I urge the Water Quality Control Commission to adopt strong, durable, and enforceable rules to fully implement SB 21 and to protect New Mexico’s surface waters, wetlands and hydrologically connected groundwater from large industrial polluters. SB 21 provides an historic opportunity for New Mexico to establish a strong state permitting system that will maintain our free-flowing rivers and streams, whether those flows are perennial, seasonal, or flow in direct response to stormwater flows. Hydrologically connected wetlands, lakes and groundwater are also in need of protection from pollutants and unsustainable depletion.
Water and Watershed Protection 
Please act to protect the full breadth of New Mexico’s surface waters by including all the sources that sustain them, such as smaller tributaries and drainages, wetlands, and watersheds.
In addition to cleaning up contaminated groundwater sites, New Mexico needs a robust discharge permitting program to control the introduction of pollutants that threaten the viability of our surface water for all designated beneficial uses. Industrial uses of surface water that degrade water quality or impact the sustainability of our surface water and hydrologically connected groundwater must be scrutinized so that appropriate limitations or restrictions can be imposed.
Variances and exemptions from validly enacted regulation should be the exception, not the rule, in very narrowly defined circumstances, with strict conditions. They should not give industry a pass to pollute our scarce and precious drinking water sources.
Conservation and watershed restoration initiatives should be a cornerstone of New Mexico’s surface water regulatory program. New Mexico’s scarce surface water sources are being overdrawn, threatening their very existence as we experience a hotter and drier future and plan for approximately 25% less water available in our rivers and groundwater aquifers. We need to live within our hydrologic water budgets. 
Groundwater mapping, monitoring and other data collection tools should provide support for the Commission’s decisions, along with multiple opportunities for public input from local communities, residents, and other water users that will be impacted by water quality degradation. 
San Mateo Creek Basin 
The San Mateo Creek Basin west of Mt. Taylor is situated within a historic uranium mining district. Uranium in the basin was extracted to fuel the federal government’s rush to produce an atomic bomb and later efforts to develop a nuclear warhead program in a regulatory void. The subsequent imposition of protective federal and state regulations was too late to reverse the irreparable and permanent damage that was inflicted on this vital watershed and related groundwater system to the detriment of downstream communities like Grants, Milan, the villages of Bluewater and San Rafael, and Acoma and Laguna Pueblo.
The need for action is urgent. New Mexico cannot endure a weak regulatory program that places our limited water resources in jeopardy. Weak rules will result in measurable harm to vulnerable water sources, our communities, and future generations.
I further recommend that the Commission consider a moratorium on discharge permit applications until New Mexico’s surface water permitting program is in place and ready for implementation. This approach will give the Commission the time it needs to study and assess natural background conditions in degraded areas like the San Mateo Creek Basin before it considers approving any new discharge permit applications that could further disrupt the region’s hydrological balance. 
I urge the Commission to adopt rules that:
· Replace lost federal protections such as the 404(b)(1) guidelines to ensure that unnecessary impacts are avoided, minimized, or compensated.
· Honor tribal water quality standards and fully protect Tribal waters from upstream pollution.
· Provide multiple opportunities for robust public involvement and participation so that New Mexican citizens and communities can exercise their right to enjoy clean, safe, and viable surface water sources and exercise a meaningful voice in those decisions.
· Protect wildlife and ecosystems by requiring early engagement with the New Mexico Department of Wildlife on pending water quality permits. 
New Mexicans want to enjoy our state’s clean, safe, and viable water sources. I urge the Commission to adopt durable surface water quality and in-stream flow protections that will ensure our continued enjoyment and access to healthy and safe water resources.
Thank you,
L. Watchempino
Pueblo of Acoma, NM


