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Rio Grande water is just about set to start trickling into the taps of Albuquerque homes. The river water 
will begin replacing the aquifer as the primary drinking water source in December. A new water 
treatment plant is completed, 40-miles of new pipeline has been laid and only testing stands in the way 
of the city-county Water Utility Authority flipping the on switch for the San Juan Chama Drinking 
Water Project. 

As the new water source seeps closer to reality, the Journal answers questions about the where, how 
and why of the largest finished public works project in New Mexico history. All answers are based on 
information provided by the water authority. 

How will the switch to river water affect me? 

It shouldn't. From December through the end of 2009, the water authority only plans to cover 25 
percent of the city's water use with the river water. As the underground and river water will mix 
together before reaching taps, residents shouldn't notice a change in taste. Water pressure should remain 
constant, and no interruptions in service should occur. Eventually, the water's taste will change as more 
river water is pumped into the system, although it will be a gradual process and customers may not 
notice. 

How does the new system work? 

Water flows that originate from the San Juan and Chama rivers are taken out of the Rio Grande with a 
diversion dam near the Alameda bridge and piped to the new water treatment plant. The water is 
cleaned to drinkable standards and pumped to seven reservoirs in the city where it is mixed with 
underground water. From those reservoirs, the water is pumped throughout Albuquerque's existing 
water system. 

What portion of the city's drinking water will be from the river? 

When the treatment plant starts pumping at full capacity, 90 million gallons a day, the river water will 
represent about 90 percent of the water used in the city system per year. The water authority will only 
pump between 20 million to 30 million gallons a day in 2009, however, making up 25 percent of the 
city's annual water use. In 2010, about 50 percent of the water used will be from the river. In 2011, the 
plant will work at full capacity. The schedule could be expedited if all the equipment is working 
properly. 

How is the water cleaned? 

The system uses gravity to filter the water through sand and another, carbonbased material to remove 
unsavory particles. A chemical process makes the particles stick together and form larger lumps, 
making the filtration easier. The water is also treated with ozone twice and hydrogen peroxide once to 
get rid of any bacteria and other organics. After the water has been cleaned, it is slightly chlorinated 



and sent out of the plant. 

Is it safe? 

The river water should be cleaned to standards equal to or higher than the underground water people 
are used to drinking. The water authority will test the river water before it enters the plant and as it 
leaves the plant to ensure the standards set by the Environmental Protection Agency are met and the 
water is safe to drink. Some water tests occur daily, while others are more periodic. The water is 
analyzed at private laboratories that have been certified by the New Mexico Environment Department 
and the EPA. 

What's the cost? 

The price tag for the entire project was $385 million, paid for with bonds backed by current water rate 
revenues. The plant should also incur $10 million-$12 million a year in operational and maintenance 
costs. The water authority has repeatedly said the costs are covered with current water rates, which are 
not scheduled to increase until 2012. The possibility of rising energy costs could require rate increases 
sooner, however. 

Why is the city switching to river water? 

In short, because the city is draining the aquifer. The river provides a renewable water supply, more 
water rights to supply the growing population and allows the aquifer to refill to become a drought 
reserve. Without switching water supplies, the aquifer would continue to drain. In the worstcase 
scenario, the ground containing the aquifer would collapse. By 2011, the city should leave more than 
30 billion gallons of water in the aquifer each year that would otherwise have been pumped. 

Does water conservation tie into the switch? 

Absolutely. The state engineer is requiring the city to meet water use restrictions within 20 years or risk 
losing its river water rights. The city must use less than 155 gallons per person per day to comply. The 
city and county have been hotly debating methods to keep water use down, especially in newer areas of 
the city. The water authority has also warned that failure to meet its water use goals could result in 
mandatory watering restrictions for all its customers. 
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