
The 12th Annual Water Assembly 
June 14, 2008 

 
Subprime Water Crisis 

 
 
 

Pueblo of Isleta Viewpoint 
Rio Grande Changes and Management Approach 

Honorable Robert Benevidez, Governor of Isleta Pueblo 

 
Governor Benavidez: Good morning and thank you for having us here. I’m Robert Benavidez, 

Governor of the Pueblo of Isleta since the year 2005. My background is in law enforcement so 

I’m not an expert like most of you here. I’ve met some very interesting people this morning. I 

also want to introduce John Sorrell, who is our Director of Water Resources, and Todd Caplan 

who is our consultant and also with [Parametrics?] here in Albuquerque, who’ve been helping us 

with our water resource projects in Isleta. 

 

I just want to say it’s been an experience for me, this last three and a half years as Governor of 

Isleta. Water is always an issue. Water is not a monetary value for the Pueblos or Native 

Americans. Water is very precious and important to us because of our way of life, our customs, 

and our religion. There is no monetary value in water: water is important to everybody and 

belongs to everybody, we think. 

 

I just wanted to give you a little history of where I come from. My dad worked [at] the diversion 

dam in the late forties and early fifties. I’m going to be sixty-four in November of this year. You 

know, there’s some people here with a lot of expertise from that period, like Mr. Baker [?] that I 

just met a few minutes ago, but when my dad worked at the diversion dam, I was about five or 



six years old. My dad was born in 1892, believe it or not, and my mom in 1909, so I got a lot of 

history on some of this stuff, as they described to us what the river meant to them and what the 

river looked like at that time. 

 

That picture was taken in the fifties, and you can see the difference with the flows at that time, 

compared to today. Listening to some of the speakers here, I can relate to some of the things that 

they talked about. I was probably seven or eight years old when those pictures were taken, and I 

remember my dad talking about the old days before the diversion dam went in, in 1935, in 

comparison with today, and the impact it’s had on the river from the dams that were constructed 

upriver. They’ve had some devastating affects on the river. I can remember them talking about 

different kinds of fish that used to come up the river in those days before the diversion dams 

were put in—like Elephant Butte and some of these other dams. They talked about eel coming up 

the river, they probably talked about garfish—they didn’t know what a garfish was, all they 

knew was the fish, but—they even talked about sturgeon coming up into this area at one time, so 

there have been a lot of changes on that river. 

 

I hear stories today when we meet with different agencies. We’ve been collaborating with the 

Middle Rio Grande [Conservancy District], U.S. Fish and Wildlife, and Bureau of Reclamation, 

trying to work with everybody and dialoguing, trying to figure out how to make improvements to 

the river area. As you know, it’s in really bad shape. Our idea as native people is environment, 

protection of wildlife and saving our way of life. We’ve always been farmers; Pueblos have 

always been known as farmers throughout history. Farming is important to us because it is a part 

of our religion. The things that we grow, like corn, we use in our prayers, and we use different 

plants on the Rio Grande that are important to us, not only for medicine, but for religious 

purposes. There were about sixty-eight different types of plants in the Rio Grande basin, and 

some of those you don’t see any more. I remember growing up, that was our play area in those 

days. All the kids would hang around the riverbed, up and down the river, and some of the plants 

and trees that I saw in those days are no longer there. There’s a tree that used to grow in our area 

that I was told might be in the San Acacia area [now]. We used to call it the Chicken Leg 

because it had a seedpod that kind of grew like the feet of a chicken. We used to eat those things 

because they were sweet, like anise or licorice. We used to eat different types of roots, we had 

different things to eat, and we knew how to survive because our parents had got a lot of history 

on survival and how to live off the land. But those days are disappearing really fast. We’ve got 

so many non-native plants that are taking over, that are really selfish and are killing off the 

[native] plants. 



Forgive me. I start talking and I forget I have a PowerPoint! Here you see some of the floodplain. 

When was that, Todd? About 2005, when we had that rush of water coming down. We had a 

good season that year, but I tell a lot of people, in my day you never saw the bosque burn, 

because there was water in the ground. Today, you’ve got a lot of silt and a lot of changes. 

 

River Changes Over Time 
 

  1947      1962     

 

Those are pictures from the fifties on how the water and the channel was down south of the 

diversion dam at Isleta. Was it the Corps of Engineers, John, that made that channel at that time? 

