
Due to  overcrowded trees  and increasingly  hot  and dry
condit ions ,  much of  the  forest  i s  l ikely  to  burn fast  when a
wildf ire  sparks .  A  high-severi ty  wi ldf ire  would ki l l  vegetat ion
and scorch the  soi l  below,  making i t  hydrophobic .
Hydrophobic  soi ls  shed water ,  so  af ter  a  wi ldf ire  the
watershed would be  extremely suscept ible  to  f looding.  Ash,
sediment ,  and burned logs  would wash down the  mountain
drainages  and pol lute  the  water  supply .  This  same debris  could
clog McClure  and Nichols  reservoirs ,  which provide ~40% of
Santa  Fe ’s  dr inking water !  This  type of  post-f ire  f looding has
occurred in  many nearby watersheds  in  northern NM fol lowing
recent  wi ldf ires .  The Ci ty  of  Santa  Fe  and col laborators  are
act ively  implementing forest  thinning,  broadcast  burning,  and
riparian restorat ion to  reduce the  r isk  of  a  catastrophic  high-
severi ty  wi ldf ire  and post-f ire  f looding.
 

T h e  S a n t a  F e  M u n i c i p a l  W a t e r s h e d  c o v e r s  n e a r l y  1 7 , 4 0 0  a c r e s
a n d  5 , 0 0 0  f t .  i n  e l e v a t i o n  g a i n  e a s t  o f  d o w n t o w n  a l o n g  t h e  S a n t a
F e  R i v e r .  I t  c o n t a i n s  a  d i v e r s e  f o r e s t  o f  t r e e s ,  s h r u b s ,  f l o w e r i n g
p l a n t s ,  a n d  g r a s s e s  w i t h  v a r i e d  e c o l o g i c a l  n e e d s .  T h i s  f o r e s t e d
e c o s y s t e m  i s  v a l u e d  a s  a  v i t a l  s o u r c e  o f  d r i n k i n g  w a t e r  a n d
p r o v i d e s  c l e a n  a i r ,  c r i t i c a l  w i l d l i f e  h a b i t a t ,  a n d  n a t u r a l  b e a u t y
f o r  o u r  c o m m u n i t y .  T h e  f o r e s t  i s  a l s o  s u s c e p t i b l e  t o  w i l d f i r e .

The southwest  is  in  hydrological  drought  – water  from rain  and
snow is  not  enough to  sustain  our  reservoirs  and water  suppl ies ,
forcing municipal i t ies  to  depend more on underground aquifers .
Due to  the  dry 2020 winter ,  New Mexico a lso  f inds  i tse l f  in  an
ecological  drought  where  the  ent ire  ecosystem is  in  a  water
def ic i t ;  t rees ,  grasses ,  r ivers ,  and soi ls  are  parched.  The drought
causes  vegetat ion to  become water-stressed,  making i t  more
vulnerable  to  disease  and wi ldf ire .  There  is  less  snow in  the
winter ,  less  ra in  in  the  summer monsoons,  and less  r iver  f low to
f i l l  the  reservoirs .  Cl imate  change could decrease  the  water  yie ld
by ~20% in  our  l i fet imes;  combined with  drought ,  this  wi l l  dr ive
wildf ires  to  increase  in  s ize  and severi ty .  The biggest  future
threats :  reservoir  loss  to  wi ldf ire  and growing water  demand.

THE WATER THAT SUSTAINS US COMES FROM THE MOUNTAINS
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Wha t  i s  t h e  S an t a  F e  Mun i c i p a l  Wa t e r s h e d ?  Why  d o e s  i t  ma t t e r  t o  me ?

