
Victor Sanchez and his neighbors use a canal access road to get to their homes off Socorro Road in the Lower Valley. The county plans to restore Romie Road, an old county road, for
the residents to use. GABY VELASQUEZ/EL PASO TIMES

EWS

Can new strategies finally provide El Paso
colonias with safe drinking water?

Published 5:00 a.m. MT Nov. 17, 2022 Updated 6:18 a.m. MT Nov. 18, 2022

This is part of a series on water access in El Paso County colonias. Click here for the first story.

UTEP engineering professor Ivonne Santiago is in search of solutions for people in El Paso, and across Texas,
who don’t have safe drinking water at home.

For more than a decade, she has worked in El Paso colonias where residents aren’t served by water utilities and
instead rely on trucks to deliver water to their homes. Families store the water in 2,500-gallon tanks, which are
easily contaminated, and end up spending more money from their tight budgets on bottled water for drinking.

After years of incremental successes but many hard lessons, Santiago is now collaborating with the non-profit
Texas Water Trade on a new concept: a subscription-based company, employing local residents, that would test
for water contaminants, install filters and maintain them at an affordable price.
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“We need to immediately provide safe drinking water,” Santiago said. “Not in 10 years, not in 20 years, but
today.”

El Paso County is connecting colonias to water and sewer services at a faster rate thanks to increased funding.
But officials acknowledge that the high price for water projects means other residents will have to keep waiting.
The county estimates some 1,400 residents aren't connected to public water utilities.

Statewide, many residents rely on water utilities that have violated safety standards or depend on potentially
contaminated well water. The Texas Water Trade estimates more than one million Texans do not have safe,
reliable drinking water at home.

Santiago is among the researchers and advocates exploring local solutions to get clean water to communities
passed over for large-scale infrastructure projects. Expanding access to cost-effective technologies like point of
use water filters and rainwater harvesting could improve water access for Texas colonias and other underserved
communities in the state.

“We’re trying to provide a solution that could be temporary, but at the end of the day it could be the only
solution,” said Santiago, the University of Texas at El Paso professor.

Water poverty persists decades after Texas passed colonias laws

Texas adopted laws between 1989 and 1995 to prevent the spread of colonias, unincorporated subdivisions with
substandard housing and often lacking basic services such as water and sewer. The Texas Water Development
Board adopted an official list of colonias in 1995.

Those colonias could access state funds for water, sewer and other infrastructure projects. But, taking advantage
of loopholes, some informal subdivisions continued to form and flew under the radar of the state regulations.

Off Socorro Road in between Fabens and San Elizario, near the tiny community of Cuadrilla, roughly a dozen
homes face on to an irrigation canal. Residents drive on the canal access road to reach their properties, which
have no running water, even though surrounding neighborhoods do.

Sometimes monsoon rains wash out the canal road and gas and water trucks can’t enter. When residents call in
an emergency, they have no official address to give dispatchers.

Victor Sanchez, a welder and farmer, moved here with his wife Janice and three children in 2014. His parents
bought the land in 1995. Sanchez has gradually expanded his home and farm, documenting the process in a
scrapbook. Other residents live in trailers and small, one-story homes.

Sanchez has irrigation rights for his farm, which has grown alfalfa and cotton, but no municipal water. Residents
rely on costly truck deliveries to fill their water tanks. They use this water to shower, wash dishes and do other
chores. They supplement with bottled water for drinking because water borne illnesses can propagate in the
tanks.

“Would I move? Hell no,” Sanchez said. “I built everything here with my two hands.”
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Janice said she has adjusted to living at the end of a dirt road with no neighbors in sight. She loves the sunsets
and that the kids could roam free during the pandemic.

“I wouldn’t change it,” she said. “Well, only if I had water.”

Sanchez reached out to El Paso County Commissioner Iliana Holguin, Precinct 3, on social media for help
connecting his family and neighbors to running water. She held a community meeting and consulted the county's
Public Works Department. They realized Romie Road, an unmaintained county road off Socorro Road, could be
converted into a better access road.

Sanchez and his neighbors weren’t on the state's official list of colonias created in the 1990s. Sanchez said
Holguin is the first public official to take his complaints seriously. The county now plans to work with residents,
the irrigation district and the Lower Valley Water District to restore Romie Road and bring water to its residents.

But in other parts of El Paso County, water lines are miles — and years — away.

A 2015 report to the U.S. Department of Agriculture identified 25 colonias in border states with the greatest need,
based on health risks and access to basic services. Thirteen of the 25 colonias were in El Paso County. Six of those
were in Hueco Mountain Estates, near Hueco Tanks State Park. According to the report, the combined
population of the Hueco Mountain Estates colonias is 300 people.

Nayeli Holguin, an engineer and research associate at UTEP’s Center for Environmental Resource Management
(CERM), explained several factors complicate efforts to bring municipal water to Hueco Tanks.

