Greater Rio Grande Watershed Alliance Project Proposal Template

Project name: Whitfield West Phase 2 (Priority 1)
Project type: re-treatment and re-vegetation
Project proponent (SWCD): Valencia Soil & Water Conservation District (VSWCD)
Project location:  This project is located in Belen, Valencia County, New Mexico, approximately ½ mile north of Reinken Road within Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District area between the Middle Rio Grande River eastside and the levee road adjacent to the Whitfield Wildlife Conservation Area west of the MRGCD drain.
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Belen Site 2 of this NM Forestry mapping of the site for Whitfield West Phase 1.
Landowner(s): 

Have the landowners been contacted regarding this project? Yes; spoke with Yasmeen Najmi, Planner for the Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District.

Are the landowners supportive of this project?  Yes.
How is this site accessed? Locked MRGCD gates; VSWCD has an access key and loaner keys can be obtained from MRGCD for term of contract work or in the case of NM Forestry Inmate Work Crew work to be done , they do have keys for access to the Bosque.
Project objective(s):   This proposal is for Phase 2 treatments of re-sprouting of salt cedar and Russian olive invasives, any additional management of slash left from mulching prescription of woody invasives February 2012  (following clearing of piled logs for community firewood release currently underway winter/spring 2012) and re-vegetation in Fall 2012 or late winter 2013 of up to 400 native understory shrubs and midstory black willows as conditions allow (soil conditions as well as degree of resprout treatment required in Fall 2012).  Treatment can be for one growing season but minimally two seasons of return sprouts is recommended here and management of kochia, successional herbaceous weeds as needed (mowing or manual cutting of early spring growth to control seed production if drought conditions allow) with NM Forestry Inmate Work Crews along with woody resprout herbicidal spraying outside the migratory bird season.  Secondarily additional management of snags, wildlife piles and revegetation with understory shrubs to minimize vehicle access by local residents during restoration period.  Assessment of site suitability for overbank flooding is of interest as it is directly across from the Whitfield Wildlife Conservation Area – a project of the Valencia Soil & Water Conservation District which is under permanent easement as a wetlands area.
Size of project (acres): 20.1 Acres.
Current site description (Include the following: ecosystem type [riparian, upland, wetland], dominant vegetation, soils, hydrology, wildlife [if known], current land use, infrastructure within the project area [including fences, jetty jacks, etc.], and current problem areas or areas of concern):  Riparian ecosystem; Middle Rio Grande Bosque.  The pre-control habitat of this area was Rio Grande Cottonwood Bosque with decadent invasives salt cedar exotic dominant.  Dead and down loading of older exotics stands was significant and a serious fire hazard in this heavily populated and accessed portion of the Bosque.  The Marcel Reynolds Uncleared BEMP monitoring plots are within this site with some in the uncleared buffer area  of 100 feet on south border of this site and the remaining plots to be monitored as ‘cleared’ following Phase 1 control of Salt Cedar (data of area uncleared since 2004 through the BEMP monitoring program).  This site of clearing is also directly west of the Whitfield Wildlife Conservation Area, and will be visible to visitors to the area.  

Project site climate conditions for this southern portion of the Middle Rio Grande watershed include average winter temperatures of 32 degrees F( 0 degrees C) and to more than 100 degrees F (37 degrees C) in the summer.  The frost free period is from June through September (120 days).  Precipitation is < 8 inches (10 cm) per year generally with continued drought conditions in recent years.  The majority of precipitation, 70-80% falls in the summer as ‘monsoonal’ thunderstorms with moisture derived from the Gulf of Mexico or Gulf of California.  The winter precipitation comes in the form of snow and frontal rainstorms.  Natural processes indicate generally that summer storms can contribute significantly to late summer and fall discharges, but peak runoff usually occurs in late spring (May – June) due to snowmelt (Anderholm, Radell, and Ritchey 1995)1 but this irrigated river system is largely influenced by regulated flows from Cochiti Dam.

