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Rio Chama Watershed CONGRESO 
 

Ghost Ranch, New Mexico 
 

February 26 – 27, 2016 
 

Summary of Meeting 
 
Project Lead:  Steve Harris 
Facilitator:  Rosemary Romero 
Project Support:  Rich Schrader 
 
Purpose of the Meeting: 
 

• Develop recommendations/strategies to help address the Chama region’s efforts to resolve 
important water and land use issues. 

• Explore opportunities for broad collaboration and cooperation to improve conditions. 
• Network with Project Planners, Practitioners and Neighbors 

 
Welcome and Introductions:  Rosemary Romero welcomed the group, reviewed the purpose of the 
meeting and asked participants to introduce themselves. 
 
Steve Harris, Project Director, thanked Ghost Ranch for the space and participants.  In addition, he 
thanked project partners such as, Chama Peak Land Alliance, The Nature Conservancy, NM Wildlife 
Center and River Source 
 
Project Overview:  Steve reported that with the Bureau of Reclamation WaterSmart grant, a focus had 
been to address watershed issues through a regional effort by creating a watershed group.   He further 
described the region as a “Hydrologic commons” that needed to be protected and restored. A project 
technical team has been meeting regularly, and last year Rosemary helped organize 3 meetings in the 
region.  Steve noted that there are several planning efforts going on that overlap with this project.  
These include:   Rio Arriba develop land use regulations through a land use plan; implementation of 
other watershed plans such as the Rio Nutrias Watershed Plan; Upper Chama SWCD Land use plan; 
Santa Fe and Carson NF Plan Revisions; ISC Rio Chama Regional Water Plan update. 
 
He asked the group to consider whether creating another watershed group made sense or to continue 
to meet regularly in an annual Congreso that brought people together to talk about the various efforts 
and ideas for addressing the issue related to watershed health.  He noted that the word Chama in Keres 
means “tomorrow”, in Tewa “wrestling place”. …  We are in the wrestling place of tomorrow. 
 
Synthesis of Previous Meetings:  Rosemary briefly reviewed the outcomes from the previous meetings 
and provided a summary document of the outcomes.  Three meetings were organized in 2015 in 
Cebolla, Abiquiu and Chama.  The meetings were well attended and included diverse perspectives.  
People want Healthy forests, more water in river, active thinning, forage, protection of drinking water, 
control of sedimentation, control of noxious weeds, manage livestock populations, 
flood/erosions/landslides, oil and gas development, fracking, wildlife, contamination of wells from septic 
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tanks, lack of water rights and storage.  It was noted that there were several planning efforts already 
ongoing with a variety of funding sources.    
 
The groups brainstormed a variety of strategies and came up with several ideas that included:     
Developing wildlife corridors, fencing projects, education, reducing elk population and working with NM 
Game and Fish, create jobs, rehab acequia diversions, and improve fisheries. 
 
Student Presentation:  Coronado High School students presented their study of water quality on 
Cañones Creek and recommendations for watershed management. 
 
Presentations and small group work:  In order to set the foundation for issues identified from the 
previous public meetings, six presentations were prepared by key partners as follows: 
 
• Forests Health / Restoration, Monique DiGiorgio 
• Education / Economic Development - Rich Schrader 
• Water Management / Streamflow – Steve Harris 
• Landslides, Flooding, and Erosion, Keenan Boliek-Poling  
• Fish and Wildlife, Katherine Eagleson 
• Rio Grande Water Fund-Laura McCarthy 
 
Short presentations were made with a question and answer period.  Participants were then asked to 
further discuss in the small group of their choosing and begin to identify strategies. 
 
Rich Schrader: 
 
Monique DiGiorgio 
Chama Peak Land Alliance concerns 
Community input on a variety of issues 
Suggested projects – wildlife corridors, elk and mule deer 
Create job and educational opportunities  
San Juan-Chama Watershed Partnership was started 2 years ago with focus on Forest health/restoration 

• Rio Grande Water Fund - $410,000 – 800 acres of prescribed burning and thinning 
• Stop fires outside the range of natural variation 
• End goal: resilient watersheds 
• How much biomass is available? 

