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HISTORY OF RIPARIAN AREASIN
NEW MEXICO

Current discussions regarding riparian area
management usually fail to consider adequately the
historical factors that combined to create the riparian
ecosystems we see today in New Mexico. It is
important to understand those historical factors if we
areto manage appropriately riparian areasto maintain
the numerous important ecological functions they
serve. Simply identifying current management as the
problem may be shortsighted and merely removing a
present management activity may not result in
substantial improvement.

Probably the first significant event that caused
stream and riparian systemsin New Mexico to become
altered from their historic conditions occurred in the
higher elevationsbeginningintheearly 1800swiththe
arrival of trappers in search of beaver (Castor
canadensis) pelts. These trappers were among the
earliest European explorers of the region and had a

tremendous impact on beaver populations (Clements
1991). In fact, by the late 1800s, beavers were in
danger of extinction throughout the United States and
evidence suggeststhey werevirtually eliminated from
every stream in New Mexico except for smal
populationslocated on the Upper Rio Grande and San
Juan drainages (Berghofer 1967). Beavers are
excellent engineersand their damsplayed asignificant
rolein reducing the velocity and energy of streamflow
(Gurnell 1998, Naiman et al. 1988, Naiman et al. 1986,
Parker et al. 1985). The sequence of pools created by
series of damsaong low-order headwater streams not
only served to mitigate disturbance to channel shape
but also affected water tables, promoted conditions
conducive to establishment and maintenance of
riparian vegetation, controlled nutrient cycling
processes along the stream continuum, and affected
terrestrial and aguatic wildlife habitat. As the beaver
and their dams disappeared, streamflow and high
runoff events contributed to channel downcutting and
alteration of stream shape (Naiman et al. 1988, Parker
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et a. 1985, Munther 1981). The effects of these
disturbances became magnified and accrued
downstream. More recently, beavers have been hailed
as tools to improve stream and riparian systems
(Skinner 1986, Bergstrom 1985, Brayton 1984).
Another mgjor disturbance to stream and riparian
systems, mining, camefollowingthediscovery of gold
and silver in Caifornia (Todd and Elmore 1997).
Throughout New Mexico, minersflocked to areasthat
today may be little more than ghost towns. Kingston,
NM, for example, is currently home to approximately
32 permanent residents. At its peak in the late 1800s,
Kingston was reportedly home to more than 7,000
people-mostly miners and the people that ran the
busi nesses supporting theminers. Such aconcentration
of people and their livestock undoubtedly had a
significant impact on stream and riparian areas,
particularly asthese arethe areasin which peopletend
to congregate. More significant still was the mining
itself. Probably no reach of stream escaped the
attention of miners who sifted through the gravel,
cobble, and sand in search of valuable minerals. One
form of mining that became popular in many parts of
the West was placer mining. Minerswould build large
flumesinto whichthematerialscomprising streambeds
were placed and sifted through. This virtually turned
streams and the substrate on which they were formed
inside out. Hydraulic nozzling was also apopular form
of mining during the period, although itisunclear how
much actually took place in New Mexico (Scurlock
1998, Todd and Elmore 1997). Thisinvolved pumping
large amounts of water from a stream to inject water
under high pressure onto hillsides and other areas to
remove materials in search of gold and silver. The
combined impacts to stream and riparian systems
created by the mining industry (i.e., displacing
streambeds, removing vegetation, road networks,
settlement, etc.) were probably the most significant
experienced by these systems to date, and a suite of
disturbances from which they are still recovering.
Along with, but predominantly after, the miners
came settlers. Agricultural settlements began to
appear along streams, rivers, and close to springs;
almost anywhere there was a reliabl e source of water
(Scurlock 1998). Adjacent to perennial water sources,
stream and river bottoms were often farmed. Riparian
vegetati on wasundoubtedly removed to accommodate
cropsand livestock inthefertileriver bottoms. Most of
the settlerscamefrom more eastern areas of the United
States and did not understand that lower rainfall in the
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West did not permit the heavy stocking ratesthey were
accustomedtoin areasof higher rainfall. Therefore, in
many areas, livestock humbers were out of balance
with forage sustainability and overgrazing was
common (Carrier and Czech 1996, Elmore and
Kauffman 1994, Krueper 1995, Todd and Elmore
1997). At that time, livestock were not controlled nor
managed nearly as intensively as they are today.
Another disturbance to stream and riparian systems
began to take shape at this time that persists today.
Wagon roads and trails were often located next to
streamswhere theterrain was already made gentler by
the erosive forces of floodwaters (Jones et a. 2000).
Many of our current roadsare located on these historic
roads and trails. We know today that amajority of the
sediment, aswell as other contaminants, which enters
streams and rivers, comes from road networks in our
watersheds (Waters 1995, Swank and Crossley 1988,
Van Lear et al. 1985, Hewlett 1979, Dissmeyer 1976).

