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U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Activities in the Rio Grande Basin 
 

During calendar year 2019, staff of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) from Ecological 
Services, Fish and Aquatic Conservation, and our National Wildlife Refuge System conducted 
activities associated with fish and wildlife conservation and management including:  
1. Activities directly involving the endangered Rio Grande Silvery Minnow (Hybognathus 

amarus; silvery minnow), endangered Southwestern Willow Flycatcher (Empidonax 
traillii extimus; flycatcher), the endangered New Mexico Meadow Jumping Mouse 
(Zapus hudsonius luteus; jumping mouse); the threatened western distinct population 
segment of Yellow-billed Cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus; cuckoo); and, other federally-
listed or candidate species in the Middle Rio Grande (MRG) and Lower Rio Grande 
(LRG); 

2. Conducting formal consultations under the Endangered Species Act (ESA);  
3. Cooperative efforts by the Service’s Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program;  
4. Activities by staff of the Service’s National Wildlife Refuges (NWR) along the MRG.   

 
Endangered Species Act Consultations 

 
In 2019, the Service conducted nine informal consultations, four formal consultations, and 
provided over 1,200 species lists letters for projects within the MRG.  The Service continues to 
implement the automated Information, Planning, and Conservation System (IPAC) at 
https://ecos.fws.gov/ipac/.  The IPAC allows federal, state, tribal agencies, and the public, to 
view federally listed species by a project area in a county, or conduct informal ESA consultation, 
as appropriate.   
 

Implementation of the 2016 BiOp for MRG Water Ops and Maintenance  
 
On December 2, 2016, the Service finalized a Biological and Conference Opinion (2016 BiOp) 
for the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation), U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), State of 
New Mexico Interstate Stream Commission (NMISC; along with the Office of the State 
Engineer), and Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District (MRGCD) on their proposed water 
management and maintenance activities along the MRG in central New Mexico.  During 2019, 
the Service has been working with Reclamation and their partners implementing activities 
described in the 2016 BiOp.  Specifically, the Service attended water operations calls, 
participated with the various teams and groups associated with the Collaborative Program, 
reviewed the Lower Reach Plan, the Escondida Habitat Restoration Project, the channel 
realignment project on Bosque del Apache NWR, and fish passage concepts at the San Acacia 
Diversion Dam.  The Service also utilized a process to delegate certain monitoring activities that 
were exempted by the 2016 BiOp.  
 

Federally-Listed and Candidate Species Updates 
 
The purposes of ESA are to:  Provide a means whereby the ecosystems upon which federally 
listed species may be conserved; provide a program for the conservation of federally-listed 
species; and to take such steps as may be appropriate to achieve the purposes of established 
treaties and conventions dealing with protection of fish and wildlife. 

https://ecos.fws.gov/ipac/
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Endangered Rio Grande Silvery Minnow 
 
The Service cooperated with partners and agencies to monitor, conduct research, and implement 
conservation, and recovery actions for the silvery minnow.  Service staff activities included 
monitoring silvery minnows, captive propagation and augmentation, silvery minnow rescue and 
egg salvage, genetic management, minimizing adverse effects from federal agency actions, and 
working with others to enhance habitat and recover silvery minnow in the Rio Grande.   
 
The Service, working with Reclamation, Albuquerque-Bernalillo County Water Utility Authority 
(ABCWUA), BIA, the six MRG Pueblos, NMISC, MRGCD, and others (Water Management 
Partners) implemented a variety of management activities that assured silvery minnow 
persistence during 2019 in the MRG.  In 2019, the Service augmented the MRG with 
approximately 83,635 hatchery-reared silvery minnows (Archdeacon 2020a).  The Service’s 
New Mexico Fish and Wildlife Conservation Office (NMFWCO) staff also conducted fish 
rescue to reduce impacts to 988 silvery minnows affected by river drying by moving them to 
flowing water (Archdeacon and Thomas 2020b).  Of those 988 silvery minnow rescued, 966 
were young of year (YOY) fish (~97.8%).  The few adults captured is likely the result of low 
spring run-off in 2018 and recruitment failure into 2019 (Figure 1).    
 

 
Figure 1. Number of YOY, hatchery marked adult, and wild adult silvery minnow collected per 
km during rescue activities in the MRG, 2007-2019 and the average daily discharge in the Rio 
Grande at Albuquerque, NM (USGS gage 083300000). 
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2019 Silvery Minnow Population Monitoring Program in the MRG Summary:   
 
On behalf of Reclamation, the Rio Grande Silvery Minnow Population Monitoring Program 
(PopMon Program) staff uses standardized seining techniques to catch silvery minnows along the 
MRG during seven months per year (Dudley et al. 2019).  Overall, the silvery minnow PopMon 
Program collected 4,996 silvery minnow at 30 sites from April October (Table 1).  Fall sampling 
indicated presence of silvery minnow throughout all three reaches of the MRG; 239 individuals 
in the Angostura Reach, 160 individuals in the Isleta Reach, and 118 individuals in the San 
Acacia Reach (Dudley et al. 2019).  The fall sampling effort indicated silvery minnow density 
was 3.41 fish/100 m2 (517 individuals/15,170.1 m2 sampled).     
 