Stewardship 
• Riparian restoration 
• Wetlands 
• Many partners 
• Diversions create drinking water but also change ecological function of the rivers 
• Riparian restoration – sediments and gravels are not going through the dams downstream 

Brazos 
• Streambank erosion  
• Cattle and elk issues 

Chamita/Chama River – Trout Stocker Ranch – Created more sinuosity, did planting to hold banks, 
deepened pools for trout,  
Construction on Chama WWTP improvement, starts in 2017.   
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Will be hiring a VISTA volunteer with BOR funding 
TNC collaboration to develop a resiliency plan for Navajo and Blanco 
Elk issue – CLA board conversation – takes a broader perspective 

• Are they causing depredation on one ranch and not being seen on another ranch?   
• One person’s perspective is different than another 
• Study shows that mule deer and elk are declining  

 
Recently asked for an administrative withdrawal of this area from oil & gas in this area because the 
water is close to oil formations 
 
Catherine Eagleson: 
NMGF submitted new wildlife conservation plan for species of greatest conservation concern – 
submitted in Dec. 2015 draft to USFW 
In NMGF wildlife plan Concerns are ranked in  3 tiers, 1= highest concern; 3 = least urgent 
There are no conservation priority areas in the plan in the Chama watershed – is this area ignored as an 
important ecological area?  
Coldwater fishery habitats – nearly all are in southern Rockies 
Migratory habitats are not acknowledged.  Wildlife corridors are not identified 
Canada Lynx is not listed as a species of concern on the plan 
Many wildlife surveys are not conducted by on the ground observations, but were modelled.  
Comment by Toner Mitchell - NMGF commission is not ready to listen to info.  They are supposed to 
manage based on best available science.  Katherine -- But there is not a lot of science available.   
Are there migratory fish?  Richard Hansen (NMGF)– Eels may have come up to ABQ.  There are not any 
other migratory fish.   
 
Frank Martinez Upper Chama SWCD – supervisor?  Involved in Forest Revision, Regional water planning 
Working with East RA SWCD – removing noxious weeds, hired a coordinator to help private landowners 
to manage weeds.    
Nutrias watershed plan – hopefully to start implementation this summer 
Has equipment to allow people to use for rental, i.e., seeding drill.   
2 projects they are working on:  

1. Upland brush control, roads issues, fencing for improving livestock rotation, seeding in the 
uplands,  

2. work in river channels to repair irrigation diversion, reduce bank erosion 
Landowner match is required, depends on the grant source (20% was mentioned). 
Questions: Noxious weed removal process?  Chemical, physical approaches?  Answer from Frank is 
mostly herbicides.  There was a concern about use of Roundup was expressed.   
 
Bill Armstsrong 
In SW USA fire is inevitable, every year.  Lots of lightning, forest that is volatile, hot dry periods.  100 
years ago fire suppression started, still trying to suppress fires but we are increasingly failing.   
Fuel reduction efforts to reduce intensity and extent of fires.  Many efforts have been small scale.  Fires 
burned right through the small thinned areas.  
Rio Chama project and Golondrino project are two larger-scale thinning efforts, about 120,000 acres 
 
Laura McCarthy 
Scaling up – Rio Grande Water Fund is a tool to help people scale up. 
Model based on Quito, Ecuador – return on investment downstream water users is more water 
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Avoided cost study – imagine las Conchas fire happened in Rio Chama, who would be effected financially 
Prevention cost vs. mitigation cost- $104 million prevention vs. $1.3 billion  
Area in the RG Water Fund includes Belen north to CO border including the 3 watersheds in CO that are 
the source of the SJCP 
Baseline of existing of existing forest treatment work: 3k to 5k acres/year or $6million / year 
Goal: 30k treated/ year or $21 million /year 
70% of wood is low quality 
Objective: Community forestry – create jobs 
Money raised includes:  
$1million of private 
$7 million federal funding 
$3 million of state funding 
Appears that $13 million is available out of $21 million needed.  
 
 
Day 2 – February 27, 2016 
 
Small group work 
 

 
Monique – new funding available for BOR cooperative management (WaterSmart) is available to form a 
watershed group $500K is available.  $1.7million available for projects now nationally.  Break out group 
to list top projects to prioritize 
 
Mary Stuever – Spreadsheet on sub-committee for watershed.  Working under the San Juan Chama 
Watershed Partnership (lots of partners). HUC 10 watersheds and what is special about each of them.  
Asking people for input.   
Request for an organizational chart  of all the groups that are doing work in the watershed to provide 
context 
 
Focus groups met and then we discussed the priority projects 
 
Report back  
 
Water management:  The small group had a hearty discussion about how much water is moving through 
the system but is dedicated to other users outside the basin.  40% of the water used by these 
downstream users comes from this region.  One goal should be to get the downstream users to 
recognize that the water comes from this basin and management of the Chama watershed is critical to 
getting their water.  Water in the basin is fractured and conducted on an individual basis, sometimes 
indicating there may be bigger losses.  Demands downstream can pull the water uses inside the basin 
around.   
 