Another mgjor disturbance was initiated around
the turn of the century with the advent of fire control.
Fire control occurred both as a result of overgrazing,
which reduced the fine fuels necessary to carry fire,
but also moreimportantly, asaresult of an increasing
population. At first, private citizens and communities
largely conducted fire suppression efforts, but with the
creation of the Forest Reserves and their management
charged to afederal agency, increasing emphasiswas
put on fire prevention and suppression. Over the last
century, fire suppression became more widespread
and effective. According to the wisdom of the time,
fire suppression was a good idea. We know today,
however, that the absence of fire represented a
disturbance to some ecosystems that depend on
relatively frequently recurring fires. Thisistruefor the
ponderosapineecosystem, which asaresult, isheavily
overstocked with timber (Covington et a. 1997,
Covington and Moore 1994, Cooper 1961, Cooper
1960). Exclusion of fire, coupled with removal of
portions of the overstory through timber harvesting,
created conditions favorable to the establishment of
small-diameter trees (Schubert 1974, Weaver 1967,
Weaver 1943). Largely due to the density of small-
diameter trees, the fire regime within the ponderosa
pine ecosystem has changed significantly (Swetham
and Baisan 1994, Baisan and Swetnam 1990,
Dieterich 1980, Weaver 1951) and is conducive to
creating catastrophic fire events (GAO 1999), similar
to those observed with the Cerro Grande fire near Los
Alamosin 2000. It has been postulated that |ess water
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is now produced from these watersheds (Brown et al.
1974, Rich 1972, Clary and Pfolliott 1969) as the
dense forests consume more water and precipitation
evaporatesfrom litter on theforest floor. The effect of
these phenomena on stream and riparian systems has
been to reduce the amount of water delivered to and
through stream systems, thereby reducing the extent of
riparian areas.

A similar phenomenon has occurred in the lower-
elevation pifion-juniper ecosystem where the trees
have been able to invade into grass-covered lowlands
and mesatops previously excluded dueto frequent fire
occurrence (Ernst and Pieper 1996, Leopold 1924).
Unableto competefor water and nutrientsunder dense
canopies of treesand the broad, spreading fibrous root
systems of pifion and juniper, infiltration-promoting
grasses have been excluded while surface runoff, and
therefore erosion, has become prevalent. Unlike the
ponderosa pine systems where less water ultimately
filters through the watershed and feeds stream
systems, the pifion/juniper systems probably transport
the same amount of water, but it has a much shorter
residency time in the watershed because a large
portion does not infiltrate, become stored, and
transported as subsurface flow; rather it istransported
as surface flow. As a result, greater quantities of
sediment are delivered through riparian systems to
stream systems, contributing to the number one water
guality problemin the state of New Mexico—sediment
loading. It is important to remember the landscape
pattern within a watershed. The vast mgjority of a
watershed is upland areas, yet as Norman McLean
stated “eventually all things merge into one, and a
river runs through it.” That is a convenient way of
saying that theimpacts of activitiesin the much larger
upland landscape eventually manifest themselves in
the concentrated, much smaller landscape of riparian
and stream areas. Although problems with fire
suppression and watershed management were
initiated over a century ago, those problems, although
identified, are till prevalent and remain inadequately
addressed.

The cumulative effects of the historical distur-
bances discussed above inevitably impact the larger
river systems into which smaller streams and
tributaries flow. However, these larger river systems
were subjected to their own disturbances. Major river
systems would look and function much differently
today than they currently do inthe absence of dams. In
serving valuable functions to society such as flood

control, hydroelectric power generation, and storing
water for agricultural irrigation, dams nonetheless
changetheway ariver functionsby alteringthenatural
hydrograph. Around the same time dams were being
constructed, aggressive soil conservation efforts
ironically contributed to one of the major ecological
challenges that face many of the streamsand riversin
New Mexico. Salt cedar (Tamarix spp.) was intro-
duced into New Mexico and other western states to
help reduce erosion and maintain streambanks. A
notoriously thirsty tree, salt cedar consumes greater
guantities of water than native vegetation types and
also contributes to increasing soil salinity through
leachatefromitsfoliage. Salt cedar has provenitself a
worthy competitor against native riparian vegetation
resulting in extensive monocultures throughout the
state that many ecologistsregard asbiological deserts.
Although salt cedar has been found to provide nesting
habitat for wildlife species such as the endangered
southwestern willow flycatcher (Empidonax traillii
extimus), natural resource managers and ecologists
should carefully weigh the entire suite of benefitsthat
will accrue to riparian habitats and their associated
wildlife species through the conversion of salt cedar
mono-cultures to native riparian vegetation
communities.

