup, established to develop the Middle Rio Grande 

Endangered Species Collaborative Program (Fort, 2009). In 2000, federal and non-federal 

organizations executed a Memorandum of Understanding to develop a program to protect 

fish while preserving other water uses in a manner that complied with state and federal 

laws. In 2003 the Collaborative Program efforts produced the ten-year Biological 

Opinion, a document that was “the product of formal consultation, stating the opinion of 

the Service on whether or not a Federal action is likely to jeopardize the continued 

existence of listed species or result in the destruction or adverse modification of critical 

habitat”. The document established flow requirements for the endangered fish species.  

Water resources allocations and endangered species issues in New Mexico are still 

topical today.  Agencies working on the new Biological Opinion, that will replace 2003 

Biological Opinion after it expires in 2013, are expecting more dry conditions in the 

proximate future. Learning how people manage water in a complex situation such as in 

the Middle Rio Grande will help us to develop better water governance strategies in the 

17 western states under the jurisdiction of the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation.  
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Figure 1 The Middle Rio Grande Basin. Source: U.S. Geological Survey. 
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Water Governance  

 

Previous research showed that although governments choose similar policies, the 

outcomes of their implementations vary (ADB, 1995). One of the reasons why there are 

differences is identified as the quality of governance. Thus, setting policy is not the only 

component for successful development; improving governance is an important 

component in achieving better government performance. This statement is true for all 

areas, including the water sector.  

The water governance concept is being widely applied by United Nations agencies. The 

United Nations Development Program (UNDP) considers water governance as political, 

economic and social processes and institutions through which government, private 

companies and civil society make decisions about how to best use, allocate, develop and 

manage water resources. The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO) defines water governance as “comprising all social, political 

and economic organizations and institutions, and their relationships, insofar as these are 

related to water development and management.” The Global Water Partnership (GWP) 

defines effective water governance as “the range of political, social, economic and 

administrative systems that are in place to develop and manage water resources, and the 

delivery of water services, at different levels of society.” The Asian Development Bank 

(ADB) concludes that “governance is about the institutional environment in which 

citizens interact among themselves and with government agencies/officials.” 

Looking through all the definitions one might say that there are common elements in 

defining water governance. These common elements that the water sector has to perform 

were identified in previous research, where researchers tried to set standards for water 

governance functions at the basin scale (Svendsen, 2005). The research provided nine 

essential functions for water governance: medium to long-term planning, allocating 

water, distributing water, monitoring water quality, enforcing water quality, protecting 
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against water disasters, protecting ecology, constructing hydraulic facilities, and 

maintaining facilities. 

There are water governance principles that go along with water governance functions. 

These principles were first widely introduced to the water sector in the Helsinki Rules on 

the Uses of the Waters of International Rivers (1967) and the Dublin Statement on Water 

and Sustainable Development (1992). A number of water related organizations, including 

GWP and ADB, identified principles for effective water governance. Some of the 

principles generated by these organizations were the similar while others were not. The 

combined list of principles includes: participation, accountability, transparency, equity, 

ethical considerations, responsiveness, integrative, coherency, predictability.  

Analysis and studies of water governance are essential for improving the way people 

manage their water resources. If we have a way of assessing water governance within 

institutions, we can detect the improvement in governance over period of time.  It could 

then be possible to correlate this positive change with the factors that have allowed 

improvement in water governance. 
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Methods 

 

Analytical Framework 

To assess water governance in the U.S Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office, 

I used the water governance framework (Figure 1) that was developed by the Regional 

Water Governance Benchmarking (ReWaB) Project. The framework was originally 

developed to monitor national progress on improving water governance in the Middle 

East and North Africa (MENA) region. The water governance framework describes water 

governance in terms of decision making and uses the Global Water Partnership’s 

definition of “the range of political, social, economic and administrative systems that are 

in place to develop and manage water resources, and the delivery of water services, at 

different levels of society”  (Global Water Partnership, 2002). The framework provides 

five functions which any well-functioning water sector must perform and five features of 

effective processes of decision making. 

 

Figure 2 Water Governance framework (International Resources Group, 2009) 
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The ReWaB researchers assessed all the water governance elements proposed by the 

earlier research (Stevensen, 2005) and extracted five higher-level water governance 

functions (Figure 2). Each of the larger water governance functions has smaller sub-

function that explicitly characterize the function overall. In total the framework 

represents 31 water governance functions and sub-functions.  

 

Figure 3 Water Governance Functions employed in Water Governance Framework (ReWaB, 2009) 

The principles of water governance were analyzed by ReWaB research group by using 

two primary criteria: the concepts had to be measurable and had to define the decision 
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making process. Five principles were chosen to be represented in the framework (Figure 

3). Elements such as “equity” were excluded because they characterize outcomes of the 

process and “ethical considerations” don’t have clear definition or measurement.  

1. Transparency. Information should flow freely within a society. The various processes 
and decisions should be … open to scrutiny by the public. In practice, this requires 
demonstrated willingness by governments to share information related to water sector 
policy, legal, and regulatory changes, development plans, water allocation decisions, 
water resources status and uses, and the like. 

2. Participation. All citizens, both men and women, should have a voice, directly or 
through intermediate organizations representing their interests, throughout water 
governance policy formulation and decision-making. In practice this requires the 
demonstrated willingness by the government to solicit and consider input from 
stakeholders in civil society and elected legislators. It also requires the demonstrated 
willingness of government leaders to make changes and adjustments to proposals on the 
basis of input received. 

3. Accountability and Integrity. Governments, the private sector and civil society 
organizations should be accountable to the public or the interests they represent. In 
practice, governments and other organizations active in water governance should openly 
disclose their actions and the results of governance decision making and should practice 
subsidiarity, mandating that decisions be taken at the lowest competent level. 
Governments should also undertake actions to reduce corruption and illicit personal gain 
in water sector decision making. 

4. Rule of law. Legal frameworks should be fair and enforced impartially. In practice, 
decisions should be made in conformity with specified laws, practices, and procedures. 

5. Responsiveness. Institutions and processes should serve all stakeholders and respond 
properly to changes in demand and preferences, or other new circumstances. In practice 
governments should monitor and note changing conditions of water supply and demand 
and respond appropriately. Governments should also regularly review and assess their 
water related policies, structure, programs, and the resulting outcomes and make 
appropriate revisions. 

Figure 4 Process Features employed in Water Governance Framework (ReWaB, 2009) 
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Procedures 

 

It is vital for the Reclamation office to effectively govern their water resources, especially 

now when they have to satisfy multiple water needs and are expecting dry seasons in 

proximate future. This research aims to assess water governance in the Bureau of 

Reclamation Albuquerque Area office by identifying the level of performance of the 

functions and  decision making process features presented in the water governance 

framework. The results of the research will be provided to the Bureau of Reclamation 

Albuquerque Area Office for consideration in decision making processes. 

