
How myths of crisis and conflict stand in the way of solving the West's water 
problems

John Fleck, University of New Mexico Water Resources Program

WATER‘S NOT REALLY
FOR FIGHTING OVER
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Indulging my Tucson envy
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In 2018, a 
terrible 
snowpack.

Current 
Colorado 
River runoff 
forecast:

50 percent.
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Journalism and western water’s grand narrative



75,000 DRIVEWAYS





Los Angeles Times, Jan. 24, 1960
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Albuquerque groundwater rebound
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Greetings from 
Albuquerque in 
the “Upper 
Colorado River 
Basin”
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Los Angeles Times, Jan. 24, 1960

Myth number one: We’re running out of water.
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Myth number one: We’re running out of water.

Source: USBR Basin Study, December 2012
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Myth number two: “Whiskey’s for drinkin’, 
water’s for fightin’ over.”

- apparently not Mark Twain
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Yuma, Arizona Las Vegas, Nevada

Myth 2a: “Water flows uphill toward money.”



Decoupling: population and the economy go up, 
water use does not
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Las Vegas:

- “We do fake well.”
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Decoupling, Las Vegas style
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Arizona
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Sara Gerlitz and John Fleck, UNM WRP

Yuma County
water use

Water Crop revenue 
per acre foot

1974 967kaf $775
2013 671kaf $1,500



Recognize scarcity signals

Don’t be tricked by the 
orange line
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Bed of the Colorado River at San Luis Río Colorado, March 25, 2014
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Bed of the Colorado River at San Luis Río Colorado, March 25, 2014
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Party at the San Luis Bridge
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2012 signing of U.S.-Mexico agreement, Minute 319
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Social capital, San Luis Río Colorado 
March 27, 2014



John Fleck
Director, University of New Mexico Water Resources Program
http://www.inkstain.net/fleck
fleckj@unm.edu
Twitter: @jfleck
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Institute, the Colorado River District

UNM Water Resources Program 37