According to John, there were a lot of experiments to see if they could divert that water so we 

wouldn’t have all that water loss. 

 

Reduced Transport of River Sediment 
 

  1947       2004 



 

So a lot of changes were made. Some work and some don’t work, but we continue working the 

way we’ve been working. There’s a 1947 picture. That’s when my dad was still working there. I 

don’t remember that because I was about four years old. 

 

Sedimentation of Irrigation Works 

Channel Drying 

Island formation / Channel Narrowing  

 

That’s the diversion dam, and to be honest with you, in all the years that I’ve been around the 

river, I’ve never seen that diversion dam that dry. Never in my life has it gone that dry. There’s 

no water there. There used to be a lot of silvery minnow in that area. We used to get nets and 

pick them up and play around with them as kids. The wildlife used to be so—there was a lot of 

wildlife, all types of ducks in those areas, lots of different species of birds, because there was 

plenty of food. And there were plenty of silvery minnows—I guess those were silvery minnows 

that we caught in the nets—but that was not a subject that was discussed until lately, that I got to 

know what the silvery minnow was all about. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

But I used to see water come over those gates. So 

you can see the differences in the way the river 

has—when was this taken, Todd? 

 

Todd Caplan: The bottom is the Lucero Fire, in 

2000. 

 

 

Bosque Impacts 

 

• Losing cottonwood- willow 

• Exotic plant invasions 

• Lost wetlands 

• Increasing wildfires 



Governor Benavidez: Okay. Do you want to go ahead and take over? I’m about done with what I 

had to say. Todd and John are going to help me here with some of the more complex issues. 

Thank you. 

 

Todd Caplan: Like the Governor said, I’ve been a consultant to the Pueblo since about 2002. 

Prior to that I was the founding director of the Pueblo of Santa Ana’s Natural Resources 

Department. I recognize a few people here from those times.  

 

Could you go back a couple of slides? (to "River Changes Over Time"?)   

 

River Changes Over Time 
 

  1947      1962     

 

Like the Governor was pointing out, these are slides just to illustrate the channelization that 

occurred as part of the [Middle] Rio Grande Project. The average channel width prior to—in the 

picture on the left—was on the order of about a thousand feet. Then after the channelization 

through the Pueblo of Isleta, the average channel width was more like five hundred feet. In some 

places, it’s as narrow as two hundred feet. One of the reasons why it’s so narrow—and we’ve 

worked up and down the Middle Rio Grande and this is one of the best pictures I’ve seen to 

highlight the dramatic changes that channelization has had on the river—one of the reasons that 

it’s so narrow here is because it’s the lead-up to the Isleta Diversion Dam. They wanted to 

control floods. On the first picture that they showed, you could see how wide the river was, and 

how big and full the irrigation ditches were on the side, but certainly, the need for controlling the 

water to get it into the agricultural ditches was critical, so channelization was really pretty 

dramatic leading up to the entryways to the diversion dams. 

 

 

 

 

 



Reduced Transport of River Sediment 
 

  1947       2004 

 

The purpose of this slide is to illustrate some of the problems that have happened with the 

diversion dam. Up until, really, the beginning of this century, there were not a lot of islands that 

would form in the Rio Grande channel, particularly below the diversion dam. You’d get 

sediment deposited, but it didn’t get vegetation encroaching upon it and stabilizing it. The bars 

were dynamic and the sediment would move downstream. More recently, over the past ten years 

or so, we’ve seen a lot of big islands form, especially below the dam. In fact, that picture in 2004 

is taken at fairly high flows, but you can see a lot of islands still emerging over the top of it. But 

after 2005, when we had 6,500 to 6,800 cfs coming through the diversion dam, and after those 

flows subsided and the majority of flows after June 30 were diverted into the irrigation ditches, 

the channel was pretty dry and all the sediment that got deposited filled in between all these 

different islands—ten or twelve different islands ranging in size and acreage—and they all 

connected, and because the channel dried, vegetation filled in between, until the series of islands 

became one large island attached to the west bank. So the river channel, instead of being as wide 

as you see in the picture, was concentrated in a narrow thread over to the east side, the east bank. 

And then of course the channel, to get energy, couldn’t get it out of the banks because they were 

stabilized with vegetation, so it begins to scour the bed, and that has major implications for 

aquatic habitat. So that’s one of the big issues the Pueblo has to deal with in terms of the change 

in water management.  