Table 1.  Summary of the abundance of Rio Grande Silvery Minnow, by reach, site, and month, during 
2019, based on all sites. Marked individuals at sites are shown in parentheses, as a subset of the total. 
Blank cells indicate months when a site was not visited or will not be visited.  Table courtesy of Dudley et 
al. 2019. 
 

Reach Site Locality Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Total 

Angostura 1 Angostura Dam - - - - 7(0) 5(0) 5(0) 17 
Angostura 2 Bernalillo 1(1) - - 15(0) 236(0) 43(0) 33(0) 328 
Angostura 3 Rio Rancho 2(2) - - - 87(0) 9(1) 3(0) 101 
Angostura 21 Site 21 2(1)      24(0) 26 
Angostura 22 Site 22 -      76(0) 76 
Angostura 23 Site 23 3(2)      22(0) 25 
Angostura 24 Site 24 2(2)      37(0) 39 
Angostura 4 Central Ave. - 3(1) - 117(0) 103(0) 22(0) 1(0) 246 
Angostura 5 Rio Bravo Blvd. - - 5(0) 78(0) 290(0) 88(0) 21(0) 482 
Angostura 25 Site 25 -      17(0) 17 

Angostura Totals 
  

10 3 5 210 723 167 239 1,357 

Isleta 26 Site 26 - 
     

27(0) 27 
Isleta 6 Los Lunas - - 5(0) 59(0) 224(0) 61(0) 15(0) 364 
Isleta 27 Site 27 -      45(0) 45 
Isleta 7 Belen - 1(1) 16(0) 61(0) 71(0) 22(0) 3(0) 174 
Isleta 8 Jarales - - 5(0) 12(0) 115(0) 3(0) - 135 
Isleta 28 Site 28 -      10(0) 10 
Isleta 9 Bernardo - 1(0) - 38(0) 375(0) 9(0) 9(0) 432 
Isleta 10 La Joya 1(0) 1(1) - 2(0) 212(0) 31(0) 26(0) 273 
Isleta 29 Site 29 -      22(0) 22 
Isleta 11 North of San Acacia - - 253(0) 122(0) 81(0) - 3(0) 459 

Isleta Totals 
  

1 3 279 294 1,078 126 160 1,941 

San Acacia 12 San Acacia Dam - - 4(0) 5(0) 29(0) 121(0) 14(0) 173 
San Acacia 13 South of San Acacia 1(0) - - 34(2) 29(0) 49(0) 4(0) 117 
San Acacia 30 Site 30 -      28(0) 28 
San Acacia 14 Socorro - 2(2) - 24(0) 75(0) 23(0) 4(0) 128 
San Acacia 15 North of San Antonio 2(1) - 49(4) 200(1) 189(0) 55(1) 30(0) 525 
San Acacia 16 San Antonio - - 2(2) 151(0) 17(0) 6(0) 4(0) 180 
San Acacia 17 South of San Antonio - - 51(0) 7(0) 2(0) 154(0) 18(0) 232 
San Acacia 18 San Marcial - - 20(0) 1(0) 87(0) 15(0) 6(0) 129 
San Acacia 19 South of San Marcial 1 3(1) 2(1) 2(0) 67(0) 59(0) 38(0) 9(0) 180 
San Acacia 20 South of San Marcial 2 - - - 1(0) 1(0) 3(0) 1(0) 6 

San Acacia Totals   
6 4 128 490 488 464 118 1,698 

 
  

        

Monthly Totals   17 10 412 994 2,289 757 517 4,996 
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Rearing/Breeding Operation and Maintenance of Rio Grande Silvery Minnow Propagation 
and Augmentation 
 
Dexter Aquatic Resources and Recovery Center (Dexter ARRC) in Dexter, NM utilizes the joint 
expertise of federal and state agencies, and educational institutions to significantly aid in 
reestablishing, stabilizing, and enhancing populations of silvery minnow within its historic range 
of the Rio Grande Basin.  

In 2019, Southwestern ARRC maintained a refuge/ broodstock of 10,500 wild-caught adult fish. 
The refuge population was augmented with 1,500 young of year fish collected in early October 
from the Angostura, Isleta, and San Marcial reaches of the Rio Grande. The fish were placed in 
isolation/quarantine for 45 days while they received all parasite and bacterial prophylactic 
treatments. Once all non-targets were removed all three groups were combined and placed into 
there over wintering outdoor pond.  

