EBID
Healthy Farms Build a Healthy New Mexico
EBID plays a vital role in supporting healthy farms
The Elephant Butte Irrigation District (EBID), located within one of the oldest Reclamation projects,
referred to as the Rio Grande Project, lies in the heart of south central New Mexico. EBID’s portion of the
Rio Grande Project runs from Percha Dam all the way down to Texas. The Rio Grande Project is also
charged by the 1906 International Treaty with delivering water to Mexico. Built over 100 years ago by the
US Reclamation Service (now the Bureau of Reclamation), Elephant Butte Reservoir and the District
deliver surface water to 90,640 acres of water righted land in New Mexico. EBID services over 6,700 farmer
members via its extensive system of over 338 miles of canals and laterals and 260 miles of drains. EBID’s
delivery of surface water through this infrastructure has made it possible for species of all types to thrive
and coexist within the fertile valleys of the Project.
The green corridor of agriculture irrigated by
the Rio Grande has sustained life for thousands
of years. Pueblo residents watered their crops
with carefully crafted catchments and acequia
systems. These early farms expanded to larger
farming operations as societal changes swept
across the land. Remaining changeless are the
human requirements for food, fiber, and shelter
for people and livestock. The need for security
in the food chain supply is as vital as ever.
Irrigated agriculture in the Western US fills a
Orchards and fields thrive in the fertile north Mesilla
fundamental purpose in keeping our nation and Valley.
the world fed. In fact, a vital agricultural
industry is crucial to the ongoing health of our communities and environment.

“American farmers, and farmworkers, are literally “salt of
the earth” folks,” says Family Farm Alliance President
Patrick O’Toole, “…almost 96 percent of agricultural
operations are family-owned. They are the beating heart of
America.” EBID’s family farmer members have
demonstrated water and land stewardship for generations.
They are the beating heart of New Mexico.

Ensuring farmers have what they need to sustain healthy farms brings economic health and vitality to their
communities. The District continues to implement innovative solutions to fulfill the goals of managing and
conserving water for current and future use. They have proactively addressed the critical need for regional
water planning, providing actionable improvements to deal with the challenges of ongoing drought and
climate change. Following is an overview of the myriad of ways in which the District has taken the lead in
helping ensure that agriculture’s historic practices and cultural heritage as well as the environment thrive
in southern New Mexico.
Western producers can and will successfully work through future droughts and water shortages in a
collaborative and effective way. The future of millions of people and millions of acres of farms and
ranches and the food and fiber they produce rest on this belief. – Patrick O’Toole, FFA President

New Mexico’s farmers and
ranchers, like the generations
before them, are committed to
protecting and stewarding the
land and water resources that
provide food, fiber, and habitat
for a wide variety of species, both
human and otherwise.
O’Toole says, “Agricultural
production in the West is an
irreplaceable, strategic national resource that is vital to US food security, the ecosystem, and overall drought
resilience.” By implementing innovative strategies, EBID and its farmer members carefully monitor all
aspects of southern New Mexico’s natural resource health to help ensure that agricultural fields and
orchards will continue to sustain diverse wildlife, birds, and in some cases even aquatic habitat in its
immense infrastructure system of canals and drains.
The crops produced on these healthy farmlands benefit not only their
intended end users with a variety of agricultural products, they also permit
a host of other living organisms to thrive.
Farmers and ranchers maintain a keen interest in watershed health, in
groundwater reserves, healthy soils, and a sufficient surface water supply.
EBID works collaboratively with multiple organizations to monitor
watershed health and participates in the Master Watershed Conservationist
Program directed by the Dona Ana Soil and Water Conservation District.
Agricultural producers know the necessity of maintaining healthy farms to
ensure that future generations of both people and domestic and wild species
can coexist and thrive in this desert land.
Mesilla Valley Sunrise over
onion fields.
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Using an extensive network of Remote Telemetry Units
(RTUs) and repeaters, surface water flow data is
monitored throughout the District’s delivery system.
EBID’s SCADA system also monitors weather stations,
rain gauges, flood control dams, and arroyo channels to
track storm activity, provide early warning for public
safety, and capture additional stormwater inflows to aid
in aquifer replenishment. This real time information is
utilized by the District’s Operations Department to
optimize state-of-the-art water management practices.
EBID’s RTU network also reports groundwater levels
at 73 monitoring wells. The District’s Groundwater and
SCADA departments work together to monitor and
improve groundwater aquifer health by putting
captured stormwater where it matters the most.
The graph at right shows captured stormwater data sent
to EBID headquarters by these RTUs. This flow data is
then correlated with data from a nearby monitoring well
to show the direct positive impact of the captured water on the shallow groundwater aquifer.