To collect perspectives on water governance in the Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque 

Area Office 18 face-to-face interviews were conducted which included representatives 

from the Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation), Department of Agriculture (USDA), 

Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), Office of the State Engineer (OSE), Army Corps of 

Engineers (ACE), Pueblos, Interstate Stream Commission (ISC), Middle Rio Grande 

Conservancy District (MRGCD), Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS), the non-profit 

company Rio Grande Restoration (RGR), Santa Fe County and the non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) Wildlife Guardians and the Sierra Club. 12 of these 18 

interviewees were upper level managers (e.g. directors, managers, and chief executive 

officers).  

In order to assess water governance in the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Area 

Office, the governance framework, described above, was used. Survey and interview data 

collection were used, which enhance the rigor of the research (Robson, 2006). The 

purpose of the interviews was to collect assessments from different perspectives on water 

resources governance in the Bureau of Reclamation. Questions assessing the features of 

decision making and performing functions related to water resources were asked.  The 

interviews were conducted in September 2010.   

The Transboundary Freshwater Dispute Database (Oregon State University database) was 

used to identify key actors in the region who were approached for interviews. TFDD is a 
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project of the Oregon State University Department of Geosciences, in collaboration with 

the Northwest Alliance for Computational Science and Engineering designed to aid in the 

assessment of the process of water conflict prevention and resolution. The database 

contains a list of water related events since 1948. Twenty one individuals were identified 

using the database. All of the people identified were contacted via email and invited to 

participate in the research. Only seven of the people contacted were able to meet for the 

interview. These initial interviews were conducted from September 7th to 10th, 2010. The 

snowball sampling method, designed for dealing with relatively small population of 

people who are likely to be in contact with one another (Bernard, 2006), was used in this 

research to obtain additional participants from the initial seven; these interviews were 

scheduled for the following week. During the beginning of the second week of the 

interviews, the sampling frame started to become “saturated,” meaning it was harder to 

find new informants (Bernard, 2006).  

For field research, the formalized structured interview method was used. In the structured 

approach, the interviewer asks each informant the same set of questions (Bernard, 2006). 

This method makes the process of coding and analyzing responses easier, as each 

interview contains qualitatively similar, precise and comparable data (Wall, 2006). 

Interviews averaged 45 minutes, taking half an hour for the structured interview and 15 

minutes to fill out the survey. To ensure thorough recording, a Dictaphone was used 

during the interview. In one case the interviewee declined to use the Dictaphone.  

The survey was complementary to the interview. After half an hour of conversation, a 

questionnaire, designed by ReWaB in 2010 and updated and adjusted for the Bureau of 

Reclamation in the Middle Rio Grande, was given to the interviewees (Appendix A). The 

questionnaire contained 34 questions assessing water governance in the Reclamation 

office. Surveys were filled out in the presence of the researcher by the interviewees. One 

survey was not completed by interviewee during the meeting and was not returned to the 

researcher. 

The survey data was used to represent overall participants’ perception of the water 

governance performance. The survey questions addressed the framework elements that 
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were related to Reclamation’s water governance. The multiple choice answers for the 

questions were rated from 1 to 4, with 1 being “no in all or almost all cases” and 4 being 

“yes in all or almost all cases,” with an option of leaving the question unrated with an 

answer of “Don’t Know.” Generalizations were made by looking at the number of 

positive answers; everything that was identified as 3 or 4 was interpreted as being well 

performed, while ratings of 1 or 2 were identified as being poorly performed. If more 

than nine of the participants agreed on a rating, it was considered as a majority. For 

example, if nine of 17 people surveyed thought that a sub-function was performed well, 

this sub-function was considered to be performed well. For example, if nine or more 

people identified all the seven sub-functions for Function 1 – Organizing and Building as 

being well performed, overall the function was considered as performed well. 

The interview recordings obtained during the field work were transcribed. The 

transcribed documents were coded using the water governance functions and process 

features as key words. For example, sub-function Developing Trained Professionals was 

coded as “Professionals.” The decision making process features were coded using the 

name of the element as a code aside from “Rule of Law” which was coded as “Rule.” The 

interview texts were read through searching for context that supported framework 

elements. Once such words, sentences, or paragraphs were identified they were manually 

coded referencing to the appropriate code term.  For instance, each place within the text 

that was related to Developing Trained Professionals had a code “Professionals” attached 

to it. Once all the documents were coded, the extracted words, sentences, and paragraphs 

were attached to specific functions or features. The document pieces were read through 

again to determine how the water governance framework elements were being performed. 

In order to show the relationship between the water agencies, I employed concept map 

analysis. A concept map is a representation of a group's thinking which shows the ideas 

and perceptions of the group relative to the central topic (Trochim, 1989). The goal of 

this analysis was to understand the relationship between the water agencies and determine 

whether water governance functions and process features are consistent with the water 

governance framework developed by ReWaB project.  



17 
 

To get the widest variety of water governance experiences and perceptions each 

interviewee was asked the questions: “How would you describe Reclamation’s 

interaction with other agencies?” and “Tell me about your experience in working with 

Reclamation in the Middle Rio Grande.” The respondents’ answers, which were in short 

paragraphs or longer texts, were sorted and smaller and more detailed separate sentences 

were extracted from the text. The statements were sorted in ten piles, each pile 

represented function or process feature of the water governance framework. The data 

collected was used to generate four concept maps.  
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Results  

 

Functions 

1. Organizing and Building Capacity 

Overall, participants felt that this framework element was adequately performed by the 

Reclamation area office. Most of the sub-functions for organizing and building capacity 

were indicated by the participants as being well performed. Setting policy goals was 

indicated as a sub-function that needs improvement.  

 

Figure 5 Respondents answers for Function 1. Respondents and their answers are displayed for each 

sub-function separately. 

Assigning Responsibilities  

When asked about clarity of roles and responsibilities of each division within 

Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office most of the respondents answered that they are 

clearly defined. A former Reclamation employee mentioned the organizational chart 

which places certain individuals in responsibility for certain areas. In his opinion, that 

placement defines the roles and responsibilities for each division fairly well. 