 
Figure 2. VIE tagging Rio Grande silvery minnow. USFWS Photo 
 
 
A 
 
 
 
 
 

A total of 150,000 age-0 Rio Grande silvery minnow were produced this year and 30,000 age- 1 
fish were maintained for research activities. In November 36,008 age-0 fish were tagged with 
Visible Implant Elastomer (VIE) tags. Approximately 18,354 were released into the Middle Rio 
Grande near Socorro; North boundary of the Bosque Del Apache NWR; and nine mile outfall 
below San Acacia diversion dam.  The remaining 17,654 were maintained over winter at Dexter 
ARRC for release in February of 2020. 

The NMFWCO and Reclamation staff tagged 10,000 age-1 silvery minnow with Passive 
Integrated Transponder (PIT) tags and stocked them into the MRG. These fish are part of two 
experimental studies to examine the reproductive phenology of the species in the San Acacia 
reach and for tracking the movement of fish in the Rio Grande. The average total length of fish 



 

5 
 

released was >55.0 mm; with and average weight of 1.71 grams each and condition factor of 
0.94.  

Genetic monitoring of silvery minnow continued this year. Fin clips were collected from each 
stocking event and transferred to the University of New Mexico for genetic analysis. 
 
Dexter ARRC Fish Health staff conducted annual health inspections for silvery minnow lots 
from three propagation facilities, Southwestern ARRC, Albuquerque BioPark, and Los Lunas 
Silvery Minnow Refugium.  The ongoing health monitoring for this species provides a measures 
of quality control/ assurance on behalf of the silvery minnow captive propagation facilities and 
the Middle Rio Grande Endangered Species Act Collaborative Program. Throughout the year 
Center staff responded to disease diagnostic cases for all silvery minnow captive propagation 
facilities contributing to the augmentation effort.  
 
Dexter ARRC staff continued to provided support and information to the Collaborative Program 
and participate in biannual meetings of the Genetics Management and Captive Propagation 
Workgroup.  

 
Rio Grande Silvery Minnow in the Big Bend Region of the Lower Rio Grande 
 
The FWS is currently evaluating data and reports of the Big Bend 10j experimental population.  
Few silvery minnow were collected in the Big Bend reach over the last few years of monitoring.  
The FWS is determining the effectiveness of reintroduction efforts and whether or not to 
continue those efforts.   

 Endangered Southwestern Willow Flycatcher  
 
During the summer of 2019, Reclamation conducted surveys and nest monitoring of the 
flycatcher in seven distinct reaches along approximately 200 miles of the Rio Grande in New 
Mexico, mainly between San Acacia Diversion Dam and Elephant Butte Reservoir.  In 2019, 
surveys were not completed by Reclamation from the South boundary of Isleta Pueblo to San 
Acacia Diversion Dam, which is an area that has historically been surveyed and had 32 territories 
in the 2018 survey season.  Other areas surveyed include select locations from Caballo Reservoir 
to El Paso, Texas.  Staff of the Service’s Bosque del Apache NWR conducted surveys within the 
managed portion of the refuge to the west of the active Rio Grande floodway.  The U.S. Corps of 
Engineers conducted surveys in areas adjacent to Albuquerque, New Mexico.  In total, 440 total 
flycatcher territories were detected by Reclamation and others along the Rio Grande from the 
Albuquerque area to the Texas stateline.  In the San Luis Valley of Colorado, the Bureau of Land 
Management was able to complete surveys in 2019 and resulted in 6 territories.  Though a 
complete survey effort did not occur in 2019, the total number of territories are presumed to be 
the same or similar to the 39 observed in 2017 due to the site fidelity characteristic of the 
species.  
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Similar to previous years, the San Marcial and Elephant Butte Reservoir area was the most 
productive with a total of 294 territories or roughly 67 percent of the total flycatchers along the 
Rio Grande amongst all received survey forms.  The local flycatcher population in the San 
Marcial and Elephant Butte Reservoir area remained consistent when compared to the 293 
territories found in 2018.  Nest success in 2019 in the MRG (consisting of mainly nests in the 
San Marcial/Elephant Butte Reservoir area) was 42 percent, which is great compared to the 25 
percent nest success observed in 2017, and overall, the results were average as compared to nest 
success rates observed since 1999.  The population in the lower part of the state (south of 
Caballo Reservoir near Hatch, New Mexico) increased in 2019 to 100 total territories and high 
nesting success of between 48 percent (at Caballo Reservoir) to 58 percent (south of Caballo in 
Dona Ana County).   
 

 
Figure 3.  Flycatcher (SWFL) territories along the MRG during 1999-2019.  (Source: Reclamation).  
Please note that territories identified by Reclamation north of Elephant Butte Dam are depicted in this 
figure; territories observed by others or south of Elephant Butte Dam are not included in this figure.  
Also, the area from Isleta to San Acacia Diversion Dam was not surveyed in 2019 and has had from 20 - 
48 territories since consistent surveys began in 2003 to 2018. 
 
