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Cattlemen Collaborate for San Antonio Creek
Partnerships are vital to the success of the Rio Grande Water 
Fund. In 2020, we entered into a unique collaboration 
involving multiple organizations working toward improving 
the health of San Antonio Creek in the Jemez Mountains. 
The project partners include: Trout Unlimited, National  
Forest Foundation, the Pueblo of Jemez, New Mexico Trout, 
the Santa Fe National Forest, Rio Grande Return and the 
San Diego Cattlemen’s Association.

This project restores the eroded  
stream channel using natural  
channel designs that reconnect  
the stream with the historic  
floodplain. Using a process that 
mimics nature, the project will 
create more wetlands and store 
more water in our headwaters.  
The project also aims to protect 
wetland species like the endangered New Mexico jumping 
mouse by removing cattle from sensitive riparian, or  
streamside, areas. 

Working with the San Diego Cattlemen’s Association, Trout 
Unlimited will install water sources for large ungulates further  
away from the stream and wetland area. The Cattlemen’s  
Association supports the project saying: “Particularly in years 
of drought, which are predicted to increase over time, cattle 
are drawn to riparian areas in search of water, taxing the  
ability of our manpower and infrastructure to protect these 
fragile habitats. Opening up a source of water for cattle and 
wildlife in the uplands will greatly help us in our efforts to 
protect the riparian areas of San Antonio Creek.”
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Spotlight on CPLA Executive Director

Caleb Stotts started his career  
working for federal agencies, fighting 
fires throughout the West. He later 
spent more than a decade as a ranch 
manager and logging contractor.  
His ranch stewardship work was 
distinguished with multiple  
conservation awards and he served  

as chairman of the Tallgrass Legacy Alliance, a widely  
respected ranchland conservation organization. 

Prior to working at Chama Peak Land Alliance (CPLA), he 
was a program coordinator at the Ecological Restoration 
Institute at Northern Arizona University where he worked  
to communicate forest restoration science and provide 
technical assistance to land managers in the Southwest. As 
the new Executive Director of CPLA, Caleb is excited to be 
working with conservation-minded land managers in the  
San Juan and Chama headwaters. 

“Landowners have been doing great conservation work in 
this region, but we still have much more work to do,” he 
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The partners are working together to create multiple funding 
strategies that leverage one another to accomplish project 
goals at the watershed scale. For example, the National Forest 
Foundation is working with corporate funders looking to offset  
their water usage in ways that benefit nature and people. 
The Rio Grande Water Fund is providing funds to install 
drinking water for the cattle. Other groups, including the 
Cattleman’s Association, are providing in-kind contributions 
to support the work and improve the stream.

This diverse array of partners is seeking novel solutions to the 
age-old problem of stream damage from thirsty cattle. We 
will learn from this effort and hope to develop more projects 
like this, paving the way to future, impactful collaborations 
via win-win problem-solving.

said. “With warming/drying climatic trends and dense forest 
landscapes, the threat of a large high-severity fire is always 
looming. We know the consequences of inaction, and it  
motivates us to get things done on the ground.”  

Working with the Rio Grande Water Fund, CPLA has been 
implementing ecological resiliency treatments that contribute 
to forest health and watershed protection. 

“Implementing these treatments have become a core part 
of our mission and many landowners are eager to get more 
treatments done on the ground,” Caleb said. “At the same 
time, we need to assess the outcomes of our treatments as 
much as possible.”

“The monitoring and adaptive management process is key  
to assessing the work that we are doing and looking for  
opportunities to improve,” he said. “We are currently  
developing a drone-based monitoring program with TNC 
and it is already proving to be a useful tool. Not only does this  
technology allow for quantitative assessments of changes to 
forest structure, but we can produce amazing 3D visualizations  
of forest conditions before and after treatments.” 

Drones: Our “Eyes in the Sky”   
Partners in the RGWF are working together to improve 
monitoring techniques to track progress and identify where 
adjustments can be made to increase the impact of Water  
Fund projects. The RGWF monitoring program has a  
multipronged approach: in 2018 and 2019, the New Mexico 
Forest and Watershed Restoration Institute and the Rocky 
Mountain Youth Corps led roving monitoring crews to sample  
projects on multiple sites.  These data are now being used  
to help ground-truth TNC’s testing of remote sensing  
technologies for monitoring. Planes using LiDAR (pulsed 
laser energy bounced off the earth’s surface to generate 
three-dimensional models of vegetation and other features) 
provide information that is being coupled with high  
resolution images from uncrewed aerial vehicles, or drones. 
The hope is that combining traditional monitoring approaches,  
with data from satellites and drones will lead to methods to 
collect good data more quickly and at lower cost. Funding 
from the U.S. Endowment for Forestry and Communities  
Healthy Watersheds Consortium allowed TNC to test 
drone monitoring in forest treatments in the San Juan River 
headwaters in summer 2020.  These thinning projects were 

implemented by the Chama Peak 
Land Alliance using RGWF  
partner funds from the Middle 
Rio Grande Conservancy District 
and the Albuquerque Bernalillo 
County Water Utility Authority. 