0% 
20% 
40% 
60% 
80% 

100% 

Organizing and Building Capacity 

Agree Disagree No answer 



19 
 

Setting Policy  

About half the interviewees thought that policy goals within the Reclamation office are 

clearly defined. 18% of the people interviewed indicated that they noticed that policy 

within the Bureau of Reclamation has been dependent on the political situation in the 

state, the presidential administration and the President’s agenda. Interviewees also 

mentioned that due to these factors, Reclamation has changed from a development 

agency into a management and mitigation agency. According to a Reclamation 

representative, since building is not a priority anymore, the agency is going through an 

identity crisis raising the question as to what is the mission of Reclamation. Although 

there is no clear mission or clear policy goal, many interviewees, including Reclamation 

representatives, see Reclamation’s policy to balance distribution of the water between the 

entities with conflicting interests. 

Secure Funding  

Participants’ opinion on resource availability in the Reclamation office split. 65% 

interviewees thought that Reclamation has enough funding to operate and manage 

infrastructure. 29% thought that Reclamation’s budget is limited. 18% interviewees, 

including a Santa Fe County Growth Management Department representative and an 

NMISC representative, mentioned receiving or applying for Reclamation funding and 

grants. An F&W representative said that half of the staff working on the Middle Rio 

Grande Endangered Species Collaborative Program (a collaborative effort intended to 

prevent extinction and promote recovery of listed species) is funded by the Reclamation.  

Integrating Regionally  

76% of the interviewees felt that Reclamation and other organizations consult each other 

when making decisions. 53% respondents said that one of the tools that had helped 

improve water governance in the Middle Rio Grande was the Endangered Species 

Collaborative Program. Developed in 2000 under the leadership of the New Mexico 

Interstate Stream Commission and Reclamation, the Collaborative Program aims for 

“protecting and improving the status of the listed species while protecting existing and 
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future water uses, contribute to the recovery of the species, and secure funding while 

complying with state and federal law.” The Collaborative Program serves as a forum for 

discussion for the Middle Rio Grande water managers.  

Cooperating Regionally  

65% respondents said that they cooperate in the implementation of polices. Several 

respondents were participants in the morning operational call that is conducted within the 

Collaborative Program group. According to a Reclamation representative, 

communication through morning conference calls started around 2002. The Reclamation 

representative thought that the calls have been successful, because they allow people to 

participate in daily water management and keep updated about what is going on in the 

river.  

I listened in one of the morning operational calls on September 17th, 2010. That morning 

there were 13 parties on the phone, including representatives from MRGCD who allowed 

me to listen to the call from their office. The ACE read off the flow data collected earlier 

that morning.  Then water release for the silvery minnow was discussed, after which 

water release allocations for the city and MRGCD were announced. That day, MRGCD 

had to make changes in their daily water consumption by a 10cfs increase. After the call 

was over, the MRGCD representative explained to me why he asked about the amount of 

water left for the fish.  Since Reclamation left 30cfs, the river would be discontinuous for 

miles, meaning that FWS was going to have to send out their silvery minnow rescue 

team. One the meeting is over conference call notes are distributed to the conference call 

participants (appendix B). 

Coordinating Regionally  

53% respondents said that the Reclamation office is consulted when decisions that affect 

their region are taken. A former Reclamation commissioner said that the Reclamation 

area office should be admonished and consulted when decisions are made at regional 

level.  
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Trained Professionals  

59% of the interviewees agreed that the knowledge and expertise of Reclamation is 

essential for maintaining and operating the water infrastructure. 12% of the respondents 

mentioned that there is no other agency that has the same type of expertise in taking care 

of the water structures as Reclamation. One of the interviewees mentioned the Bureau’s 

technical services and water resources research lab in Denver that provides specialized 

knowledge and approaches in water management.  

2. Planning Strategically 

Individuals’ perspectives on Reclamations planning effectiveness were not consistent. 

71% of the respondents thought that data provided to Reclamation by the USGS was of a 

good quality. Although participants thought that data was good and consistently 

collected, there was no consensus as to whether or not Reclamation’s long term supply 

and demand matching strategies are effective.   

 

Figure 6 Respondents answers for Function 2. Respondents and their answers are displayed for each 

sub-function separately. 

Data quality 
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collected data is of a good quality. One participant expressed their concern regarding data 

quality, due to funding cuts for the USGS that resulted in the reduction of data collecting 

stations. Another interviewee said that sometimes USGS data is not accurate and there 

were instances where people in the field would notice significant difference between the 

data in the record and the actual flow in the river.  

Long term planning  

There was no consensus between the interviewees regarding effectiveness of 

Reclamation’s efforts to match supply and demand. 41% non-Reclamation interviewees 

thought that the agency’s water planning in the region was not effective. All Reclamation 

respondents thought that their strategies for matching supply and demand were effective.  

3. Allocating Water Resources 

Participants’ perspectives on the performance of this framework element varied. There 

was no consensus between the interviewees as to whether the rules and procedures for 

decision making were clearly defined. The respondents’ opinion regarding the 

effectiveness of Reclamation in resolution of the conflicts involving their office also did 

not show consistency. 

 

Figure 7 Respondents answers for Function 3. Respondents and their answers are displayed for each 

sub-function separately. 
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Clear rules and procedures  

When the participants were asked about clarity and effectiveness of the rules and 

procedures for water distribution in the Reclamation office they did not have an 

agreement. 59% of the participants thought that they are clear and well defined while 

29% thought that they need improvement. All Reclamation representatives thought that 

most of the time, rules and procedures within Albuquerque office were clear and 

functioning well.   

Disputes involving Reclamation 

The interviewees did not have agreement as to whether Reclamation effectively resolves 

disputes among the water users that involve the Bureau. 47% of the participants thought 

that they are performing this sub-function well while 29% thought that it needs 

improvement and 24% of the participants could not answer this question. All 

Reclamation participants thought that they resolve the disputes that involve their office 

well.  

4. Developing and Managing Water Resources 

In general this function was identified as being well performed by the Reclamation office. 

Many respondents expressed their satisfaction on how Reclamation maintained (76%) 

and operated (76%) the infrastructure. One non-Reclamation respondent expressed his 

disappointment that Reclamation was not developing more water resources. 
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Figure 8 Respondents answers for Function 4. Respondents and their answers are displayed for each 

sub-function separately. 

Forecasting seasonal supply and demand  

82% of the interviewees agreed that Reclamation was effective at forecasting seasonal 

supply and demand. One non-Reclamation respondents thought that the function is not 

performed well. Two non-Reclamation respondents did not have an answer for this 

question.  

Operating infrastructure  

76% of the respondents thought that Reclamation was effective in operating water 

infrastructure. 18% of the interviewees felt that Reclamation needed improvement in this 

framework sub-function. All Reclamation respondents though that Reclamation was 

effective in operating its infrastructure.  