The tamarisk leaf beetle (Diorhabda spp.) severely defoliated tamarisk (otherwise referred to as 
“saltcedar”) throughout the majority of the Rio Grande this year.  The defoliation took place 
while flycatcher nesting activity was taking place, but adverse effects to nesting activities are not 
easily identifiable as impacts vary depending on vegetation species composition and density at 
site specific nesting locations and have not been determined at this time.  Tamarisk defoliation is 
a concern to flycatchers nest success because if defoliation occurs at a nest site while the nest is 
active, we presume that flycatcher eggs and fledglings may be more susceptible to effects of 
temperature, humidity, weather events, or increased predation.   
 
In October of 2019, the Department of Agriculture’s Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service 



 

7 
 

provided a notice of intent to conduct a scoping process and prepare an environmental 
assessment associated with development of a conservation program for the flycatcher and its 
habitat.  This program may include restoration, surveying and data collection, invasive species 
control, and other aspects all with the overarching goal of providing benefit to the flycatcher 
throughout its range, including the Rio Grande in New Mexico. 
 

 
Figure 4.  2007-2019 distribution of tamarisk beetle in the western USA. (Source: RiversEdge West). 
 

Endangered New Mexico Meadow Jumping Mouse  
 
During June through October 2019, Bosque del Apache NWR and Southwestern Region 
Division of Biological Sciences Inventory and Monitoring staff conducted photographic 
monitoring of the jumping mouse on Bosque del Apache NWR.  High resolution trail cameras 
were placed on mounts as "camera traps" and are an efficient means of collecting data over a 
long period with minimal labor and stress to the animals being surveyed.   
 
In 2019, ten unique detections of jumping mice were made at eight different camera locations. 
Detections are considered unique if photos were taken at different locations or at the same 
location but on different days.  The detected jumping mice were along the refuge’s Riverside 
Canal and within multiple moist soil management units on Bosque del Apache NWR.  This 
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lower detection rate compared to previous years is likely due to the expansion of jumping mouse 
habitat during 2019.  Above normal available snow pack in the northern mountains resulted in 
above normal water availability within the refuge’s Riverside Canal during the 2019 summer 
season. This increased water availability resulted in significant expansion of quality jumping 
mouse feeding and day nesting habitat compared to recent years.  Increased jumping mouse 
habitat in 2019 made this species difficult to detect as the remaining animals were spread across 
a larger area. Compared to previous years, there were also fewer repeat detections at the same 
camera which is consistent with increased foraging habitat leading jumping mice to use more 
habitat. Most observations occurred in close proximately to jumping mouse locations 
documented since 2016 while one observation occurred within habitat that was created in 2019 
specifically for this species.  This detection occurred in an area where this species had not been 
detected since at least 2010, approximately 0.3 miles south from habitat known to be currently 
occupied.  
 

 

 
Figure 5. Before and after photos of newly created jumping mouse habitat at Bosque del Apache NWR 
during 2018 and 2019. 
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During previous monitoring efforts, Sherman traps were used to capture jumping mice with 
minimal success.  The Sherman trap method was very labor intensive and required extensive 
handling of the species.  With the Inventory and Monitoring Program’s support, refuge staff was 
able to: focus on jumping mouse and flycatcher habitat restoration efforts, use positive camera 
jumping mouse observations to guide management actions and allow for development of a 
programmatic habitat restoration plan for the jumping mouse.   
 
In 2019, Bosque del Apache NWR and Inventory and Monitoring staffs began implementation of 
the 5-year Jumping Mouse Plan.  The plan outlines specific goals and needs to create and restore 
habitat for this species.  Inventory, monitoring, and habitat management activities will be 
conducted with support from the Service’s Water Resources Division, the New Mexico Invasive 
Species Strike Team, and the New Mexico Ecological Services Field Office. The Jumping 
Mouse Plan is tied to two programmatic ESA Section 7 compliance documents that were 
finalized in 2018.  The Jumping Mouse Plan includes cyclical restoration prescriptions and 
habitat creation and restoration evaluation and planning efforts for the jumping mouse on Bosque 
del Apache NWR.  The refuge will continue to seek funding and partner matches for the 
Jumping Mouse Plan based habitat efforts within the next five years.  
 

 
Figure 6. New Mexico meadow jumping mouse captured by motion-sensing camera at Bosque del Apache 
National Wildlife Refuge during 2019 monitoring season. 
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Threatened Western Yellow-billed Cuckoo  
 
Since 2007, Reclamation has conducted comprehensive presence/absence surveys for the cuckoo 
along the MRG from Highway 380 (San Antonio, New Mexico) to Elephant Butte Reservoir.  
Over time, these formal surveys expanded in effort to extend from Belen to El Paso, Texas.  In 
2019, the survey effort decreased with the northern boundary located at San Acacia Diversion 
Dam to El Paso, Texas and there were 96 cuckoo territories (or 429 individual detections) 
observed by Reclamation.  The majority of the territories/detections were located in the San 
Marcial/Elephant Butte Reservoir area with a total of 42 territories (or 190 individual detections).  
In addition, staff of the Service’s Bosque del Apache NWR conducted formal cuckoo surveys in 
habitats west of the active floodplain of the Rio Grande and estimated that six territories (based 
on analysis of 27 individual detections) were present during 2019.  Though territory numbers 
seem to be on a decline in the figure 9 below, the reaches not surveyed in 2019 had 
approximately 20 territories (or 82 detections) in 2018.  Assuming those territories were still 
present in 2019 in those unsurveyed areas, the overall total for the bosque is comparable to 
recent historic years. 
 

