
Von Wobeser does pro bono to help Pro Natura

preserve water
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Von Wobeser y Sierra SC has helped Mexican conservation group Pro Natura obtain the first concession

ever awarded by the country’s water commission for environmental reasons, in a bid to preserve large

bodies of water from commercial use.

Conagua, the government body charged with granting water supplies to non-state entities, handed Pro

Natura’s northeastern branch the concession for surface waters flowing from Pozas Azules earlier this month.

The springs are located near the city of Cuatro Ciénegas in Coahuila.

Von Wobeser helped Pro Natura on a pro bono basis, after making contact with the NGO through the Cyrus

Vance Centre for International Justice of the New York City Bar. Edmond Grieger, who led the team at Von

Wobeser, says it involved 70 hours of free legal services.

The concession is secured by a proviso in the National Water Law that allows water concessions to be given

out for environmental purposes. Grieger says the government body, which normally deals with commercial

entities, was almost entirely unaware of the proviso’s existence. “In fact, nobody had ever requested it, so they

really didn’t know what to do,” he recalls.

Grieger hopes that now a precedent has been set, other environmental organisations will follow suit and

request other bodies of water for environmental use, thereby preserving them from commercial exploitation.

Access to water is an important issue in Mexico, with Baja California and the Vallé de México already suffering

from shortages. Last year, a United Nations’ report suggested that by 2030, up to 40 per cent of the population

could be affected by water scarcity. The country’s growing population, already the third largest in the Americas,

is cited as the main factor for the shortages.

Grieger says the concession won by Pro Natura is only the first step. “We are going to replicate this process to

protect and conserve all the watersheds in Poza Rica, in Cuatro Ciénegas and in many different locations

located in the Rio Bravo basin.” The Rio Bravo, known in the US as the Rio Grande, straddles much of the

Mexican-US border and is subject to international conservation treaties. “This way Mexico will comply with its
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international obligations,” adds Grieger.

Pro Natura is also looking to the firm to help establish a trust that will let companies offset their water usage.

The idea is to create a legal structure that lets companies with heavy water consumption, like drink

companies Coca-Cola or Grupo Modelo, to invest in the trust, explains Grieger. The scheme aims to latch on

to companies’ sustainability programmes.

The concession won by Pro Natura comes as Mexico’s energy reforms come into full force, opening the door

to large-scale hydraulic fracturing. The water-intensive extraction process associated with hydraulic fracturing

may put serious pressure on the country’s already strained water supplies.
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