Maintaining infrastructure  

59% of the participants said that Reclamation was effective in maintaining water 

infrastructure. 12% of the respondents though that Reclamation could improve 

performance of this function. Reclamation participants thought that they operated water 

infrastructure well. One respondent talked about shortages in Reclamation’s budget that 
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what’s happening to the highway infrastructure, it’s old, in some cases needs major 

improvements, and the money is not there.”  

5. Regulating Water Resources and Services 

The interviewees identified this framework function as a function that needs 

improvement. Interviewees were not satisfied the way Reclamation was enforcing 

withdrawal limits. 70% of the respondents thought that ecosystem was effectively 

protected by the Reclamation area office.  

 

Figure 9 Respondents answers for Function 5. Respondents and their answers are displayed for each 

sub-function separately. 

Enforcing withdrawal limits  

71% of the participants thought that Reclamation was not effective in enforcing 

established withdrawal limits. 24% of the respondents thought that this sub-function was 

performed well. It was identified that Reclamation is not directly responsible for 
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was also mentioned that it is difficult to detect such type of diversions because the 

Middle Rio Grande is not adjudicated. 24% of the interviewees mentioned the importance 

of adjudication, they thought it would determine and finalize all the water rights in the 

region. Although adjudication was desired, an OSE representative thought that due to the 

lack of resources it will not happen anytime soon.  

Meeting water quality standards 

The opinion of the interviewees on the effectiveness of the Reclamation on meeting 

official water quality standards was not consistent. When talking to a pueblo 

representative, they motioned water standards that are developed by the pueblo for 

waterways on their land.  The interviewee felt that if the EPA recognizes their standards, 

other agencies should recognize them as well.  

Protecting aquatic ecosystems  

71% of the participants thought that Reclamation was effective in protecting aquatic 

ecosystems. All Reclamation participants thought that aquatic ecosystems were protected 

in the most cases. 71% of the participants identified the Endangered Species Act as a law 

that is considered in any water related issue.  
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Process Features  

 

1. Participation 

More than half interviewees thought that this process feature is performed well. It was 

stated that although there are opportunities for public and stakeholders input during 

decision making process, the actual decisions are made without taking these concerns 

into account. Reclamation and other organizations are making efforts to improve this 

situation.    

 

Figure 10 Respondents answers for Process Feature 1. Respondents and their answers are displayed 

for each sub-function separately. 

General public input  

76% of the interviewees thought that there was an opportunity in the Reclamation 

Albuquerque office for public input into pending decisions. 24% of the people said the 

decisions are made without taking the public input into account. A Reclamation 
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companies, cities, irrigation districts, environmental groups and other organizations. The 

representative brought up as examples the Taos and Chama areas, where they tried to 

meet up with the people. Unfortunately, attendance at these meeting was very low and 

Reclamation was not sure why.  

Organized stakeholders input  

82% of the interviewees thought that there were opportunities for organized stakeholder 

input into pending decision although some participants thought that decisions were made 

without taking into account stakeholders input. I have identified several organizations 

that were seeking new roles in the water management processes in the Middle Rio 

Grande.  

Rio Grande Restoration is an engaged rafting business from Northern New Mexico. The 

company is working with a number of entities in the region to implement their new water 

management proposal (appendix C). The project aims to change flow operations to 

optimize ecosystem functions, water supply and river-based recreation. The idea of the 

project is to take power, environmental, recreation, and other water use hydrographs of 

the Rio Chama (major tributary of the Rio Grande) and see if it is possible to make a 

single hydrograph. At the time of the interview, the Interstate Stream Commission, 

Bureau of Land Management, and Reclamation were involved in the project. The group 

was working on recruiting the City of Albuquerque and the MRGCD. 

During the research, I met with a representative from WildEarth Guardians, an NGO. The 

interviewee thought that during decision making processes, Reclamation mostly deals 

with entities that have legal or financial interest in the water, and they do not perceive 

NGOs’ interests as having as much or any legal standing and therefore communicate with 

them very differently.  At the time of the interview, WildEarth Guardians was working on 

creating an upstream water account with the City of Albuquerque who owns space in the 

Abiqueu reservoir, pueblos who are potential water leasers, and ACE who operates the 

reservoir. In the NGO’s opinion, this water account will give them a voice during 

decision making processes. The interviewee said, “Then we actually will have a lot of 

authority and autonomy to be able to say things.”  
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2. Transparency 

Interviewees’ perspectives regarding Reclamation’s transparency were not consistent. 

Half of the interviewees thought that Reclamation could improve information and data 

availability to the general public. Reclamation officers explained that there are 

contractual limitations on information that can be shared. 

 

Figure 11 Respondents answers for Process Feature 2. Respondents and their answers are displayed 

for each sub-function separately. 

Information availability 

When talking about information availability on water related decisions faced by the 
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Reclamation representative explained that sometimes legal constraints limit information 

that can be shared.  
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Data availability 

41% of the interviewees thought that data was easily available to the general public, 

while 59% felt that there were some limits to data availability. A private company 

representative though that data was available; they referred me to biological and 

engineering data shared on the web.  

3. Integrity and Accountability 

There was no consensus between the interviewees whether or not this process feature was 

performed well. About a third of the interviewees thought that decision makers were held 

responsible for their actions and contracting processes were standardized. 47% of the 

interviewed said that they were not aware of “un-official” or illicit payments.   

 

Figure 12 Respondents answers for Process Feature 3. Respondents and their answers are displayed 

for each sub-function separately. 
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Decision makers accountability 

The interviewees didn’t have consensus as to whether decision-makers were held 

responsible for their decisions. 24% of the respondents didn’t have knowledge regarding 

this issue, 35% were convinced that decision-makers were most of the time held 

responsible, and 41% were of the opposite opinion.  

Contracting processes  

35% of the interviewees didn’t have knowledge whether contracting processes were 

standardized and free from illicit payments. Another 35% thought that there were no 

illicit payments and the processes are standardized, supporting the argument with either 

that it was not the culture of the agency, that people don’t want to lose their jobs or the 

fact that they were not aware of it. One participant was convinced that there were 

processes that include compensation with power.  

4. Rule of Law 

76% of the participants thought that decisions within the Reclamation area office were 

made in accordance with laws. Many respondents mentioned that Reclamation complies 

with ESA. A possibility of Reclamation accommodating some entities better than others 

was mentioned.  
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Figure 13 Respondents answers for Process Feature 4. Respondents and their answers are displayed 

for each sub-function separately. 

Decisions and law 

76% of the respondents thought that decisions were made according to established rules, 

laws and procedures. All of the Reclamation interviewees thought that decisions were 

made in accordance with laws. 28% of the interviewees mentioned the role of politics and 

that sometimes it can alter the process and make exceptions.  

