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But hands down, the most frightening manifestation of this new reality was the wildfires.  
The mountains burned first. One after another, their unhealthy densities were reduced to ash.  
Next it was the valley we obsessed about. Urban wildfire crews patrolled from January to 
November, hoping to avert disaster.  It wasn’t enough. 
 
At eleven‐thirty a.m. on the first day of March, 2017 a 70‐mph wind whipped one tiny, 
anonymous flame through the paper‐dry grass beside the inert river. By three o’clock, it had 
Hoovered through a mile of strip malls on Coors Boulevard and launched its offspring into the 
cheek‐by‐jowl tract homes on the unfortunate West Side. When the smoke finally cleared, more 
than a billion dollars of real estate lay in ruins.  Excerpted from “The Middle Rio Grande: A 
Retrospective” 
 

It seems our story was off by a few years.  
 
After the driest spring on record – essentially no rain or snow in six months – the mountains are on fire, 
and an otherworldly gloom has descended on the land.  
 
Not to worry, says the business as usual crowd, it’s dry here but really wet in Colorado, and besides, the 
long‐range forecast calls for a “normal” monsoon season.   
 
The forecast is wrong. We’ve crossed a threshold. There is no more normal. 
 

Dramatic swings between very wet, very dry and catastrophically stormy weather are likely to 
be the norm from now on, according to scientists who point to an overall warmer global climate 
as the source of the new meteorological reality.  

“It's a new normal, and I really do think that global weirding is the best way to describe what 
we're seeing,” Texas Tech University climate scientist Katharine Hayhoe told reporters. From 
Earthweek, May 27, 2011 

 It’s going to get weirder. The International Energy Agency recently announced that a record 30.6 
gigatons of carbon dioxide were released into the atmosphere in 2010, a 1.6 gigaton increase over 2009. 
“These figures indicate that (emissions) are now close to being back on a ‘business as usual’ path,” Lord 
Stern of the London School of Economics told The Guardian. The IEA’s chief economist said the increase 
has all but ruled out the possibility of limiting the rise in global temperatures to less than 3.5 degrees 
Fahrenheit.  
 
Soaring temperatures, melting icecaps, catastrophic drought and wildfires, record floods, devastating 
tornadoes and hurricanes and still it’s business as usual. What, exactly, is it going to take to change the 
course we’re on?  



 
 
The frustrating thing is we know what needs to be done. As Lester Brown of the Earth Policy Institute 
points out in World on the Edge,  
 

The new reality is that the world is only one poor harvest away from chaos. It is time to redefine 
security. The principal threats to our future are no longer armed aggression but instead climate 
change, population growth, water shortages, spreading hunger, and failing states. What we now 
need is a mobilization to reverse these trends on the scale and urgency of the U.S. mobilization 
for World War II. The challenge is to quickly reduce carbon emissions, stabilize population, and 
restore the economy’s soils, aquifers, forests, and other natural support systems. This requires 
not only a redefining of security but a corresponding reallocation of fiscal resources from 
military budgets to budgets for climate stabilization, population stabilization, water 
conservation, and other new threats to security.  

 
For many, however, the reality of our situation either is not sinking in or is spawning resignation rather 
than activism. Both cases stem from a lack of hope and imagination. If we can’t see any alternatives, it’s 
because we can’t see beyond the confines of our limited world‐views.  
 
That’s where the Futures Project comes in. Having laid out where current trends are taking us, our goal 
now is to tap the wisdom inherent in a diversity of voices to create recognizably true and plausible 
alternative futures, narratives that combine the intellectual rigor of scenario planning with the 
emotional truth of story telling. Then we’ll then take those narratives out to the public, ask them to 
decide which one makes the most sense for our community, and initiate the actions needed to bring it 
about.   
 
This admittedly is a major undertaking, as we are talking about nothing less than transforming our 
society, or, as the anonymous narrator in our current story about the future puts it, our “way of being” 
in the world.  
 
It is reasonable, therefore, to ask whether the Middle Rio Grande Water Assembly can pull this off. 
Originally created to develop a regional water plan, it’s not clear if even in its heyday of ten years ago, 
with funding from local governments and businesses and broad‐based representation and participation, 
the Assembly would be the right group to lead this effort. And today the Assembly is a much smaller 
organization, with some players largely absent from its ranks and subsisting on left over funds from 
earlier projects. We need new blood, and we have serious organizational capacity limitations.  
 
A number of groups and government agencies are working hard on environmental restoration, on kick‐
starting the green economy, and on adaptive management and building resiliency in response to climate 
change. But these efforts remain scattered and uncoordinated, and, as noted above, do not yet pose a 
serious challenge to business as usual. What’s lacking is a comprehensive vision, one not dependent on 
what may be false assumptions that compromise it’s potential from the start.  



 
Confident that many people will get on board once such a project is initiated, the Assembly therefore is 
forging ahead with the Futures Project and we have devoted much of our time over the last several 
months to advancing it. We’ve started meeting with commissioners, councilors, and congressional 
staffers, and we’re exploring the possibility of partnering with NM First and other groups. We also have 
a resolution pending before the MRGCOG Water Resources Board. Our plan is to use the Assembly’s 
annual meeting this fall to develop the outlines of some alternatives that could serve as a background 
paper for a NM First‐style town hall.  
 
At the same time, some of our members are continuing the more traditional work of a water planning 
group. Earlier this year Assembly volunteers helped judge water‐related projects in the state’s annual 
science fair for middle and high school students, and we issued small monetary awards to several of the 
top entries. In April Elaine Hebard put together an excellent and well‐attended forum on artificial 
recharge and recovery. Participation in other water policy and management activities is ongoing.   
 
The primary focus, however, continues to be the Futures Project, because without a fundamental 
change in direction none of the rest of what we’re doing will be enough.  
 
Many thanks to Assembly officers Bob Wessely, John Brown and Elizabeth Richards, to the board of 
directors, and to all the volunteers, past and present, that have kept the Assembly going.  
 
 
 
 


