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RESUMEN

La demanda para el agua ahora supera al surtido de la misma en
muchas regiones en ambos lados de la frontera. El agua se debe de
manejar de una manera sustentable si la frontera será prospera en las
próximas dos décadas. El manejo del agua en la zona fronteriza es
administrado por grupos complejos de instituciones nacionales y
binacionales que tienen objetivos de soberanía. Pero los beneficios
del agua son binacionales y tienen efectos sinergéticos. Por lo tanto,
la cooperación binacional es fundamental para el desarrollo sus-
tentable del agua como recurso. El marco de la asignación y
planeación no es suficiente para el reto del desarrollo sustentable del
agua como recurso en los próximos 20 años. Casi todos los recursos
renovables del agua en el norte de México ya están siendo usados a
su máxima capacidad. El uso del agua en México se duplicará en 20
años. El uso municipal-industrial en El Paso se incrementará el 30
por ciento durante la misma etapa, lo cual es evidencia de un rápido
incremento en el consumo en la región fronteriza del lado nortea-
mericano. Las transferencias de agua de la agricultura no se pueden
evitar. 

Aunque el venerable tratado de 1944 sobre el agua preserva las
cantidades de agua para cada país, no es suficiente para tratar una
sequía de largo plazo, el manejo del agua subterránea, las necesi-
dades ecológicas, y la calidad del agua. Nuevas instituciones bina-
cionales tienen problemas por la complejidad de la múltiples juris-
dicciones y por las metas diferentes de las agencias binacionales,
nacionales, tribales, estatales y municipales sobre el manejo del
agua. El sistema binacional de la planeación sobre el agua nos deja
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Although the 1944 U.S.-Mexico Water Treaty allots water quanti-
ties for each country, it is inadequate in dealing with long-term
drought, the management of groundwater, ecological needs, and
water quality. New binational institutions struggle in dealing with
the complexities of multiple jurisdictions and the competing goals
of binational, national, tribal, state, and municipal agencies charged
with water management. The binational water planning system pro-
vides limited capacity for fashioning cooperative, long-term bina-
tional policy responses to systemic, border-wide water challenges.
Sovereignty is both an opportunity and an obstacle in attaining sus-
tainable development. Innovative solutions to address drought,
groundwater, and ecology require strong support by federal govern-
ments.

The foundations of the 1944 Water Treaty need to be strength-
ened in order to manage drought, groundwater, and ecological uses
of water. Priorities need to be established through Border XXI and
subsequent border  programs.  The capacit ies  of  the Border
Environment Cooperat ion Commiss ion (BECC) and North
American Development Bank (NADBank) need to be reinforced
while still maintaining their transparency and ability to respond to
problems. These programs need more funding and an even greater
focus on sustainable development. At the binational level, coordina-
tion of strategic planning needs to improve.

Sustainable development should be more than just a vision—it
should work. The sustainable use of water resources in the border
region is only possible through binational cooperation. Although it
would be difficult to develop an all-encompassing border water
plan, the use of watershed management principles in decision-mak-
ing would enable the two countries to make progress toward this
goal. Market-based solutions should contribute to watershed man-
agement.
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to argue that the rapid development of the border area is fueled by
an abundant water supply. Yet that is the prevailing perception. And
from the manicured turf of hundreds of golf greens to the galvanized
roofs of thousands of maquiladoras, it is certainly a problem that
must be dealt with today.

On both sides of the border communities are running out of
water; this would be the case even if these areas had not been expe-
riencing persistent, sustained drought for the last several years
(Gleick 2002). The border’s explosion in human settlements, climate
and social attractions, historic role as a breadbasket for North
America, and comparative advantage as a crossroads for trade and
investment combine to place unprecedented stress on its limited
water supplies. Moreover, as consumptive demands have cumulated,
norms and values related to water and its multiple uses have also
changed. More is expected today of the water supply than at any
time in history. Water is valued not simply as the draught of life for
the material essentials it ensures or the recreational values that
enhance life’s quality, but as sustenance for a seamless ecosystem, a
web of life that links the border to the Yukon and Northwest
Territories to the north, to Chiapas in the south, and beyond.

Today it is recognized as never before the myriad ways water
affects lives and the world around them—the many ways water sus-
tains.  That is  why, now, 11 years  s ince the United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro,
conservationists are compelled to frame the border’s multiplying
challenges in managing its limited water supply as a problem of sus-
tainable development. As for the first part of this concept—sustain-
ability—there should be no doubt that in an arid region water is the
most essential resource and managing it to ensure its adequacy in
the present and its availability in the future is the responsible thing
to do. Water is certainly a sustaining resource. And sustaining and
perfecting its use is the essential task of development; indeed, this
may well be an acceptable definition of development. 

In the border zone, when the multiple uses of water are taken into
account, it is increasingly difficult to deny that these are binational
in scope and synergistic in effect. Both geography and economy
make this true. The water resources of the border region are geo-
graphically organized in vast watersheds of rivers—including the
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con una capacidad limitada para construir respuestas binacionales,
cooperativas, y de largo plazo a los retos sobre el agua en la frontera.
La soberanía es una oportunidad y también un obstáculo para lograr
el desarrollo sustentable. Soluciones innovadores sobre la sequía, el
agua subterránea, y la ecología requieren un fuerte apoyo de parte de
los gobiernos federales. 

Hay que reforzar las bases del Tratado para manejar la sequía, el
agua subterránea, y los usos ecológicos del agua. Hay que establecer
las prioridades dentro del programa Frontera XXI; reforzar la capaci-
dad del Comisión de Cooperación Ecológica Fronteriza (COCEF) y
Banco de Desarrollo de América del Norte (BANDAN) mientras se
preserva su capacidad para responder a los problemas y preservar su
transparencia; también hay que enfocarse en el desarrollo sus-
tentable, y reforzar el apoyo financiero para estos programas. Hay
que mejorar la coordinación de la planeación estratégica que ya exis-
ten a nivel binacional. 

El desarrollo sustentable debe de ser más que una visión, debe de
funcionar. El uso sustentable de los recursos hidráulicos fronterizos
solamente es posible por medio de la cooperación binacional.
Aunque sería difícil lograr un plan fronterizo global para el desar-
rollo del agua, el uso de los principios del manejo de las cuencas en
la toma de decisiones hará posible que los dos países avancen hacía
esa meta. Soluciones basadas en el mercado deben de contribuir al
manejo de las cuencas. 

INTRODUCTION

Few resources are as vital to the U.S.-Mexican border’s future as
water. Along the border from Texas and Tamaulipas to California
and Baja, no subject has dominated the past decade’s headlines like
water, or more accurately, the scarcity of water and its human
dimensions. 

The border is an arid region. Its wettest zone, the Lower Rio
Grande Valley,  rarely sees more than 21 inches of annual rainfall; its
driest years average less than five inches. The border region also saw
some of the fastest human settlement growth in North America in
the 1990s. Placing these facts side-by-side, it seems counterintuitive
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