Impartial decisions 

The opinion of the interviewees regarding objective decisions was not consistent. 53% of 

the participants though that Reclamation made decisions irrespective of who was 

involved in the issue. 18% of the interviewees mentioned Reclamations “favorite clients” 

that might be treated better than other water users. 

5. Responsiveness 

65% of the respondents mentioned the change in Reclamations priorities from developing 

water resources to managing them. The new role of Reclamation underlines addressing 

ESA issues. Reclamation has to deliver water to entities with conflicting interests, while 

dealing with water shortages. 36% thought of Reclamation as an agency is doing a 

challenging work and in general dealing with the issues well.  
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Figure 14 Respondents answers for Process Feature 5. Respondents and their answers are displayed 

for each sub-function separately. 

Reviewing and adjusting policies  

65% of the interviewees though that Reclamation reviews policies, rules and procedures 

to accommodate changing conditions. All of the Reclamation interviewees though that 

policy and rules reviews were made. 53% of the respondents felt that although the 

policies were reviewed no adjustments take place. One Reclamation respondents thought 

that as administrations change, there is always a review, but not necessarily an 

adjustment. Many respondents felt that the transformation of the agency from water 

respires developing to water managing agency was slower than it could be.  
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Hypothesis testing 

 

Collaborative Program 

The hypotheses of the research were 1) contradictory institutional agendas impede water 

governance and 2) vague laws impede water governance. 53% of the respondents 

highlighted the importance of the Collaborative Program– collaborative effort intended to 

prevent extension of the endangered species. The Collaborative program helped to draft a 

Biological Opinion for the Middle Rio Grande in 2003. It also came up with new 

communication tools – one of them are morning operational conference calls. Daily 

conference calls between the water mangers help to identify water supply and demand on 

the daily basis and keep the stakeholders updated on what is going on in the river. Many 

respondents said that Collaborative Program helps build up personal relationships, that 

are curtail in work that they are doing. 

At the time of the interview, the FWS was engaged in the process of preparing a new BO. 

Although overall the process will be very much same as in 2003, when ACE and 

Reclamation submitted their own Biological Assessments, documents on the possible 

effects of proposed actions on protected resources that is required by the federal 

government, and the FWS who reviewed, analyzed, and prepared the document. This 

time there is more engagement with the other members of the Collaborative Program 

which is not just limited to Federal agencies. The Interstate Stream Commission, 

MRGCD, and Albuquerque-Bernalillo County Water Authority have all been involved in 

the negotiation processes. According to a few interviewees, the ACE advocates for 

separate biological requirements. This will result in issue of two separate BOs, one for 

ACE and another one for Reclamation and non-federal organizations. Several 

interviewees think it is better for the system to have one single BO that would provide 

“seamless coverage and seamless responsibility.”  
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Relationships 

When asked about water governance within the Bureau of Reclamation relationship 

between the entities were mentioned numerous times. It was said multiple times that 

relationships between the institutions different than relationships between individuals. 

18% of the participants talked about two levels of interactions: official and personal.  

Interpersonal relationships 

35% of the respondents mentioned interpersonal relationship as an important factor of 

water management. They identified that frequent turnover impedes water governance by 

slowing down the process and the need of building trust between the stakeholders over 

and over again. The participants emphasized the importance of building relationships so 

that everyone feels comfortable picking up the phone and talking about difficult issues. 

The Reclamation representative said that sometimes people might see an antagonistic 

position between their agency and Reclamation, and it takes time for the people to 

understand that it is not true. Once people understand that Reclamation has multiple 

costumers who have conflicting interests, it becomes easier to work together, but it takes 

time to change these preconceived notions.  Private company owner recalled interacting 

with seven different Reclamation area managers while at his position.  

Reclamation and FWS 

The FWS representative thought that the difficulty in the relationship with Reclamation is 

that they have conflicting missions. The FWS wants to recover endangered species and 

Reclamation has to deliver water for its purposes for irrigation and amenity uses. The 

USDA representative thought that FWS and Reclamation have a very good relationship, 

because both of the agencies are focused on addressing endangered species issues and 

don’t focus on other issues.  

Reclamation and MRGCD 

More than half interviewees talked about El Vado reservoir entitlement issues between 

Reclamation and MRGCD. The MRGCD representatives said that El Vado reservoir was 
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built by the MRGCD in 1930s. In 1950’s they asked the federal government to step in 

and help them with physical reconstruction.  In exchange, MRGCD had a contract to pay 

them back on a yearly basis until the debt was paid in full. MRGCD representative said 

that Reclamation thought that by signing the contract, MRGCD transferred title to their 

works on the reservoir to them and now it will take an action of U.S. Congress to get the 

reservoir back. The Reclamation officer said that at first, the agency came to New 

Mexico due to financial need, but now the federal government there to be a neutral entity. 

Reclamation and Army Corps of Engineers 

The Army Corps of Engineers and Reclamation are the two biggest water managers in the 

area. Overall the participants described the relationships between these two agencies as 

being well performed. One of the participants mentioned that there are times when the 

agencies don’t agree on certain things due to trust issues.  For example, when one agency 

runs a model, the other agency does not necessarily trust the predictions of that model. 

This type of mistrust impedes water governance. Another issue is that these two agencies 

have not negotiated to come up with a single Biological Opinion in 2013 (for more 

details see p. 33). 
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Discussion 

 

The goal of this research was to assess water governance in the U.S. Bureau of 

Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office using the water governance framework and to 

identify which framework elements were not sufficiently covered by the Reclamation 

office. As it was discussed above, interviewees agreed that the organizing and building 

capacity, developing and managing water resources, and regulating water resources and 

services framework elements were identified as well being performed by the Reclamation 

office. Planning strategically and allocating water resources were identified by majority 

as functions that need improvement. The Process Features of transparency, accountability 

and integrity, and responsiveness were identified as problem areas, while participation 

and rule of law were identified as well performed.  

The results show that the functions that were assigned to the Reclamation at its 

establishment, namely, Organizing and Building and Developing and Managing, were 

performed well, meaning that the institution developed expertise to deal with specific 

tasks such as maintaining infrastructure and assigning roles and responsibilities within 

the office. Function Regulation Water Resources and Services was performed well 

because it has a strong legal base to be adequately performed. Documents such as the 

Clean Water Act (1972) and Endangered Species Act (1973) have clear rules and 

procedures that enable this process.  

Allocating Water Resources and Planning Strategically were identified as problem areas 

partly because the demand for the water resources changed. Biological Opinion (2003) 

introduced environmental water use and identified specific amount of water to be left in 

stream. Reclamation has the same water resources supply but higher demand for its use, 

thus the agency has difficult time performing these framework elements. 