Further west, the RGWF is funding work by the Jemez 
Mountains Firewise Group, and the University of Arizona  
to use LiDAR images to create a “before” image of a forest 
restoration treatment and then drone camera imagery to create  
the “after” image. Together, the images can be used to assess 
fire risk reduction to individual homeowners or neighborhoods  
to help community members see the difference. Armed with 
this information, residents can take strategic action to create 
a more fire-adapted community. 

Initial results are showing promise, not just by communicating  
change through pictures but by providing real data to compare  
treatment results.  These new technologies can help us stay 
on course as we work together to increase the pace and scale 
of forest restoration treatments across the RGWF.
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 It All Started with Ecosystem Services
She thought she wanted to be a 
landscape architect; it turns out, 
that wasn’t the case. During  
Laura McCarthy’s undergraduate  
days, she envisioned a career 
designing attractive and  
functional public parks and  
gardens. Fast forward a few 
decades, she became the visionary 
behind the Rio Grande Water 
Fund, was named the state’s  

Environmental Leader of the Year in 2015 and is now  
the first female state forester in New Mexico’s history.

How did she land here? It all started with an internship  
application to work with a landscape architect on a  
National Forest in Idaho, a position sponsored by the  
Student Conservation Association. Though she successfully 
landed the post, the job was cancelled. Instead, Laura was 
asked to serve on a forest crew on one of the most remote 
ranger districts in the lower 48 states. After that, she was 
hooked! For three years, she was part of that crew in Idaho, 
which inspired her to pursue postgraduate work in forestry.

Following her graduation from the Yale School of Forestry, 
Laura held positions with the USDA Forest Service, a state 
forest agency and the Forest Guild. In 2005, she accepted a 
job with The Nature Conservancy first serving as the senior 
policy advisor for fire and forest restoration, at which time 
she developed the Santa Fe Water Source Protection Fund, 
the proof-of-concept model for the Rio Grande Water  
Fund. Her interest in developing the Santa Fe water security 
initiative stemmed from the position description she was first 
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•	 LOR Foundation
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BEN ABRUZZO
Vice President, Ski Santa  
Fe/Sandia Peak Ski Area   
Ski Santa Fe and Sandia  
Peak Ski Area are proud to 
have joined with the Rio 
Grande Water Fund to help 
maintain and preserve  
the precious resources of  
New Mexico.  Our streams, 
rivers, and watersheds  
are the cornerstone to  
a bright future and must  
be nourished and protected.  
This partnership with the Rio 
Grande Water Fund will help 
communicate the importance 
of our mountains and their 
long-term health to visitors 
and locals alike and provides  
a blueprint for action into  
the future.

PROUD PARTNER
given, with a vague job objective to develop ecosystem  
services projects for wildfire. She was also inspired by what 
she had learned from TNC’s New Mexico State Director,  
Terry Sullivan, after he visited TNC’s first water fund in  
Quito, Ecuador and started the Santa Fe project as a  
small-scale test of a big idea.

Of course, launching a project the size and scope of the Rio 
Grande Water Fund wasn’t easy and the greatest challenge, 
according to Laura, was raising enough money to begin the 
work. Enter the LOR Foundation, which provided more 
than $2 million over two years as a start-up investment. That 
influx of funding helped make the Rio Grande Water Fund 

possible and was key to its future success. With the Water 
Fund up and running for six years now, Laura has a different 
perspective on its importance as it relates to New Mexico 
State Forestry. She is grateful that the Rio Grande Water 
Fund is in place because of its “nimble” ability to respond to 
opportunities for partnership and community engagement 
and to work effectively with state and federal agencies. 

Laura has high hopes for the future of the Rio Grande Water 
Fund, which is so ably led by the Executive Committee, such 
as growing its signatories partnership to 100, sustaining 
funding and leveraging other dollars to increase on-the-ground  
work and keeping those restored acres above 30,000 a year! 
Leaving us on that positive note, Laura added that while we 
are all working so hard to continue making strides with the 
Rio Grande Water Fund, we need to remember to spend 
time outdoors and reconnect with the places that inspire  
our work in conservation. Thank you, Laura!
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