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Pecan orchards are typically flood 
irrigated 

 A lateral that has been drained 
for the season 

10.1.2 Water Use 
Surface water and groundwater are interconnected. The balance between surface and groundwater sources 
is affected by irrigation practices, weather and precipitation patterns, releases of water from Elephant Butte 
and Caballo Reservoirs upstream, and well pumping 201. At present, surface water is used only for irrigation, 
whereas groundwater is used for both irrigation and domestic purposes. However, only groundwater is 
available in some areas, such as Chaparral though it is slightly brackish.  
 
Water use by sector in the Lower Rio Grande is as follows202: 

 Irrigated Agriculture – 90.11% 

 Public Water Systems – 6.81% 

 Commercial Use – 1.27% 

 Livestock - .76% 

 Domestic Wells - .53% 

 Power - .49% 

 Industrial/Mining - .03% 

 
Agriculture, which predominantly uses surface water, provides the 

major source of ground-water recharge in the study area.  
 
Surface water for irrigation purposes is diverted from the Rio 
Grande and distributed to water users through an elaborate 
system of ditches (referred to as laterals), where it is applied to 
fields by either flood irrigation or, to a lesser degree, pumped 
and applied by either sprinklers or drip systems. Runoff from 
flood irrigation is collected into a series of drain ditches where it 
flows back into the Rio Grande. Flood irrigation is a relatively 
inefficient system of irrigation though it does recharge 
groundwater reserves. The most efficient irrigation systems are 
drip systems, which are just beginning to be used, typically by 
irrigators who do not have the rights to large volumes of surface 
water and consequently, have to pay to pump groundwater. 
 
In an attempt to get better control on the amounts of water 
being used for irrigation, the New Mexico Office of the State 
Engineer has begun to require the installation of improved water 
gates that have electronic metering systems to insure that 
individual users do not get more than their fair share. They have 
also proposed metering all wells (except domestic) to assure that 
groundwater reserves are not being overused. Controls on water 
supply will be combined with enforcement against illegal uses. 

                                                  
 
201 The New Mexico Lower Rio Grande Regional Water Plan by Terracon, John Shoemaker & Associates, 
Inc., Livingston Associates, LLC, INC., Zia Engineering and Environmental, INC., Sites Southwest – August 
2004 
202 Presentation - Regional Water Planning in the Lower Rio Grande Basin by J. Phillip King, P.E., Ph.D. - 
2005 
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 The Rio Grande in Doña Ana 
County 

10.1.3 Water Regulators 

Environmental Protection Agency 
Drinking water quality is regulated by the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) through the Safe 
Drinking Water Act (SDWA), which was enacted in 1974 and is the main federal law that ensures the 
quality of Americans' drinking water. Under the SDWA, EPA sets standards for drinking water quality and 
oversees the states, localities, and water suppliers who implement those standards. SDWA applies to every 
public water system in the United States, except that it does not regulate private wells that serve fewer 
than 25 individuals. Water must be periodically tested for contaminants and the test results must be 
provided to the public.  

Office of the State Engineer 
The Office of the State Engineer administers 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 streams and rivers that cross state boundaries.203 Anyone wanting to use water in New 
Mexico must have a permit from the State Engineer. When evaluating an application for a new 
appropriation, or to change the place and/or purpose of use of an existing water right, the State Engineer 
must determine that: 

 Water is available, 

 Appropriation will not impair existing rights, 

 Intended use meets state water conservation efforts, and 

 Intended use is not detrimental to the public welfare204 

 
As of August of 2008, the State is currently adjudicating water 
rights in the Lower Rio Grande and this is likely to continue 
for some time. In the absence of final adjudication, the State 
Engineer has been pushing for alternative administration tools 
including district specific regulations and Active Water 
Resource Management (AWRM). AWRM involves measuring 
and metering, creating rules and regulations, creating water 
districts and appointing water masters, and developing water 
master manuals. While these tools and elements are being 
developed, State Engineer staff continues to encourage and 
facilitate shortage-sharing agreements among water users in 
the various basins.205 

New Mexico Environment Department 
The New Mexico Environment Department’s Drinking Water Bureau (DWB) also regulates drinking water. 
Their mission is “to preserve, protect, and improve New Mexico's drinking water quality for present and 
future generations.” Emphasis is placed on working with the EPA in upholding the SDWA. The DWB 
provides technical assistance and training, water system oversight and community outreach about safe 
drinking water. 

                                                  
 
203 Title 19 Natural Resources And Wildlife - Chapter 25 Administration And Use Of Water - General 
Provisions - Part 13 Active Water Resource Management 
204 Website – Office of the State Engineer - http://www.ose.state.nm.us/water_info_water_rights.html 

205 Presentation – Active Water Resource Management in the Lower Rio Grande – Tools for a New Era 
in Water Management – John D. Anthone, P.E., New Mexico State Engineer – August 2005 
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Lower Rio Grande Water Users Organization 
In 1997 the Lower Rio Grande Water Users Organization (LRGWUO) was established as a public entity 
with a mandate to guide the regional planning effort in the Lower Rio Grande region of New Mexico. The 
LRGWUO is made up of the City of Las Cruces, Doña Ana County, Doña Ana Mutual Domestic Water 
Consumers Association, the Town of Mesilla, the Anthony Water and Sanitation District, the Village of 
Hatch, New Mexico State University and the EBID. In 2004, the LRGWUO retained a team of consultants 
to prepare the New Mexico Lower Rio Grande Regional Water Plan. The Plan recognizes that water in the 
Lower Rio Grande is fully allocated and that growth will have to come from transfers from existing uses or 
new supplies. 

10.1.4 Water Providers 
There are a variety of types of water providers in Doña Ana County and the City of Las Cruces: 

 Operational Utility – This type of provider is closely related to a municipality but is funded directly 
through user fees rather than indirectly with tax money. Examples of this type of water provider 
include the City of Las Cruces Utilities Department and the Doña Ana County Utilities Department.  

 Water District (or Water and Wastewater District) - This is a form of unincorporated municipal 
government that is slightly less rigorous than being a city or village. The district does tax its residents 
for services, which include water. An example of this is the Anthony Water and Sanitation District. 

 Mutual Domestic Water Association – This is a federally-funded not-for-profit member-owned 
organization formed specifically to provide water services and is organized under the New Mexico 
Sanitary Projects Act. Mutual domestic water suppliers vary widely in their history, management, and 
size and are quite numerous with 48 separate “mutual domestics” in Doña Ana County.  

 Private Water Supplier – This is simply a privately-owned well that is large enough to supply 
surrounding properties. There are many such providers that started out as a water supply for a single 
farm that later began to supply neighboring properties. 

 
All water providers must meet some of the federal regulations for drinking water (refer to section x?). 
However, the specific regulations vary according to the types of providers. 

10.1.5 Doña Ana County Utilities Department 
In addition, Doña Ana County became an operational 
utility in approximately 1999 – that is, they have begun to 
own and operate utilities, including water and wastewater 
systems. Prior to that, there was no county-wide utility 
system, and individual property owners and municipalities 
were left to develop their own utility systems under State 
regulations. As of January of 2008, the County currently 
owns and operates one water system in Santa Teresa and 
has another in development in San Miguel. According to a 
representative of the Doña Ana County Utilities 
Department, the County is willing to take over other 
individual water systems on a voluntary basis. As of the 
same date, Doña Ana County was managing three separate 
water districts through cooperative agreements. Under this 
arrangement, the County provides a water treatment plant 
operator and the district pays the County for that service. Rincon Water Consumers Co-Op 



 

219 

County Level of Service 
Doña Ana County does not have a comprehensive county-wide water supply plan that documents water 
consumption rates. Within the City of Las Cruces, however, the rate of water use between year 2000 and 
2005 was 230 gallons per capita day (GPCD). This is the total diversions (amount of water used) divided 
by the population. More specifically, the use for single-family residential use in Las Cruces was 169 
(GPCD)206. One can assume that non-agricultural use in Doña Ana County, outside of Las Cruces, is similar. 
With the water supply for domestic and irrigation water completely allocated, new development in Doña 
Ana County will require that water be reallocated from existing agricultural use to domestic use through 
the purchase, or lease of water rights. 

