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Taos County 

2016 Community Wildfire Protection Plan (CWPP) Update 

òConnecting Communities and Watershedsó 

 

Developed and drafted by Land and Water Clinic: Watershed planner, Ron Gardiner 

Developed with: the participation, input and support of the Taos County CWPP CORE Team 

Contracted by: Taos County  

 

The Land and Water Clinic 

òPlanning a future that includes the pastó 

 

Introduction 

 

ά¢ƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƳƻǘƻǊ ǿŜ ǘŀǇ ǘƘŜ ǳǘǘŜǊƳƻǎǘ ǇƻǿŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōǊŀƛƴΤ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅǎƛŘŜ ǿŜ ǘƘǊƻǿ ŘƛŎŜΦέ -
- Aldo Leopold 
 

The 2016 Taos County CWPP Update represents a bold step forward in community based wildfire and watershed 

planning. The work of the Taos County CWPP Update CORE Team has embarked on building that òbetter landscapeó 

that Aldo Leopold refers to in the above quote, rather than throwing the dice. Wildfire is our primary natural disaster 

concern for Taos County and northern New Mexico. It is fair to compare fuel breaks in the forest that may protect our 

communities from devastating fire to the levees that protect communities along flood and hurricane prone rivers. 

 

 
 

1996 Hondo-Lama Wildfire on Flag Mountain 
Wind driven fire flares on leading edge of stand replacing fire 

Photo Credit Ron Gardiner LWC 

 

 

 

Catastrophic wildfires that impact the landscape like those of the Jemez and Ruidoso areas profoundly impact the 

character of the landscape and community but also the economy that stabilizes a community. Taos CWPP Core 

Team has taken an 8-year course to address proactively through planning, to mitigate the risk of wildfire and the 

potential to restore the landscape around our communities. 
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Taos Pueblo 2012 Encebado Fire 

Post burn stand clearing fire conditions impact watershed values 

 

The Taos County CWPP CORE Team is unique in that it is the only form of community based watershed and forest 

planning. It requires citizens and land managers from the WUI areas and the jurisdictions beyond the boundaries of 

their community to sit together and work collaboratively. CWPP CORE Team identifies the risks of fire, develops 

priority areas for fuel reduction treatment and then works together to develop a plan for communities to live with 

wildfire on a resilient landscape. Through collaboration, the 2016 CWPP Update will begin to integrate planning and 

implementation to the surrounding landscape and watersheds that our communities depend on.  

 

Taos County has contracted the Land and Water Clinic of Questa N.M. to update the 2009 CWPP through a series of 

(6) six meetings with the public and the Taos CWPP CORE Team during 2015. (CWPP) Community Wildfire Protection 

Plans are living documents scheduled for periodic updating that is recommended every five years. Each document 

can revisit and update the CWPP WUI (Wildlands Urban Interface) maps, the CAR (Community at Risk ratings) and 

the list of CWPP, FIREWISE and WUI implementation strategies and recommendations.  

 

The CWPP maps and data compiled in this document serve to inform all stakeholders to conditions of the 

surrounding local forests and watersheds and the planning and management relevant to these areas on private, 

state, tribal and federal lands. The CORE Team meetings provide an opportunity for community members and 

managing agencies and governments to prepare, coordinate and collaborate for living with wildfire in the Wild-lands 

Urban Interface. 

 

To assure community input the 2015 Taos County CWPP Update has been developed through a series of CWPP 

CORE Team meetings and public meetings, workshops and subcommittee meetings. Drafts were reviewed by the 

CWPP CORE Team and vetted with the public. The final draft will be presented to the Taos County Commission for 

amending or adoption and submission to the New Mexico Wildfire Planning Task Force. 

 

CWPPs are intended to be, òliving documentsó to be updated periodically such as this 2016 update. After reviewing 

nearly (20) twenty regional CWPPs, the LWC considers the most successful to be those CWPPs that build 

collaboration around the plan through education and engagement. This document has been written as an 

informational and networking guide for the community members, decision makers, fire departments and land and 

water managers. 
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Taos County 

2016 Community Wildfire Protection Plan (CWPP) Update 

òConnecting Communities and Watershedsó 

 

2016 CWPP CORE Team Vision Statement 

 

The Taos CWPP CORE Team seeks to build fire resilient communities, forests and watersheds through collaboration 

of all community stakeholders in the WUI areas identified in the Taos County CORE Team Values Statement below.  

 

This 2016 Taos County CORE Team Vision, Values and Goals Statement have aligned themselves with the (NCWS) 

National Cohesive Wildland Strategy and its three pillars: Manage Resilient Landscapes; Promote Fire Adapted 

Communities, and Safely and Effectively Respond to Wildfire. 

 

Community education and awareness are the keys to developing effective collaborations for the òLiving with Fireó 

principles of Defensible Space and FIREWISE communities. This plan will take the next steps of, òConnecting 

Communities and Watershedsó in Taos County into the future and until this 2016 document and plan is updated. 

