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Dear Community, 

It is with great pride that we present to you 
the Fall 2018/Spring 2019 Edition of La Voz. 
Initially, La Voz was created as a medium by 
which we communicated information to the 
acequia community involved in this journey 
to reestablish the historical acequias in the 
South Valley as Political Sub-Divisions of the 
State. Today, La Voz is used to present the 
work of our emerging leaders.   

It is the intent of our Cultivando Nuestro 
Futuro Leadership Institute to prepare our 
students to understand the intersections of 
land, water, and policy so our future 
generations can be prepared to not only be 
good stewards of the Earth, but also 
committed members of our communities 
who will sustain a vibrant future for coming 
generations.  They are our future leaders - 
the macehuales of our communities.   

CESOSS, with the support and careful 
guidance of our Board of Directors, is 
working towards protecting and preserving 
traditions connected to land and water 
across our communities.  To accomplish this, 
we need every mind and heart that we can 
cultivate to understand that caring for 
Sacred Mother Earth is not simply a trend, 
but a responsibility entrusted to us by our 
ancestors.   

We thank everyone who has helped us 
continue to make this Leadership Institute 
possible: from our sponsors, the community, 
ally organizations, our committed interns, 
and to the volunteers who put tons of hours 
into this community effort.   

Thank you for believing in our work! 

LA VOZ de las Acequias del Valle de Atrisco is a publication of the Center for Social 
Sustainable Systems (CESOSS).  This publication is done in conjuction with the South Valley 
Regional Association of Acequias (SVRAA).  LA VOZ serves as an information source for 
parciantes and residents of Atrisco.  Its main purpose is to inform community members and 
acequia parciantes of issues related to water, land, policy and culture in the Atrisco Valley.  The 

articles in the newsletter do not necessarily reflect the opinion of the acequias or its members.  If you have 
any questions or suggestions, please contact us at info@cesoss.org. 



Congratulations to the CESOSS Interns and Team Leads 
Fall 2018/Spring 2019 

We thank every one of you for your continued commitment to 
land and water and to our communities. 

CESOSS 6th Cohort Interns 
Kirena Clah 

Kyle James Fast Wolf 
Corina Gomez  

Erick Hernandez  
Kianna Holian 

Elizabeth Medina 
Sradha Patel 

CESOSS South Valley Academy High School Cohort 
Hannah Anderson 

Juan Barraza 
Diana Cereceres 

Jaime Gibson 
Elise Marquez 
Omar Ornelas 
Adreana Porras 
Ivonne Torres 

CESOSS 2018-2019 Team Leads 
Alejandria Lyons 
Stefany Olivas 

Laramie Sorensen 



CESOSS 
A Community Based Research and Learning Center 

“Cultivando Nuestro Futuro Leadership Institute” 

The main purpose of this Institute is to empower our young adults and communities by providing participants 
with the necessary skills, strategies, and tools needed to better understand local community issues and the 
effects that the legislative process has on local New Mexican communities (e.g. water rights; land; health 
disparities; food justice; environmental justice; educational equity; etc.).  Thus, our institute focuses on 
community issues, legislation, and policy development.   

We believe that it’s vital for our Future Community Leaders (FCLs) to understand how the legislative process 
works and how it connects to their lives and how legislative decisions can positively or negatively affect their 
communities. We want FCLs to understand the value of policy development in our state and how it affects the 
social, economic, political, and cultural development of our local communities.  FCLs incorporate what they 
learn about the legislative session in their analysis so policy development and civic engagement is more 
meaningful and “alive.”   

The CESOSS institute consists of a variety of work sessions and trainings that incorporate the identification 
of a pertinent issue, mapping the issue affecting the community, and culminating in the presentation of a 
report focused on research, analysis, and recommendations.  

Because CESOSS is firmly grounded in our local South Valley community, we strongly believe in the 
interconnections of land, water, culture/traditions, and policy development.  It is our hope and intent that our 
FCLs will understand and appreciate the deep connections that this community, as well as other 
communities, have to land and water and how important the preservation of culture/traditions is to the people. 

We incorporated policy development as one of the larger frames for this curriculum because we believe that it 
is pivotal to develop young leaders who understand the importance and impact policy has on our local 
communities.  We can no longer afford for our communities and youth to see themselves as detached from 
legislation and policy development. 

Our entire curriculum is based on the Macehaul framework and utilizes a critical approach grounded within 
social, racial, and economic justice.  This means that we approach and introduce every concept with a critical 
perspective that brings forth the inequities that exist in our society.  We do this so that FCLs become 
conscious leaders, activists, and social entrepreneurs who are not only aware of the injustices and inequities, 
but that understand and can analyze the underlying and complex structures that perpetuate and uphold 
oppressive systems. 

It is also our goal to help FCLs understand that there are alternative forms of leadership and activism that are 
taking place in our communities.  We want FCLs to break from the prescribed notions of what it means to be 
a leader.  We utilize the Freirian notion of ‘leaders’ working alongside communities to create change.  We 
want to encourage our FCLs to understand the problematic notions behind individuals coming into local 
communities with top-down and/or quick-fix approaches.   Local communities are vibrant and complex 
spaces that need to be treated with utmost respect.   

Our ultimate goal is to create future leaders who are not only critical of existing forms of oppression, but who 
are also able and capable of making positive change in our communities. 