The Rule of Law Process Feature was identified as well performed demonstrating the 

strength of the laws in the water governance in the Reclamation Albuquerque Area 

Office.  Responsiveness was recognized as a problem area; the endangered species issues 
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contribute to this process feature because of the change introduced by the environmental 

laws.  

It was identified that interpersonal relationships and trust are essential for the water 

governance in the Middle Rio Grande. A number of respondents said that the region is so 

small and the community is even smaller, meaning that all the people with different 

interests have to learn to work together. A better performance of Transparency and 

Integrity and Accountability decision making process features would contribute greatly to 

the water governance process in the area by building trust and interpersonal relationships. 
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Functions 

 

1. Organizing and Building Capacity 

In general this function represents the capacity of the office to organize itself internally 

and perform well as a part of the larger community. Reclamation at the office-level 

performs well because it has enough funds, is stuffed with well trained personnel, and the 

divisions within the office have clear roles and responsibilities. When we are looking at a 

larger scale we see that the office relies on the policy guidance from regional office in 

Denver and the policy goals for the office at the moment are not clearly defined. The 

office cooperates with other water governing entities in the region largely through the 

Collaborative Program, which mostly runs on Reclamation funds. The Collaborative 

Program creates partnerships between its participants and builds up personal 

relationships.  

2. Planning Strategically 

The data used for planning in the Reclamation Office is collected by the USGS. Almost 

all the participants thought that the data collected is of good quality, but half of them 

thought that the planning based on the data performed by the Reclamation was not 

effective.  A possible reason for this is that people express their discontent with limited 

amount of water available for their uses. This framework element should be explored in a 

follow-up study to encompass the reasoning behind the interviewees’ discontent. 

3. Allocating Water Resources 

People outside the Reclamation office didn’t have a coherent understanding of water 

distribution rules. Respondents from the same agencies had different perspective on rules 

and procedures. It might be true that the function is performed well, since all three 

Reclamation respondents agreed that rules and procedures are well defined. However 

more insightful research regarding this issue is needed.  
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All the interviewees’ answers to the question varied greatly; no significant patterns were 

observed in the answers identifying Reclamation’s effectiveness in resolving disputes. 

One interesting trend was noticed was that organizations and people who are regularly 

participating in daily conference calls think that Reclamation is dealing well with 

conflicts. Meaning that the Collaborative Program and conference calls do improve water 

governance by allowing people communicate on various issues and solve problems 

during the call, on the spot. The opinions of the other respondents didn’t show any 

patterns. 

4. Developing and Managing Water Resources 

This framework element reflects Reclamation functions that were vested in the agency 

before it started its transformation into a water managing agency. Since 76% of the 

interviewees believed that Reclamation was effective in performing the development and 

management of water resources, it showed that the agency was performing very well in 

its original functions. This particular institutional knowledge on managing and operation 

infrastructure was accumulated in this agency over a century of its existence.    

5. Regulating Water Resources and Services 

The 71% of interviewees thought that Reclamation was not performing well in enforcing 

established withdrawals limits. In this case, the function is not the direct responsibility of 

the Reclamation office. The OSE is responsible for enforcing withdrawal limits, but due 

to the lack of adjudication, there is no way for OSE to find out which diversions are not 

legitimate. The office doesn’t have a document where all the water rights are listed and 

thus cannot easily determine with diversions are illegal. The lack of knowledge of the 

users in their water rights seems to be another problem regarding water allocations, office 

of the state engineer representative mentioned that there are cases when people divert 

water without knowing that they do it illegally. 

Although it was clarified that regulating water withdrawals limits was not Reclamation’s 

duty, two of the Reclamation representatives felt that Reclamation could perform this 

function better. I relate this to the different interpretation of the question by the 
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respondents. While non-Reclamation respondents were aware about OSE responsibilities 

and talking about them, Reclamation talked about its responsibilities for its costumers 

and how it should make sure that none of the consumers upstream diverts more than they 

are entitled to.   

Compliance with the Endangered Species Act is one of the top priorities of the 

Albuquerque Area Reclamation Office. All of the Reclamation and most of the non-

Reclamation respondents agreed on that issue. Reclamation was engaged with ESA issues 

and was managing to meet the legal requirements. All of its water consumers should 

possess good knowledge regarding this issue, because they are directly influenced by 

Reclamation’s responsibilities under the ESA. Studies show that transformative change is 

difficult to implement (Anderies et al., 2006). Often times, communities would rather 

make marginal adaptations instead of facing dramatic change. While many respondents 

were content on the way Reclamation was protecting aquatic ecosystems, some 

commented on the slow process of their transformation from water development agency 

to water management.  
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Process Features 

 

1. Participation 

Participation process feature is criticized because of vagueness in identifying how to get 

people involved, determining who should be involved, and who decides who should be 

involved (Tortajada, 2010). The Reclamation area office has two levels of participation 

depending on the organization they are dealing with.  The more involved level is with the 

primary big water users such as the City, MRGCD and FWS. It also has another level of 

participation with other water users such as recreationalists. With the big water users, 

Reclamation keeps regular contact through calls and meetings, thus this group seems to 

be happy with the process. Communication with other groups is not as frequent and when 

meetings are scheduled, representatives don’t come. This could be because people don’t 

feel that their participation will have actual impact on the decisions being made, five of 

the interviewees felt that although they participate at the meetings their opinion was not 

taken into account during decision making process. Some of the groups who are 

passionate about water management try to acquire legal rights so they can be part of 

actual decision making. The fact that four of the people from different organizations who 

thought that people are participating at the meetings but their voice is not taken into 

account makes a it clear that there is room for improvement. 

2. Transparency 

The Helsinki Rules on the Uses of the Waters of International Rivers (1967) are 

international document; its principles are used by water governance framework used in 

this research as one of the key decision making process features. The document sets a 

recommendation that “each Basin State furnish relevant and reasonably available 

information to the other basin States concerning the waters of a drainage basin within its 

territory and its use of, and activities with respect to, such waters.”  The reasonability of 

this information can be argued in the framework. This might explain the interviewees’ 

different opinions on data availability. There are certain data and information that are 
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certainly available for the public and there are other type of data and information that are 

kept within the institution.  One of the Reclamation representatives was clear that not all 

the data is released due to the contractual constraints. The interviewees might have had 

different perspectives on this issue depending if they knew about contractual data storage 

agreements or not.  

3. Accountability and Integrity 

The questions regarding this framework element were confusing to the interviewees; it 

might be due to the unclear wording of “’un-official’ payments” or people felt 

uncomfortable talking about this issue. Many respondents preferred not to answer this 

question, some, due to lack of actual facts, decided not to elaborate on the topic. 

