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The Colorado River’s watershed extends across seven U.S. states and into
Mexico. Use of river water is governed by a compact negotiated in 1922. Credit: 
Center for Colorado River Studies, CC BY-ND
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https://qcnr.usu.edu/coloradoriver/files/perspectives-map.pdf
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/


 

Arizona is one of the fastest-growing states in the U.S., with an economy
that offers many opportunities for workers and businesses. But it faces a
daunting challenge: a water crisis that could seriously constrain its
economic growth and vitality.

A recent report that projected a roughly 4% shortfall in groundwater
supplies in the Phoenix area over the next 100 years prompted the state
to curtail new approval of groundwater-dependent residential
development in some of the region's fast-growing suburbs. Moreover,
negotiations continue over dwindling supplies from the Colorado River,
which historically supplied more than a third of the state's water.

As a partial solution, the Arizona Water Infrastructure Finance Authority
is exploring a proposal to import desalinated water from Mexico.
Conceptualized by IDE, an Israeli company with extensive experience in
the desalination sector, this mega-engineering project calls for building a
plant in Mexico and piping the water about 200 miles and uphill more
than 2,000 feet to Arizona.

Ultimately, the project is slated to cost more than US$5 billion and
provide fresh water at nearly 10 times the cost of water Arizona
currently draws from the Colorado River, not including long-term energy
and maintenance costs.

Is this a wise investment? It is hard to say, since details are still
forthcoming. It is also unclear how the proposal fits with Arizona's plans
for investing in its water supplies—because, unlike some states, Arizona
has no state water plan.

As researchers who focus on water law, policy and management, we
recommend engineered projects like this one be considered as part of a
broader water management portfolio that responds holistically to
imbalances in supply and demand. And such decisions should address
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https://www.prb.org/resources/growth-and-migration-in-the-american-southwest-a-tale-of-two-states/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/06/09/us/arizona-water-development-desert.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/06/09/us/arizona-water-development-desert.html
https://www.azwater.gov/phoenix-ama-groundwater-supply-updates
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https://www.azwater.com/colorado-river-updates/
https://www.azwifa.gov/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/06/10/climate/arizona-desalination-water-climate.html
https://ide-tech.com/en/
https://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/arizona-environment/2022/12/21/arizona-piping-mexico-water-desalination-colorado-river-dwindles/69745907007/
https://phys.org/tags/fresh+water/
https://phys.org/tags/water+supplies/
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=kYqOHrMAAAAJ&hl=en
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Sharon-Megdal
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=JZBqTFcAAAAJ&hl=en


 

known and potential consequences and costs down the road. Israel's
approach to desalination offers insights that Arizona would do well to
consider.

 Lands and waters at risk

Around the world, water engineering projects have caused large-scale
ecological damage that governments now are spending heavily to repair.
Draining and straightening the Florida Everglades in the 1950s and ′60s,
which seriously harmed water quality and wildlife, is one well-known
example.

Israel's Hula wetlands is another. In the 1950s, Israeli water managers
viewed the wetlands north of the Sea of Galilee as a malaria-infested
swamp that, if drained, would eradicate mosquitoes and open up the area
for farming. The project was an unmitigated failure that led to dust
storms, land degradation and the loss of many unique animals and plants.

Arizona is in crisis now due to a combination of water management gaps
and climatic changes. Groundwater withdrawals, which in much of rural
Arizona remain unregulated, include unchecked pumping by foreign
agricultural interests that ship their crops overseas. Moreover, with the
Colorado River now in its 23rd year of drought, Arizona is being forced
to reduce its dependence on the river and seek new water sources.

The desalination plant that Arizona is considering would be built in
Puerto Peñasco, a Mexican resort town on the northern edge of the Gulf
of California, also known as the Sea of Cortez. Highly saline brine left
over from the desalination process would be released into the gulf.

Because this inlet has an elongated, baylike geography, salt could
concentrate in its upper region, harming endangered aquatic species such
as the totoaba fish and the vaquita porpoise, the world's most endangered
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https://www.evergladesrestoration.gov/restoration-program-overview
https://en.parks.org.il/reserve-park/hula-nature-reserve/
https://www.nytimes.com/1993/12/05/world/israel-restoring-drained-wetland-reversing-pioneers-feat.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2023/07/16/fondomonte-arizona-drought-saudi-farm-water/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2023/07/16/fondomonte-arizona-drought-saudi-farm-water/
https://insideclimatenews.org/news/06052023/arizona-water-sources-drought/
https://www.britannica.com/place/Gulf-of-California
https://www.britannica.com/place/Gulf-of-California
https://phys.org/tags/aquatic+species/
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/species/totoaba
https://www.worldwildlife.org/species/vaquita


 

marine mammal.