 

The 2015 CWPP Update CORE Team has identified this CWPP planning area as the source of water for the Taos 

Region and much of the greater Rio Grande Basin. The CORE Team will rate the risk of wildfire in 65 named 

communities in Taos County and seek to implement the goals and strategies of the 2016 CWPP Update. 

 

As the, òArea of Originó for the many Taos County and Rio Grande Basin water uses, the Taos County CORE Team 

seeks partnerships and the participation of all stakeholders locally and regionally to protect, maintain, enhance, and 

restore resilient and healthy forests, bosques and watersheds of Taos County and the biodiversity that depend upon 

them. 

 

The CORE Team will identify and rate the risk to Taos County communities through prioritizing fuel loads to be 

reduced. It will propose and identify goals and implementation strategies to reduce those risks and enhance fire 

resilient communities in the Taos County WUI Areas. 

 

Taos County possesses and manages the most water rich productive watersheds in the Rio Grande Basin in New 

Mexico. Taos Countyõs water bearing headwater-forests are largely managed under Carson National Forest USDA 

Forest Service jurisdiction. Within the State of New Mexico the western slopes of the Sangre De Cristos in Taos 

County are the water source and supply for a significant portion of the people living downstream in the Rio Grande 

Basin. Taos County waters also satisfy a large portion of New Mexicoõs commitments under the Rio Grande and Rio 

Costilla Compacts. 
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Taos County WUI and Watershed Values  
 

 
 

 

Area of Origin Streamflow Map  

Map Credit: NM TNC RGWF, Steve Bassett, GIS Tech  

 
òIn a region of the country where land is more abundant than water, the value inheres in the water not the landóé..John Wesley 

Powell 

 



7 
 

 

Taos County watersheds supply the water for four (4) municipal water utilities, thirty-five (35) Mutual Domestic Water 

associations, two (2) Water and Sanitation Districts, two (2) Tribal communities, (144) aceqiuas or ditch 

associations, and the Taos Soil and Water Conservation District. All are legal subdivisions of government.   

 

See the Taos Regional Water Plan: 

http://www.ose.state.nm.us/Planning/RWP/region_07.php 

 

 

 
 

Land development patterns of Spanish settlement 

Acequia fields of the Cerro Ditch 

Photo Credit: Ron Gardiner Land and Water Clinic  

 

There are four federal wilderness areas in Taos County; Pecos, Wheeler Peak, Columbine and Latir Peak Wilderness 

areas, and the Taos Pueblo Blue Lake Wilderness. There are also three other de facto headwaters wilderness areas 

in the Valle Vidal, the Rio Costilla Livestock Associations and the NM Game & Fish Urracca Wildlife Unit.  

 

The Tiwa community of the Taos Pueblo successfully fought a 75-year legal battle with the United States and the US 

Forest Service to repatriate their sacred Blue Lake Watershed. Richard Nixon began the repatriation process and 

President Clinton finalized the full return of their watershed, the hydrologic watershed unit that supplies all of their 

community, spiritual, and landscape water needs. 

 

The archeological records reflect that nearly 900 years ago Taos County watersheds at Picuris, Pot Creek, Rio 

Fernando, Taos Pueblo and the Red River were being used to provide water to irrigated fields and community needs. 

Since the organization of early local settlements, community water uses such as the streams, ditches, shallow wells 

and springs were the centers of culture and community.  Both cultures viewed their watersheds as communal lands 

referred to by Spanish settlers as the òCommons.ó Both tribal and Spanish cultures have used forests and timber for 

building, heating, cooking and foraging from their local watersheds. These were traditional areas of game and 

wildlife, timber, medicinal plants, and pasture that were accessible to all. 

 

http://www.ose.state.nm.us/Planning/RWP/region_07.php
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Taos Pueblo Sacred Blue Lake Watershed 

Photo Credit: Chris Dhal Berdine 

 

òThe members of the tribe feel an ancient identity, not only with Blue Lake- the headwaters of their life sustaining 

stream- but with the entire watershed, its plants and animals. Anything which mutilates the valley hurts the tribe.  

The spiritual kinship with which the tribe feels for the sources of their life and livelihood clearly cannot be localized 

in any one spot or a few, but extends to the whole region. The aura of sanctity, which has its sources in the water 

courses where the creators life sustaining water flows out to the inhabitants of a semi arid land, is indivisible from 

the related lands and the living things that they produce.ó 

 

R.C. Gordon ð McCutchan from the Taos Indians and the Battle for Blue Lake 

 

The nearly 65 named communities in the Taos County CAR (Communities at Risk) list have a long heritage as 

traditional natural resource based communities, dependent on forest products and the water from the mountain 

snowpack from their local watersheds to grow food. Many of these community names were established under 

Spanish land grants. Fuel wood gathering has been a part of both the culture and economy for individuals and 

communities here in Taos County. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