Water Supply Studies 
In 2005, a draft ‘Chaparral Water Supply Study’ was prepared by Zia Engineering. This study identified a 
need to augment or replace Chaparral’s sole reliance on the groundwater aquifer within the next 10-15 
years. The study explored several options. The highest rated option was the creation of a local desalination 
facility, since much of the groundwater in the area is brackish. 

Water Supply Projects 
As of January of 2008, there are a few water supply projects in the works, the largest is in Chaparral. 
Other water system upgrades that show up in the Doña Ana County Capital Improvement Program for 
2008-2012 include well equipment and water system connections in Santa Teresa. 

Water Conservation Strategies 
Conservation of water has numerous benefits, including longer infrastructure lifespan; better preparedness 
for droughts and emergency water shortages; economically increasing water supply; and compliance with 
State regulations concerning water rights. It will be prudent for Doña Ana County to adopt conservation 
measures and aggressively promote the conservation of water resources among the many municipal, 
mutual domestic and private water providers. Suggested measures include: 

 Adopting rate structures that encourage conservation and that do not reduce revenues for providers if 
conservation efforts are successful.  

 Provide education to consumers about efficient use of water, through landscape changes and improved 
irrigation techniques. 

 Monitor water use to identify how and where water is being used 

10.1.6 City of Las Cruces Utilities Department 
Within Las Cruces, most water is supplied and distributed by the City of Las Cruces Utilities Department. 
The Department will also provide water outside the city with approval of the City Council. There are also 
additional water providers within the city - one Mutual Domestic Water Supplier and three private 
providers. 
 
The Utilities Department was set up as an enterprise fund organization – it is financially independent from 
the City and runs entirely on user fees without City tax dollars. The Utility Department established a seven-
member Utility Board in 2007 that meets monthly to direct operations. 
 
The city implemented a cost-of-service rate structure for water users in 2004, which has resulted in rate 
increases that cause consumers to reduce their water consumption. 

Water Supply/Storage 
The Utilities Department provides about 7 billion gallons of drinking water to customers in Las Cruces each 
year. The source of drinking water for the City of Las Cruces is ground water from the Mesilla Bolson, a 
deep aquifer, which extends down the entire length of the Mesilla Valley and the Jornada Bolson. The City 
has a distributed system of roughly 30 wells within or near the City Limits that withdraw water from 
depths between 300 to 1,250 feet. Water is treated at each of the well sites with chlorine gas to provide 

                                                  
 
206 City of Las Cruces 40-Year Water Development Plan – October 2007, John Shoemaker & Associates, 
Inc. 
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disinfection. The drinking water provided by the City of Las Cruces meets all requirements of the Safe 
Drinking Water Act. The City of Las Cruces mails the Consumer Confidence Reports to all water customers 
and makes the Water Quality Report available through their website at http://www.las-
cruces.org/utilities/water-report.shtm. 

Water Distribution Systems 
The City of Las Cruces Utilities Department owns and maintains a water distribution system throughout the 
city and into some outlying areas. This includes a complicated system of reservoirs (storage tanks), supply 
and transmission lines of various sizes, control valves and pump stations. Additional features of the system 
include fire hydrants, isolation valves and service connections. The city is divided into a series of nine 
pressure zones that are connected by booster pumps and pressure regulating valves. The entire system is 
monitored and controlled using Supervisory Control and Data Acquisition (SCADA) technology. The 
SCADA system includes signal hardware (input and output), controllers, networks, user interface, 
communications equipment and software. 
 
All water service connections to the City of Las Cruces Utilities Department’s system are metered. The 
Utilities Department owns the water distribution system up to the meter. Downstream of the meter, the 
system is owned by the customer. 

Las Cruces Level of Service 
Within the City of Las Cruces, the rate of water use between year 2000 and 2005 was 230 GPCD. This is 
the total diversions divided by the population. More specifically, the rate for single-family residential use in 
Las Cruces was 169 GPCD for the same period207. With the supply of domestic and irrigation water 
completely allocated, new development will require that water be reallocated from existing agricultural use 
approximately at the rates above through the purchase, or lease of water rights. 
 
The City has a plan titled ‘The City of Las Cruces 40-year Water Development Plan, which was completed 
in October of 2007 by John Shoemaker & Associates, Inc. The Plan includes projections for water demand 
based on low, medium, high and utility-adjusted maximum population increase scenarios. The following 
chart from the Plan illustrates those projections: 
 
 

Table 10-1  Water demand projections for the City of Las Cruces 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: City of Las Cruces 40-year Water Plan 

                                                  
 
207 City of Las Cruces 40-Year Water Development Plan – October 2007, John Shoemaker & Associates, 
Inc. 
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The 40-year Water Development Plan lays out a plan for the City to obtain water rights, through the 
leasing and purchasing of agricultural water for municipal use. The City will develop and maintain a water 
supply over the next 40 years by using surface water from the Rio Grande in conjunction with the City’s 
existing Rio Grande-connected ground-water rights in the Mesilla Basin. Figure 16-5, from the City’s 40-
year Water Plan, graphically depicts the range of population growth projections along with the associated 
water demand and the phased appropriation of water rights to meet those projections. The graph shows 
that even with the maximum population growth scenario, the City has a plan to acquire water rights that 
will be adequate until the year 2033. In this scenario, water rights must be transferred from agricultural 
uses to meet the need for water beyond the year 2033. The medium and low growth scenarios shown on 
the graph will not require additional water sources within the planning window that ends in 2045. 
 

Figure 10-1. Volume of water needed to support future population in the City of Las Cruces 

 

Source: City of Las Cruces 40-year Water Plan 

 
The amount of surface-water rights that can be obtained over the next 40 years is limited by the part of the 
City’s service area within Elephant Butte Irrigation District (EBID) boundaries. As of 2008, the City of Las 
Cruces’ surface water rights amount to about 20,000 ac-ft/yr. The City has an active surface-water rights 
acquisition program to acquire up to 20,000 acre-feet/year by 2045. The City has qualified as a Special 
Water Users Association (SWUA) under NMSA 1978, § 73-10-48 (2003). A full surface-water allotment 
from EBID is 3 acre-feet per acre (325,851 gallons per acre), but the allotment depends on flows in the Rio 
Grande. According to the SWUA agreement, the City’s consumption cannot be larger than the 
consumption for agriculture. 
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Las Cruces and EBID have collaborated to develop legislation that allows for the delivery of agricultural 
water for municipal treatment and use through the City’s water system by creating the SWUA. The SWUA 
allows for the acquisition of water in four different ways: 

1. Acquire land with water rights, and use the water rights for municipal purposes 

2. Acquire land without water rights within EBID’s boundaries that meet EBID criteria for 
water rights, purchase water rights from other land within EBID, and transfer the rights 

3. Lease/purchase water rights from other users in EBID 

4. Purchase water on an annual basis from the EBID conservation pool208 

Water Conservation Strategies 
The City of Las Cruces has made water conservation a part of its total water management system. To focus 
conservation efforts, the City has developed a long range water conservation program actively managed in 
conjunction with the 40-Year Water Plan. The program is implemented in strategic five year phases. 
Officially adopted in April of 2005, Phase I of the water conservation plan has several components 
including: 

 Water meters that record all production and demand data and send it directly to the Conservation 
Desk to identify consumptive patterns, develop and evaluate water conservation methods 

 Research that uses Geographic Information System (GIS) technology in addition to metered data to 
provide further means of detecting shifts in demand as a result of increased conservation awareness 

 Public information and education, including city water conservation webpages on the City website; 
information stands with brochures and literature about water conservation at public locations; water 
conservation information included as part of a new arrival packet distributed at realty offices; press 
releases and media productions for newspaper and radio; and utility bills that include conservation 
information and a special letter alerting consumers who are in the top 5% of water users. 

 “Lush and Lean” workshops and community projects to inform the public about water-conserving 
landscape design principles. 