Accountability is a sensitive issue and it was not possible to fully cover this aspect of the 

framework during 45 minutes long interview.  

4. Rule of Law 

76% of the interviewees agreed that rule of law is followed by the Reclamation office. It 

was stated multiple times that at the moment, complying with ESA was a priority for 

Reclamation and they do everything to meet the federal law requirements. Other 

documents or rules that are important to water management were not mentioned by the 

interviewees possibly due to their major concern with endangered species issues. It 

should be more closely studied what are other rules, laws and procedures that 

Reclamation has to follow during the decision making process.  

5. Responsiveness 

Reclamation is transforming and changing its mission from water developing agency to 

water managing. It is happening because of administration changes that change the policy 

goals at higher levels. The policy has to be reviewed and adjusted by the lower units, 

including Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office. The policy was mentioned to be 

reviewed but the adjustment process is going very slow. As was mentioned before, the 

institutional transformation is long and difficult process (Anderies et al., 2006).  The 

policies adopted by the upper level government have to be implemented by the lover 



44 
 

levels, however implementation of a new policy, especially if it’s concepts are new to the 

agency, is a slow process. 
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Hypothesis Discussion 

 

1. Conflicting agendas 

Although there are preconceived notions that potentially conflicting agendas will result in 

conflict and thus impede water governance, this is not necessarily the case. Despite the 

fact that mission statements of the various water management institutions are potentially 

contradictory to each other, the policy agendas are what define priority and determine if 

there is an actual conflict. For example, the mission statement of the U.S. Bureau of 

Reclamation is to “manage, develop, and protect water and related resources in an 

environmentally and economically sound manner.” The mission statement of the U.S. 

FWS is “working with others, to conserve, protect and enhance fish, wildlife, and plants 

and their habitats.” These two mission statements don’t necessarily go together, but the 

latest endangered species issues in the Middle Rio Grande made it so that the protection 

of the endangered fish became the top priority for both agencies.  

As Reclamation’s agenda has changed, the agency’s conflict level with some 

organizations decreased while it has increased with others. For example, the relationships 

with FWS improved since both agencies now work on endangered species issues; 

however the level of conflict with USDA, MRGCD and OSE increased. Reclamation’s 

agenda to protect endangered fish has taken priority over delivering water to the farmers.  

This new agenda urges Reclamation to protest OSE water rights transfers that might 

adversely impact stream flow. This protest creates more antagonistic relationships 

between Reclamation and OSE and Cities that try to acquire additional water rights. 

2. Laws 

When a dramatic change is faced in the water sector, there is a lag time when people 

don’t have laws that address the new issues and agencies have to come up with policies 

that will address these issues. This transition period, when the laws are insufficient, 

impedes water governance.  The Middle Rio Grande region experienced this transition 

period in 1996 when there were extremely dry conditions and the people had to deal with 
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newly listed endangered species. For about seven years, before the collaborative efforts in 

the region produced the ten-year Biological Opinion, the water mangers had to go 

through court hearings and gentlemen’s agreements to manage their water, because they 

didn’t have any basic rules to facilitate this process. Documents, such as Biological 

Opinion, set basic rules for water governance in the region, thus reducing conflict.  

Middle Rio Grande is not adjudicated, meaning that there is no document that includes 

the list of all the water rights holders in the region. A few respondents said that lack of 

adjudication impedes water governance because there is no a reference document which 

identifies the water right holders that can be used during enforcing water withdrawals 

limits.  
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Concept Maps 

 

The concept map generated from the data collected from the interviews shows the 

relationships between the water agencies. The Water Governance with Respect to 

Endangered Species Concept Map (Figure 15) demonstrates how water agencies interact 

with each other while governing their water. It also shows that endangered species is a 

major issue that impacts the Middle Rio Grande water governance. Reclamation has to 

comply with the Endangered Species Act while delivering water to the consumers, the 

later in turn, also have to comply with the Act. The Recommendations to Improve Water 

Governance with Respect to Endangered Species Concept Map (Figure 16) adds possible 

relations into the map that might improve water governance. OSE, NGOs, and 

recreationalists that at the time were not involved in the Collaborative Program, should be 

included into the process. This will keep everyone updated on what is happening on the 

river and involved in the efforts to improve water governance. For example, including 

NGOs into the negotiations might save money, time, and efforts.  In addition, cooperation 

between ACE and Reclamation in producing a single Biological Opinion would keep the 

governance simpler. 

Concept map analysis determined which of the water governance functions and process 

features were performed by the Reclamation (Figure 17). The map shows the 

relationships between the agencies using the framework elements as connections between 

them. For example, Reclamation protested water transfers performed by the OSE because 

the transfers might adversely affect endangered fish, thus Reclamation exercises it’s 

Function 5 - Regulating water resources and services, more precisely, protecting aquatic 

ecosystems.   

Based on Water Governance framework Figure 18 provides recommendations to improve 

the performance of the water governance by the Reclamation office. The functions and 

process features that can contribute to the better water governance are marked in red. 

Based on the interview data analysis, Transparency and Accountability are mentioned as 

lacking decision making process features, according to the Water Governance framework 
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their presence can contribute to better water management practices. Adjudication and a 

single 2013 Biological Opinion are important steps that can improve water governance by 

keeping the management process more clear and simple. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 15 Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office water governance recommendations. 
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Figure 1 Concept map. Water Governance in the Middle Rio Grande (source: interviews in New Mexico, September, 2010). 

Water Governance with respect to Endangered Species concept map 
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Figure 2   Concept map. Water Governance in the Middle Rio Grande and recommendations 

Recommendations to improve water governance with respect to endangered species 
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Figure 1 Concept map.  Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office functions performance (source: interviews in New Mexico, 
September, 2010). 

Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office functions 
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Figure 2 Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office water governance recommendations. 

Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office functions performance recommendations 
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Limitations of the Research  

 

While this study has attempted to use a rigorous approach to analysis and stay objective 

as possible, there are a few limitations to this study. One of the limitations relates to small 

sample size.  In survey research, which typically tries to incorporate many variables, it is 

recommended to have about 100 observations (Borg and Gall, 1989). This research 

involved 19 participants; two of those didn’t fill out the follow up survey. 

Although I used the snowball sampling method, my sample representation didn’t cover 

all the groups involved in the water management processes in the region. In fact, five of 

the 19 people interviewed were participants of the morning conference calls. Interviewees 

referred me to agency employees with whom they were acquainted through the 

Collaborative Program. The majority of the interview participants were upper level water 

managers. Having a larger number of middle and lower level water managers might 

provide different results on water governance.  