Recommendations: 

1. Improve communications – who is doing what?  Convene a meeting of stakeholders to better 
understand who is in charge of what.  Create a single point of contact.   

2. Do a field trip to show where projects are happening on the ground – also use Google Earth 
3. Infrastructure which would include getting water into the system and reduce diversions–  
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4. Increase water certainty with pilot programs for shortage sharing agreements.  Possible smaller 
scale storage for uses inside the basin. 

Constraints: Drought since 1999 to 1996, state and federal water law, obligations for water delivery, 
needs for mutual domestics, watershed disturbance factor like fire 
 
Education and Economic Development: The group discussed the lack of opportunities for youth to 
connect with the land and derive income from the land/watershed. 
 
Recommendations: 

1. Create an outdoor education and employment collaborative to coordinate across organizations 

Goal: create a network to create new intern and employment opportunities, specifically to have a list of 
funding opportunities and ultimately create new or advertise existing internship/job opportunities 

Objectives: identify funding, find common priorities, ID shared positions  

Partners: BOR Vista volunteer, land management agencies (FS, BOR, BLM, NGOs like Wildlife Center, 
River Source, SWCD), Rocky Mountain Youth Corps 

Cost: none if Vista can help organize except for funding Vista ($25,000 to cover cost of Vista position) 
year to help organize the collaborative meetings.  The Vista volunteer needs to be working on poverty 
alleviation 

2. Outdoor school/workshop series covering various topics based on assessment of needs 
Some of the possible topics would be:  Stewardship contracting, business development, skills to develop 
guiding businesses, proposal writing, Sharing of historical/political contexts and resources in region – 
Land grants, acequias, wild and scenic river wilderness, grants for entrepreneurs. 

Partners: NM Outfitter Association (does this exist?), NM Wildlife Center may have a facility to host 
events near the Lake, USFS, BLM, ACE.  The BOR Vista would interview partners to find agreement 
between groups on the priority topics are and what topics would draw the most people. San Juan 
Chama Watershed Partnership. 

Cost: $35,000 per year 

3. Support & expand existing education programs to create a pipeline of talented, skilled, 
interested youth.  Cost would be  approximately  $50,000 per year.   

Partners: Chama Schools, Coronado School, Abiquiu Elementary, River Source, NM Wildlife Center  

4. Marketing & Land use planning for regional recreation amenities.   

Other ideas included supporting CPLA goals:  CPLA support for the Chama Library with the GED 
program, mentoring program to help people stay working in the field, skills to keep a job, workforce 
development. CPLA will be looking for a watershed coordinator Chama Peak Land Alliance – did a study 
on outdoor school that could be used as a resource 

Support Northern NM College with revitalizing  their trades program 
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Certification courses to get more kids with sawyer certification, so youth can get firefighting work, must 
be able to pass the “pack” test.  Volunteer fire departments are getting ready to be able to put on these 
certifications.  Fire departments get money back when they send crews out.  This becomes found money 
to enable crews to do thinning when firefighting work is slower.  
 
Look at what Navajo School Board has done with a program developed by Bill Feranti with support from 
the NM Forest Industry Association which helped develop skills in order to enter the work force.   
 
Look at the Bosque del Apache model for creating work opportunities helped with economic 
development in the area. 
 
 
Forests:   
Recommendations included: 
 

1. Bark Beetles have done much damage to forested areas.  Do research to learn about bark beetle 
and develop BMPs similar to what Colorado has done. 

2. Coordinate with Forest Service to develop more firewood access for local people.  Use the public 
to remove slash and small diameter – make it easier to get permits out on the spot.  Use low 
income and elderly firewood programs – use youth crews to collect and distribute firewood 

3. Road management – maintenance and access issues.  Encourage the USFS to shift contracting to 
local operators instead of one large operator and coordinate with landowners (private and 
public) across a landscape scale to do maintenance using BMPs. 

4. Wilderness management –  
- Future wilderness designations need to ensure ecological sustainability and ensure 

traditional uses  
- Showcase wilderness management with good science 
- Develop fire histories for wilderness areas for Rio Chama (pilot – first), Cruces, and San 

Pedro.  Keep conversation with wilderness advocates and their funders 
- Fire history – include this topic in youth education.  
- Use the HUC 10 table created by SJC Watershed Partnership 

 
5. Education on forest appropriate restoration specific to Aspen, Pine, Pinon 
6. Incorporating comments into Forest Plan revisions 
7. Coordinating efforts with the Rocky Mountain Farmer’s Union on training. 