 “Lead by Example” water conservation initiatives for city buildings, landscapes and parks 

 East Mesa Water Reclamation Facility. This plant is planned to be online in the spring of 2009 with a 
1.0 MGD capacity. The intent of this project is to conserve potable water by reusing treated 
wastewater in lieu of potable water for use as high quality irrigation water on golf courses and parks. 

 Enforcement of Water Conservation Ordinance – The ordinance includes the creation of an odd/even 
date irrigation schedule, a landscape ordinance, and water waste prohibitions.  

 
The city has also established a full-time Water Conservation Coordinator who is charged with 
administering a multi-faceted water conservation program. The conservation efforts are having an impact: 
The year of highest water production in the city was 2003 with slightly over 9,000 acre/feet delivered but 
between 2003 and 2006, Las Cruces slightly decreased its total water production despite having increased 
its population by over 8,500 people. Per capita use has also decreased from 251 gallons per capita day 
(GPCD) in year 2000 to 206 GPCD in 2005. 

Proposed City Water System Upgrades 
The city has a program of pipeline extensions and pump station additions designed to keep pace with 
growth. Beyond this, the city has some larger projects in various stages of the planning process including: 
 

 Surface Water Treatment Facility - As of May of 2008, this project is in a feasibility study stage. A study 
was completed in 2006 for this facility that is proposed to draw water from the Rio Grande and make 
it available for domestic use. By using surface water, the city will be able to stay within the adjudicated 
water use limits for years into the future. The capacity may be 20 million gallons per day (mgd)/11,312 
acre feet per year (afy). 

                                                  
 
208 ibid 
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 East Mesa Wastewater Reclamation Project – This facility will treat wastewater for use on golf courses 
and parks and thereby reduce demand for groundwater. As of May of 2008, the city is in the process 
of awarding a construction contract. This project is slated to begin construction in the spring of 2009. 
The facility is currently planned for an initial, Phase I, capacity of 0.50 mgd and total capacity of 1.0 
mgd. One of the main roadblocks to the city’s implementation of a reclamation project was the need 
to return water to the river through the Jacob A. Hands Wastewater Treatment Facility in order to 
maintain water rights within the river aquifers. The wastewater flows to be collected for this facility are 
mainly generated from the Jornada Aquifer. Since this aquifer does not receive recharge from the river, 
the loss of the wastewater flows derived from the Jornada Aquifer will not impact water rights tied to 
the river and adjoining river aquifers. 

 Aquifer Storage and Recovery – There are no specific plans to implement this type of a facility in the 
immediate future, however the feasibility of such a facility has been explored. Aquifer storage and 
recovery (ASR) is a process whereby surplus water in times of abundance is pumped into the aquifer 
for removal when the water supply is more limited.  

10.1.7 Other water providers 
There are numerous water suppliers across the county including 48 mutual domestic association water 
suppliers. Water distribution systems vary widely between the numerous providers. For the systems that 
are administered by Doña Ana County, all water service customers are metered and pay based on the 
volume of water used. However, some of the mutual domestic systems do not meter their customers or 
their wells. 

10.2 Wastewater Systems 

10.2.1 Doña Ana County Wastewater Plants 
Doña Ana County became an operational utility (owns and operates utility systems) in approximately 
1999. Currently, the County owns and operates four separate wastewater systems with a fifth under 
construction. 
 

Table 9.10-2 Wastewater Treatment Plants in Doña Ana 
County 

Name 

Capacity 
(in millions of 

gallons per 
day) 

Anthony Water and Sanitation District Treatment Plant 1.6 
Hatch Wastewater Treatment Plant 0.3 
Sunland Park Wastewater Treatment Plant 1.2 
West Mesa/Santa Teresa Area Wastewater Treatment Plant 0.3 
South Central Regional Wastewater Treatment Plant 2.1 

Source: 

 
There is a wastewater treatment plant and collection system proposed for Chaparral in the Southeast 
corner of Doña Ana County. This faculty is listed in the Doña Ana County Capital Improvement Program 
(CIP) for years 2008-2012 and is anticipated to cost approximately $40 million, which will be broken 
down into $10 million per year for four years. There are also plans for wastewater collection system 
upgrades in Montana Vista and La Mesa in the CIP. 
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County Level of Service 
Ideally, new development in Doña Ana County should be connected to municipal wastewater treatment 
systems which should be expanded at the rate of development, plus allow for numerous existing IDSs to be 
taken off-line. To calculate the volume of wastewater generated by new development, the New Mexico 
Environment Department has published a rate of 75 gallons per person per day for the design of IDS’s. This 
rate can also be used to budget for the increased rate of treatment for an increasing population. An area-
based number that is useful for budgeting wastewater treatment needs is contained in the Doña Ana 
County Subdivision Regulations published in 1996 that states, “The maximum total design flow (gallons per 
day) permitted on any lot is determined by multiplying the net lot size (acres) by 500.” For example, a 
standard three quarter acre lot would have a design flow of 375 gallons per day.  
 
It is more difficult to apply numbers to the rate of wastewater treatment expansion needed to take existing 
IDSs off-line. It is not feasible to connect all IDSs to municipal treatment systems since the area of Doña Ana 
County is so large and some of the population is dispersed making it impractical to run lines to sparsely 
treated areas. However, as previously stated, the County has had an ongoing program of expanding the 
coverage of municipal wastewater treatment systems by treatment plant expansions, constructing new lift 
stations and extending lines. 

10.2.2 City of Las Cruces Wastewater Systems 
Within the City of Las Cruces, wastewater is collected and treated by the City of Las Cruces Utilities 
Department, the same department that manages the water system (see City of Las Cruces Domestic Water 
Systems). The Utilities Department is an enterprise fund organization, which means it runs entirely on user 
fees without city tax dollars. 

Wastewater Treatment Plants 
The City of Las Cruces currently has two wastewater treatment facilities. An additional one is in the plans. 
They are described below. 

Jacob A. Hands Wastewater Treatment Facility 
The largest wastewater treatment plant in the city is the Jacob A. Hands Wastewater Treatment Facility 
(JAHWWTP), located near the intersection of Interstate 10 and the Rio Grande River. As of May 2008, 
JAHWWTP is being expanded to increase treatment capacity from 8.9 million gallons per day (mgd) to 
13.5 mgd. Treated wastewater from JAHWWTP is discharged directly into the Rio Grande. 
 
The City completed $13 million in upgrades to the existing wastewater treatment plant to increase its 
capacity and odor control. This increased plant capacity from 8.9 to 13.5 mgd. Completion of this upgrade 
is a long-anticipated major success for the city and will result in less odor problems than have been 
reported in the past. The upgrade will also provide additional capacity to accommodate growth. The 
upgraded flow equalization will provide additional treatment capacity and ensure continued compliance 
with discharge permit limits. 

West Mesa Wastewater Treatment Facility 
The West Mesa Wastewater Treatment facility treats wastewater from the West Mesa Industrial Park. 
Treated wastewater from this facility is spray irrigated on natural vegetation at the West Mesa Disposal 
Site. 
 

East Mesa Wastewater Reclamation Facility 
The East Mesa Wastewater Reclamation Facility will treat wastewater for use on golf courses and parks and 
thereby reduce demand for groundwater. This project is slated to begin construction in the spring of 2008 
with construction anticipated to take approximately one year. The facility will have an initial capacity of 
0.50 mgd, and it will eventually be expanded to a total capacity of 1.0 mgd. 
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10.2.3 Individual Disposal Systems 

Doña Ana County 
There are numerous properties throughout Doña Ana County that have their own Individual Disposal 
System (IDS), such as septic tanks with leach fields or cesspools to treat wastewater. In 2004, the US Census 
Bureau reports indicated that in Doña Ana County, over 35% of residents had some form of on-site 
disposal system. Conventional septic systems are an appropriate means of wastewater treatment and 
disposal when site conditions (lot size, soil, setbacks to wells and streams, clearance to bedrock and 
groundwater) are adequate for natural attenuation. However, construction of IDS’s in areas without 
suitable site conditions or appropriate technology, can create hazards to public health, welfare and the 
environment.209 
 
Another problem of IDSs is that its efficacy is dependent upon proper maintenance by the owner. If the 
owner does not maintain the system due to the cost or through simple negligence, untreated wastewater 
will often be discharged into the ground surface creating a health hazard and potentially contaminating 
stormwater runoff. Many of these on-site systems are not properly sized or properly constructed. As this 
area continues to develop with on-site disposal systems, not only is the biological contamination of the 
groundwater inevitable, but also nitrogen contamination. The New Mexico Water Quality Control 
Commission, in its biennial report to the U.S. Congress on water quality in the state from 1988 to 2006 has 
stated, “Household septic tanks and cesspools constitute the single largest source of groundwater 
contamination in the state”. 
 