Since the framework was developed to assess water governance at the national level, it 

covers functions that high-level government would perform, some of which are not 

performed by the Reclamation area office. I eliminated the framework sub-functions that 

were apparent not to be the responsibility of the area office. Sub-functions excluded 

included: establishing linkages between neighboring riparian countries, awarding and 

recording water rights, and adjudicating disputes. It was identified during the course of 

research that the sub-functions of data collection and enforcing withdrawal limits were 

not responsibilities of the Reclamation office, thus they needed to be excluded. No 

additional function, not covered by the framework was mentioned by the interviewees. 

I felt that interviewees did not feel comfortable talking about accountability. It might be 

related to the time issue, when the interviewees don’t have enough time to open up for 

the discussion, however some of the interviewees intentionally were holding themselves 

back when talking about this issue, explaining that fact that they can’t talk about things 

like that without providing actual evidence. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

The objective of this research was to assess water governance in the U.S. Bureau of 

Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office, identify problem areas in water governance 

practices, and provide recommendations. The analysis demonstrated that the Reclamation 

office has room to improve capacity for water governance in several areas. These areas 

include planning strategically and allocating water resources. For the water governance 

process features participation, transparency, and integrity and accountability were 

identified as problem areas. 

The results of the study showed that changes in government policies influence the policy 

agenda in the Reclamation area office. As the internal agenda of the agency changed to a 

more environmental focus, the external conflicts shifted from environmental agencies to 

anthropocentric ones. The government policy change urged change in laws. In the Middle 

Rio Grande, the lack of laws addressing endangered species issues was a barrier for 

effective water governance, so the collaborative effort came up with a Biological Opinion 

that provided ground rules for water related decision making. 

The Middle Rio Grande is not adjudicated. Adjudication is recommended because it will 

finalize the water rights in the region and provide a clear picture of water use and water 

allocations in the area. Without adjudication it is impossible effectively regulate illicit 

water withdrawals, which cause water shortages and the potential for conflict. 

The results of this research demonstrated that the water governance framework can be 

applied to assess water governance on an organizational level. The water governance 

framework and the assessment results can be used in the Reclamation area office future 

governance assessments; the comparative analysis can detect changes in governance over 

time. It also makes it possible to identify the factors facilitating these changes.  
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Appendix A. Questionnaire 

 

Date: _______________ 

Decision-making features questionnaire: 

 
To satisfy increased water demand, there are options to increase overall use of surface 
water, groundwater and desalinated water and to re-allocate water from existing uses. 
There are also options to increase efficiency of water use. Key decisions must be made in 
selecting the appropriate mix of these and other options. 
 
Please consider Bureau of Reclamation’s process for selecting the best mix of options to 
satisfy increased demand for water, developing water policies and plans, allocating water 
to different water users and assess the following statements using the scale below. As you 
can see, a higher score reflects a higher level of performance. Please circle the best 
answer. 

 

   

  4  Yes, in all or almost all cases  
  3  Generally yes, but not in all cases    
  2  Only in some cases 
  1  No, in all or almost cases 
NA  No Answer/I do not know 

How participative is the process? 
 
There are opportunities for public input to pending decisions 1 2 3 4 NA
Decisions are made taking into account the public input 1 2 3 4 NA
There are opportunities for the input of stakeholders into pending 
decisions 

1 2 3 4 NA

Decisions are made taking into account the input of stakeholders 1 2 3 4 NA
Comments: 

 
How transparent is the process? 
 
Information on decisions is made available to the general public 1 2 3 4 NA
Data are easily available on decisions made 1 2 3 4 NA
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Criteria to be used in deciding are clearly stated 1 2 3 4 NA
Decision making processes are clearly defined 1 2 3 4 NA
Cost-Benefit Analyses of planned projects are easily available 1 2 3 4 NA
Comments: 

 

How much integrity and accountability is evident in the process? 

Decision-makers are held responsible for their decisions 1 2 3 4 NA
Water users pay “un-official” payments for water services 1 2 3 4 NA
Contracting processes are standardized and free from illicit payments 1 2 3 4 NA
Comments: 

 
Is the process consistent with the rule of law? 
 
Decisions are made according to established rules, laws and 
procedures 

1 2 3 4 NA

Decisions are made impartially—irrespective of who is involved 1 2 3 4 NA
Comments: 

 
How responsive is the process to changes in demand and circumstances? 
 
The Reclamation’s reviews policies, laws, rules and procedures to 
accommodate changing conditions 

1 2 3 4 NA

The Reclamation’s adjusts policies, laws, rules and procedures to 
accommodate changing conditions 

1 2 3 4 NA

Comments: 
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Functional effectiveness questionnaire 

 
Thinking broadly about the offices and divisions involved in managing water resources in 
your region, please consider how well the following list of key water resources functions 
are performed by the Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Are Office. 
 
Please consider also how well the functions were performed currently. Please use the 
following rating scale and place a number in each of the boxes in the matrix shown 
below. As you can see, a higher score reflects a higher level of performance. 
 

   
   4      Yes, in all or almost all cases 
   3      Generally yes, but not in all cases 
   2      Only in some cases 
   1      No, in all or almost all cases 
 NA    No answer/I do not know 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Roles and responsibilities of each division within Bureau of Reclamation 
Albuquerque Area Office are clearly defined 

 

Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office policy goals are clearly 
defined 

 

Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office is provided with 
sufficient funds to function properly 

 

Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office and other organizations 
consult each other when taking decisions that impact multiple sectors 

 

Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office and other organizations 
cooperate in the implementation of their policies where appropriate 

 

Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office is consulted when 
decisions that affect their region are taken 

 

Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office is staffed with sufficient 
and trained personnel to perform the assigned tasks 

 

Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office future water supply and 
demand forecasts are based on good quality data 

 

Water resources data are collected regularly, continuously throughout the 
area Albuquerque Area 

 

Current Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office  strategies for 
long-term matching of supply and demand have been effective at matching 
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supply and demand 
Rules and procedures for water distribution are clearly defined and 
functioning  

 

Disputes among water users that involve Bureau of Reclamation 
Albuquerque Area Office are resolved effectively by the Bureau 

 

Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office is effective at forecasting 
seasonal supply and demand and matching the two 

 

Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office effectively operates 
public water infrastructure 

 

Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office effectively maintains 
public water infrastructure 

 

Bureau of Reclamation Albuquerque Area Office is effective at enforcing 
withdrawal limits that are established 

 

Official water quality standards in waterways are met   
Aquatic ecosystems are protected to the level specified by the 
government 
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Appendix B. Grande conference call notes 
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