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THE	SITUATION

Elephant	Butte	Lake	sits	at	1.4%	of	capacity.	New	Mexico's	largest	and	most-
visited	state	park	has	been	treated,	for	most	of	a	century,	as	a	boating	and
fishing	lake	that	occasionally	has	a	water	problem.	That	framing	is	now
costing	the	state	real	things	—	including,	this	year,	the	45-year	Balloon
Regatta	tradition,	cancelled	outright	rather	than	adapted,	because	nothing
about	how	the	lake	is	planned,	governed,	or	funded	was	built	to	flex	with	a
water	level	that	moves	by	the	year.

There's	a	real	opportunity	inside	that	difficulty.	As	the	lake	begins	its
expected	multiyear	climb	back	toward	higher	capacity,	New	Mexico	has	a
genuine	window	to	decide	what	the	lake	becomes	on	the	way	back	up	—	not
simply	return	to	the	same	boating-and-fishing-only	identity	that	left	it
unprepared	this	time,	but	add	new,	complementary	ways	to	enjoy	the	lake
and	get	outside,	without	displacing	what	already	works.	This	brief	is	built
around	two	ideas	that	make	that	possible:	Terrain	—	treating	the	shoreline
as	a	zone	that	moves	with	the	water	rather	than	a	fixed	edge,	so
infrastructure	adapts	instead	of	breaking	—	and	Culture	—	expanding	the
lake's	identity	to	include	outdoor	health,	wellness,	and	fitness	alongside	its
traditional	fishing,	boating,	and	camping	base.

Making	that	shift	durable	requires	two	more	things:	a	recreation	seat	on	the
board	that	actually	controls	the	lake's	water	level,	and	additional	revenue
streams	layered	onto	what	State	Parks	already	has	—	not	a	replacement	for
existing	funding,	but	new	sources	built	specifically	for	this	opportunity.	Both
are	within	the	Legislature's	power	to	act	on	now,	without	new	federal
legislation,	while	there's	still	time	to	shape	what	comes	back.

01 The	federal	precedent	already	exists	—	this	isn't	a	novel	ask

Elephant	Butte	is	Bureau	of	Reclamation	land;	New	Mexico	State	Parks	manages	it
under	a	standing	federal	framework,	the	Federal	Water	Project	Recreation	Act	of	1965.
That	framework	already	governs	247	of	289	Reclamation	recreation	areas	nationally	—
Reclamation	directly	runs	only	42.	Elephant	Butte	itself	already	demonstrates	two
separate	versions	of	this	arrangement	side	by	side	(State	Parks'	own	management
agreement,	and	a	private	commercial	lease	at	the	Historic	Butte	Damsite).	Comparable
reservoirs	—	Folsom	Lake,	CA;	Horsetooth	Reservoir,	CO	—	show	the	same	model
working	at	equal	or	larger	scale,	including	private	capital	investment	on	land	the



operator	doesn't	own.	The	ask	here	is	an	expanded	management	agreement,	not	a
jurisdictional	fight.

02 The	real	obstacle	isn't	water	—	it's	who	has	a	seat	at	the	table

The	Elephant	Butte	Irrigation	District's	nine-member	board	controls	the	single	largest
lever	affecting	the	lake's	water	level:	the	annual	irrigation	release.	That	board	is	elected
entirely	by	agricultural	precinct.	It	has	never	had	a	recreation	seat	—	not	because
recreation	doesn't	matter	to	the	lake's	economy,	but	because	the	district's	governance
structure	predates	recreation	being	part	of	the	lake's	identity	at	all.	This	brief
recommends	the	Legislature	add	two	voting	seats	to	EBID's	board	—	one
representing	the	recreational	community,	one	representing	State	Parks	—	a	real,
actionable,	precedented	step	(Louisiana's	Lake	Bistineau	Recreation	and	Water
Conservation	District	shows	this	model	working	at	the	state-legislative	level	already).

03 The	economic	stakes	are	real,	and	larger	than	commonly	cited

Sierra	County	—	home	to	Elephant	Butte	and	Caballo	Lake	—	led	every	New	Mexico
county	in	2024	on	nearly	every	park-economic	measure:	1,216	jobs,	$124.5	million	in
economic	output,	$19.5	million	in	state	and	local	tax	contribution,	roughly	a	quarter	of
the	entire	state	park	system's	tax	total	from	one	county.	Figures	like	"$500	million"
sometimes	cited	informally	usually	mean	Economic	Contribution	(all	spending,
$510.8M	statewide	in	2024)	rather	than	Economic	Impact	(new	money	only,	$34.8M
statewide)	—	both	real,	just	answering	different	questions.