In addition, Doña Ana County has undertaken an initiative to provide wastewater service to rural residents 
of the county, particularly in areas where the water table is close to the surface. Using grant funding and 
federal/state partnerships, the County has taken thousands of septic systems off line from the Sierra County 
border to the U.S./Mexico border. Within the County, this effort has been managed by the Utilities 
Department. It has also been a priority of the Health & Human Services Department (HHS). HHS’s mission 
is to improve the quality of life in Doña Ana County by identifying and addressing unmet health and 
human service needs, including wastewater treatment. The HHS focuses on improving wastewater 
treatment in colonias since they have high levels of people living in poverty and, by definition, are lacking 
in infrastructure. 

City of Las Cruces 
Some properties in the city have their own Individual Disposal System (IDS) such as septic tanks to treat 
wastewater. The problems with this type of treatment are described above under Doña Ana County 
Wastewater Systems. The city recognizes these problems and would like to significantly reduce the number 
of IDSs. To begin, the study titled “Septic Tank Identification and Prioritization Plan” was completed for 
the City in April of 2007. The plan provides an analysis of the known septic tanks in the city and a plan to 
provide future sewer collection for the areas with septic tanks.  
 
Representatives of the Utilities Department would like to eliminate as many of these existing IDSs as 
possible by connecting the properties to the municipal system, however, this is often cost prohibitive. New 
sewer lines must be located within the right-of-way, typically beneath a paved road. Laying new sewer 
lines then involves replacement of roadway pavement and/or sidewalks and traffic control measures. 
Therefore, in many rural areas, if a property has an IDS, it is unlikely that it will be connected to the 
domestic wastewater system and the public will continue to rely on the owner to maintain the system. 

                                                  
 
209 Onsite Sewage Management in New Mexico – New Mexico Environment Department Liquid Waste 
Program – October 2006 
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 Flooding in the Village of 
Hatch - August, 2006. Photo 
courtesy villageofhatch.org 

10.3 Flood Control and Stormwater Management 
Flooding is a serious issue throughout Doña Ana County and Las 
Cruces and has often dictated land development patterns. Intense 
summer rainstorms, which are typical to the Southwest, are usually 
the source of the problem. More than half of the average annual 
precipitation for Las Cruces of eight to eight and one half inches 
occurs in the summer months in the form of thunderstorms 
(monsoonal rains). These monsoon rains are often intense and 
highly localized, sometimes causing flooding downstream where 
little or no precipitation has occurred. To further complicate 
matters, the specific locations where these brief, high intensity 
showers occur varies from year to year and may cause flooding in 
areas that have not had problems in recent memory. 
 
During a typical thunder storm that has the potential to cause 
flooding, a high intensity shower occurs in a limited area at a rate 
that far exceeds the ability of the soils to absorb the water causing a 
sudden overland flow. This floodwater flows downhill into one of 
the numerous arroyos, which are basically dry creek beds, where it 
continues downstream carrying gravel and sand with it until it 
eventually dissipates into the bed of the arroyo or continues on to 
the Rio Grande. Because of the high sediment load in the 
floodwater and the amount of washing and deposition, arroyos 
often change paths within a valley creating flooding concerns 
where none existed recently before. Manmade changes in an arroyo, such as the creation of a road, may 
also result in unpredictable changes to the arroyo’s path and should be done with great caution. 
 
Water pollution caused by stormwater is another issue in addition to damage caused by flooding. 
Stormwater can carry sediment and other contaminants downstream into larger waterbodies if not 
controlled. Contaminants in stormwater can include oils from roadways and fertilizers and pesticides.  

Major Flood Events in Recent History 
In the Village of Hatch in northern Doña Ana County, a flood occurred on August 15th, of 2006. A torrent 
of flood waters rushed into the community forcing 488 families to flee and seek shelter. 402 homes 
sustained flood damage. Damage from the flooding has been estimated at $20 million. There have been 
other major floods over the years. In 1935, and again in 1941, much of the downtown area of Las Cruces 
and the surrounding neighborhoods were inundated. Another more recent storm was in 1982 after the 
construction of the Las Cruces Flood Control Dam (which was completed in 1975), when many areas of 
the city center were flooded by rain that fell below the dam. A recent flood occurred in Vado in June of 
2004. The flooding caused impassable roads, downed power lines, and damage to homes and public 
infrastructure throughout southern Doña Ana County, particularly in Vado and Del Cerro. The examples 
above underscore the fact that major storms that can cause floods have occurred periodically in the past at 
various locations throughout the county and will continue to occur in the future. 
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10.3.1 Federal Regulations 

National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System 
There are regulations in place that relate to stormwater pollution prevention and flooding and flood 
prevention and that have land use and planning implications. With regard to the quality of stormwater, 
the major set of regulations is the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) program, 
which was established under the Federal Clean Water Act. This act is administered nationally by the 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and is usually administered by individual states. As of January of 
2008, unlike most states, the State of New Mexico does not have an Approved State NPDES Permit 
Program and the EPA then administers the program. The State Surface Water Quality Bureau assists EPA in 
regulation of stormwater discharges by performing inspections on behalf of EPA and by serving as a local 
point of contact for providing information to operators and other agencies regarding this federal 
regulatory program.  
 
Municipalities that meet population and density criteria are classified as MS4s. MS4s must have a permit 
that includes a Stormwater Management Plan. This plan must describe the Best Management Practices that 
will be used to satisfy each of the following six goals: 

• Public Education and Outreach  

 Public Involvement/Participation  

 Illicit Discharge Detection and Elimination  

 Construction Site Runoff Control  

 Post Construction Runoff Control  

 Pollution Prevention/Good Housekeeping 

 
In Doña Ana County, the County, the City of Las Cruces, the Town of Mesilla and the City of Sunland Park 
are MS4s. 
 
Individual construction projects that meet specific criteria are required to comply with NPDES as well. If the 
project involves the disturbance of more than one acre of land, a NPDES permit must be obtained. 

National Flood Insurance Program 
The major national flood prevention regulation is 44 CFR, Parts 59-78 of the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency’s (FEMA) National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP). FEMA determines Special Flood 
Hazard Areas (SFHA) throughout the country and publishes Flood Insurance Rates Maps (FIRM) that 
define the boundaries of areas that are prone to flooding. 
 
Property owners are required to purchase national flood insurance if their property is in an SFHA because 
homeowner’s insurance does not usually cover losses due to flooding. People who plan to purchase 
property or build in a SFHA also need to purchase national flood insurance in order to obtain a federally-
backed mortgage loan. The City of Las Cruces, the City of Sunland Park and Doña Ana County participate 
in the NFIP, which makes National Flood Insurance available to everyone within their jurisdiction. 
 
In the City of Las Cruces, the City of Sunland Park and Doña Ana County, building within the 100-year 
foodplain is permitted, but there are additional mandatory flood insurance purchase requirements and 
floodplain management development standards that apply. 
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10.3.2 Flood Control Systems 
Flood control dams throughout the city and county exist in a variety of forms and conditions. There is also 
a wide variety of stakeholders who regulate, own, or maintain flood control dams such as the New 
Mexico Office of the State Engineer; the USDA Natural Resource Conservation Service; Elephant Butte 
Irrigation District; Doña Ana County; the City of Las Cruces; the US Army Corps of Engineers; and private 
landowners. 