 
Figure 7.  Cuckoo (YBCU) detections and territories during 2006-2019.  (Source:  Reclamation).  Please 
note that territories identified by Reclamation north of Elephant Butte Dam are depicted in this figure; 
territories observed by others or south of Elephant Butte Dam are not included. 
 
In October 2014, the Service re-opened the comment period on its proposal to designate 546,335 
acres of critical habitat for the cuckoo in 80 separate units in Arizona, California, Colorado, 
Idaho, Nevada, New Mexico, Texas, Utah, and Wyoming.  In New Mexico, proposed critical 
habitat includes 8 units in New Mexico.  The proposed critical habitat includes a 10-mile long 
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segment of the upper Rio Grande from Ohkay Owingeh to near Alcade, New Mexico; a 6-mile 
long segment near San Ildefonso Pueblo upstream to La Mesilla; and, a continuous 170-mile 
long segment from Elephant Butte Reservoir (at River Mile 54) upstream to Cochiti Dam.  
Critical habitat has not been finalized at this time and a new revised proposal has been 
announced in the Federal Register on February 27, 2020.  The comment period will be open for 
60 days, ending on April 27, 2020.  The final designation of critical habitat is anticipated to be 
announced in the Federal Register in or before August 2020. 
 
In 2018, the Service received a petition to delist the cuckoo based on the petitioners’ opinion that 
the original listing of the species was in error.  The Service reviewed the petition and determined 
that a 12-month finding is warranted.  The Service is now reviewing the original listing and new 
information available after several years of survey data and analysis of the species to determine 
if listing of the species is still warranted.  The conclusion of our analysis is anticipated to be 
announced in the Federal Register in 2020. 
 

Rio Grande Chub (Gila pandora) and Rio Grande Sucker (Catostomus plebeius) 

On March 16, 2016, the Service announced that we had received petitions that presented 
substantial scientific information indicating that listing the Rio Grande Chub and the Rio Grande 
Sucker may be warranted.  In September 2018, the States of NM, CO, and TX, the Jicarilla Apache 
Nation, Pueblo of Santa Ana, several CO counties, US Forest Service, BLM, NPS, and the Service, 
working with others, completed a Conservation Agreement seeking to reduce threats and conserve 
these fishes.  The purpose of the Conservation Agreement and Strategy is to expedite 
implementation of conservation measures for the Rio Grande Chub and Sucker aimed at reducing 
threats to these species and to provide a framework for the long-term conservation of these 
species.   

Rio Grande Cutthroat Trout (Oncorhynchus clarki virginalis) 
 
On September 26, 2019, the U.S. District Court for the District of Colorado vacated and 
remanded in part the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) 2014 determination that listing the 
Rio Grande Cutthroat trout under the Endangered Species Act (ESA) was not warranted.  The 
court remanded the 2014 determination back to the Service for an explanation of the criteria used 
to calculate healthy trout populations.  The Service provided a response to the Court in 
December 2019 and is awaiting a response. 
 

Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program 
 
In 2019, the Service’s Partners Program provided technical and financial assistance to private 
landowners, non-profit organizations, local communities, and Native American Tribes in the Rio 
Grande watershed (Appendix 1).  Management continued on the on-going projects from past 
years and eight new projects were implemented.  The new projects will improve approximately 
500 acres of upland habitat, 25 acres of riparian habitat, and 200 acres of wetland habitats for the 
benefit of Federal trust species.  Some of the species that will benefit are flycatchers, cuckoos, 
silvery minnows, frogs, the monarch butterfly and pollinators, migratory birds, native riparian 
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vegetation, and private wildlife habitats.  The staff of the Partners Program continues to build 
upon established collaborations with Rio Mora, Valle do Oro, Sevilleta, and the Bosque del 
Apache National Wildlife Refuges.  The Partners Program is working also with the Service’s 
Fisheries Program and our sister agencies that protect and preserve the wildlife and habitats in 
the Rio Grande Basin. We continue to build relationships and collaborate with our non-federal 
organizations to include Save Our Bosque Taskforce, the NM Department of Game and Fish and 
the NM Prescribed Fire Council. 
 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service National Wildlife Refuges along the MRG 
 

The National Wildlife Refuge System is a unique system of lands dedicated to preserving a rich 
quality of life for Americans by protecting their wildlife heritage.  In the Rio Grande Basin, from 
the headwaters of the Rio Grande to Elephant Butte Reservoir, National Wildlife Refuges 
(NWR) protect some of the most varied wildlife and unique landscapes found in the southwest.  
Below are the descriptions of refuge activities in 2018 that may be of interest for the 
management of water in the Rio Grande Basin.  Activities occurring on Bosque del Apache 
NWR, Sevilleta NWR, and Valle de Oro NWR, are summarized below.  