We hope that you’ll enjoy this issue of La Voz and that you’ll appreciate the work that these bright young 
leaders prepared on issues impacting our communities.  



Fighting to Protect the Sacredness of the Greater Chaco Region 
Kirena Clah 

Protecting the Greater Chaco region against a blatant environmental injustice to Indigenous 
Americans within the Southwest, is a fight to preserve land, water and Indigenous culture. The 
Greater Chaco region is in the Northwestern part of New Mexico and is heavily affected by the 
extractive industry and continues to experience attacks on its natural and cultural resources. 

Chaco Canyon is a National Historical Park, 
UNESCO World Heritage Site and Dark Sky Park 
in the center of the San Juan Basin. Chaco 
Canyon is the core of a much larger Ancestral 
Puebloan civilization and the Greater Chaco area 
includes a vast network of over 200 outlier 
settlements, all connected by a web of ancient 
r o a d s . T h e s e m a s s i v e s t r u c t u r e s a r e 
internationally recognized architectural and 
engineering wonders, and their builders became 
skilled in architecture, agriculture, astronomy and 
the arts. But the Greater Chaco area is more than 
mere land to Indigenous people, these are 
sacred places that hold important knowledge. It is 
imperative to preserve the Greater Chaco region 
because it is essential to Indigenous peoples’ 
identity and holds great spiritual power for 
Indigenous people. There are still many living 
Indigenous communities throughout the Greater 

Chaco that still hold the sacredness of the area and use it for ceremonies and celebrations. 
Chaco Canyon and the Greater Chaco region in New Mexico is the most significant cultural 
site on public land and our connection as Indigenous tribal peoples is rooted in its natural 
resources, cultural resources, and economic sustainability.  

I grew up in the Greater Chaco region, my family has ranched, farmed and endured in Greater 
Chaco for hundreds of years. The oil and gas companies are polluting, contaminating and 
destroying water, air and land resources as they continue to encroach around Indigenous 
sacred sites. The Greater Chaco region continues to be developed, 91% of public lands in 
northwest New Mexico are already leased for drilling, with over 40,000 wells. Most of the 
remaining 9% is in Greater Chaco, and now the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) wants to 
frack for oil and gas there too. (Map Production, 2016) by David Golden, Licensed under CC 
4.0 by San Juan Citizens Alliance) (Peterson, J., 2017). Oil and gas development affect the 
health, livelihood and spirituality of the surrounding Indigenous community. The Federal 
Agency, BLM, persist to lease land for natural and mineral extraction, without considering the 
destructive effects these extractive industries have on the local community’s health. 

Federal Agencies need to honor moratoriums on the drilling and selling of land proposed by 
tribal governments and organizations until the Resource Management Plan Amendment for the 
San Juan Basin can be completed to allow a better understanding of the consequences of oil 



and gas development. The Greater Chaco region is Indigenous people’s sanctuary, temple, 
and church, any action that would defile its sacred sites is a violation of the National 
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) and the 
American Indian Religious Freedom Act (AIRFA).  

Recent Battles Against Corruption, Greed and Pollution in Greater Chaco 

Recently in the battle to protect Greater Chaco, the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) 
worked behind the scenes to advance the March 2019 lease sale during the 35-day 
government shutdown. This sale includes 11,000 acres in New Mexico with 10,000 more acres 
in the Greater Chaco region. The BLM grossly catered to the needs of the oil and gas industry. 
Frack Off Greater Chaco is a collaborative effort between Indigenous community leaders, 
Native groups, nonprofits, and public lands and water protectors to stop hydraulic fracturing or 
fracking in Greater Chaco. On March 28, 2019, they delivered 33,000 protests to BLM 
opposing the 28th online auction of New Mexico land. BLM deferred only 1,500 acres from the 
March lease sale while continuing to move forward selling over 8,500 acres in Greater Chaco. 
BLM also has inappropriately and without any public notice retracted opportunities for public 
involvement. It has rolled back the protest period from 30 to 10 days and no longer accepts 
protests through email or fax but must be hand delivered or mailed.  On April 23, 2018, federal 
judge James Browning reversed his ruling in favor of the Department of Interior's BLM. Earlier 
that month, Browning agreed with the Navajo Nation and environmentalist allies that fracking 
near Chaco Canyon violated federal law. The 2015 lawsuit was filed by environmental groups 
like Diné Citizens Against Ruining Our Environment, San Juan Citizens Alliance, WildEarth 
Guardians and the Natural Resources Defense Council, to stop further oil and gas permits until 
an updated Resource Management Plan can be completed with considerations to tribal 
consultation, indirect adverse effects from oil and gas wells and potential contamination of 
natural resources. The BLM has assured that they were updating their environmental 
assessment, a joint review with the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), while using a 2003 
Resource Management Plan for current 
projects. At the same time continuing the 
process of leasing land without any 
moratorium. Browning ignored the cultural 
and natural resource protests of the damage 
drilling would bring and upheld that the 
BLM's resource management plan from 2003 
was adequate enough consideration for 
environmental impacts of fracking. Hydraulic 
fracturing, like many forms of resource 
extraction, has significant effects on the 
environmental that need further investigation, 
specifically with regards to social health and 
economic impacts, water contamination, air 
pollution and damage to ecosystems 
(Souroutzidis et al., 2014). The BLM and BIA continue with business as usual, selling leases 
on land in the Greater Chaco region for oil and gas development, including the use of fracking, 
despite  continued protests from the local community.  