Elephant Butte Irrigation District (EBID) 
Elephant Butte Irrigation District (EBID) is one of the major agencies in charge of flood control structures. 
EBID delivers irrigation water from the Rio Grande Project to Doña Ana and Sierra Counties. There are 27 
flood control dams along the edges of EBID’s service area. These were constructed primarily to protect the 
irrigation system and farms from flood damage. They were built in the 1950s and 1960s by the federal 
government, through the Soil Conservation Service, now known as the Natural Resources Conservation 
Service (NRCS). EBID maintains them since the dams were turned over to them. Many of the dams are at 
or near the end of their design life, and need to be rehabilitated. In addition, these dams now protect 
houses, businesses, highways and residential subdivisions despite not having been designed for that 
purpose. EBID collects five dollars per acre/per year from the farmlands protected by each dam. This sum 
has not increased for years and it is the maximum allowed by current law. Areas assessed for flood 
protection are termed Local Improvement Districts, or LIDs. 210 

New Mexico Office of the State Engineer (OSE) 
New Mexico Office of the State Engineer (OSE) has jurisdiction over dams that are greater than 10 feet in 
height or store more than 10 acre-feet of water. These are known as jurisdictional dams. The OSE’s Dam 
Safety Bureau ensures that dams in New Mexico are designed, constructed, operated, and maintained 
safely. The Bureau reviews plans and specifications for new dams, modifications and repairs to existing 
dams; it also monitors construction work on new and existing dams. All structures must comply with State 
Engineer design criteria. However, the State Engineer does not regulate the design, construction and 
operation of a non-jurisdictional dam, unless the dam is unsafe and there is a threat to life or property, as 
determined by the State Engineer. 

Doña Ana County Flood Control Commission 
The Doña Ana County Flood Control Commission was established in 1985 to address regional flooding 
issues. The Flood Control Commissioner is an unpaid appointment made by the Governor of NM. The 
Commissioner has full authority to control the budget and resources of the Department. The Office of the 
Commissioner has a director and staff that conduct the Commission’s daily business. 
 

                                                  
 
210 210 New Mexico’s Dam Safety Crisis – Esslinger, Gary - Manager, Elephant Butte Irrigation District – June 
2006 
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Since 1988, the Commission has been responsible for maintaining, repairing and upgrading many flood 
control structures throughout the county. The Flood Commission also: 
 

 Identifies areas where there is a 1 percent or greater chance of damaging floods each year (one 
damaging flood per 100-year period or less) 

 Assists property owners in determining where their property is located in relationship to flood-hazard 
areas 

 Investigates flooding areas and stormwater runoff damage during and after heavy rainfall events 

 Monitors the Flood Damage Prevention Ordinance to maintain a minimum standard for coverage 
under the National Flood Insurance Program 

 Studies methods for reducing flood losses, including construction of dikes, diversions, waterways and 
dams 

Flood Control Structures 
Including Las Cruces, there are 75 flood control dams in Doña Ana County. Thirty of these are maintained 
by the County, according to a representative of the Doña Ana County Flood Commission. The County 
does not maintain arroyos. 
 
Some of the flood control dams are quite large in scale and have a large retention area. These 
undeveloped, low-lying retention areas represent a significant open space resource. Retention areas can be 
home to wildlife and plants, and can be used for recreation. In some cases, recreational use of retention 
basins is permitted along with the use of flood control dams as public trails; however, public use is not 
encouraged where the dams are not in good condition or where stormwater is viewed as a hazard. 
 
Twenty dams were built in the 1950’s and 60’s by the Soil Conservation Service (now the Natural 
Resources Conservation Service). Dam ownership was later transferred to the Elephant Butte Irrigation 
District (EBID). These dams were intended to protect agricultural lands and were designed to handle a 50-
year storm event and to last approximately 50 years. Many of these dams are now near or at the end of 
their useful life. There is also significant amount of population and construction that has taken place below 
these dams since the 60s. The combination of outdated design, old age and very different surroundings 
presents considerable threats to public safety.  
 
Upgrading these dams is necessary, but also a very complicated and expensive undertaking. The 
requirements of Office of the State Engineer’s Dam Safety Bureau state that when renovating a dam, it must 
be brought up to current safety standards rather than restoring it to its original design. 

Capital Improvements Program 
According to a representative of the Doña Ana County Flood Commission, capital improvement projects 
are completed in response to major flood events that draw lots of public attention, while planned flood 
control projects are often postponed. Planned projects are more likely to be conducted by other agencies 
such as the US Army Corps of Engineers or the Natural Resource Conservation Service, although these 
often seek matching funds or technical assistance from the DAC Flood Commission. 
 
Several flood control projects are listed in Doña Ana County’s 2008-2012 Capital Improvement Program, 
including: 

 Braham Dam and Dragonfly Channel – The combined cost of these two inter-related projects on the 
East Mesa is $16.2 million and they consist of the creation of a flood control dam and a seven-mile 
channel to a dry lakebed.  

 Placitas Arroyos/Spring Canyon – This $3.5 million project is in Hatch. The scope has not been fully 
determined as of January of 2008. 

 Picacho Hills Drainage – This project on the west side of Las Cruces has a $5 million cost 

 Anthony Storm Drainage - $8 million to divert flood water around developed areas into one of the 
drain channels 
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Funding 
The Doña Ana County Flood Control Commission has a total budget of approximately $1 million annually. 
After the Commission’s operating expenses are covered, approximately $500,000 is available for the 
maintenance and upgrade of flood control structures, but this does not meet the current demand for 
maintenance, upgrades and new facilities. Consequently, the Commission uses whatever funds are available 
for maintenance and projects. The County seeks partners for funding whenever possible. The EBID also has 
limited funding and a limited ability to raise funds according to state law and therefore is not able to pay 
for much needed improvements. 
 
The limited funding for flood control has created a serious dilemma. Without funds to make 
improvements, the State’s Dam Safety Bureau may step in and declare a dam to be a safety hazard 
compelling the County to address the problem. Without adequate funds, the only option is to breach the 
dams, which would create new designated flood zones requiring flood insurance for hundreds or even 
thousands of homes and would cause a serious impediment to the economic development of the area.211 
The State believes that it is better to breach a dam and flood an area more frequently than have a 
catastrophic dam failure. 
 
In November of 1986, the County Commissioners established a maximum flood levy of 1.5 mills on 
property lying within the boundaries of the two-county flood districts to provide funding for flood-
abatement projects. The Flood Commission now collects approximately $1 million in levies annually. 

City of Las Cruces Public Works Department 
Flood Control and Stormwater Management Studies 
The City of Las Cruces commissioned a Storm Drain Master Plan that was completed in February of 2006. 
This is the most current study of stormwater and flood control issues. The study includes a review of 
historic information and a detailed hydrologic analysis of watersheds within and adjacent to the city that 
contribute runoff to the incorporated areas. Structures and facilities that currently convey stormwater were 
evaluated to assess their efficiency and recommendations for system improvements were included. A 
priority list of capital improvements for future flood control projects was created for the city.  
 
Numerous other studies have been conducted for stormwater management within the city over the years 
including the following:  

 Storm Drain Master Plan for the City of Las Cruces - G Herkenhoff Associates - March 1969.  

 Special Flood Hazard Study - US Army Corps of Engineers - 1971 

 Flood Control Study - Charles F Horne Associates - 1972  

 Series of documents regarding feasibility analysis conceptual design and construction documentation to 
support the installation of the Las Cruces Dam – US Army Corps of Engineers - early 1970s 

 Drainage Master Plan for the City of Las Cruces - Greiner Engineering - July 1985  

 Reconnaissance Report for Las Cruces NM and EI Paso – US Army Corps of Engineers - May 1991  

 Several Flood Plain Re-evaluations to support remapping of FEMA floodplains within the city - 1993 to 
the present 

 Map Maintenance Project for the Sand Hill and Mine House Arroyos – US Army Corps of Engineers - 
1995 

 Supplement to the Sand Hill Arroyo - Robert Ebler, City Floodplain Manager for the City of Las Cruces 
– 2001 

 Revised Hydrology Model for the City Center – US Army Corps of Engineers in support of a 
Conditional Letter of Map Revision - 2001212 

                                                  
 
211 New Mexico’s Dam Safety Crisis – Esslinger, Gary - Manager, Elephant Butte Irrigation District – June 
2006 
212 City of Las Cruces Storm Drain Master Plan – February 3, 2006 – Bonhannan Huston Inc. 
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Flood Control System 
Flood control structures within the City of Las Cruces are managed and maintained by the Public Works 
Department. Public Works does some design work of flood control structures in–house and retains 
consultants for the larger projects. They also administer contracts for construction of flood control 
structures. 
 
