
Evolving Political Institutions

INTRODUCTION

It is often said that water flows uphill to money, but that is not nec-
essarily true. Water policy has often favored uses that are economi-
cally irrational, and the largest water consumers are not necessarily
the wealthiest. Rather, politics determines who gets water and who
pays for it, as evidenced by the highly institutionalized political sys-
tem of distributing water and water development funding that has
controlled western water policy for more than a century (Reisner
1986; Gottlieb 1988; Bates et. al 1993; McCool 1994). In that sys-
tem there were very clear winners and losers. The winners included
irrigators, hydropower producers, and special water districts; the
losers were the environment, the taxpayers, and Native American
Indian tribes. But the traditional politics of allocating water has col-
lapsed: That “era has come to an end with much attention to [water]
quality and ecosystems” (Rogers 2000). Economic pressures, chang-
ing demographics, issues of racial justice, and increasing emphasis
on environmental protection—profound changes that are discussed
in detail in the Western Water Policy Review Advisory Commission’s
21 reports, available at http://www.den.doi.gov/wwprac—have com-
bined to move the United States to the cusp of a new era in federal
water policy.

This new era will have profound consequences for the U.S.-
Mexican border region, especially with regard to the Colorado River
and Rio Grande basins, the major river basins in the region. The
U.S.-Mexican border is an arid region where decisions about the
allocation of water have a direct impact on every aspect of life. The
Colorado River and the Rio Grande are the lifelines of the commu-
nities along the border. Both rivers are highly developed with mul-
tiple dams and diversion structures. And both rivers are closely reg-
ulated by a complex panoply of treaties, compacts, court cases,
statutes, and state and local laws. The politics of water in the south-
west is Byzantine, complicated, and in the throes of fundamental
change (Bates et al. 1993; World Commission on Dams 2000;
Grossman 2002; McCool 2002). Anyone with a stake in these rivers
needs to understand how these changes will affect them.

This chapter analyzes how new priorities are replacing tradition-
al structural solutions to water problems. It describes the old net-
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governed by an open, participatory process that would stand in stark
contrast to past traditions of closed, exclusionary politics.
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RESUMEN

Todas las presas son temporales. No es cuestión de que si una presa
se va a cerrar o no, sino cuando. Sedimentación, debilidad estruc-
tural, y cambio de valores sociales se combinarán para destruir las
estructuras hechas en la época de su construcción. Así que, una
región fronteriza que depende excesivamente de presas tendrá desas-
tre en el futuro.

La escasez produce regulación. Mientras la escasez de agua
aumenta con el crecimiento de demanda, el control del agua del gob-
ierno será más penetrante y restringido. La libertad de usar el agua
será cortada dramáticamente. Así que, como una sociedad, hay que
balancear el deseo de población infinita y crecimiento económico
con nuestro deseo de libertad personal. 

Esta valoración desolada se puede comparar con una visión alter-
nativa que llamo River Commons. En lo cual el manejo de los eco-
sistemas de los ríos—no del agua solamente—está hecho para el bien
público y no para el bien económico de unos pocos. El uso del agua
se enfocará en los usos no exclusivos. Estos usos servirán un numero
mayor de gente. Cada individuo tendrá el mismo potencial de acce-
so, determinado por los deseos y valores individuales por lo tanto
que no se apropia de los comunitarios, robando el valor de los
demás. River Commons será gobernado por un proceso transparente
y participatorio que será muy distinto de las tradiciones políticas
cerradas y exclusionarias. 
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