Tribal members (Navajo and several Puebloans), activists and concerned people have fought 
against the extractive industries because of the detrimental effects fracking has on the 



environment, quality of resources and on community health. “We are descendants from the 
Chaco Canyon area. We are connected to these lands spiritually. The voices of our ancestors 
live in this area and any disturbance to this area is culturally and morally insensitive,” said 
Navajo Nation President Russell Begaye during the meeting with the Governors from the All 
Pueblo Council of Governors against fracking and horizontal drilling in the Chaco Canyon 
region (Manus, M. & Macias, N., 2017). On February 23, 2017, in Albuquerque, NM, governors 
of northern New Mexico’s Pueblos and the Navajo Nation, which have ancestral, historic and 
spiritual ties to Chaco, recently called for a moratorium on all drilling in the area until the 
consultations have been completed. The meeting with the All Pueblo Council of Governors 
(APCG) and the Navajo Nation President and Vice President was the first of its kind (Manus, 
M. & Macias, N., 2017). The National Congress of American Indians, the oldest and largest 
organization of American Indian governments, and a group of archeologists and other 
scientists also called for a moratorium on drilling and for stronger protection of the Greater 
Chaco region (Moe, R., 2017).  The Navajo Nation will continue to advocate and lobby for the 
protection of the Chaco Canyon and will continue to work with the Pueblo Council in engaging 
in high-level dialogue regarding the future of oil and gas development near Chaco Canyon. If 
the federal Agencies such as BLM and BIA were held responsible and honored the 
moratoriums and honored their initial promise of finishing the Resource Management Plan 
Amendment, then all governments could collaborate on the future of oil and gas in New 
Mexico.   

Healing Through Education, Resilience and Language 

It is crucially important to educate and create awareness on the impact oil and gas industries 
have on New Mexico’s natural resources, including land, water and air, and its local 
communities. Indigenous peoples are targeted and taken advantage of because of their 
resources, culture, and poverty. Language barriers is a tactic used by extractive industries to 
gain access to Indigenous land and water. The Navajo language is still incorporating newly 
invented words such as radiation, contamination and hydraulic fracturing. Long-term impacts of 
oil and gas drilling have been linked to negative effects on average income earned per person, 
crime rates, and educational attainment (Headwater Economics, 2014). Educating Indigenous 
people through the Navajo language on the negative health and safety impacts from oil and 
gas development will make communities strong and resilient. 

Tribal officials and environmental groups have fought to exclude the remaining areas from 
being leased for oil and gas development, they have succeeded in delaying or deferring acres 
for lease multiple times over concerns of environmental and public health. However as in 2017, 
a petition signed by 650 residents and industry representatives, asked the Bureau of Land 
Management (BLM) to allow the sale to proceed for the jobs and revenue it would generate 
(Peterson, J., 2017). This continues to be the pattern for majority of the lawsuits and protests 
community members have fought against oil and gas industries, their voices and opinions 
ignored. Indigenous Americans can be anything we want to be except Indigenous Americans. 
This is evident in the Indian policy and laws of the U.S government and condoned by its 
subsidiaries, the Tribal governments, which are designed for the Indigenous American to fail, to 
be expendable and to be eliminated. For hundreds of years, since the first treaties with 
Indigenous American Tribes, the U.S government and later the Federal Government Agency, 
the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) has lied, cheated and stolen from Tribes and Tribal people. 
The U.S. Federal Government must be held accountable for irresponsibly extracting from tribal 
land and leaving behind its own legacy of mismanagement, corruption and suffering. The 



Southwestern tribes have sacrificed their health, their families, and their values to work and 
extract the resources such as uranium, oil and gas for other people to make a profit from while 
it is the Ingenious communities that suffer and continue to suffer. Our battlefields to protect our 
land and our sacred sites has changed from physical warfare with bow and arrows as our 
weapons to intellectual court rooms with our voices and our language as our weapons. 
Resilience is in our blood, for hundreds of years we have fought to protect our lands and our 
way of life. We will continue to fight to have our voices heard, our rights secured, and our 
culture preserved.  
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Kirena Clah is Honeycomb-Cliff Dwelling Clan, born for 
Red-Running-Into-Water Clan. She was born and raised 
on the Navajo Reservation near the Four Corners Area. 
She is in her first year of her Masters in Water 
Resources at UNM. As a member of the Navajo Nation, 
conservation and sustainable management of cultural 
and natural resources was and still is a vital part to the 
Navajo way of life. Growing up rooted in the Navajo 
culture allowed her to see the Earth as an entity that 
gives life, not as a possession that can be claimed. 
Kirena has witnessed the social, economic and health 
issues that plague Indigenous people. Her interest in 
science was in part to learn and improve the human 
relationship to the environment, specifically to water 
management. She is extremely passionate about 
helping the Navajo people and their current water 
issues, such as assessing water quality, conserving 
water resources and educating on the negative impacts 
of fracking, power plants and oil rigs that blight the 
Navajo Reservation. She wants to continue to learn 
about other indigenous people, so they can unite and 
share knowledge and strive for a sustainable future.
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History of the Cochiti Dam 