We have issues with drought, and then a diversion structure that’s been there since 1935. So 

there are a lot of issues. 

 

One of the things that we’re working on right now is what can be done to reduce the potential for 

island formation downstream of the dam. Another major issue is sedimentation of the irrigation 

works. The problem seems to be getting worse and worse because we’re getting sediment 

buildup upstream of the dam, we’re having problems with sediment transport below the dam and 

the sediment up above the dam when we do get good flows gets pushed into the irrigation 

infrastructure. So it’s causing a variety of problems. And then, after June 30 when a lot of the 

water gets diverted into the ditches and the channel gets dry below, there are implications not 

only for Isleta’s religious and cultural practices, but also for endangered species like the silvery 

minnow. In 2005, there were over a hundred thousand silvery minnow that were rescued out of 

the floodplain when the flood flows subsided, so this is a really important area for a lot of 

reasons, for endangered species, and of course for culture for the Pueblo, and also as probably 

the biggest diversion for irrigated agriculture in the Middle Rio Grande valley. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The hydrologic impacts to the flood plain I think a lot of folks here are pretty familiar with. We 

saw wetlands dry up; we saw cottonwood forest establish much more extensively than they had 

previously. With the water table dropping, Cochiti Dam built and a reduction of peak flows, 

there was a lot less overbank flooding, so we saw a lot of exotic vegetation move in—Russian 

olive, saltcedar, Siberian elm, Tree of Heaven—and it created catastrophic fire danger. The 

Pueblo of Isleta has had—I looked at the BIA database—over the past thirty years there’s been 

something on the order of forty different fires of different magnitudes. The one on the bottom 

was a huge fire of about five hundred acres in 2000 that completely killed all of the cottonwood 

trees in a hundred-and-eighty-acre stand, and what came back was a bunch of non-natives 

including kochia and tumbleweeds, which a lot of folks here are probably familiar with. They’re 

annual weeds that are becoming the next problem when you try to get rid of saltcedar and 

Russian olive. 

Bosque Impacts 

 

• Losing cottonwood- willow 

• Exotic plant invasions 

• Lost wetlands 

• Increasing wildfires 



Fish & Wildlife Extinction 

 

And of course, as this habitat changes, it’s all tied to the water. We also get lots of habitat for all 

different species of wildlife, fish, birds, small mammals, amphibians and reptiles. 

 

Isleta bosque still uniquely diverse. 

Highly vulnerable to hydrologic changes, fire and noxious weed invasion. 

 
 
One of the things that’s unique—we’ve had the good fortune to work all up and down the Middle 

Rio Grande, actually from Taos Junction Bridge near Pilar, all the way to the San Marcial 

railroad bridge, doing vegetation and wildlife studies, and Isleta Pueblo is sort of a jewel, a 

diamond in the rough. It’s really amazing. Part of it is because of the geologic constriction there, 

(and why the dam was placed there,) with some nice groundwater conditions that help to sustain 

some very diverse plant communities. We still see some open water habitats; we see riparian 

floodplain grasslands, savannas that you don’t see along the mid-Rio Grande anymore, saltgrass 

meadows, and still some pretty extensive willow habitat, although in some of the mapping we 

did in comparisons to previous mapping, we’ve seen a 40% reduction in willow dominance in 

just the Isleta reach, in the Isleta Pueblo. We found a similar reduction in willow cover in a forty-

Habitat loss 

• Reproduction  

• Food 

• Introduced predators 

 



seven-mile reach of the Rio Grande between the south boundary of Isleta and San Acacia 

Diversion Dam, and that’s tied, again, to the hydrology. So while we really have a precious 

resource still at Isleta Pueblo, we have to figure out how we’re going to sustain that and improve 

conditions so that we can start to get some recovery of some of the willow habitat. 

 

 Management Approach 
 

• Developed “Master Restoration Plan” 

• Documents baseline ecological and hydrologic conditions 

• Road map for guiding management priorities 

• In process of implementing recommendations 

 

So over the last four or five years we’ve been working with the Pueblo and several of their other 

consultants on developing what we call a Master Restoration Plan for the river through Isleta and 

the 1,300-acre floodplain. We’ve done studies on the soils, and surface-groundwater hydrology, 

and vegetation, and wildlife, and we’re using that information as basically a roadmap, to guide 

management recommendations, and to help prioritize what we’re going to do. We’ve just 

completed about six different grant proposals to send out to help implement this, but all of the 

baseline information has been paid for out of the limited resources of the Pueblo. So they’re 

taking on a lot of this work on their own. 

