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Introducing the San Luis Valley 
& the Rio Grande Basin

Rio de la Vista, Director, Salazar Rio Grande del Norte Center

Adams State University,  Alamosa, Colorado



Where in 
Colorado 
is the 
San Luis Valley?



Who owns the land 
in and around the
San Luis Valley?
• 57% Public land (Mineral County 97%, 

Costilla County 1%)
• USFS = surrounding high country
• BLM = foothills & wetland habitats
• Great Sand Dunes National Park
• Alamosa, Baca, Monte Vista National 

Wildlife Refuges
• Many State Wildlife Areas
• Sangre de Cristo National Heritage Area
• Rio Grande Natural Area
• 6”-8” annual rainfall on Valley floor
• Rio Grande: 175 river miles
• > 200,000 wetland acres
• > 350,000 private acres conserved

Demographics: 

• 46,000 population
• 46% Hispanic
• Avg. income = approx 70% of  

Colorado avg. 
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Water, especially in a dry landscape, is what brought people here, 
over millennia….and Spanish settlers in the mid-1800s….



Water supports 
agriculture. 

Sourced from 
mountain snowmelt 
and underground 
aquifers, 
water 
is literally 
The lifeblood 
of the Valley.  
It supports the 
base economy 
of agriculture, 
ranching to farming.



Surface 
water is 
diverted 
from rivers 
and 
streams…





… and 
ground water 
is pumped 
from the 
underground 
aquifers/  
These 
sources   
support the 
base 
economy of 
agriculture,    
in the high, 
dry San Luis 
Valley.
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CHANGE IN UNCONFINED AQUIFER STORAG
E

YEAR 2002 -2018

DRAFT -January 23, 2019
By Davis Engineering Service, Inc.

Changes: Comparing 

September of each year
Year 2011 = -238,480 a.f.
Year 2012 = -123,126 a.f.
Year 2013= -133,066 a.f.

Year 2014 = +71,440 a.f.
Year 2015 = +119,469 a.f.
Year 2016 = +58,083 a.f.
Year 2017 = +66,608 a.f.
Year 2018 = -186,046 a.f.

Changes: Comparing 
September of each year
Year 2002 = -439,816 a.f.
Year 2003 = -250,214 a.f.
Year 2004 =   -99,285 a.f.
Year 2005 =   +35,612 a.f.
Year 2006 =   -38,228 a.f.
Year 2007 =  +242,380 a.f.
Year 2008 = +14,057 a.f.
Year 2009 = +69,864 a.f.
Year 2010 = -106,745 a.f

2002

2018

Since 2002:
•11 of the 17 years have been below average
•Largest year was 123% of long term average
•Lowest year was 24% of long term average
•Average of those years was 84% of long term average

The San Luis 
Valley 
is a microcosm 
of the West: 
Long Term 
Drought….  
Climate 
Change…  
Aridification… 



Agriculture: 
Challenges:

• Reduction in snowpack/aridification

• Groundwater Sustainability

• Surface Water Variability

• Variable Markets

• Aging Infrastructure 

Opportunities:

• Community Partnerships & Collaboration

• Groundwater Management Subdistricts 

• Building Soil Health

• New Crops & New Markets

• Improved Irrigation Infrastructure



Water supports internationally  
important wetlands & wildlife habitat



Environment, Wildlife & Watershed 
Health:

Challenges
• Habitat Fragmentation & Degradation

• Changing Climate 

• Endangered Species at Risk

• Fires and Beetlekill in Forests

• Mining, highways, resort & 2nd home 

construction

Opportunities

• Landscape Scale Planning

• Investments in Forest Health

• Endangered Species Protection, & 
Reintroduction

• Private Land Conservation



Recreation 

Water supports recreation



Recreation:
Challenges
• Access 

• Variable Flows

• Hazardous Infrastructure

• Information & Outreach

• High Visitation & Impacts

Opportunities
• New Recreation Areas and Access

• Collaborative Flow Programs 

• Stewardship Education & Initiatives

• Local Trail Coalitions

• Youth Engagement Programs 

• Agricultural & Cultural Tourism

• SLV GO!



Federal:

USDA-Forest Service
and NRCS

USDOI-Bureau of Land 
Management

US Fish & Wildlife Service
National Park Service

State:

Great Outdoors Colorado (GOCO)
Colorado Water Conservation Board

Colorado Parks & Wildlife
Private: 

Conservation, 
Community Development, 

& Health Foundations
Businesses
Individuals

Local:

Counties
Cities

Towns
Water Districts & Organizations

Soil Districts
SLV GO!

SLV Wetlands Committee
Local Foods Coalition

Adams State University
Conservation Organizations:

Rio Grande Headwaters Land Trust:
Colorado Cattleman’s Agricultural 

Land Trust
Colorado Open Lands

The Nature Conservancy
Western Rivers Conservancy

Trust for Public Lanr
Ducks Unlimited
Trout Unlimited

\
And many more!