Originally surveyed in the 1930s, the Cochiti river 
basin was selected to perform additional surveys 
in the 1950s. In 1959, the pueblo was given a 
plan from the US Army Corps of Engineers 
(COE) to take over 2,600 acres of tribal land. In 
1965 a letter from the COE was sent to the 
Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA)  threatening 
condemnation proceedings if Cochiti Pueblo did 
not grant the land over for a flat fee of $153,350 
(Cultural Survival). The Pueblo came to a long 
and difficult agreement in 1965 of an easement 
for 4,070 acres in exchange for $145,200 – i.e. 

about $12.50 per acre. An additional 7,304-acre free flowage easement were obtained from 
the nearby US Forest Services – this land was later returned to Cochiti in 1984 by an Act from 
Congress for which the COE paid no fee.  

A federal law in 1978 encouraged hydroelectric development at federally operated dams, 
hence the continued examination of the Cochiti Dam. Completed in 1975, Cochiti Dam is one 
of the longest earth-filled dams in the world stretching across five miles of the pueblo’s 
reservation through the Rio Grande. Construction of the dam was authorized for flood control 
and sediment control in the 1960 Flood Control Act (PL-86-645). The Albuquerque Middle Rio 
Grande Conservancy District wanted a flood control facility to promote the efforts to provide 
drainage in the valley. An additional act in 1964 (PL 88-293) added recreation to the purpose of 
the dam and a minimum lake area of 1,200 surface acres was added.  Along with the 
construction of the recreation area, developers envisioned a privately owned, 400,000-person 
town inside the reservation to draw non-native visitors and second-home buyers. The tribe 
resisted each of these proposals but had to come to terms with the government and 
developers.  

During early discussions about construction of the dam, pueblo council members felt as if they 
had no choice, although they fought for their 
rights to their land and water, they did not have a 
strong voting voice. The Cochiti Dam is not an 
agricultural dam, but attempts from developers 
and water management groups continued to 
create complexity in the purpose of the dam. It 
was evident to pueblo members that articles 
tried to cover up facts about the dam and its 
possible negative effects. The Pueblo of 
Cochiti’s concerns did not receive priority and 
the storage of water behind the dam would soon 
add to the problem of flooded farmland below 
the dam.  

Growing from the Construction of the Cochiti Dam 
Kianna Holian 



Intentions vs. Impacts 

Plans presented to the Pueblo ultimately obtained approval, although older tribal council 
members made the decisions, they did not fully understand the immensity of their decision. 
The COE presented arguments that were similar to most national water resource development 
projects, enhancement of agriculture, recreation and wildlife; economic development; and 
protection of life and property from seasonal floods. As one of the 10 largest earthen dams in 
the U.S., the Cochiti Dam is a classic drama of tribal rights versus national interests. Looming 
below the Cochiti Dam lies a pueblo that continues to protect its cultural practices and way of 
life despite problems caused by construction from 1965 to present. The impacts of the dam 
were not fully disclosed to the pueblo members, and what followed was far more negative on 
the people and the connection they have to their land than was expected.  

Land 

The Rio Grande River flows are usually low 
up unt i l the spr ingt ime. Around the 
dam ,debris fills the shore of the lake. Muddy 
sediment concentrates the lake river above 
the dam up north, burn scars cover the 
grounds where topsoil cannot be held down. 
Summer monsoons bring mud down and clog 
canyons that drain into the Rio Grande, the 
reservoir. The dam traps sediment and 
causes the section below to have clearer 
water than the Rio Grande should. The 
nutrients from the sediment are then not 
passed down the river and surrounding land 

is waterlogged instead of being at equilibrium with nourished ground. According to 
environmental reporter, Laura Paskus, other impacts include change in the floodplain, the 
channel, the ecosystem, wildlife, and hydrogeology of the river. Physical changes to the land 
have occurred because of this construction. Some benefits include reduced flooding in larger 
cities including Bernalillo and Albuquerque. As well as greater building of new developments 
along the flood plain. The alteration of the land changed the way of life of the pueblo people. 
An environmental impact statement was not prepared for the Cochiti dam and lake until 1974, 
just a year before the dam was completed. In the statement it did not mention the known fact 
that seepage would occur as a result. This was the beginning of a long-term deconstruction of 
plant, wildlife habitats and farming due to construction and significant public area usage.   

Agriculture 

What may have been ‘positive’ intentions of the COE, it did not encompass the harmful effects 
the construction would have on farmland and agricultural cycles of the Pueblo. Farming is still 
central to the continuance of songs and dances that hold the Pueblo of Cochiti community 
together. Seepage occurred soon after the construction finished and put the remaining 
agricultural lands under water. The Pueblo lost much of their agricultural way of life that had 
existed from the beginning of their settlement. Many Native Americans root their lives in the 
land and water from their homelands. Many would agree with this statement from a Cochiti 
Native, “To see the devastation to all of the agricultural land upon which we had walked and 
had learned the lessons of life from our grandfathers destroyed before our eyes was like the 



world was coming to an end. And all we could do was watch.” (Natural Resources Journal). 
Not only was the land our spiritual connection, but it was the economic stability in the 
community. The New Mexico Department of Natural Resources have studies that show the 
communities that benefit from such water resource development projects are not the rural 
communities in which they are built in, but rather those who already have a strong retail sector. 
Without farming there is little to no way to teach our youth the valuable lessons that will guide 
them through life. The dam acts as a physical and spiritual barrier blocking the Pueblo 
community from valuable water resources as well as their sacred sites. The Pueblo was not 
prepared for this cultural shift, but they also were not equipped for the influx of visitors and 
residents that were to come as a result. 