 

Through this work we’ve prioritized the most 

extreme fire hazards, and areas where there 

should be conservation so that if there is a fire 

that burns through, maybe we even have a ‘let 

burn’ policy in that area. All of that is based 

upon the soils and vegetation and wildlife 

information we’ve collected. 

 

Reduce Fire Hazards 
 

• Focus on stands dominated by exotic 

vegetation. 

• Minimize impact to native vegetation. 

• Be prepared for reveg. & long-term site-

maintenance. 



Restore Cottonwood-Willow 

 
We’ve started some aggressive restoration of some of these burned areas. We’ve got a proposal 

out right now that will hopefully get funded, to plant about 20,000 coyote willows and about a 

thousand cottonwood and Gooding willow trees in about a mile-long reach of bankline. 

 

Restore Floodplain Grassland-Savannah 

 

     
 
That site on the left was the area that you saw before in the fire picture that was all cottonwood 

bosque and Russian olive and saltcedar. Now it’s just a kochia farm that’s spreading throughout 

the Middle Rio Grande. We had a similar situation at Santa Ana, and in the slide on the right, we 

restored that to grassland, to riparian grassland, and that’s what we’re going to be working on 

doing at Isleta. Not all of what we’re trying to do in floodplain restoration—because of the water 

costs of planting, the evapotranspiration losses through cottonwood and willows—we’re also 

restoring grassland in places where it makes sense. 

 

We’re working closely with the Governor’s office and the tribal elders on identifying culturally 

important plants and making sure than any management that we do in the floodplain is not going 

to have negative impacts on important cultural plants, and we incorporate that information into 

our restoration prescriptions.  If there are certain species that are important to the Pueblo and 



they’re adapted to sites that we’re trying to restore, 

we’re working on trying to incorporate that into our 

revegetation plan. 

 

Conservation of Cultural Plants 
 

• Continue survey, mapping & 

documentation 

• Identify rare species 

• Develop management strategies  

o (protection & restoration) 

 

 

  Noxious Weed Management Plan 
 

        •     Survey & Map 

• Treat existing  

• Early detection & action strategy 

• Prevention 

o Best management practices. 

 

 

 

 

 

We developed a noxious weed management plan. Isleta Pueblo is right on the edge of a serious 

weed infestation in Valencia County. Perennial pepperweed and Russian knapweed are two of 

the main species, but there are some other ones as well, like bull thistle, and Isleta is right on the 

edge. It’s the transition zone and it’s going to send things up into the Albuquerque basin, so 

we’re working hard to incorporate noxious weed management, putting out a strategic plan for the 

Pueblo. 

 

IDD Management Alternatives 
 

• Reduce island formation 

• Reduce sedimentation of irrigation works 

• Maintain flows for cultural needs and endangered species. 



 

And of course a huge focal point is going to be how can we manage—are there alternative ways 

that the Isleta Diversion Dam can be managed to meet the irrigation needs for the Pueblo and for 

downstream users—how do we prevent siltation and sedimentation of the Peralta, the Chical, and 

the Belen Highline, and how can we prevent or reduce island formation below the dam? It’s a tall 

order, but these things are being looked at, and are critical to the Pueblo. Anyhow these are the 

things that we’re working on and I think that’s the last slide. maybe John wants to add a few 

things. 

 

John Sorrell: I just wanted to, because the theme of the meeting here today is the Subprime 

Water Crisis, the Pueblo has undertaken several actions to try to further protect their supply of 

water currently and into the future. Part of that strategy has been to participate through the state 

engineer’s process of protesting water transfers of surface water uses from below the Pueblo to 

groundwater pumping in areas above the Pueblo, upgradient. We have seen, of course, the City 

of Albuquerque’s pumping is beginning to have more and more impact on the surface water 

flows at the Pueblo, or through the Albuquerque reach, and so it’s important for the water 

management and water planning people like yourselves for the future to understand that the 

Pueblo’s relationship to the water and the river is integral to their identity and to their culture. So 

the reduced—so their connection to the surface water is very, very high, and it’s very important 

that surface water be maintained as an integral part of the river through their reach. I just wanted 

to add that. 

 