Community Engagement & 
Public/Private Partnerships:



Community Planning for Outdoor 
Recreation

Mission: To provide residents and visitors 
throughout the San Luis Valley with 
accessible and inclusive outdoor 
recreation opportunities that connect 
communities, 
to improve wellness, encourage 
stewardship, and contribute to the 
economic vitality 
of the region. 
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History
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America’s 
Great 

Outdoors 
Initiative

Secretary 
of the 

Interior -
Ken Salazar



Community Planning for Outdoor 
Recreation

Mission: To provide  residents and visitors 
throughout the San Luis Valley with 
accessible and inclusive outdoor 
recreation opportunities that connect 
communities, to improve wellness, 
encourage stewardship, and contribute to 
the economic vitality of the region. 
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SLV GO! Coalition

"As highlighted in the America’s 

Great Outdoors vision, recreation 

provides   one of the easiest and 

most natural ways to connect with 

the outdoors. America’s lands and 

waters offer a multitude of outdoor 

recreation activities that enhance 

health and wellness, encourage 

appreciation for natural and cultural 

resources, and present enjoyable 

opportunities to connect with family 

and friends." 

- America’s  Great Outdoors:                   

A Promise to Future Generations
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• Spearheaded by the SLVGO Coalition, 
SLV GO! is a partnership between 
counties, municipalities, interested 
organizations and federal, state and 
local land management agencies. 

• Efforts to holistically approach trail and 
recreation development in the SLV 
began in 1996 with the development of 
the Great San Luis Valley Trails and 
Recreation Master Plan. 

• Building on the 1996 Master Plan and 
inspired by the America’s Great 
Outdoors (AGO) initiative launched by 
President Obama in 2010, SLVGO brings 
partners from all reaches of the SLV 
together in order to develop a 
framework for improving, sustaining 
and promoting outdoor recreation 
opportunities. 
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SLV GO! 
Priority Initiatives

Improve community 
wellness through 
enhanced in-town 
recreation facilities. 

2
2



SLV GO! 
Priority Initiatives

Connect, expand, 
and enhance trail 
systems 
throughout the San 
Luis Valley.

2
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SLV GO! 
Priority 
Initiatives

Grow more recreation 
programs and activities 
specifically tailored to SLV 
youth.
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SLV GO! 
Priority Initiatives

• Expand water-based recreation. 

• Expand opportunities for winter 
recreation. 
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SLV GO! Priority Initiatives

Promote the SLV’s recreation 

opportunities and increase 

information sharing about 

what there is to see and do in the 

SLV. 
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How do we 
enact 
those 

priorities? 
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NORTH 
CRESTON
E CREEK
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E NEEDLE
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MOUNT 
ADAMS
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KIT 
CARSON 
PEAK
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14,081

CRESTON
E PEAK

14,294

COLUMBIA POINT 
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BROKEN 
HAND 
PEAK
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CRESTO
NE

BACA 
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(4,000 LOTS)

BLM

Natl Wildlife 
Refuge
(USFW)

USFS

Great Sand Dunes National Park (NPS)
REGIONAL OVERVIEW
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HEADQUARTERS & 
VISITORS CENTER

HOOPER

MOFFAT

T
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WILDERNESS 
AREA

SMALL 
GAME 
HUNTING

ARCHERY

HUNTING

BISON 
RESEARCH 

AREA

• 41 million people visit America’s 59 
Wildlife Refuges each year.

• ACTIVITIES:  Wildlife observation, 
photography, environmental education 
and interpretive programs, hunting 
and fishing. 

• FUTURE DEVELOPMENT:  The 
developing program at the Baca 
Wildlife Refuge offers visitors a 
fascinating and accessible destination 
to nourish spirit and connect to the 
environment.

Baca National 
Wildlife Refuge
92,000 Acres
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Volunteers for Outdoor Colorado
motivating and enabling people to be active stewards 

of Colorado’s natural resources since 1984



VOC San Luis Valley Field Office

In partnership with the 

Rio Grande National Forest
and the 

Bureau of Land Management 

San Luis Valley Field Office 



Sangre de Cristo Family Camping and 
Trail Construction Projects

Photo credit: Cindy Bond



Volunteer Crew Leaders –
A model to leverage more quality 
work

Photo credit: Cindy Bond



Photo credit: Cindy Bond





Funding

“Conservation without finance is just conversation.”
-Jim Levitt, Harvard Forest

Sources

• Bureau of Land Management
• USFWS
• Grants

• San Luis Valley Conservation and Connection Initiative –
collaborative grant to leverage more funds

• Saguache County Sales Tax grant
• Private and corporate donors to VOC and Memorial Funds
• In-kind donations of funds and goods from local businesses



Partnerships



Southwest Conservation Corps



Accomplishments



Accomplishments

2017 and 2018

• 120 individual volunteers engaged
• 4,900 feet of new, sustainable trail
• 2 rock steps constructed
• 4 climbing turns constructed
• 104 feet of rock wall installed
• 1 foot of rock wall restored
• ½ mile of trail maintained and restored
• 500 feet of trail revegetated
• 2 bags of trash collected

Photo credit: Cindy Bond



Moving Forward – 2019 Project



MAY, 2019:  VOC TRAIL CONSTRUCTION & HABITAT RESTORATION PROJECT 
LINKING BACA NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE TO THE COLORADO COLLEGE 

BACA CAMPUS



Outdoor Stewardship Institute

• Building greater local capacity

• Training for crew and team leaders

• Technical assistance and design

• Basic and advanced trail construction

• Ecological Restoration skills

• Volunteer and project management 

training

• Customized trainings



Stepping Up Stewardship



Questions?

Rio de la Vista - riodelavista@adams.edu 719-850-2255

Mick Daniel - mickdaniel@slvgo.com 719-589-6099

Kairina Danforth – kdanforth.townofcrestone@gmail.com 719-239-1327

Sally Wier – sally@voc.org 719-852-6234

Photo credit: Cindy Bond