Outcomes of the Cochiti Dam 

Town of Cochiti Lake 

New federal policy was in promotion of economic 
development on Indian land by private investors. 
This concept of private investments on reservations 
had not been done on Indian Country before. With 
out input requested from the Pueblo people, they 
became vulnerable to economic exploitation. This 
move was forcing additional construction of housing 
that would be managed by non-Indian government 
within the jurisdiction of our reservation. The new 
economic development policies caused great grief 
and was overwhelming for the Pueblo. In a legal 
battle once more, the development did not have a 
clearly articulated vision and it tore apart the community. Families were on two different sides 
in respect to their support of the builds. The development of the Town of Cochiti was a part of 
bigger plan which included an attraction of the dam, the town and a space for recreation.  

Recreation at the Lake  

The Pueblo is at the center of a triangle area of recreational interests including Albuquerque, 
Santa Fe, and Los Alamos, New Mexico. It was assumed by the BIA and COE that the 
recreation site would be good for a natural water resource development and it would lend to 
benefits for the Pueblo of Cochiti. In 1965 a memorandum of agreement gave the right to the 
COE to use the 4,070-acre area as it needed. There was 304-acre public use area within the 
agreement that was given back to the Pueblo to manage, provided it followed all the COE 
guidelines. Another amendment in 1975 assigned developers of the urban area to manage the 
grounds except that the Pueblo would still be responsible to the COE. The assumption that the 
mere attraction of visitors and residents to the lake would build the pueblo economy but it did 
not call for compensation. The efforts to obtain economic benefits decreased as cultural threats 
grew as seepage increased. The Pueblo turned the management of the recreational areas 
back to the COE in 1985. The tribal council began to turn its attention almost completely to the 
restoration of farmland and safety of its people. 



Conclusion 

Cochiti is just one of the tribes in the Middle Rio Grande that has been affected by federal 
river-tinkering. Yes, I do not doubt that this is an engineering marvel in that it helps control 
floodwaters and sediment that might break down the Rio Grande River. It can also be a site to 
store water and double as a recreation space. But it doesn’t dismiss the greater cultural, social 
and economic adverse effects it has had on the community that still worships and grows their 
lives there in the valley. I believe that the U.S. Federal government and COE had good 
intention going into the development project, but I know that they did not have the 
understanding to realize that they would be tearing down tribal communities that they were 
supposed to protect and have good relations with. The sacred land can not be taken through 
an agreement and handed back with more problems than before and be viewed as beneficial. 
The complete opposite occurred, and the harmful effects are still being dealt with to this day in 
the pueblo that has land with proper nourishment, wildlife that are not habitants anymore, and 
an invasion of outsiders among sacred tribal lands. The pueblo is welcoming, but a sense of 
respect is needed prior to the engagement with sacred spaces. Our history is rooted in the soil, 
our lives run through the reservation like the Rio Grande and we are a community that will hold 
strong in face of any disruption. The Cochiti dam represents national interests of policy and 
development along with a local community that has culture engrained in the land and water.  
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Reimagining Sustainability:  
Improving Quality of Life while Sacrificing Nothing 

Corina Gomez 

Recent decades have witnessed a global urbanization that has altered human interactions with 
their environments and, in turn, shown us the ways in which our urban environments have had 
an effect on us. This increase in urbanization has a correlation with mental and physical health 
issues. However, there is still hope. Review of available literature has indicated that the 
creation of urban green spaces could be an avenue towards improving public health. What are 
urban green spaces? Urban green spaces can be defined as public green spaces such as 
parks and plazas, specialty areas such as botanical and zoological gardens, recreational 
spaces such as fields for sport, buffering green spaces that protect waterways, other water 
features such as ponds and lakes, and recreational forests like the Albuquerque bosque . I am 1

going to describe the benefits of creating urban green spaces by drawing information from 
sociologists and politicians, use data mined from the publicly accessible i-Tree website to 
describe where the City of Albuquerque falls in terms of mental and physical health, and 
outline the concepts that we need to keep in mind as we work to design the city of 
Albuquerque.  

Albuquerque’s Urban Green Space Report 

The City of Albuquerque lies on a green belt in north central New Mexico. This green belt is 
sustained by the flows of the Rio Grande, and the reforestation efforts of the many 
organizations, agencies, and communities that exist within the city. Given the positive effects of 
urban green spaces and, specifically, the tree canopy, I wanted to answer the following 
questions:  

1. What percentage of Albuquerque is shaded by trees?  

2. How accessible are urban green spaces to residents? 

3. How much plantable land exists within city limits? 

I found that the best tool to answer these questions is a software suite developed by the United 
States Department of Agriculture Forest Service (hereafter referred to as USDA-FS) called i-
Tree (www.itreetools.org). i-Tree offers a variety of tools that people can use to generate 
assessments of land plots (the boundaries of which they can create) within the United States. 
Using this software, the user can ascertain the current state of the land, compare potential 
planting sites, and determine benefits that tree plantings could provide.   