EBID would prefer to capture stormwater in a
drain rather than in someone’s house and
backyard
– Gary Esslinger EBID Treasurer-Manager

Top L - Captured stormwater stored in the Selden Drain is used
to help recharge the groundwater table as well as sustain
native habitat in the flourishing restoration area constructed
by the District. Top R – RTU monitoring equipment at Selden
Drain site. L- Captured stormwater In an EBID drain in the
Mesilla Valley.
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Species Abundance in Associated Habitat
In partnership with other entities,
EBID developed an Environmental
Water Transaction Program (EWT).
This
enables
farmers
and
organizations like the New Mexico
Audubon Society to proactively
manage portions of land and water
resources to benefit habitat for
species such as the Southwestern Willow Flycatcher.
Mesilla Valley Wasteway 8
(WW8) Restoration Area Top Spring 2018 Bottom – Summer
2021. Sites like this one are
now established and thriving
with a wide variety of species.

Under this voluntary arrangement, an EBID member is able to lease or
sell their “…surface water rights and/or combined surface and
groundwater rights to the USIBWC [US International Boundary & Water
Commission] …at fair market value.” These water rights can be used to
irrigate riparian restoration sites developed by EBID, USIBWC, and
others in the floodplain of the river. The irrigation district is then able to
treat these entities like any other farm rate irrigator and deliver water to
the habitat restoration sites just as it would to a farmer.
The District also safeguards and benefits protected and endangered
species by working to develop habitat restoration areas. It has constructed
several sites throughout the region providing healthy habitat to a diverse
range of species, including the Southwestern Willow Flycatcher..

Water delivered to the restoration sites will irrigate riparian shrub, woodland, and wetland
vegetation—it is still agriculture, but we are just growing something different. - Robert Faubion, past
EBID President (Environmental Water Transfer Brochure – USIBWC)
Avian Consultant John Douglas completes seasonal bird counts for
EBID to aid in monitoring bird species at sites across the District.
“Healthy farms and water availability near the District’s restoration
sites contribute to the distribution and abundance of bird species
and the food they rely on,” Douglas says. The variety of native
plant species re-established in these riparian habitat sites also
attracts greater biological diversity. “Salt Cedar attracts almost no
insects,”
Over the at least ten years that I’ve done bird
counts at Diez Lagos (restoration site), I’ve
counted over 80 species of birds - John Douglas

A heron enjoys fishing at Leasburg
Dam (photo courtesy Dr. Phil King)

Douglas notes, “Cottonwoods attract vastly more insect species, and hence bird species such as the western
subspecies of the Yellow-Billed Cuckoo.”
4

The Selden Drain restoration
site captures stormwater from
a nearby arroyo and provides
lush native habitat to many as
well as a pleasant recreational
picnic location.

L – artist Carlitta Harvey’s rendition of the Tonuco Pond Restoration site in the Rincon Valley.
M- EBID employees plant native willow slips in this new habitat restoration area on land donated by a
local farmer. L – The Tonuco site today with established habitat. (photo courtesy John Douglas)

Healthy Farms Adapt to Changing Climate Conditions
Drought has become one of the greatest water issues facing the West; the District and its members have
countered with innovative, creative conservation practices to deal with this crisis. New Mexico has faced
historic droughts in the past and will again. One conservation method the District is implementing is an
ever growing system of piped laterals.
Pipeline projects benefit EBID and its farmers in multiple ways
including reduced seepage, reduced hydraulic roughness
allowing for less head loss along each canal, reduced weed
problems, reduced maintenance, improved safety, and improved
transmission of groundwater.

Laguna Lateral Pipeline Project

Improvements to the tail end of the system, miles down the canal
from its diversion from the Rio Grande also benefit the upstream
farmer whose water order delivery will be less tied up by those
downstream. Farmers in the project service area also benefit
when conveying groundwater that they pump into the system.
The virtual elimination of seepage reduces the amount of water
they need to pump for a given farm delivery and increases the
delivery flow rate. Reductions in the amount of water pumped
and energy consumed by that pumping also contribute to
healthier, more efficient and energy conscious farming.
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District employees have installed over 35 miles of pipeline to
“It comes down to water has value,
date, saving an average of 385 acre-feet of water per mile of
high value to it. If we can save 10% of
piped lateral each year (Al-Haddad, 2005). This has
the water it’s worth it for the farmers
increased delivery efficiency in pipelined canals from about
in the future.” - Hatch Valley Producer
60% to nearly 100%. These improvements to the District’s
infrastructure have incrementally increased the amount of
surface water available for allotment and delivery for a given annual allocation. Farms and crops are
healthier and more efficient with timely irrigation delivery and the water savings leads to multiple benefits.
“We are working on issues including watershed management, stormwater capture, brackish water
development, and groundwater resource management.” Gary Esslinger, EBID Treasurer-Manager
(Irrigation Leader Magazine March 2021)

EBID continues its work to help New Mexico’s
farmers maintain healthy farms by protecting
water rights, implementing innovative water
management through monitoring, infrastructure
and conservation methods like piping and utilizing
stormwater capture, and promoting healthy
watershed and habitat restoration measures.
Proactive management by EBID and its farmer
members will take the region’s agricultural lands
into a healthy and productive future.

The Rio Grande flows through the fertile Rincon
Valley. (photo courtesy Dr. Phil King)
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