Generally, hydrology for the area shows variable connectivity of groundwater to river flow.  Most areas have a shallow water table; within 2 to 6 feet of the surface.  The Belen Bosque Restoration sites here just north of Reinken Road on the east side of the Middle Rio Grande through to this site, Whitfield West Phase 2, have been monitored monthly by Biologists and students through the Bosque Ecological Monitoring Program since fall of 2004.   The data is regularly compiled into reports and useful for adaptive management consideration within the 150 acres of Belen Bosque Restoration sites for this plan.  BEMP monitoring indicates that this site’s groundwater flow is connected to river flow.

Currently, plant communities include native and altered (salt cedar and Russian olive invasive dominant) riparian and grassland shrub communities of the Middle Rio Grande Bosque (riparian) corridor.   Wildlife species of interest for the bosque sites within our District include the SW Willow Flycatcher, Yellow Billed Cuckoo, and the Rio Grande Wild Turkey.

The wildlife habitat of the Middle Rio Grande is recognized as a major migratory flyway as well as host to resident wildlife in the Bosque.  There are some designated SW Willow Flycatcher stopover sites within the Bosque areas of Valencia County.  This and the other VSWCD project sites are not specifically noted by MRGCD or the USFWS for significant nesting sites but  restoration of the Bosque to native plant communities will support increased use by migratory birds and a more diverse and abundant resident wildlife population.  Also, overall health of the watershed would be improved by a more diverse understory of native shrubs, grasses and forbes.  For post treatment wildlife shelter, VSWCD utilizes snags and woodpiles whenever possible.  The MRGCD allowance for snags is 3 per acre.  While woodpiles are best mid size (ex. 10’ diameter and 5-6’ height - this size is not appropriate for areas within this plan due to fire concerns of wui areas) thus smaller piles, 3-4 per acre (see Appendix 2) for identified more open treated areas where the understory has not yet been re-established adequately will be utilized and more ‘living’ piles could be built.  Thus far identified depredation concerns have been beaver damage of cottonwood poles and increased recreational use following clearing and control of invasives in Middle Rio Grande Bosque sites.  To prevent beaver damage, tree guards have been used successfully in areas closer to river’s edge to prohibit damage to young pole plantings.  This proposal includes revegetation of the mid-story and understory canopies only and possibly some mitigation of recreation access through placement of snags and placement of revegetation plantings such that they are not in paths of desired driven access.

Soils and their condition within the Middle Rio Grande floodplain generally speaking are as follows: predominant mixed alluvial land fluvaquents, riverwash, Brazito Sandy Clay Loam, and Pajarito Loamy Fine Sand (reference NRCS Soils surveys).  Riverwash (Rw) and mixed alluvial land-fluvaquents predominant on most sites.   Also the extent of salt loading in some areas from Salt cedar stands needs to be addressed more carefully for successful restoration of native plant communities.  This site initially was very dense with dead and down and a dense overstory canopy thus site specific soil determinations need to be done for species selection in revegetation for native plant communities.
If this project is a retreatment, describe work that has been done previously and when it was completed: Project Phase 1 was initial control of woody invasives in this 20.1 acres site previously left uncleared in between two 20 acre sites cleared in 2004 (there is a 100 foot buffer uncleared older growth between the south end of this site and Belen Site ‘1’ (NM Forestry designation Phase 1) all along the east Bosque corridor along the Middle Rio Grande.  Initial control of Salt Cedar predominant woody invasives by cut stump and mulching  (no extraction)with some firewood log prep for haul off to minimize amount of mulch left on the ground was completed in February 2012.
Desired site condition (Describe the site following treatment. Include potential revegetation, both natural and planted):  Minimal mulch on floor to allow grass and other floor recovery.  Natural and planted native understory shrubs for wildlife habitat.  Wildlife species of interest for these sites include the SW Willow Flycatcher, Yellow Billed Cuckoo, and the Rio Grande Wild Turkey along with all resident wildlife of the area.  Where coyote willow is present revegetation management should include limiting access where coyote willow can thrive and add the following understory shrubs and midstory canopy as follows; 400 native shrub and tree plantings in clusters of two or three for a patchy mosaic with 50% Golden currant, 20% wolfberry, 20% NM Olive (Stretchberry), and 10% black willow trees (if conditions suitable following assessment of soil salinity).  