Bosque del Apache NWR  
Bosque del Apache NWR is located 18 miles south of Socorro, New Mexico, and includes both 
upland and floodplain acreage that is managed primarily to provide winter habitat for migratory 
waterfowl.  In 2019, refuge staff conducted the following activities: 
 

• Refuge staff chemically treated 370 acres of previously treated (mechanical and follow-
up herbicide methods) saltcedar from the San Pasqual burn site along the west and east 
sides of the Rio Grande.  This work occurred within the 808 acre San Pasqual Wildfire 
footprint, in which Burn Area Rehabilitation (BAR) funds were received in 2017, 2018 
and 2019.  BAR funds allowed the refuge to remove invasive species and establish a 
more native plant community on 808 acres of the San Pasqual Wildfire footprint.  
Follow-up treatments and implementation of a monitoring protocol will occur in future 
years until less than 10% of the acreage exhibits a non-native plant community, at which 
time the site will be restored.  

 
• In 2017, the Tiffany Wildfire burned 9,200 acres along both sides of the Rio Grande, just 

south of the refuge.  The fire spanned from the San Marcial wetlands up to the refuge’s 
south boundary where its northward progress was stopped by a firebreak.  In 2019, 
Reclamation, Save Our Bosque Taskforce, and others, began restoration efforts on 
portions of this burned area.  The refuge continues to work with Armandaris Ranch and 
BOR to assist with firebreak design along the Rio Grande corridor for similar wildfire 
events.  Fire breaks are important to protect trust resources, native plant communities, 
and listed species. 
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• Bosque del Apache NWR, Valle de Oro NWR, and several private cooperating entities 
received recommendation for a North American Wetland Conservation Act grant, which 
will allow these land managers to expand saltcedar removal efforts beyond the San 
Pasqual burn site boundaries and restore/enhance several units within the historic 
floodplain (within refuge property).  Armandaris Ranch and La Joya Farms are 
anticipated to receive funding to restore various habitats and to establish a conservation 
easement within La Joya Farms.  Within portions of these properties, the river corridor 
will be restored with native plantings, bank lowering efforts, water infrastructure 
improvements and newly established wetland units (some of these wetlands occur on 
Valley de Oro NWR).  Some of the Rio Grande acres pertaining to this grant overlap with 
the Tiffany wildfire footprint.  The planning process for these projects were extended into 
2019 and work will likely begin in 2020.  

 
• An additional 30 acres of invasive species received prescriptions within the historic 

floodplain or other Management Units of the refuge.  This included perennial 
pepperweed, Russian knapweed, Siberian elm and saltcedar herbicide treatments.  
Prescriptions were completed by American Conservation Experience, New Mexico 
Invasive Species Strike Team crews and refuge staff.  Similar treatment goals are 
anticipated for the 2020 field season. 

 
• Refuge staff continued planning the north boundary infrastructure enhancement project in 

2019.  The project would enhance the refuge's ability to effectively allocate water 
delivery throughout the refuge.  Enhancements would benefit the jumping mouse and 
flycatcher through water savings and increased ability to efficiently allocate water to 
sensitive habitat areas.  Discussions continue between the refuge, Reclamation, MRGCD, 
and other Service staff for project implementation. 

 
• As required by the Bosque del Apache NWR water rights license, the refuge monitored 

and reported to the New Mexico Office of the State Engineer on monthly water 
consumption, including irrigated lands and domestic uses.  The refuge estimated that it 
consumed 6,455 acre feet of its applied irrigation water, which is well below its 
consumptive use right of 8,671.9 acre feet per annum.  This was also 838 acre feet below 
what was planned to be used for 2019.  The refuge asserts its ability to use up to its full 
consumptive water right in future years, especially during years when the State is not in a 
Compact deficit or under the threat of a Compact deficit. 

 
• In 2019, the refuge had a sufficient amount of water to maintain waterfowl and federally 

listed species habitat on the refuges managed units.  Flycatcher habitats on the refuge 
received a sufficient amount of water within historical nesting locations.  This 
exceptional water year also resulted in a very good year for waterfowl with moist soil 
seed production, yielding 3.0 million pounds of food, which met the refuge goal of 2.5 



 

14 
 

million pounds of seed production (waterfowl feed) outlined within the Plan for the 
Management of Waterfowl and Sandhill Cranes on Federal and State Lands in the 
Middle Rio Grande Valley of New Mexico (DRAFT).  The refuge and New Mexico 
Department of Game and Fish are playing a lead role in the revision of this plan and the 
Final draft is currently receiving official review. 