There are 6 major flood control structures within the city: 
 

Table 10-3. Flood control structures in Las Cruces 

Structure Location Storage Capacity Description 
Country Club 
Detention Dam (Villa 
Mora Dam) 

West of I-25 near the 
intersection of Triviz 
and Fairfax Ave. 

 
Built in 1958, it was the city’s first major detention 
structure 

Las Cruces Flood 
Control Dam 

East of I-25 12,500 acre feet 

It is the largest flood control structure in the city. Its 
dimensions are three miles long and up to 67 feet 
high. The crest of the dam is 20 feet wide and is 
used as a recreational path by joggers and bicyclists. 
The retention area upstream is a large piece of 
undeveloped land surrounded by housing. 

Gallagher/Willoughby 
Ponds 

East of North Main St.   

Sandhill Dam 
(Chandler Tank) 

On Sandhill Arroyo, 
north of US Highway 
70, just east of Las 
Colinas Subdivision 

  

Oro Vista Pond 
System 

On the East Mesa area 
of Las Cruces 

 
It is designed to transfer runoff from the Posse 
Creek watershed to the Sandhill Arroyo and to 
attenuate peak flows from the Sandhill Arroyo 

Elephant Butte 
Irrigation District Dam 

On the Tortugas 
Arroyo 

 

It was designed to reduce flood impacts to 
agricultural lands before downstream development 
occurred. It is the only dam within city limits 
maintained by the Elephant Butte Irrigation District. 

 
The city is always looking for an opportunity to incorporate park facilities and/or sporting event fields into 
larger detention ponds. In some cases, the city is able to create a dual use facility that can accommodate 
open space for public use. These ponding/park areas are designed such that stormwater is detained for only 
a short period of time (no longer than 96 hours) and the rest of the time, the area is dry and available for 
public use. 

Storm Drain System 
The City of Las Cruces has an underground storm drain system in the city center area west of I-25. These 
systems collect and convey stormwater to various regional ponding areas such as Gallagher, Willoughby 
and Munson Ponding Areas. The city’s storm drains also convey stormwater to Elephant Butte Irrigation 
District drains, which transport stormwater to the Rio Grande. 
 
In the summer of 2008, the City of Las Cruces issued a draft Stormwater Management Plan. This plan is for 
City Departments only and involves monitoring and measuring stormwater quality. The plan outlines a 
five-year program to comply with the EPA’s Phase II Stormwater Final Rule 64 FR 6872 of Dec. 8, 1999. 
This rule lists the steps communities must follow to improve stormwater quality in accordance with the 
Clean Water Act of 1972. The program is designed to enable communities to reduce pollutant discharges to 
the maximum extent possible. The City’s plan addresses EPA’s six minimum control measures. 
 
A property that is located in a 100-year storm event area has a 1-percent-annual chance of being flooded. 
The lowest floor of the structure must be at or above the base flood elevation, and the developer of the 
property must follow FEMA’s Letter of Map Change process and the city’s Flood Damage Prevention 
Ordinance (Las Cruces Municipal Code, Chapter 34, Article 2).  
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Las Cruces also has design standards that include drainage design standards that require development to 
retain the difference between pre-developed run-off (historic) and post-development run-off (run-off by 
new impervious areas created by sidewalks, driveways, paving, roof tops, etc.). Plans must be completed 
by a licensed engineer or architect. 
 
Typical tools that developers use to control stormwater caused by new impervious paving and building 
roofs include the creation of stormwater retention/detention basins which collect stormwater flows into a 
basin with an outflow device that is carefully sized to allow water to flow offsite at a rate that will match, 
or be less than, pre-development runoff rates. 
 
Beyond NPDES requirements, retention of stormwater must also comply with adjudicated water rights: 
water cannot be held behind a dam for a period longer than 96 hours, unless the State Engineer has issued 
a waiver213. 

Storm Drainage in Commercial Developments 
Many individual commercial lots throughout the city have ponds to reduce stormwater runoff volume. 
These ponds are often smaller than city ones, but they are not connected to the city storm drain system. 
Commercial developments are required to store stormwater runoff on site. They cannot discharge 
stormwater onto the city storm drain system, city streets, or city ponds. However, this applies only to 
runoff generated after construction. The amount of stormwater that occurred on the site before it was 
built-up may continue to discharge into the City’s system. By maintaining stormwater volume as in pre-
development conditions, the capacity of the City’s storm drain system is not exceeded. 
 
For this purpose, developers are required to submit stormwater runoff calculations and mitigation 
strategies with their plans. Developers must demonstrate that the site design maintains runoff volumes at 
pre-development conditions. Those plans must be completed by a licensed engineer or architect. 

Arroyo Protection 
Other flood related features in the city are arroyos. Many arroyos are either on state lands or within city 
easements, but the city maintains control of much of the system of arroyos. The City began work on an 
Arroyo Preservation Plan that recognizes arroyos as important environmental and recreational resources 
and promotes keeping them in a natural state whenever possible. The plan is likely to provide guidelines 
for development of trails, utility crossings, roads and drainage structures within arroyos.  
 
In October of 2006, the City of Las Cruces and the State Land Office agreed to grant easements on state 
trust land along the major arroyos on the East Mesa. This would allow arroyos and the adjacent lands 
within the 100-year floodplain to be protected and conserved as determined by the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA). The agreement enables the Commissioner of Public Lands for the State of 
New Mexico, the City of Las Cruces, and other affected parties to use arroyos and adjacent lands to gather, 
collect or divert stormwater, and to develop long term plans to manage stormwater flows on privately 
and publicly-owned lands, including state trust lands and federally-owned lands in the East Mesa area. 

Capital Improvements Program 
The City of Las Cruces has a five-year Capital Improvements Program (CIP) specifically for flood control 
projects. This CIP has over 20 separate projects and shows expenditures of between four and five million 
dollars annually for priority projects listed in the City of Las Cruces Storm Drain Master Plan. These projects 
address localized flooding. 
 

                                                  
 
213 Rules and Regulations Governing the Appropriation and Use of the Surface Water of New Mexico 
19.26.15NMAC-N, 1/31/2005 
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Highlights of the five-year CIP include: 
 Major Arroyo Crossings – $1.8 million 

 State Land Office 125-acre ponding area – $4.5 million 

 Las Cruces Dam Improvements – $1.2 million 

 Calioco/Central Drainage Channel – $200,000 

 East Mesa Drainage Improvements – $3 million 

 
Funding comes primarily from a two mill ($2 per $1,000 of assessed value) property tax levy that 
generates approximately $4 million per year. Additional funding comes from a variety of sources such as 
legislative grants, sales tax, bonds, the New Mexico Department of Transportation (NMDOT), and impact 
fees. 

Private Dams 
In addition to the NRCS constructed dams, there are privately-owned flood control structures. Each 
property owner is liable for non-jurisdictional dams and other flood control structures on their property. 
Many of these structures were built by early property owners (primarily outside of the City of Las Cruces) 
to protect themselves from flooding by diverting floodwaters from agricultural fields and structures. These 
dams were usually earthen and were not constructed to any specific engineering standards. Many of these 
older earthen dams have been slowly eroding over the years and are in need of restoration or 
replacement, which is often beyond the financial capability of current owners. 
 
