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 When you need water for your garden, you just 
turn on the faucet and use a hose. The water comes 
through a network of pipes and pumps to get to your 
house. For a long time, people had to find ways to get 
water without underground pipes. In some areas, it 
didn’t rain very much.  People had to find a fair way to 
divide small amounts of water.
 Acequias (ah-SAY-kee-ahs) were first used by 
Pueblo Indians in New Mexico and then by the Span-
ish colonists. An acequia (or water ditch) is a way of 
sharing water. Rainwater and runoff from snow in the 
mountains flows into rivers. Then water flows into the 
acequia system. Farmers need to share this water.

By Paula Henson

Landforms provide ways for water to get from one place to another through streams, 
rivers, lakes, and other sources.  Sometimes humans need to irrigate crops in fields that 
are not near a water source. As you will see in this article, an old method of transferring 

water is still being used today.   

Acequias Transfer Water to Crops

 Even today in parts of New Mexico and Colo-
rado, farms use acequia systems. The Acequia Madre 
(or “mother ditch”) is the source of water for the com-
munity. Each farmer has a certain time each week to 
open the wooden or metal gate to let the water in. The 
water runs into the acequia to irrigate the crops.

 One person is chosen to be the “mayordomo.” 
This leader makes sure everyone is using water only 
when they are allowed. The mayordomo also coor-
dinates workdays to clean out the Acequia Madre. 
Landowners also talk about issues in the community 
and work with the mayordomo to fix any problems.

Working together instead of competing for resources 
like water can produce solutions for everyone.

By Paula Henson Wikimedia Commons  
Aceqyias

Continued on next page

Engineering  Connection



Spigot Science -- http://www.spigotscience.com 23 Landforms

Engineering  Connection

Continued  from Acequias Transfer Water to Crops

Wikimedia Commons

Directions
• Trim sponges to fit one into each of the containers. 

Leave extra room around the edges of the 
sponge. 

• Run the length of ½” tubing out. Clamp the end with 
the figure-8 hose end.

• Carefully puncture a hole in the side of the ½” 
tubing (using a sharp knife) at various points about 
6-12” apart. 

• Insert the barbed valves into the holes. 
• Cut a 6-12” piece of ¼” tubing. Attach one end to 

the barb. 
• Insert an emitter at the other end. 
• Repeat for each container. Each emitter should sit 

inside the container with the sponge. 
• Attach ½” tubing to the bottle screw lid using the 

adaptor. 
• Fill bottle with water and attach to lid. 
• With the bottle tilted down, water will flow into the 

½” tubing. Adjust barb valves so water flows to each 
container. 

• Close valves and create a schedule for opening 

Project: Build an Acequia

Materials 

These materials are available at hardware or home im-
provement stores in the plumbing section.
Large empty plastic bottle with screw lid (recycled if 
possible)

½” adaptor (to go from the bottle lid to ½” tubing)
½” vinyl or poly tubing (3-4 feet long)
¼” poly tubing (6-8 feet long)
6-8 ¼” barbed valves
6-8 couplers for ¼” tubing
6-8 any 1 or 2 GPH emitters
1 figure-8 hose end for ½” tubing
3-4 sponges
6-8 shallow containers or lids
Cut tubing with pruners or sharp knife.

Paula Henson is a water conservation educator in Southern California. 
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