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How Protecting Forests in Colorado can Help
Secure Water for New Mexico

In southern Colorado’s forests, landowners,
water utilities, contractors and conservation
groups are joining forces to protect one of the
Southwest’'s most vital resources: water.

This year, thanks to The Nature Conservancy's Rio
Grande Water Fund, forest thinning and watershed
restoration projects are happening in the upper and
lower Navajo River Watershed. These efforts aim

to reduce the risk of catastrophic wildfire, which
can severely impact water quality and supply for
communities downstream, including Albuquerque,
Santa Fe and the Jicarilla Apache Nation.

Led by The Nature Conservancy in New Mexico,
Chama Peak Land Alliance and a network of local
partners, the work is part of a broader strategy to
restore 15,000 forested acres in the three source
watersheds of the San Juan Chama Project that
play a vital role in the Rio Grande water system.

“About 75 percent of Albuquerque’s water and half
of Santa Fe's comes from these watersheds,” says
Caleb Stotts, executive director of Chama Peak
Land Alliance. “So, protecting this area from wildfire
not only benefits people living locally, but it also
helps secure water for hundreds of thousands

of people living hundreds of miles away.”

The project in the lower Navajo River watershed
includes approximately 60 to 70 acres that will
undergo restoration efforts, supported by drone
imagery captured before and after the work to

help evaluate results. Nearby, the upper Navajo
Headwaters project spans 48 acres and is guided
by similar conservation goals. Success is measured
not justin acres treated, but in outcomes,

like the absence of severe wildfire, improved
wildlife habitat and increased snowpack.

Funding for the projects—approximately
$200,000 this year—comes from the Rio Grande
Water Fund, which pools support from a mix of
grants, private donors and partnerships with
entities like the Albuguerque Bernalillo County
Water Utility Authority. The Nature Conservancy
acts as a conduit, sub-awarding funds to local
implementers that work directly with landowners.

“Many of these landowners see their role as caretakers
of the land,” says AJ Jones, forest and watershed
health manager for The Nature Conservancy in New
Mexico. “And they understand that what happens
upstream affects everyone downstream.”

As the American Southwest faces reduced snowpack
and more extreme weather due to severe drought
and a changing climate, protecting water at its
source has never been more urgent. The Rio Grande
Water Fund helps connect funding and support
from communities downstream, like Albuquerque
and Santa Fe, reach the mountain areas where
their water originates and where restoration work
is needed most. By investing in forest health in
these regions, the Fund helps safequard clean,
reliable water for many generations to come.
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About 75 percent of
Albuquerque’s water
and half of Santa Fe's
comes from these
watersheds.
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“Prescribed burns let us choose
the timing, conditions and
location of the fire, so we can
reduce the risk of large-scale
wildfires in the future.”

—Will Joy, prescribed fire specialist for The Nature
Conservancy in New Mexico



Protecting the Hi-Lo Country and Growing Public Lands for the Future

A dream to grow tourism and recreation opportunities
while also conserving beautiful and important
landscapes, has moved one step closer to fruition
with the recent transfer of Bartlett Mesa Ranch from
The Nature Conservancy to the state of New Mexico.

Bartlett Mesa Ranch sits just outside of Ratonin
northeastern New Mexico, right across the border
from Colorado. The property is mostly high-elevation
grasslands, reaching 8,500 feet with seasonal
m wetlands and volcanic rock sprinkled
“ H . throughout the property. There are
Gslhe AT dramatic clifftop views down into
. Sugarite Canyon and endless vistas
across the mountains and

plains across two states. It's also home to
incredible native wildlife including elk, mule
deer, mountain lion and black bear. Many bird
species live on or migrate through the area
including mallards, redtail hawks and ravens.

The Nature Conservancy purchased the 2,224-acre
ranch in 2022 as part of a broader vision with the city
of Raton of regional connectivity for hikers, wildlife
watchers and outdoor enthusiasts. That collective
vision is to build a sustainable outdoor recreation
economy while also conserving outdoor spaces and
protecting a key portion of the city’s watershed.

Earlier this year, the state of New Mexico officially
acquired Bartlett Mesa from TNC, establishingitasa
Wildlife Management Area and completing one piece
of the larger conservation and recreation puzzle.

“This acquisition will help preserve Bartlett Mesa
and the wildlife that call it home for generations to
come,” says Mike Sloane, director of New Mexico

Department of Game and Fish. “But this WMA is also
about access and outdoor recreation—expanding
the public’s ability to hike, hunt, view wildlife and
explore the rugged beauty of northern New Mexico.”

The state of New Mexico will be working with
partners, including New Mexico State Parks, The
Nature Conservancy and the City of Raton, to
determine future management of the property
to best serve wildlife and conservation needs,
as well as outdoor recreation interests.

“We are thrilled to complete this property transfer
to the state as we work toward this larger vision
for the spectacular Hi-Lo Country of northeastern
New Mexico,” says Terry Sullivan, New Mexico
state director for The Nature Conservancy.
“Working to develop collaborative solutions for
people and nature is at the heart of our work,

and this project truly embodies that ethic as it
enables us to conserve a network of lands and
waters across state boundaries to support the
wildlife and communities that depend on them.”
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Reviving our Rivers

Every year in New Mexico, we follow the snowpack
in the winter to see how much water we will have
for the rest of the year. As our ongoing drought
continues, snowpack continues to diminish, and
we are experiencing hotter and drier conditions
each year; 2025 has been no different.

This past summer, we saw stretches of the Gila
and Rio Grande rivers run dry for weeks or months
at atime. When this happens, farmers aren't

able toirrigate their fields, people don't walk the
floodplain and the river goes eerily quiet as birds
and other wildlife seek water elsewhere.

In the face of this, local communities and people
who work on water are working hard to create and
use flexible tools to support our rivers and people
who depend on them. A gathering in May, hosted by
The Nature Conservancy and partners, facilitated
conversations between agencies and organizations
about how to keep water in rivers to benefit the
environment and people. The Strategic Water
Reserve, a program in NM that enables the state to
lease or buy water from willing offerers, is a great
example of one tool. The water can be used for
obligations downstream, benefit threatened and
endangered species, and support aquifer recharge.

‘I was heartened to see the collaboration and
enthusiasm that came out of this meeting,” says Martha
Cooper, freshwater program director for The Nature
Conservancy in New Mexico. “It truly represents how
committed people are to working together to find

and test flexible and creative solutions to mitigate
the impacts of our drier future, improve our water
resilience, and care for our rivers and one another.”
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