According to representatives of the Doña Ana County Flood Control Commission, some dam owners want 
to transfer ownership to a governmental entity in order to rid themselves of maintenance costs and 
liability. This has become a big issue since the recent flooding in the Village of Hatch. There are now 
groups of citizens that believe the government (i.e. Doña Ana County and/or the City of Las Cruces) should 
assume responsibility for maintaining flood control dams, channels and arroyos that are not controlled by 
the State Engineer in order to protect the public from flooding if individual owners do not have the 
financial means to do so. According to a representative of the Doña Ana County Planning Department, the 
city and county currently do not have funding for this and it would require a new source of funding that 
has not been identified. 

10.4 Solid Waste Management 
Nationally, the average person produces between four and five pounds of waste per day. Locally, it varies 
between 4.2 and 4.5 pounds per person. 

10.4.1 Landfills 
In 1990, Doña Ana County and the City of Las Cruces entered into an agreement to cooperate and seek 
solutions to regional solid waste disposal problems. The South Central Solid Waste Authority (SCWA) was 
formed as a result of this agreement. It is a quasi-governmental agency that works as an enterprise fund. Its 
operations began in 1996 at about the same time that EPA sub-title D regulations went into effect. These 
regulations require engineer-designed facilities with liners, leachate collection systems and extensive 
environmental monitoring.  

Corralitos Landfill 
SCWA owns a large Municipal Solid Waste Landfill located near the Las Cruces Airport known as the 
Corralitos Landfill. The landfill serves the City of Las Cruces as well as the rest of the region, and it is 
planned to cover a total 640 acres and have eleven separate cells. As of fall of 2007, the eastern 200-acre 
portioned is designed, permitted and in operation with a capacity to operate for an additional 42 years. 
Beyond that window, the western portion can be designed, permitted and opened with an anticipated 
lifespan of 50-60 years. Currently the landfill is being filled at a rate of approximately 457 tons per day 
and 170,000 tons per year, which will change based on population growth and other factors such as the 
amount of construction, recycling, etc.  
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Camino Real Landfill 
There is another, older 480 acre landfill at the southern end of Doña Ana County near Sunland Park, the 
Camino Real Landfill, which is owned by Waste Connections Inc., a private operator. The largest volume 
of trash at the landfill comes from El Paso or the American-owned maquiladoras in Ciudad Juárez214; but 
the City of Sunland Park and parts of southern Doña Ana County also use the landfill. The landfill recently 
applied for a permit to allow it to continue operating for another ten years. As of September of 2008, the 
landfill is still embroiled in a legal battle to extend the permit. 
 

Table 10-4. Solid Waste Management Facilities in Doña Ana County 

Facility 
Size 
(in 

acres) 

Materials 
Received 

(in tons/day) 

Facility Lifespan 
(in years) 

Service Area 

Corralitos Landfill 640 457 102 
City of Las Cruces and rest of 
Doña Ana County 

El Camino Real 
Landfill 

480 n/av. 
Currently seeking 
permit for next 10 

yrs. 

El Paso, Juárez, City of Sunland 
Park and southern Doña Ana 
County 

City of Las Cruces 
Recycling Center 

n/av. 
700 of recyclable 

materials; 500 
tons of yard waste 

n/a 
City of Las Cruces and rest of 
Doña Ana County 

Source:  

 

10.4.2 Pickup Service and Transfer Stations 
There is no County-operated residential garbage pickup, but Doña Ana County residents can haul their 
trash to transfer stations free of charge. County transfer stations are located at Anthony, Butterfield, Hatch, 
Hill, La Mesa, Mesquite, Garfield and La Unión. However, there are no recycling drop-offs at the transfer 
stations. County residents who wish to recycle can use the recycling facilities in Las Cruces, which are open 
to county residents. There are a number of private companies throughout Doña Ana County that will do 
curbside pickup of trash for a fee. 
 
Illegal dumping of trash in rural roadsides, arroyos and open spaces throughout the County is becoming a 
growing problem. Many area residents perceive this problem to be most pervasive in low income and 
Hispanic communities, although there has been no assessment of the situation to determine what or who is 
contributing to illegal dumping throughout the County. However, rather than a cultural problem, illegal 
dumping in Doña Ana County is more likely the result of the lack of a public garbage pickup program in 
the County: Residents who lack a means of transportation to haul 
 their garbage to a transfer station or who cannot afford private garbage 
pickup service are forced to use other ways to dispose of waste. 
 
The City of Las Cruces provides weekly curbside residential solid waste 
service. All waste must be placed in the city-owned containers. Every 
other week, “the Grappler” pickups up larger trash items. 

                                                  
 

214Newspaper Tree Article ‘Sunland Park Landfill Hearings Test New Mexico’ by Kent Paterson, posted 
on December 16, 2007 

Table 10-5. Transfer 
Stations in Doña Ana 

County 

• Anthony 
• Butterfield 
• Hatch 
• Hill 
• La Mesa 
• Mesquite 
• Garfield 
• La Unión 

Source: Doña Ana County Public 
Works Department 
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 The Grappler in use. Photo 
courtesy of 

www.lascruces.org 

10.4.3 Recycling 
Recycling is not picked up curbside: there are a number of satellite drop off locations throughout the city 
and at the City’s Recycling Center at 2855 West Amador Avenue. The Recycling Center generates 
approximately $19,000 in revenue each month from 700 tons of recyclable material. The center and its six 
satellite centers accept newspaper, tin, aluminum, and corrugated 
cardboard, #1 and #2 plastic, household hazardous waste, office paper, 
appliances, scrap metal, and tires. The Recycling Center also accepts 
approximately 500 tons of yard waste, which is chipped and disposed 
of, or composted. Composted yard waste is available for free to 
residential customers at the city Recycling Center and at the Foothills 
Landfill drop off location at 4755 E. Foothills.  
 
The city undertook a limited pilot program for curbside recycling in 
2006. The program was not successful at that time. Since then there has 
been a renewed interest in recycling as evidenced by articles in the Las 
Cruces Sun-News calling for a regional approach to recycling and plans 
to create a recycling task force to study the issue. 
 
According to the Director of the South Central Solid Waste Facility, the cost of recycling in this area is 
greater than the profit of selling the recyclables due to inexpensive tipping fees at the landfill. Recycling 
currently adds a cost to waste disposal. The community is currently grappling with this as they continue to 
explore the feasibility of offering curbside recycling. 

10.5 Natural Gas, Electric, and Communications Systems 

10.5.1 Electric Service 
In 2006, each consumer in New Mexico used an average 614 kilowatt hours (kWh) per month of 
electricity, which is less than the national average of 920 kWh. 
 
Electric distribution in Las Cruces and Doña Ana County is provided by El Paso Electric Company, which 
distributes electricity to customers in the Rio Grande Valley, in western Texas and southern New Mexico. El 
Paso Electric generates electricity from nuclear and fossil-fuel sources, but it also purchases power from 
other utilities and marketers. El Paso Electric owns the electric transmission and distribution lines and the 
associated easements. 
 
El Paso Electric has issued a request for proposals to help the company meet the requirements of the New 
Mexico Renewable Energy Act. Under the Act, public utilities must derive at least 20 percent of electricity 
from clean, alternative sources by 2020, beginning with at least six percent in the 2008 to 2010 period. 
Renewable sources must be approved by the Public Regulation Commission, which awards Renewable 
Energy Credits to utilities that they can include in their renewable energy portfolios.215 

10.5.2 Communications 
Doña Ana County now has a variety of telecommunications providers that range from land lines to cellular 
phone service offering voice (telephone), video (cable) and data (internet) connections. This is a dynamic 
market and new suppliers are being added at a rapid rate. Cellular coverage is reported to be good 
throughout the County. Most of the electric and telephone infrastructure in Doña Ana County is overhead. 
Qwest owns the physical phone lines and easements in Doña Ana County. 

                                                  
 
215 New Mexico Business Weekly – Article ‘El Paso Electric issues RFP for renewable energy’ – January 
28,2008 
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10.5.3 Natural Gas Service 
According to the website citydata.com, 67% of single family homes and condos in Doña Ana County are 
heated with natural gas, while 21% use bottled, tank, or low pressure gas. In Las Cruces, 76% of homes are 
heated with natural gas, while 20% use electricity for heating. 
 