I decided that the best tool to use from the i-Tree suite would be the canopy tool. i-Tree 
Canopy allows you to outline a parcel of land and then randomly selects points within that 
parcel which you then identify to formulate a report on the land cover.      

I outlined the City of Albuquerque, leaving out empty spaces on the fringes of the city’s limits 
that do not contain residential buildings (see Figure 1 for the limits I set for this project and 

 Claudiu Cicea and Corina Pirlogea, “Green Spaces and Public Health in Urban Areas,” Theoretical 1

and Empirical Researches in Urban Management 6, no. 1 (2011): 83-92.


http://www.itreetools.org


Figure 2 for the city limits according to GoogleMaps). I left out non-residential areas because 
this research is focusing on the human-environment interaction and how people are affected 
by the green spaces around them.  

Figure 1            Figure 2 

In addition to the two cover classes of Tree (T) and Non-Tree (NT) that are already entered into 
the system, I inserted the following: Grass (G), Shrub (S), Impermeable Surface (IS), Building 
(B), and Water Feature (W). I then proceeded to identify 1,000 points within my defined 
boundary. Based on the defined project area, I found that tree cover in Albuquerque is 
approximately 15%. The largest cover type in the city of Albuquerque is Impermeable Surfaces 
(IS) at 32%, defined as “surface that does not readily allow fluids to penetrate” (such as 
streets, highways, and sidewalks) and the second largest is Non-Tree (NT) at 23.2%, this is 
defined as “all other surfaces” but was primarily dirt/soil. This is important to remember as we 
formulate a plan to move forward. 

Keeping this information in mind, 
let’s turn our focus now towards a 
s m a l l e r a n d t h u s , m o r e 
manageable area within the city. I 
used the i-Tree tool called 
Landscape, that allows the user 
to select blocks to analyze 
variables such as land cover, US 
Census data, forest risks, health 
risks to the population, and future 
climate predictions all in an effort 
to help people develop successful 
landscape plans. 

I chose six census blocks that are within two miles of the Rio Grande bosque and contain the 
Wells Park and Sawmill Area to the east of the river and the West Mesa neighborhood to the 
west (see Figure 3). I chose these locations because they are primarily residential 



neighborhoods with walkable proximity to the river and they have a marked difference in 
canopy cover. Figure 4 below shows the highlighted Census blocks and the canopy cover in 
dark green and Figure 5 shows us the plantable areas within the chosen Census blocks. 

Figure 4 

Figure 5 

Looking at Figure 4, we see that despite being a mere two miles walking distance from an 
entrance to the bosque, census block W-3 contains 0% tree canopy. However, when we look at 
Figure 5 we realize that block W-3 coincidentally contains the most plantable area of the six 
blocks chosen. In order to determine the best planting location, we need to figure out which 
areas would benefit the most from a planting. After generating a report on these six blocks, I 
found that blocks E-2 and E-3 also had next to no canopy with E-2 having .45% and E-3 



having .64%. Blocks E-1 and W-1 contain the bosque and had 9.88% and 7.16% tree canopy, 
respectively.   

Stakeholders & Stewards 

It is clear from the above report that there exists the potential to foster stronger community 
networks within our city by creating urban green spaces, but how do we get everybody on 
board? We must change our approach to environmental restoration and reforestation so that 
the emphasis is on the effects rather than the effort. When communities get involved in the 
creation of these urban green spaces via environmental restoration, the venture creates a 
cyclical process in which individuals are healing the earth while at the same time healing 
themselves. Akin to the idea of “hedonistic sustainability”, a concept that puts the focus on the 
individual’s pleasurable interactions with the natural environment in contrast to the popular 
idea that sustainable practices require sacrifice , resident participation in environmental 2

restoration efforts such as community planting days and community gardens has been shown 
to greatly increase sense of well-being.           

Community involvement need not be limited to the execution of environmental restoration 
projects but must also be included in the design of the projects themselves. This serves not 
only for a feeling of well-being but works to build community resilience. Residents become 
stakeholders with a shared interest in seeing a project come to completion once they become 
involved in the design. This is critical not only to the resident’s interest in aesthetics but 
becomes integral to their very survival. The term “green gentrification” refers to the 
phenomenon that occurs when urban greening projects transform areas from downtrodden 
neighborhoods into attractive plots that real estate developers consider marketable. This could 
then set off a process by which housing opportunities for lower-income individuals disappear 
and the culture, which at many times held an allure of its own, of a neighborhood block is 
slowly replaced thereby displacing its original inhabitants. 

The importance of creating urban green spaces to foster a sense of community is exemplified 
in the work of the landscape architect, Alina Camacho. Camacho’s thesis, Connecting 
communities through Landscape Architecture – Heredia, Costa Rica, conceptualized the 
integration of neighborhoods by connecting communities to one another. This works by first 
identifying “nodes/concentrations”, which are areas in which residents conglomerate and co-
exist. The next step is creating a pedestrian network to link these nodes together. I used her 
concept when selecting Census blocks to analyze because I wanted to formulate a plan for the 
creation of a network that would allow residents to have an enjoyable walk to the our greatest 
urban green space, the Rio Grande bosque. 