  
 

  

State and federal agencies are spending billions of dollars to restore the
Everglades, reversing water control projects from 1948-1963 that channelized
and drained these enormous wetlands. Credit: US Army Corps of
Engineers/Florida Museum

The pipeline that would carry desalinated water to Arizona would cross
through Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, a fragile desert
ecosystem and UNESCO biosphere reserve that has already been
damaged by construction of the U.S.-Mexico border wall. To run the
facility, IDE proposes to build a power plant in Arizona and lay
transmission lines across the same fragile desert.
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https://www.worldwildlife.org/species/vaquita
https://www.floridamuseum.ufl.edu/earth-systems/blog/tell-me-about-everglades-restoration/
https://www.floridamuseum.ufl.edu/earth-systems/blog/tell-me-about-everglades-restoration/
https://phys.org/tags/desalinated+water/
https://www.nps.gov/orpi/index.htm
https://www.popsci.com/story/environment/border-wall-damage-water-west/


 

No single solution

Israel has adapted to water scarcity and has learned from its disastrous
venture in the Hula wetlands. Today the country has a water sector
master plan that is regularly updated and draws on water recycling and
reuse, as well as a significant desalination program.

Israel also has implemented extensive water conservation, efficiency and
recycling programs, as well as a broad economic review of desalination.
Together, these sources now meet most of the nation's water needs, and
Israel has become a leader in both water technology and policy
innovation.

Water rights and laws in Arizona differ from those of Israel, and
Arizona isn't as close to seawater. Nonetheless, in our view Israel's
approach is relevant as Arizona works to close its water demand-supply
gap.
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https://faolex.fao.org/docs/pdf/isr204034.pdf
https://faolex.fao.org/docs/pdf/isr204034.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1063/PT.3.3193
https://doi.org/10.1063/PT.3.3193


 

  

The proposed desalination plant in Mexico would pipe fresh water 200 miles to
Arizona. Credit: Water Infrastructure Finance Authority of Arizona/ENR
Southwest, CC BY-ND

 Steps Arizona can take now

In our view, Arizona would do well to follow Israel's lead. A logical first
step would be making conservation programs, which are required in
some parts of Arizona, mandatory statewide.

Irrigated agriculture uses more than 70% of Arizona's water supply, and
most of the state's irrigated lands use flood irrigation—pumping or
bringing water into fields and letting it flow over the ground. Greater use
of drip irrigation, which delivers water to plant roots through plastic
pipes, and other water-saving techniques and technologies would reduce
agricultural water use.

Arizona households, which sometimes use as much as 70% of residential
water for lawns and landscaping, also have a conservation role to play.
And the mining sector's groundwater use presently is largely exempt
from state regulations and withdrawal restrictions.

A proactive and holistic water management approach should apply to all
sectors of the economy, including industry. Arizona also should continue
to expand programs for agricultural, municipal and industrial wastewater
reuse.

Desalination need not be off the table. But, as in Israel, we see it as part
of a multifaceted and integrated series of solutions. By exploring the
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https://www.enr.com/articles/55659-arizona-advances-55b-mexico-desalination-plant-proposal
https://www.enr.com/articles/55659-arizona-advances-55b-mexico-desalination-plant-proposal
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
https://new.azwater.gov/conservation
https://new.azwater.gov/conservation
https://www.arizonawaterfacts.com/water-your-facts
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https://water.usgs.gov/edu/irmethods.html
https://www.waterforarizona.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Investing-in-Arizonas-Water-final.pdf
https://nativenewsonline.net/opinion/arizona-must-stop-the-400b-giveaway-of-groundwater-to-the-world-s-largest-foreign-based-mining-companies
https://nativenewsonline.net/opinion/arizona-must-stop-the-400b-giveaway-of-groundwater-to-the-world-s-largest-foreign-based-mining-companies
https://wrrc.arizona.edu/reuse-whats-in-store
https://wrrc.arizona.edu/reuse-whats-in-store
https://rnrf.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/RRJV37N3.pdf


 

economic, technical and environmental feasibility of alternative
solutions, Arizona could develop a water portfolio that would be far
more likely than massive investments in seawater desalination to achieve
the sustainable and secure water future that the state seeks.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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