In the state of New Mexico, in 2006, there were 72,522 million cubic feet (mcf) of natural gas deliver to 
residential, commercial and industrial customers. At the same time there were 582,268 residential, 
commercial and industrial customers that averaged 12,460 cubic feet of natural gas consumed per customer 
per year.216 At the present rate of consumption there are natural gas reserves (economically obtainable 
supply) for the next 30 – 50 years. However, the natural gas total supply would provide gas for the next 
200 years if extraction techniques improve or the economics change.217 

Service Providers 
The City of Las Cruces Natural Gas Department maintains, operates and manages two gas systems. The 
city’s system consists of more than 600 miles of gas lines that provide gas service within the city limits to 
approximately 30,000 customers. The Rio Grande Natural Gas Association’s (RGNGA) system provides 
service to approximately 15,000 customers within Doña Ana County and the Extra Territorial Zone. 
 
The Gas Department is responsible for maintaining the integrity of the two systems through rehabilitation 
programs and new construction projects. The Department installs gas mains, gas service lines, builds 
regulator stations, performs gas line repairs, locates gas mains and services, and carries out a corrosion 
control program to protect metallic pipelines from external, internal, and atmospheric corrosion. The 
Department also manages the pressures in the systems, installs gas meters, leak surveys the systems, 
monitors gas odorant, responds to calls for line breaks, gas leaks, and carbon monoxide. 
 
In the southern part of the County, gas is provided by Continental Energy Systems of Troy, Michigan. 

10.6 Infrastructure 
 The ability to provide water for domestic and agricultural use in the future will be a big factor in the 

ultimate build out of Las Cruces and Doña Ana County.  While the control of water along the Lower 
Rio Grande is a larger issue that is currently being debated and adjudicated between states, there are 
some local trends that have emerged: 

The County and city have recognized that water rights are a finite resource and that in order to assure that 
there will be an adequate water supply into the future, surface water rights must be obtained and used for 
domestic water  
Water conservation efforts in the City of Las Cruces have resulted in reduced per capita water 
consumption. 
Doña Ana County has become an operational utility and has obtained ownership and/or management of 
some of the various water providers which will assure that water systems will continue to be maintained 
properly. 
The City of Las Cruces has contracted for a water reclamation facility which will be online in 2009.  This 
facility will treat wastewater for use as irrigation water for parks and golf courses and will offset the need 
to pump groundwater 

 Wastewater is known to be the major cause of groundwater contamination in New Mexico. In order 
to protect precious groundwater resources, it is important that the use of individual sewage disposal 
systems (septic tanks) be limited to locations where site conditions are favorable.  It is even more 
important that older, undersized septic tanks and cesspools be decommissioned and the properties be 
connected to a municipal wastewater treatment facility.  This effort is particularly critical in the 
colonias. 

                                                  
 
216 US Department of Energy, Energy Information Administration 
217 National Energy Education Development Project 
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 In order to improve the wastewater treatment capability, Doña Ana County has become an 
operational utility and now operates five wastewater treatment plants (and several water systems).  
The County has also undertaken an initiative to provide wastewater service to rural residents of the 
county and has taken thousands of septic systems off line with the installation of new sewer lines and 
pump stations.  

 In order to serve a growing population and reduce odors that residents have complained about, the 
city has contracted for improvements to the Jacob A. Hands Wastewater Treatment Plant that will 
increase the capacity to treat wasterwater from 8.9 million gallons per day (mgd) to 13.5 mgd.  The 
water reclamation facility described in the paragraph about water (above) will treat wastewater from 
the East Mesa area.  The city has also undertaken an initiative to greatly reduce the number of 
properties with their own individual wastewater disposal systems such as septic tanks. 

 Flooding due to storm water has periodically caused extensive damage to properties in Doña Ana 
County and the City of Las Cruces. And, it is impossible to predict where flooding will occur in the 
future due to the random, localized nature of the summer thundershowers that are usually the cause of 
the problems.  Over the years the flooding problem was often addressed on an ad hoc basis by 
landowners who constructed berms and dams to retain and redirect flows, however, these structures 
were often not constructed to any standards, were not built to last, and may not have been 
maintained properly.  And, while both Doña Ana County and the City of Las Cruces have invested in 
some major flood control dams, some members of the public are now looking for the government to 
increase its involvement by intervening on private property and investing in the maintenance and 
upgrade of numerous flood control structures (particularly in Doña Ana County) in order to protect 
the public.  Such a proposal would require increased funding, the source of which has not yet been 
identified. 

 According to local officials, newer residents, and developers will sometimes underestimate the 
possibility of flooding due to the random, localized nature of thunderstorms that are a source of flood 
waters.  This has caused pressure on the city to allow development in areas that are marginal in that 
they may be in the flood zone or along an arroyo.  The city has recently completed a Storm Drainage 
Master Plan and is preparing an Arroyo Plan in order to address this issue.  A beneficial change in 
recent years is in the City of Las Cruces, storm water basins, flood control dams and arroyos have 
begun to be understood as open space resources that provide habitat for plants and animals and 
provide recreational opportunities. 

 Since 1996, residents of Doña Ana County and Las Cruces have a safe modern landfill (the South 
Central Solid Waste Authority Landfill), which has room for expansion well into the future.  In Doña 
Ana County, the distribution of transfer stations for the drop off of refuse makes it reasonably 
convenient for all but the most remote residents.  In addition, the ability of residents to use a private 
curbside pickup service allows residents to have their needs met.  One problem with the County 
transfer stations, however, is that recyclable materials are not accepted.  While County residents are 
welcome to drop off recyclable materials at any City of Las Cruces drop off site, it seems unlikely that 
County residents located more than a few miles away would take advantage of this.  In Las Cruces, 
curbside trash pickup is provided along with a large item pickup, however, curbside recycling pickup is 
not provided – residents must haul recycling themselves to one of the city’s drop off points. 

 Energy has become a major international topic in recent years due to the fact that coal powered 
generators are known to be a major contributor to the pool of greenhouse gas that is causing global 
warming.  Electricity in Las Cruces is provided by El Paso Electric which generates electricity from 
nuclear and fossil-fuels.  El Paso Electric must meet the requirements of the New Mexico Renewable 
Energy Act which states that public utilities must derive at least 20 percent of electricity from clean, 
alternative sources by 2020, beginning with at least six percent in the 2008 to 2010 period.  In recent 
years, the city attempted to obtain the rights through legal action, to establish a utility that would 
purchase electricity at a discounted rate for its residents; however, that effort was not successful and El 
Paso Electric remains the sole provider. 
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 The City of Las Cruces Natural Gas Department strives to provide a safe, reliable cost effective supply 
of natural gas to the citizens of Las Cruces and Doña Ana County. The Gas Department maintains, 
operates and manages two gas systems.  The city’s system consists of more than 600 miles of gas line 
that provides gas service within the city limits to approximately 30,000 customers. The Rio Grande 
Natural Gas Association’s (RGNGA) system provides service to approximately 15,000 customers within 
Doña Ana County and the Extra Territorial Zone. 

 Communications is a dynamic market and new suppliers are being added at a rapid rate.  Residents 
now have a full range of access to voice (telephone), video (cable) and data (internet) connections. 

 With regard to utilities such as water and wastewater, the City of Las Cruces and Doña Ana County are 
ready for the projected population increase.  There is a plan in place to obtain the water rights that 
will sustain them through the next 40 years.  The expansions of wastewater collection and treatment 
systems are gradually reducing the number of antiquated septic tanks and cesspools that are a health 
hazard and are known to contaminate groundwater. These efforts to improve wastewater systems are 
planned to continue into the future.  However, the infrastructure for flood control, in Doña Ana 
County will require some substantial and costly improvements in the future in order to protect new 
development and the lives of residents.  Currently there is no county-wide plan and no funding source 
has been identified for these much needed improvements.