Placing Public Health in our own Hands 

Tactics that will excite and persuade individuals to become active participants in reforestation 
efforts include the human elements of art and culture. The recently executed Bosque Planting 
Day is an example of how the inclusion of art can draw individuals to a reforestation event. 
Two elements were included in that day’s events: haiku writing and the creation of wall-
hangings. Albuquerque’s Poet Laureate, Michelle Otero, participated in the event by 
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conducting a walk through the area that was being planted by community volunteers and 
holding space afterwards in which participants could create haikus on biodegradable paper to 
be planted with the cottonwoods and willows.  

A survey conducted after this event indicated that participants enjoyed the artistic aspects of 
this event and would like to see more in the future. This leads me to my next point, political 
participation. The agencies and organizations that host these sorts of environmental 
restoration efforts tend to rely on governmental funds to continue their work. It is imperative 
that residents are politically well-informed and participate in local and federal elections to 
ensure that we can continue to have these sorts of events. This relationship works both ways 
and it is critical that efforts be made by agencies and organizations to include community input 
not just that day of the restoration event but in conceptualizing and planning the event itself. If 
community members can effectively demand inclusion in the shaping of our urban green 
spaces, we can then ensure that as the City of Albuquerque grows, our development is 
sustainable, controlled, and inclusive.  
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Continued Battle Against the Santolina Master Plan:  
Fighting against Misrepresentation  

Elizabeth Medina-Romero 

This year I went through a journey to reconnect to my raices. Through this journey I 
rediscovered the love and appreciation of land and water. Through the teachings of my 
community I learned that land and water is and always will be sacred. I also found there are 
real threats to land and water within my community. Currently one of the most fueled threats is  
the Santolina Development.  Upon learning of this threat to acequias and the community’s 
overall well being, I knew there was a disconnect between the people and the elected officials 
that have allowed Santolina to become this problem.  

Santolina is said to be a 13,700-acre 
development projected for the West 
Side of Albuquerque that will house a 
population of around 95,000 making 
the Santolina development larger than 
our state capital, Santa Fe (Necochea, 
2014).  Although many of us know that 
New Mexico is in a severe long-term 
drought , th is has not s topped 
developers of Santolina to boldly say 
that we have enough water to support 
the estimated 19.66 million gallons of 
water per day that Santolina would 

require. To me, building Santolina is an 
abuse of our water and an abuse of the commissioners' power since voting Santolina through 
is not in the interest of preserving and protecting our land and water. This is why I chose past 
votes on the Santolina development to create a local report card that could be used to grade 
each of the Bernalillo County Commissioners specific to this issue. 

It is because of the love 
I have for our land and 
water and the respect 
that have for the larger 
community that I have 
created this report card. 
Our acequias cannot 
sustain the amount of 
water Santolina would 
demand, especial ly 
w h e n t h e s p r a w l 
development would 
require the water of the 
Rio Grande river basin needed by the community, farmers and local use (“Why does Barclays 
want to build a city in the middle of the New Mexico desert?” (2015). Identity and life are 
connected to the water that Santolina would take away from the community. By voting in favor 
of the development, commissioners are in essence giving away the community’s water. 



Therefore, we need accurate representation and elected officials who will acknowledge the 
facts of the insatiability of developments such as these. 

My project focused on creating a report card 
to help bridge the community and its elected 
officials. There is often a disconnect between 
the two, and because of the disconnect, 
there results mis-representation, low voting 
rates, and lack of accountability. Many 
elected officials have benefited at the cost of 
the community by keeping the two worlds 
separate. The power is within the community 
to vote to elect officials who care about the 
issues that affect us the most, like land and 
water resources. I truly believe we the 
people are meant to be stronger than those 
in power, and elected officials should vote in 
the interest of their community. 

Since the disconnection has given rise to hurtful policies, local report cards demonstrating 
clear voting patterns allow for the community to see who really has the community’s best 
interest in mind. Learning from Adriann Barboa, New Mexico Field Director of Forward 
Together, who helped develop the Legislative report card, helped me to understand the 
importance of keeping the transparency in the community and that although the game is 
sometimes “rigged, we (the community), can play it too” and possibly even win at their own 
game. Transparency is still needed to keep our elected officials accountable. Therefore, this 
local report card will offer concise information needed to make a bridge between the 
community and the Commissioners.  

Also as I was talking with Juan Reynosa, Environmental Justice Organizer with the Southwest 
Organizing Project (SWOP), he brought to light the idea that although the community has 
allies, elected officials have the responsibility of actively including the community in all 
decisions they are charged to make. This conversation gave me the idea to investigate and 
grade the commissioners on their extent of community involvement specific to the Santolina 
development. That is, what did commissioners actively do to engage and include community 
member’s thoughts and concerns in their decisions regarding Santolina? That is, did they hold 
Town Halls, community meetings, convenings, etc. to gather community voice?   

The local report card I created graded the five Bernalillo County Commissioners who were 
primarily responsible for votes on Santolina - Debbie O'Malley, Steven Michael Quezada, 
Maggie Hart Stebbins, Lonnie Talbert, and Wayne Johnson . I am excluding Charlene Pyskoty 3

because she was not in office when the Santolina Master Plan (or other versions) was being 
voted on. Community involvement is an area where no commissioners received a full point 
because in my opinion although some commissioners voted against Santolina, they did not 
involve the community enough on this vital issue.  

