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Partner 22 - Fluid Planet

Big River – Part One
Narrator:

Known by the name given it by Spanish settlers, the “Big River” in the southwestern United States is so vital to the region, it has its own research program. 

The Rio Grande Basin Initiative is a multi-year effort of two land-grant universities and the many communities along this important waterway.

Craig Runyan:

It’s a joint project with Texas A&M and New Mexico State University
to address some of the social and economic and environmental issues of drought and water scarcity in the Rio Grande basin.

Narrator:  
The Rio Grande basin in New Mexico and Texas is culturally and geographically diverse. 

As the river flows south to the Gulf of Mexico, it is surrounded by traditional family farms and large, modern agricultural systems. 

Both are important to the social fabric and economy of this fast growing region.

Runyan:

 In New Mexico, our population is just exploding. And then, as the water passes across the border to Texas it’s metered and measured, we have delivery obligations. And we have all these agricultural and urban demands of the river north of us. So all of those pieces need to come together and find a balance.

Narrator: Balancing the demands for water is a major focus of the Initiative. 

And irrigation efficiency on farms is a central point of study. 

Richard Heerema:
70% of the Pecan acreage in New Mexico is located right here in the Mesilla Valley, near Las Cruces, New Mexico.

Pecans do in fact use a lot of water.

John  Mexal: 
So we have been measuring the amount of water that pecan orchards use to try and develop management strategies that would improve irrigation efficiency here.

Narrator:
Since pecan orchards are generally flooded with irrigation water, the team developed a tool to help growers determine flow schedules that would prevent over-watering or under-watering. 

But the tool needed a name.

Mexal: 

We thought, well this is a pecan irrigation scheduling tool. And we just shortened that and came up with “pecanigator.”

Heerema: The Pecanigator is a slide rule-type device.

It shows four different soil types and the irrigation intervals for each of these soil types as they change throughout the season. 

Narrator:
The irrigation intervals were determined using historical data of weather and crop conditions in the valley.

After a successful trial with the hand-held Pecanigator, an on-line version was introduced – to rave reviews from growers. 
Greg Daviet:
Before the Pecanigator, a lot of our irrigation was done simply by calendar schedule.

You’d figure it’s been X number of days since the last time I watered so it must be time to water again.
What the Pecanigator allows us to know, based on the last time I watered, in a typical year, how much time can go by where the tree will use the amount of water that I’ve applied to the field. It’s quite an excellent tool for getting more out of the water that we’re using.

Mexal: 

Some of the larger growers are probably over-irrigating and we can save them one irrigation. Some of the smaller growers are actually under-irrigating and we’ll actually increase the amount of water they use and increase their income as well.

Narrator:

The researchers say the Pecanigator is an important tool for keeping farms viable in the valley. 

And they say it’s a work in progress. 
Mexal:
Our hope is that this would be a short term fix, because it does use historic weather data. And so eventually what we hope is, that growers can use real time, today’s weather data to schedule their irrigations. 
And they can call up the computer, punch in their zip code, plug in their soil type and last irrigation and it would tell them when their next one needs to be. 
David Cowley:

My research and involvement with the Rio Grande Basin Initiative has been seeking ways that we could share agricultural water with the environment. 

Narrator

Researcher David Cowley is directing an innovative project designed to help farms and fish co-exist in this arid environment. 

Cowley:

The Rio Grande Silvery Minnow is an endangered species. During dry years, irrigation and urban diversions dry up this critical habitat and Silvery Minnows get stranded in isolated pools and if they get too hot in the afternoon they die.

So the purpose of this project is to provide a wetted habitat that fish can seek out and go to as the river starts to decline and maybe give the government agencies time to come in and rescue minnows a little more effectively.

Narrator: 

The habitat is created by recycling natural materials. 

Cowley:

 We have installed dead cottonwood trees that we have tipped over and then buried the trunk in the riverbank here, so the root wad directs and deflects the water flow so that you get scour, we’re attempting to scour out a trough, basically, or a deeper channel, that later in the summer when we begin to dry up the river channel we can bring water into this scoured trough and keep a wetted habitat for the Silvery Minnow and other native fishes.

Narrator: 

To bring water to the troughs, the researchers use return flows - irrigation canals that take excess water from farms back to the river. 

They will test this simple solution by monitoring fish populations over the next few years. 
Cowley:
And so this is an attempt to find a win-win solution where farmers can get their water and the return flows can be used to mitigate some of the damage to this endangered species. 
Daphne Richards:

The funding from the Rio Grande Basin Initiative helped make this garden possible.

Narrator:
This garden in El Paso, Texas is an example of water-wise technology.

It uses native plants that need little or no irrigation, and represents another direction for the Initiative: urban landscaping and community outreach.

Daphne:
The main thing that we want to use the funds for is to teach the public by using our demonstrations, to show the public how they can then go home and conserve more water in our communities. 

Virginia:
This garden, we have no irrigation in place. And we do supplemental hand watering in drought times. But if the city cut off all landscape watering, this garden would still survive. And that’s something that we wanted to demonstrate.

Narrator:
The example has spread to the Canutillo Elementary school across town, where students have planted a habitat garden for butterflies and hummingbirds.

Marissa Cereceres:
This garden is special because it uses very little water and we need water for some more important things.  

Daphne:
 And that’s why we’re here, is to help use some of those funds that we get from USDA to then extend our reach into the community. 
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