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INTERNATIONAL BOUNDARY AND WATER 
COMMISSION 
Opportunities Exist to Address Water Quality 
Problems 

What GAO Found 
A 1944 treaty designated the International Boundary and Water Commission 
(IBWC) and authorized it to resolve water and boundary issues along the U.S.-
Mexico border, including providing wastewater treatment. IBWC’s two sections—
the  U.S. Section (USIBWC) and the Mexican Section, negotiated agreements to 
construct, manage, and operate two wastewater plants in Nogales, Arizona, and 
San Ysidro (South Bay), California, to resolve ongoing water quality problems 
stemming from sewage flowing downhill from Mexico into the United States (see 
figure). Several of these agreements describe each country’s roles, such as 
sharing costs for the operation and maintenance of each plant.  

International Wastewater Plants in Arizona and California 

Several factors can affect the plants’ operations, including deteriorating 
infrastructure in Mexico and the United States that results in raw sewage spills 
around the plants. USIBWC has taken steps to resolve some of these factors. 
For example, USIBWC proposed a binational rapid response team to address 
broken pipes and failing pumps that can send sewage from Mexico into the 
United States; however, the team has not been formalized to ensure its long-term 
operation. By taking steps to formalize the team, USIBWC would have assurance 
it can more effectively address recurring infrastructure failures contributing to 
sewage spills.  

USIBWC and others have taken some actions to address stormwater problems, 
such as studying stormwater flows in the Tijuana River Valley watershed and 
building some retention basins. However, USIBWC has not taken action, in 
coordination with federal, state, and local partners, to identify alternatives, cost 
estimates, funding sources, and time frames for implementing solutions in either 
watershed. USIBWC officials said without direction from Congress, it does not 
have specific authorization for stormwater management in the watersheds 
because the 1944 treaty and accompanying legislation did not authorize it to 
carry out such projects. The long-standing stormwater quality problems and their 
associated environmental and health effects suggest congressional direction is 
needed to authorize USIBWC to take action. Such action would include 
identifying alternatives, cost estimates, funding sources, and time frames.  

Why GAO Did This Study 
Ongoing sewage spills and stormwater 
runoff carrying trash, sediment, and 
other pollutants in the Santa Cruz River 
Basin and Tijuana River Valley 
watersheds along the U.S.-Mexico 
border have affected public health, the 
environment, and local economies. 
Under the 1944 treaty, the United States 
and Mexico agreed to work together 
through IBWC to address these water 
quality problems. As part of this effort, 
USIBWC manages two wastewater 
treatment plants in Arizona and 
California. In 2018, the plants treated 
more than 14 billion gallons of sewage 
from Mexico. 

This report (1) describes the authorities 
and roles for developing and managing 
the plants and sharing their costs; (2) 
examines factors affecting the operation 
of each plant and steps taken to 
address them; and (3) examines the 
extent to which USIBWC has taken 
actions to address water quality 
problems in the watersheds. GAO 
reviewed U.S-Mexico treaties, IBWC 
minutes and permits, and planning and 
budget data for USIBWC. GAO also 
interviewed officials from IBWC and 
other federal agencies, local and state 
governments, and non-governmental 
groups. 

What GAO Recommends 
GAO believes that Congress should 
consider providing direction and specific 
authorization to USIBWC to take action 
to resolve stormwater quality problems 
in the Santa Cruz River Basin and 
Tijuana River Valley watersheds. GAO 
is also making two recommendations to 
USIBWC, including that it formalize the 
rapid response team. USIBWC 
concurred with that recommendation 
and partly concurred with the other. 
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View GAO-20-307. For more information,  contact J. Alfredo Gómez at (202) 512-3841 or 
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