“It's most likely that they're going to be without centralized water for another 20 to 30 years because the geology
is very different there,” Holguin said.

The subdivisions are 18 miles to the nearest water line and the distances between houses is significant. Unlike the
flat expanses of the Lower Valley, the elevation varies and to move water through the area would require
expensive pump stations. Drilling a centralized well for the colonias would also be expensive because the water
could have high levels of naturally occurring arsenic and need intensive filtration and sanitization. High saline
levels are also common in El Paso County.

The developers of Hueco Mountain Estates promoted the area as low-cost housing far from the city hustle and
bustle.

“If you are tired of the noise pollution and traffic in the city, come and visit the serenity and beauty of Hueco
Mountain Estates,” they advertised in 1985 in the El Paso Times.

Decades later, there is still no centralized plan to bring municipal water to the colonias in Hueco Tanks.

Researchers pilot new strategies to improve water access

Ernie Lujan of Lujan Trucking has been delivering water to colonias in El Paso since 1979. He's the rare business
owner who is happy when customers no longer need his services. Some of his regular clients in Cochran, near
Horizon City, will soon be getting running water.
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“A few of my customers recently have told me it’s the last time they’re getting a delivery,” Lujan said. “Well, I sure
hope it is.”

Lujan’s children didn’t stay in the family business. When Lujan and his brother retire, customers wonder who
will fill their water tanks. Lujan said he’s not closing up shop any time soon. But the worry feeds off the
precarious situation of colonia residents.

Researchers at UTEP, including Santiago, are seeking solutions for these underserved communities. In a 2020
paper, former CERM director William Hargrove, Nayeli Holguin, UTEP graduate student Chilton Tippin and
UTEP anthropologist Josiah Heyman outlined the "soft path" to water, which can aid communities excluded from
the "hard engineered centralized system" of most urban and suburban areas. They argued for conservation
measures to reduce water demand, smaller-scale infrastructure and alternative water sources.

“These big infrastructure projects are not just high cost but also they take a long time,” Santiago said. “What do
we do in the meantime?”

Santiago led a project, funded by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), to install point of use water filters
in colonias in far east El Paso and Juárez. The under-sink water filters sanitize water stored in outdoor tanks.
This helps residents cut back on buying bottled water and ensure a clean supply of household water. But when
the water filters broke or needed to be replaced, the residents often didn’t feel confident to do it themselves.
Santiago sought a more sustainable model.

“We don’t want this to be a onetime intervention,” she said.

Santiago is now working with the Texas Water Trade to create the subscription service for water filtration
systems. They hope to implement the model both in colonias and urban neighborhoods with substandard water
quality. The project was awarded $500,000 as a finalist for the Lone Star Prize, sponsored by Lyda Hill
Philanthropies. The team spent the summer conducting surveys in Houston, Dallas, Harlingen and El Paso.

Another project at UTEP’s CERM installed rain catchment systems in colonias in El Paso and Presidio counties,
also with support from the EPA. The systems collect rainwater that residents can use to water plants or inside
their homes after sanitization. This reduces the amount of water residents need to haul to their homes.

“People are able to reduce the amount of hauling they do by half,” CERM research associate Nayeli Holguin said.

Residents of Sandbranch, a historic African American community outside Dallas, have relied on bottled water for
years after their well water was contaminated. With support from the Chisholm Legacy Project, the Until Justice
Corporation and the National Wildlife Federation, residents are working to install hydropanels fabricated by
SOURCE. The panels use patented technology to extract water from the atmosphere and mineralize it for
composition and taste.

According to SOURCE's website, the panels can produce water in a wide range of conditions, including their
offices in the Arizona desert. The company did not respond to a request for comment about its testing and
performance in arid climates like El Paso.
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"The proof comes to actually doing pilot studies in these regions," said Alex Mayer, professor of civil engineering
at UTEP and CERM director. "If it works, then let’s welcome it. If it helps people be able to sustain themselves,
bring it on."

Mayer, who is studying decentralized water infrastructure in underserved communities, said building trust with
residents and understanding their needs are key for any of these strategies to work. UTEP researchers share their
findings with state and national agencies that fund water projects. They hope agencies, including the Texas Water
Development Board, will consider funding alternative technologies, in addition to traditional water
infrastructure.

No single technology or intervention will be a silver bullet to improve water access in colonias and underserved
Texas communities. But for residents who have spent decades waiting for clean, running water in their homes,
thinking outside the box is not an option, but a necessity.

“These are really hard problems,” Mayer said. “You’ll never solve them perfectly… but we shouldn't throw up our
hands and say, ‘We can’t do it.’”

Staff writer Martha Pskowski may be reached at mpskowski@elpasotimes.com and @psskow on Twitter.
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