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Protecting Water Quality and Supply 

The Issue: Even the wettest parts of New Mexico are drier than much of the rest of the nation. For this 
reason, water is arguably the most precious of all New Mexico’s natural resources. Much of the state’s 
water supply originates in the forests and upper watersheds. The highlands capture precipitation, then 
store and release that water for later use downstream. The characteristics of healthy functioning 
wetlands and riparian areas also enhance water quality by intercepting and filtering non-point source 
pollutants. Water supply is intrinsically linked to water quality: polluted streams and aquifers cannot 
fulfill communities’ need for clean, safe water, nor provide suitable habitat for myriad species of 
wildlife.   

Current Trends: Conditions in many watersheds are less than optimal for a combination of reasons, 
including development and recreational pressures, a history of improper use, and lack of natural 
disturbances. Climate change threatens to push stressed ecosystems further toward the edge, or even 
beyond, their natural range of variability. At the same time these ecosystems are faced with increasing 
demand for water and other less tangible benefits by a growing population. 

Barriers to Addressing the Issue: While there is a lot of momentum in New Mexico toward protecting 
water quality and water supplies, the need outpaces the state’s ability to act, in terms of both human 
and financial resources. In addition, confusing and sometimes conflicting regulations and policy 
confound attempts to protect waters and watersheds. For example, local zoning ordinances and 
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