F i r e  r e s i l i e n c y  a n d  c i t y  wa t e r  -  a  v i t a l  c o n n e c t i o n

D r o u gh t ,  w i l d f i r e ,  a n d  wa t e r



C i t y  o f  S a n t a  F e  W a t e r  h a s  j o i n e d  w i t h  l a n d  m a n a g e r s  t o  k e e p
o u r  e c o s y s t e m  a n d  t h e  w a t e r  s u p p l y  h e a l t h y .  T h i s  c o l l a b o r a t i o n
i n c l u d e s  a  w i l d f i r e  m i t i g a t i o n  p l a n :  r e d u c e  t h e  c h a n c e  o f  f o r e s t
f i r e  b e f o r e h a n d  w h i l e  a l s o  p l a n n i n g  f o r  h o w  t o  r e s p o n d  w h e n  a
f i r e  h a p p e n s .  P r e v e n t a t i v e  m e a s u r e s  u l t i m a t e l y  r e d u c e  r i s k  a n d
c o s t  o f  f i r e  d a m a g e  w h i l e  s a f e g u a r d i n g  a  r o b u s t  w a t e r  s u p p l y .  
A  h e a l t h y  f o r e s t  c r e a t e s  a  h e a l t h y  w a t e r s h e d .  F i r e - r e s i l i e n t  a n d
s t a b l e  e c o s y s t e m s  p r o v i d e  r e l i a b l e  q u a l i t y  a n d  q u a n t i t y  o f
a v a i l a b l e  d r i n k i n g  w a t e r ,  c r i t i c a l  f o r  c i t y  p l a n n i n g  a n d  t h e
l o n g e v i t y  o f  o u r  d e s e r t  d w e l l i n g .  T h e  b e s t  w a y  t o  p r o t e c t  t h e
w a t e r  i s  t h r o u g h  t h i n n i n g ,  b u r n i n g ,  a n d  f o r e s t  m a n a g e m e n t
w h i c h  i n c r e a s e  f o r e s t  d i v e r s i t y  a n d  f i r e  r e s i l i e n c e .  

Stand thinning and broadcast  burning can restore  a  natural  forest
s tructure  whi le  s t imulat ing grasses  and shrubs .  These  plants  s tabi l ize
the  soi l ,  reducing surface  runoff  and increasing water
qual i ty .  Treated areas  a lso  burn at  lower severi ty  and are  less  l ikely
to  experience f looding and debris  f lows fol lowing a
wildf ire .  Members  of  the  Greater  Santa  Fe  Fireshed Coal i t ion created
the 2010 Santa  Fe  Municipal  Watershed Plan out l ining watershed
treatments  to  increase  forest  res i l iency,  protect  sensi t ive  species ,
and manage for  community  smoke impacts .  In  partnership with  the
U.S .  Forest  Service ,  over  6 ,500 acres  of  the  watershed have been
treated s ince  2003.  The plan a ims to  broadcast  burn up to  1 ,000 acres
annual ly  so  the  ent ire  area  around Nichols  and McClure  is  on a
seven year  burn cycle .  Burning increases  f ire  res i l iency by
prevent ing the  bui ldup of  f lammable  materia l  on the  forest  f loor
and rais ing the  tree  canopy base  height .  These  condit ions  discourage
f ire  from cl imbing into  the  forest  canopy and bui lding in  intensi ty .

P r o a c t i v e  t r e a tmen t s ,  p r e v e n t a t i v e  r e s u l t s

Healthy watershed condit ions  a lso  a id  f ire  suppression
personnel  in  reducing intensi ty  of  f ires  within the
Watershed.  The potent ia l  for  wi ldf ire  is  s t i l l  present ,  but  the
l ikel ihood of  a  widespread catastrophic  f ire  is  reduced.  Ci ty
of  Santa  Fe  Water  plans  to  re inforce  and repair  both Nichols
and McClure  dam by 2026,  increasing the  safety  and securi ty
of  these  century-old earthen dams.  For  every $1 .00 invested
in fuel  and res i l ience  treatments ,  the  Santa  Fe  community
sees  a  return of  ~$1 .55  in  the  form of  prevented a ir  qual i ty
impacts ,  recreat ional  losses ,  s tructural  damage and source
water  losses  via  a  destruct ive  watershed wi ldf ire .  Proact ive
protect ion of  our  source  water  ensures  a  vibrant  and
sustainable  future  for  the  capi tol  c i ty .  To learn more about
our  source  water ,  v is i t  the  l inks  below.
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SOURCE WATER PROTECTION

C r e a t i n g  r e s i l i e n c y

An  i n v e s tmen t  i n  t h e  f u t u r e