 It should be noted that Wayne Johnson is no longer on the Bernalillo County Commission; he has 3

been replaced by Charlene Pyskoty; Pyskoty was not on the Board during any of the Santolina votes.



I have assigned each commissioner a final letter grade that represents how well they 
represented the community’s concerns over Santolina.  F- being the worst grade given, calling 
to action the need to elect a new commissioner, and A+ being the best and calling for re-
election of said commissioner. Although there is an overall grade there are smaller categories 
that are given, a green or yellow check mark, and a red x. The green check marks means that 
the individual voted against Santolina thus in favor of the community. The red x means that the 
individual voted in favor of Santolina and thus against the community and their constituents.  
Each check mark is worth one point, yellow check marks are worth half a point, and a red x are 
worth zero. The full report card is listed below.  

The voting history was researched primarily through the Bernalillo Commissioners web page. 
The ideas and conclusion of my report card are my own opinion based on the research of 
Santolina and do not represent the ideas of the individuals I interviewed for this project. 
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Valle de Atrisco Acequia Education Office: 
Preserving the History and Cultural Traditions of Acequias 

Erick Hernandez 

“We need to learn how to celebrate our roots and culture and still cross our individual 
cultural boundaries in hopes of building successful collaborations” – Arturo Sandoval 

Introduction  

The South Valley, or Valle Del Atrisco, as it’s called among those that emphasize the founding 
of the Valley to be much older and as a sacred space, has an important aspect that makes it 
unique to Albuquerque, and that is the acequias.  

Acequias (or ditches in English) are “age-
old, gravity-fed irrigation ditches … that 
make possible the cultivation of locally 
grown food” (Garcia 2015).  But, an 
acequia in the Valle de Atrisco transcends 
that definition into a way of life that is based 
on communal respect with the water that 
the acequias provide and the farmers that 
tend to the land. However, that way of life  
is being lost as urbanization continues. Yet, 
for the past few years, that way of life has 
seen a rebound and resurgence with the 
creation of the South Valley Regional 
Association of Acequias (SVRAA) and the 
Center for Social Sustainable Systems (CESOSS), and thanks to the knowledge of our elders 
such as Santiago Maestas and countless of other Valle de Atrisco acequia people. But alas, as 
we regain our acequia history and its traditions, we must also make the effort to protect and 
preserve acequia knowledge, so as to not lose it.  

That is why it’s so important for our children and the larger community to learn about culture 
and acequia traditions so that they can feel that connection to land and water that acequias 
brings. An article written by an educator of the University of Illinois stated that traditions give 
security to young people and help establish a sense of family history (Griswold). But we don’t 
need an article to tell us that, Indo-Hispanos have cultivated that sense of history through the 
care of acequias over generations.  

My project seeks to honor and preserve that history by sharing a vision to create the Valle de 
Atrisco Acequia Education Office.  

Valle de Atrisco Acequia Education Office (AEO)  

The creation of the Valle de Atrisco Acequia Education Office will serve as an information hub 
for the preservation, protection, and honoring of the acequias in the Middle Rio Grande region. 
It will have three important features: services, research, and preservation. This office will be a 



collaboration between CESOSS and the South Valley Regional Association of Acequias 
(SVRAA).  

Mission Statement: We strive to provide an overview of acequia history through the lens of 
culturally relevant teaching. By promoting an enhanced awareness of water, land, and 
environment through community education, we hope to inspire responsible stewardship for the 
precious Rio Grande  and help preserve all of its natural assets for future generations. 

Services 

Provide educational workshops, and/or presentations about acequias and their history to 
schools, community organizations, and to the general public – e.g. educational lessons and 
fields trips to acequias.  

Develop curriculum and frameworks that honor and reflect the importance of acequias and 
their ties to the Rio Grande river.   

Provide for an internship program that will provide opportunities for students to explore acequia 
history and develop their own professional skills.  

Research 

Serve as a research center that will be dedicated to the ongoing research of acequias in the 
Middle Rio Grande region.  

Open access to research available to students, schools, and community members.  

Preservation  

Create an online and accessible archival system that will preserve acequia history, culture, and 
traditions in the Middle Rio Grande.  

Serve as a center that houses archival materials related to the acequia history, culture, and 
traditions. These materials will be available to the larger community to view.  

Vision  

Our vision is for the Valle de Atrisco Acequia Education Office to serve as a community 
resource that promotes the need to protect and preserve acequia systems in the Middle Rio 
Grande region.  

It’s important that we become good stewards of the land and protect its limited natural 
resources, especially in the midst of major environmental changes. We cannot begin to do that 
until we become knowledgeable about the importance of acequias as a way of life and as a 
vital resource.  

Conclusion  

As the Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District states on its website, the Rio Grande has 
become “a powerful symbol of tradition and history for many local communities.” We seek to 
harness that symbolism and traditions into an information hub that will serve the community 



and preserve acequias for future generations. It is my hope that this way of life that exists in 
the Valle de Atrisco will not be lost in the ever-increasing machine-centered world.  
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Ciclos de la Tierra: Cultivando Querencia through 
Mutualismo and Justice Framework Posters are available for 

sale through the CESOSS online store!  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