 
 
Wildlife/Fish:   There are many people/organizations doing education specific to wildlife and fishery 
development and these need to be identified more clearly.  The group brainstormed ideas on who is 
able to do things now and what are the roadblocks that keep programs from moving forward?  It would 
be helpful to connect these organizations and to do a demonstration program to make a bigger impact.  
For example, the Rio Nutrias has a watershed plan and has identified projects that are “shovel ready.”  
Other areas that have momentum include:  Chamita, Brazos, Vallecitos, TA Creek seem ready to do 
projects.   
 
Recommendations: 
 

1. TA Creek – baseline studies are needed.  Escalante High students could do this. 
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2. Game and Fish have a project on the Chamita, but it stops before getting to the confluence.  This 
needs a “watershed focus” to have greater impact. 

3. Elk over-population:  Exclosures work in the short term, but cause other problems by moving 
the elk to other areas continuing to cause problems on creeks and property. 

4. Community members could be hired to move the elk thus creating jobs and improving fishing.  
These “Range riders” could move the elk and hopefully retrain them.  This method is used in 
Wyoming and could possibly be a job creator.   

5. More data collection is needed to determine the treatment and impacts specifically on various 
wildlife. 

6. Continue to encourage the discussion of and connection between aspen use with elk and 
beaver. 

7. Develop training for water treatments that help various types of wildlife 
8. Encourage meaningful discussion between USFS and NM Department of Game & Fish on the 

carrying capacity of the land and how to work on solutions for over-populations. 
 
 
Land use:  Oil and gas development are the primary concerns as well as the geology of the region that 
presents additional important risk to the water resources of the region.  Solutions to this issue are 
related to policy including the current development of County ordinances and administrative withdrawal 
at the federal level while addressing state legislation that would preempt local control.  A solution would 
require coordination between local/federal and state decision makers. 
  
Recommendations: 

1. Community engagement such as oral histories (perhaps utilizing UNM students) to articulate 
traditional uses.  This type of mapping has already started CPLA.  Once source of funding is to 
provide stipends to UNM students to interview people to get narratives 

2. Erosion – Dirt and dust on snow causing melt 
Volunteer based work days with the PJ thinning 
Rocky Mountain Youth crew 

3. Keep young kids in agriculture 
Trade group with  

4. Address invasive species – more needed to do creative problem solving 
5. Need for hydrologic studies – such as how does fracking threaten water sources, water quality 

testing (NMED) 
 
Discussion about formation of a Watershed Group:  Rich Schrader gave a brief overview of how and 
why watershed groups form.  He gave several ideas of successful watershed groups such as the Verde 
River Watershed, the San Juan Chama Watershed Partnership, the Upper Pecos Watershed Association 
and the Cimarron Watershed Alliance.  The group thought there were too many watershed groups or 
similar organizations and it would not be helpful to form a new group but continue to develop and 
organize gatherings in order to better understand the various issues and develop partnerships on the 
group using the “Annual Congreso” to further ideas.  It was noted that the San Juan Chama Watershed 
Partnership – already exists but needs a watershed coordinator in order further goals.  It has gotten off 
to a good start but some areas have languished.  The group asked if there was a way to grow it with 
additional support.  
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The San Juan Chama Partnership could be the entity that houses many of the ideas.  Suggestion to bring 
together a group to focus on what are the goals, purpose, focus of the organization, what are the 
staffing issues.  Bring together the partners that are engaged.   
 
Does the group need to be incorporated or could it be an informal group housed under the Chama Peak 
Land Alliance (not certain that the CPLA board would support this but it is possible)? 
Have another meeting (perhaps a subgroup) – bring in SWCD, Rio Arriba County (Lucia Sanchez) 
General agreement to build on the existing efforts of the San Juan Chama Partnership. 
 
Core group of players now to discuss next steps– Monique DiGiorgio, State Forestry (Mary Steuver), 
Steve Harris, Katherine Eagleson  (Wildlife Center), Frank Martinez (SWCD), General agreement to 
continue having an annual Congreso.  
 
The group thought that the Watershed group could have more ideas and perhaps a development 
subcommittee could be helpful to address the overlapping ideas that could work on addressing that 
federal and state regulations are following their own policies. 
 
Community engagement on this issues could occur with UNM students that would help with developing 
narratives and the mapping of issues.  Other ideas included using Rocky Mountain Youth Corps to 
develop ideas on erosion control and addressing Pinon/Juniper restoration issues. 
 
It was suggested that the group could use Vista volunteers to help document issues.  This would also 
create the opportunity for jobs. 
 
The Rio Arriba Land Use and Zoning Department should be included in future ideas as well as the diverse 
participation from the SWCD representing County issues 
 
 