 
• After 15 years of unpredictable corn production, managers at the refuge made the 

decision to eliminate the cooperative farming program in February of 2017.  Production 
on the 1,000+ acre farm is now conducted and managed solely by refuge staff on 
approximately 300 acres.  In 2019, staff produced 1.2 million pounds of conventional 
grain crops with 100 acres still remaining in alfalfa for soil nitrogen fixation purposes.  
The remaining acreage is currently fallow or being used for moist soil plant production.  
Reducing actual crop acres and modernizing our farming practices have increased our 
water use efficiency, as well as allowed flexibility for crop rotation throughout the entire 
agricultural footprint.   

 
• Bosque del Apache NWR staff provided assistance to others for a number of habitat 

restoration projects in the MRG valley and other watersheds in the western United States, 
by providing plant materials and technical assistance.  The resulting improved habitat 
conditions are designed to benefit wildlife on private lands, as well as on federal and state 
managed lands.  Bosque del Apache NWR staff also continued to be involved with 
Reclamation and its partners in the prioritization, development and implementation of 
habitat projects and potential improvements to the San Acacia Reach of the Rio Grande; 
such as the implementation of the Rio Grande Realignment Project on the refuge.  The 
refuge is currently working on a 5-year Interagency Agreement with Reclamation in 
order to conduct follow-up treatments on acres cleared of invasive plant species within 
the Rio Grande Realignment project footprint on refuge lands.  

Sevilleta NWR 
 
Sevilleta NWR received a Cooperative Recovery Initiative grant to restore habitat for Rio Grande 
Silvery Minnow, Southwestern Willow Flycatcher, and Yellow-billed Cuckoo along the Rio Grande 
as it flows through the refuge. The project began in Spring 2015 and will be completed by May 2020, 
other than more tree planting through 2021. 
 
The Sevilleta NWR is restoring the river-floodplain connection and associated habitat within the 
refuge boundaries by physically lowering elevated floodplain terraces and creating backwater areas 
to promote seasonal flooding during moderate river discharge events between 1,500-2,500 cfs.  The 
project created 24 acres of inundated floodplain habitat that will benefit the rearing/breeding 
requirements of Rio Grande Silvery Minnow, Southwestern Willow Flycatcher, and Yellow-billed 
Cuckoo.   
 
On Sevilleta NWR, 24 acres of floodplain habitat in Management Unit A and Unit B have been 
reconnected to surface water inundation during moderate flow events (Figures 10-12).  The 
immediate results of this restoration effort have improved off-channel habitat during moderate flow 
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levels (1,500-2,500 cfs) for egg retention, spawning, rearing, recruitment and other life stages of the 
silvery minnow.  The refuge has planted 11,800 native trees to date, and plans to plant an additional 
4500 trees over the next 2 years (primarily Gooding’s willow and coyote willow, Cottonwood and 
New Mexico olive). Over time (predicted 4-5 years), as vegetation matures, habitat will become 
suitable for the flycatcher and cuckoo.  

 
In 2019, Sevilleta NWR received funds to restore the levees in Unit D, located just north of the San 
Acacia Dam on the west bank of the Rio Grande. In partnership with Reclamation, approximately 80 
acres of saltcedar have been cleared and will be restored to native salt grass, four-wing saltbush, and 
screwbean mesquite. 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Figure 8.  Ibis in 
backwater area of 
Unit A.  The Rio 
Grande flows in the 
background.  Photo 
credit: USFWS. 

Figure 9.  
Backwater area at 
south end of Unit 
B, just north of 
where Rio Salado 
empties into the 
Rio Grande.  
Photo credit: 
Reclamation 
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Valle de Oro NWR 
 
Valle de Oro NWR is located 5 miles south of Albuquerque, New Mexico. In August 2017, after 
years of planning, we finalized the Environmental Assessment of the Restoration, Activities, and 
Site Plan for Valle de Oro NWR and began the 20-year 
process to restore and create native habitat and visitor 
infrastructure. In 2019, refuge staff along with a myriad of 
partners conducted the following activities:  
 

• Valle de Oro NWR and Regional Staff completed the 
designs for the four remaining wetlands on the refuge.  
There will be three impounded wetlands and one wet 
meadow unit. In partnership with Reclamation, we 
began construction on two of the units: a 26-acre 
wetland and a 50-acre wet meadow.  
 

• During the summer of 2019, the Service NM Invasive 
Species Strike Team, Refuge Biologist, and a crew of 
8 young adults from the Rocky Mountain Youth 
Corps conducted treatment on numerous invasive 
plant species including: cheatgrass, kochia, Russian 
thistle, Siberian elm, and jointed goatgrass. 

Figure 10.  Unit D 
partially cleared of 
saltcedar.  The Unit 
is located to the 
north of Indian Hill 
on the west bank of 
the Rio Grande, just 
upstream from San 
Acacia Dam. 
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• Valle de Oro NWR partners completed subsequent bosque restoration on the west-side of 
the Refuge.  Pole cuttings of cottonwoods and willows put in the ground in February by 
NM Youth Conservation Corps (YCC), WildEarth Guardians, and Rio Grande Return.  
Native plants were harvested from Bosque del Apache NWR the Nature Resources 
Conservation Service Plant Materials Center, and other local areas.  
 