The wildlife habitat of the Middle Rio Grande is recognized as a major migratory flyway as well as host to resident wildlife in the Bosque.  There are some designated SW Willow Flycatcher stopover sites within the Bosque areas of Valencia County.  This project sites along with all other previously treated Belen Bosque project sites of the VSWCD are not specifically noted by MRGCD or the USFWS for significant nesting sites but  restoration of the Bosque to native plant communities will support increased use by migratory birds and a more diverse and abundant resident wildlife population.  Also, overall health of the watershed would be improved by a more diverse understory of native shrubs, grasses and forbes.  For post treatment wildlife shelter, VSWCD utilizes snags and woodpiles whenever possible.  The MRGCD allowance for snags is 3 per acre while woodpiles are best mid size (ex. 10’ diameter and 5-6’ height - this size is not appropriate for areas within this plan due to fire concerns of wui areas) thus smaller piles, 3-4 per acre for identified more open treated areas where the understory has not yet been re-established adequately will be utilized and more ‘living’ piles could be built.  In areas where there has already been some revegetation of the mid-story and understory canopies, the only thus far identified depredation concern has been beaver damage.  To prevent this, tree guards have been used successfully in areas closer to river’s edge to prohibit damage to young pole plantings.

Justification (Why is this project needed?):  Highly visibly site across from the Whitfield Wildlife Conservation Area with anticipation of eventual pedestrian access to the Bosque from Whitfield.  Site also contiguous with sites south and north treated in 2004 with ongoing monitoring of the ecosystem and continuing with some sites post treatment on this site (BEMP monitoring program).  Good opportunity to promote and present Bosque restoration through Whitfield access to the local community as well as visitors to Whitfield encompassing a wider audience.  Also opportunity to monitor benefit of adjacentWhitfield wetlands.  This was a much older stand of woody invasive with significant dead and down and older dying trees;  there have been several small fires in these older stands thick with dead and down materials in the Belen area which is densely populated all along the green belt.  This area is visible for tours through Whitfield and could be showcased for restoration that prevents forest fires within the local community.

Is this project adjacent or near previous restoration projects? Yes as described above and also as indicated through the mapping and concurrent proposal submittals to GRGWA, is adjacent, contiguous and near significant efforts along the east corridor in Belen and  the west corridor in Los Lunas within Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District lands.  

If yes, identify previous projects and the geographical relationship to proposed project.  Valencia Bosque Restoration Projects sites most directly related are the Belen East Sites 1 through 5 (last designated with retreatment Jan-March 2011), Willie Chavez South Site just south of Reinken Road in Belen and the Whitfield Wildlife Conservation Area directly west and across the MRGCD East Drainage Canal.
Is there any baseline data (vegetation, ground water monitoring, etc.) available for this site?  Yes BEMP monitoring of hydrology, floor cover, arthropods, dead & down litter has been ongoing since 2004 and continues in this site and adjacent sites.  BEMP long term monitoring includes data on understory cover, surface fuels, depth to water table (and ultimately groundwater connectivity to the river) .  Additionally helpful as baseline and post treatment site data as appropriate for planning would be tree densities, soil salinity soil texture, crown base height (CBH) and overstory canopy cover.

  There are also groundwater wells in Whitfield Wildlife Conservation Area (WWCA) directly adjacent with one year of monitoring data prior to clearing of this site and water quality baseline testing done for Whitfield in 2010.  The monitoring protocol through the groundwater wells at WWCA can be further developed to address hydro geological conditions of this site in relationship to the WWCA.   Reporting for the BEMP monitoring can be accessed online through The Bosque School website and the BEMP website and more up to date reporting is available through BEMP by special request.  

How and by whom will the project be maintained?  The VSWCD assumes responsibility for revisiting these sites for future management needs and monitoring of success of re-vegetation in establishing a native dominant habitat.  The VSWCD expects assistance from the GRGWA Technical Committee and future monitoring cooperators and partners over time.  The MRGCD as the landowner  may also as resources allow support any additional management (most likely re-treatment )in establishing native dominant habitat.
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