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DROUGHT WATCH on the RIO GRANDE – August 28, 2013 Press Release & Graphs   
 
Record Breaking Low Water Delivery and Short Season - Reservoirs 96% empty, 115 feet below dam spillway  
Several years of extreme drought conditions in the three-state Rio Grande basin, combined with almost no spring 
snow-pack runoff this year from the mountains in Colorado and New Mexico into Elephant Butte reservoir have 
resulted in the shortest irrigation season and lowest water deliveries in the almost 100 year history of the Rio Grande 
Project.  Bert Cortez, Division Manager of the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation El Paso Office reports that Labor Day 
weekend Elephant Butte reservoir will be almost 96% empty.  With the record low amount of water in storage the 
water level will be 115 feet below the dam spillway and the surface area of the lake will be just 10% of the surface 
area when the reservoir is full.  However, there will still be many opportunities for recreation at the reservoir.  
 
The Rio Grande Project Elephant Butte and Caballo reservoirs which provide surface water to users in southern New 
Mexico, Far West Texas and Mexico have the capacity to hold over 2.2 million acre-feet of water.  When the gates 
releasing water were closed in mid-July the amount of water in storage was just three percent of capacity, another all-
time record low.  Late monsoon rains north of the reservoirs have helped slightly, increasing water storage to 93,778 
acre-feet which is 4.2% of capacity.  Most of the water now in storage is not available for use in this region because it 
is Rio Grande Compact Credit water or San Juan-Chama water which is owned by upstream users.  
 
Releases from the reservoir to the river this year began June 1 and ended July 16. This is the latest start of water 
deliveries and the shortest season in Rio Grande Project history.  The typical irrigation season starts in February or 
March and continues through September or October.  The amount of surface water available from the Rio Grande 
Project in 2013 was only 6.1% of a full supply -- the lowest water allocation on record.  And, because of the extreme 
drought conditions of the 170,000 acre feet of water Reclamation released from the reservoirs, 37% was “lost” to the 
dry river bed before being delivered to users.  This has had the greatest impact on agriculture in the region, allowing 
for just one-irrigation of crops from river water for the entire growing season.  The actual amount of water available 
to users in each of the three irrigation districts in southern New Mexico, Far West Texas and Mexico varied due to 
different amounts of pumping of groundwater and use of reclaimed water.  Farmers with access to groundwater or 
reclaimed urban waste water were fortunate to be able to have some additional water for crops.  The impact on 
agricultural production such as reduced income to farmers and on the area economy have yet to be calculated. 
 
Mexican and City of El Paso, Texas users had the same reductions in surface water deliveries.  Rio Grande water 
typically supplies half of the annual total of water used in by the City of El Paso.  The shortage of surface water was 
made up by El Paso Water Utilities through increased pumping of limited fresh groundwater, desalination of brackish 
(salty) groundwater and by increased conservation of water by users city-wide -- “Less is the New More”.   
 
The river drought conditions are not expected to improve soon.  The Climate Prediction Center reports show the 
entire basin to be in severe to extreme drought.  The three-month forecast for most of the Rio Grande basin calls for 
drought to continue with the possibility of some improvement, above average temperatures and average chances of 
precipitation.  Well above average snowpack this coming winter and spring runoff are needed to improve conditions.  
 
Drought Watch on the Rio Grande is provided by the Texas AgriLife Research Center at El Paso and Texas Water 
Resources Institute, The Texas A&M University System, with support from the USDA-NIFA Rio Grande Basin 
Initiative, in collaboration with the United States Bureau of Reclamation El Paso Field Office. E-mail or call to 
receive future issues of Drought Watch.  
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Drought Watch on the Rio Grande
Surface Water Supply Conditions August 28, 2013 

Water Supply Conditions & Forecasts

• Water in Storage is 93,778 acre-feet or 4.2% of the combined reservoir 
capacity of 2.23 million acre-feet. Of this 57,604 acre-feet of  the amount 
in storage is Rio Grande Compact and San Juan-Chama credit water 
which is not available for use, leaving only 1.6% of capacity available.

• 2013 was the shortest irrigation season with the lowest water 
deliveries in the almost 100 year history of Rio Grande Project. 
Spring snowpack runoff was almost zero this year. The 2014 river water 
supply depends almost completely on next winter’s snowpack. 
The Climate Prediction Center three month forecast calls for above 
normal temperatures and average chances of precipitation. 

• The 2013 Rio Grande Project water allocation was only 6.1% of a 
full supply. The water allocation for 2012 was 38.7% of a full supply.

Water Available for Allocation

Combined Elephant Butte and Caballo Reservoir Storage
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Water allocation to agricultural and urban users 
as a percent of full supply (amount varies by district)
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Labor Day water level in Elephant Butte 
will be almost 115 feet below the dam.
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The lake surface will be only 10% 
of the full reservoir surface area.
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