• Additionally, inland saltgrass plugs were planted in the Refuge’s first wetland, a 14-acre 
playa.  Saltgrass plugs were harvested from a local NM Department of Game and Fish 
property and planted with partner, youth crews, and volunteer help. The playa was 
watered over the course of the summer using a portion of the Refuge’s water rights.   

 
• Refuge partner, Albuquerque Metropolitan Arroyo Flood Control Authority, completed 

the design for the outfall structure of the stormwater drainage swale.  This outfall will 
eventually connect to the stormwater drainage swale that will flow through the Refuge 
and connect surrounding communities to better stormwater drainage. 

 
• Refuge staff worked with the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) to conduct water 

monitoring on both the Refuge and the adjacent bosque.  USGS collected data from 
groundwater wells, surface water monitoring stations, a weather station, and a stream 
gauge.  They also monitor water quality from two collection locations on the north and 
south ends of the Refuge.  
 

• Valle de Oro NWR continues to use adaptive management to inform habitat restoration, 
public use activities, and other components of Refuge development and construction, 
while keeping the public involved, where appropriate, through multiple community 
meetings each year and through social media. 
 

• In addition, Valle de Oro NWR’s summer Youth Conservation Corps actively cleared 
trash and invasive plant species from neighboring areas that drain directly into a 
stormwater ditch on the Refuge to prevent pollution.  
 

• Education and outreach activities were scaled back in 2019 due in part to the government 
shutdown in January of 2019.  During this month, we normally work with schools and 
teachers to schedule all of the spring’s field trips.  We still held the annual Mountain 
View Elementary all-school field day in May.  
 

• In November of 2019, construction began on the Refuge’s Visitor Center and 
Maintenance Complex.  While this is an exciting time, large-scale construction has 
limited our ability to host events and field trips on the Refuge.  We look forward to re-
invigorate programing in 2021.  
 

• Finally, to support the Refuge and its development as a place for wildlife and people, 
Refuge staff are writing a Habitat and Visitor Services Development Plan. This document 
is a step-down plan of the 2017 Environmental Assessment and will provide goals, 
objectives, and strategies for each habitat type, visitor engagement and amenities, and the 
interconnectivity of these features.  It will serve as a guide for full Refuge development.  
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Appendix 1.  Partners for Fish & Wildlife Program CY2019 Projects in MRG.  
Project Objectives Locations Cooperators/ 

Partners 
Activity 
Periods 

Project Descriptions 

Outdoor classroom: 
native vegetation, 
pollinators, wildlife, 
for the benefit of 
Federal trust 
species. 

Bernalillo 
County  

Schools, Non-
profit 
Organization, 
Tribal Community 

2019-20 The goal of this project is to establish 
native pollinator habitat within urban 
and rural farms and outdoor classrooms 
along the Rio Grande.  It will include 
planting native forbs and shrubs, and 
working with youth educational 
programs. Three projects. 

Riparian and 
upland restoration 
and enhancement 
for the benefit of 
Federal trust 
species. 

Santa Fe 
County  

Non-profit 
Organization, 
Private Landowner 
Community 

2019-20 The goal of this project is to establish 
diverse native riparian and upland 
vegetation (tree, shrubs, forbs, and 
grasses) in an area that is sparsely 
vegetated.  This will increase cover and 
foraging and nesting habitat for Federal 
trust, Tribal, and State sensitive 
species. Two projects. 

Wetland and upland 
restoration and 
pollinator project 
for the benefit of 
Federal trust 
species. 

Socorro 
County  

Non-profit 
Organization, 
SWCD, USGS, 
NRCS, Private 
Landowner 
Community 

2019-20 The goal of this project is to restore a 
historic wetland and the upland 
community that compliments the 
wetland.  This will increase cover and 
foraging and nesting habitat for 
wetland dependent Federal Trust 
Species, and State Species of Concern 
that utilize surrounding upland. Two 
projects. 

Riparian and 
upland restoration 
to benefit migratory 
birds.  

Dona Ana 
County  

Non-Profit 
Organization, 
NRCS  and  Private 
Landowner  

2019-20 The goal for this project is to improve 
riparian and upland habitat for neo-
tropical migrant birds by managing 
non-native woody plant species, and 
restoring native plant diversity.  One 
project. 

Riparian and 
upland restoration 
to benefit migratory 
birds. 

Socorro 
County 

Non-Profit 
Organization and 
Private Landowner  

2019-20 The goal for this project is to improve 
riparian and upland habitat for neo-
tropical migrants by managing woody 
and herbaceous plant species, and 
restoring native plant diversity. This 
project will remove non-native invasive 
woody plant species and increase plant 
diversity in the riparian and upland 
areas.  Three projects 
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