04 The	lake	needs	a	broader	culture,	and	a	terrain	that	can	support	it

Elephant	Butte	is	understood	—	by	locals	and	visitors	alike	—	almost	entirely	as	a
fishing,	boating,	and	camping	destination.	That	identity	should	stay	the	core	of	what	the
lake	offers.	But	it	shouldn't	be	the	whole	of	it:	outdoor	health,	wellness,	and	fitness	are
among	the	fastest-growing	forms	of	outdoor	recreation	nationally,	and	the	lake	currently
claims	none	of	that	identity,	even	as	demand	for	it	—	from	a	Boomer	generation	staying
active	into	retirement,	a	Gen	X	newly	primed	to	spend	on	wellness,	and	a	Gen	Z
generation	posting	the	highest	outdoor-participation	rate	of	any	cohort	—	is	already
documented	and	growing.	Adding	this	culture,	without	displacing	what	already	works,	is
one	of	this	brief's	central	arguments.
That	cultural	shift	depends	on	a	physical	one.	Elephant	Butte's	shoreline	isn't	a	fixed	line
—	it's	a	zone	that	expands	and	contracts	by	tens	of	thousands	of	acres	as	capacity
swings	from	under	1%	to	full	pool.	Terrain	built	for	a	single	water	level	can't	support
new	culture	reliably;	terrain	designed	to	adapt	—	floating	docks,	low-impact	trails,
features	built	on	the	exposed	lakebed	itself	—	can.	Reshaping	how	the	terrain	is	treated
isn't	a	separate	project	from	the	cultural	shift.	It's	the	thing	that	makes	the	cultural	shift
physically	possible.

05 Real	federal	and	state	funding	pathways	exist	—	with	one	structural	catch



Genuine	funding	avenues	exist:	Reclamation's	own	recreation-facility	budget	line,
WaterSMART	grants,	the	Land	and	Water	Conservation	Fund's	Stateside	program
(already	flowing	~$1.5M/year	through	State	Parks'	existing	EMNRD	office),	and	USDA
Rural	Development's	Community	Facilities	program	—	which	favors	rural,	low-
population	counties	like	Sierra	County	rather	than	penalizing	them.	The	catch:	several
of	the	state's	own	grant	programs,	including	ORD's	Trails+	Grant,	don't	list	State	Parks
as	an	eligible	applicant.	This	brief	recommends	formalizing	a	standing
partnership	—	Sierra	County	government	is	the	natural	default	—	as	the	state's
go-to	co-applicant	for	Elephant	Butte	funding,	rather	than	assembling	a	new
partner	for	every	grant.

06 The	cost	of	doing	nothing	is	not	small

New	Mexico's	population	is	roughly	2.1	million;	Elephant	Butte	alone	drew	924,791
visits	in	2024	—	visits,	not	unique	residents,	but	a	scale	of	reach	few	single	assets	in	this
state	can	claim.	Sierra	County's	economy	is	concentrated	enough	that	continued	decline
would	land	hard,	not	diffusely:	fewer	than	12,000	residents	already	derive	1,216	jobs
and	$124.5	million	in	economic	output	from	state	parks.	A	local	news	feature	on	the
lake's	crisis	quoted	a	resident	describing	the	mechanism	directly	—	tourists	leave,	local
businesses	struggle	and	close,	"people	move	out	of	our	community,"	tax	revenue	falls,
property	values	fall	—	a	concern	serious	enough	that	both	state	legislators	covering
Sierra	County	responded	to	it	publicly.	This	brief	has	heard	the	same	concern	firsthand:
homeowners	who	moved	to	the	area	for	lake	access	are	already	telling	people	they're
considering	leaving.	None	of	this	is	a	precise	forecast.	But	the	pattern	is	visible	in	the
same	numbers	this	brief	relies	on	throughout,	and	it	doesn't	wait	for	a	legislative	session
to	start	moving.

What	This	Brief	Asks	For

1.	 Expand	EBID's	governing	board	by	two	seats	—	recreation	and	State	Parks
—	giving	the	recreational	economy	formal	standing	in	the	decisions	that	shape
the	lake's	water	level.

2.	 Direct	State	Parks	to	formalize	a	standing	funding	partnership	(Sierra
County	government,	or	another	eligible	entity)	to	access	federal	and	state	grant
programs	State	Parks	cannot	apply	to	directly.

3.	 Convene	the	lake's	stakeholder	groups	—	conservation,	tribal,	OHV,	quiet-
use,	commercial	—	before	any	specific	development	proposal	is	finalized,	so
real	disagreements	surface	early	rather	than	after	plans	are	set.

None	of	this	requires	new	federal	legislation,	a	change	in	water	rights,	or	a	fight	over
land	ownership.	It	requires	the	Legislature	treating	a	century-old	governance	gap	as
fixable	—	because,	as	this	brief's	full	research	shows,	it	already	has	been	fixed
elsewhere.



This	is	the	condensed	version.	A	complete,	fully	sourced	background
briefing	—	covering	federal	jurisdiction,	terrain	and	habitat,	cultural
strategy,	governance	history,	stakeholder	mapping,	cross-cabinet
benefits,	funding	pathways,	and	economic	data	—	is	available	as	a

companion	document.
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