Drifting toward Disaster: the (2nd) Rio Grande
by Dylan Baddour
Sep. 5, 2022 (abridged) – This summer, the Rio Grande dried up in places that it never had before.  For more than 100 miles through wild and scenic country, its snaking, sandy bed cradled only a series of warm, stagnant pools.  In the canyons of Big Bend National Park, visitors gawked at the conspicuous absence of the Great River whose arching path gives this rugged region its name. 
Out here in the quiet desert, it’s easy to forget this meek waterway supports 6 million people in 2 countries.  Vast distances hide the relationships at play. 
Go 150 miles upstream from the canyons of Big Bend, up with Rio Conchos and you’ll find the sprawling orchards of Chihuahua State, Mexico, population 3.7 million.
Go 500 miles downstream and you’ll hit the Rio Grande Valley of Texas, with 46 bustling cities and towns, a $billion agricultural sector and 1.3 million people.  And even more live across the river in Mexico.
Just over a century ago, this was a rolling, sometimes raging waterway, swelling in regular cycles to smash through canyons and swallow landscapes from horizon to horizon, as it flows from snowy mountains 1,890 miles to the sea. 
When this once-mighty river showed its cracking bottom in the distant desert this May, it flashed a critical warning of conflicts and shortages ahead for the growing populations in both Texas and Mexico that depend on its dwindling supply.  Indeed, by July, the largest reservoir that relies on its flow had surpassed its record low.
“The impact is coming very quickly,” said Maria-Elena Giner, commissioner of the International Boundary and Water Commission, a small federal agency assigned the big business of sharing the Rio Grande and Colorado with Mexico.  She was addressing worried irrigators in far South Texas, a world away from the canyons of Big Bend, who gathered  in late July for a town hall meeting to help prepare for shortages that were creeping down river. 
What many Texans don’t realize is that these farmers, like everyone in the booming Rio Grande Valley, rely on water that flows out of Mexico.  They do so thanks to a 1944 U.S.-Mexico treaty, which requires Mexico to send water from its northern mountains to Texas farmers in 5-year cycles (in exchange for U.S. water from the Colorado River at the Baja California border). 
When the river dried up in the canyons of Big Bend, it happened because Mexico wasn’t sending any water. 
“Only about 14% of Mexico’s water deliveries have been made,” said Giner, at the town hall in Weslaco.  “There’s a real issue going on right now and we recognize that.” (Giner understands cross-border issues better than most Texans; she grew up in Ciudad Juarez while attending school in El Paso.)
In Texas, 70% of the water in the river comes from the mountains of northeastern Mexico, where years of deepening drought have already reached crisis levels.  Mexico’s 3rd-largest city, Monterrey, which depends on other rivers in that region, already is rationing water.  100s of miles away in the north Mexican state of Chihuahua, deadly clashes broke out in 2020 over authorities’ attempts to ship water to Texas, as the treaty requires.  Since then, Mexican authorities haven’t tried to come up with the water that is owed.  But that debt comes due in 2025. 
As the floodgates on north Mexican dams have stayed closed, spigots in the RGV have largely remained open.  As reservoirs approach their record lows, that’s about to change. 
“Irrigation users have really been subject over the past several months to curtailments and cuts,” said Bobby Jankecka, a commissioner with the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality, which manages the Rio Grande.  “That horrible reality is now about to expand.  Our municipal, our industrial and our domestic users are now going to be prepared to face those sorts of curtailments.”
This problem didn’t sneak up on anyone.  More than a century of development has sliced the wild river into pieces and hemmed it into the narrow ditch it occupies today.  Because of New Mexico’s water rights, Rocky Mountain snowmelt hasn’t hit South Texas in 80 years.  Below El Paso, a 200-mile stretch has run dry regularly since the 1980s.
At the river’s end in the Valley, close calls have come before, all since the mid-1990s.  Each time, big storms saved the day. 
“Whenever we start talking about water scarcity, it seems to rain just in time to put it off for a little bit longer,” Xochitl Torres-Small, undersecretary for rural development at the U.S. Department of Agriculture, told Valley farmers in this summer’s town hall.  But that won’t work forever.  “We can’t put it off for a little bit longer right now,” she said.
‘Pumps and Motors’
Most of this problem comes down to the Rio Conchos, the largest single water source and, effectively, the Texas’ river’s headwaters.  It flows—or lately, it doesn’t —from the Western Sierra Madre of Chihuahua into the Rio Grande between Ojinaga, Mexico, and Presidio, Texas. 
Today a meek Conchos dribbles into the Rio Grande’s dry bed in a dusty, yellow grassland.  Farmers around here grow mostly hay now.  
Yet, this valley used to teem with muddy wetlands, back when the 2 rivers that nursed it were mighty.  Spanish explorers in the 16th Century dubbed it La Junta de los Rios—the Meeting of the Rivers.  They found some 10,000 people in a dozen villages of 2-story mud brick homes raising crops along a 50-mile stretch of fertile floodplain.
“This has been farming country for 1,000s of years,” said Enrique Madrid, an Indigenous historian with long gray hair and a mustache, adjusting his glasses as he thumbed through his published English translation of Spanish explorations here....
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