Aslivestock grazing is one of the more prominent
uses of rangelandsin New Mexico, grazing managers
haveincreasingly responded to callsfor implementing
innovative strategies for managing livestock in and
around stream and riparian systems. Some of theseare
discussed below

The following discussion is excerpted from New
Mexico Sate University's Range Improvement Task
Force Publication 50.

GRAZING SYSTEMS

Grazing systems developed to incorporate the
objective of maintaining or improving the ecological
functions served by stream and riparian systems must
be site specific. However, some general systems and
guidelines are currently being used and can be
implemented according to need. Most research on
developing grazing systems compatible with streams
and riparian areas has been conducted in the Pacific
and Interior Northwest. Although not discussed inthis
paper, virtually every grazing system should include
distribution aids that move livestock away from
recovering riparian areas and reduce the amount of
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time the animals spend in healthy riparian areas.
Whereas historically, riparian areas were considered
sacrifice areas due to their proximity to limited
sources of water for livestock, grazing managers are
demon-strating that grazing and healthy ecosystems
are not mutually exclusive.

Corridor Fencing

Fencing selected portions of the riparian corridor
and nonuse may be the best aternative for rapid
improvement of severely degraded riparian areas
(Kovalchik and EImore 1992). A severely degraded
riparian areawith few trees or shrubs may requiretotal
rest, at least for afew years(Davis 1982, Leonard et al.
1997). However, fences are expensive to build and
maintenance can be particularly challenging in south-
western riparian areas, which are subject to seasonal,
high-velocity floods. Fences aso interfere with
wildlife movement and accessto water, they affect the
aesthet-ic propertiesof riparian systems, and they may
not be practica depending on such factors as
topography.

If itisdetermined that fencing isthe best approach
for recovering a severely degraded riparian area,
creative designs that keep in mind future grazing
systems and pasture rotations may alow the fenced
area to be used separately (see discussion of riparian
pastures, below). EImore and Kauffman (1994) and
Kovalchik and Elmore (1992) maintain that other
strategies such as riparian pastures or other willow-
compatible grazing systems (see below) may be more
practical while serving the same purpose.

Riparian Pasture

Riparian pastures are pastures of rangeland
contai ning both upland and riparian vegetation that are
managed together to obtain specific management
objectives. Because they are separate from the rest of
the ranch, riparian pastures can be grazed or rested
depending on current conditions and riparian needs
(Kauffman et al. 1983, Swanson 1987, Platts and
Nelson 1985, EImore and Kauffman 1994). Therefore,
the objective of riparian pastures is not to exclude
livestock from the riparian areas, but to provide for
closer management and control of their use.

Seasonal grazing strategies that permit growing-
season regrowth of forage and browse species can
strengthen plant vigor (McNaughton 1979, 1983,
1985; Anderson et al. 1990; but see McNaughton
1986); increase nutritional quality of autumn/winter
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forage (Anderson and Scherzinger 1975, Rhodes and
Sharrow 1983, Evans 1986, Pitt 1986); shift species
composition to more desirable plant species (Simsand
Singh 1978, Anderson et a. 1990, Webster 1990);
increase vegetal cover (Anderson et al.1990); and
improve the ecological status of the plant community
(Anderson et al. 1990) above that which would occur
without livestock grazing.

Riparian pastures can be used seasondly, in
conjunction with rotation strategies, or as specia use
pastures (Leonard et al. 1997). However, a variety of
factors such as the size of the riparian area,
construction and maintenance costs, and terrain may
limit the practicality of ariparian pasture system.

Early Growing Season Grazing

Because of the lack of precipitation, spring does
not necessarily mean arrival of the growing season in
New Mexico. Therefore, we must consider early
season grazing as that time after sufficient rainfall or
snowmelt spurs plant growth — sometimes mid- to late
summer. However, riparian vegetation often benefits
from a greater availability of moisture than upland
vegetation. In some areas, riparian vegetation can
begin growing much earlier than upland vegetation.
The beginning of the growing season is site-specific
and grazing strategies should be tailored to those
conditions — keeping in mind that suitable alternative
forage such as grasses and forbs will minimize
livestock use of woody species.

Early growing season grazing encourages cattleto
graze uplands where forage palatability and climate
are more favorable than in the riparian zone (Platts
1984). Theavailability of succulent upland vegetation
and cold-air ponding in the riparian zone may induce
livestock to spend timeout of theriparian areaand thus
reducetheir use of riparian plantsaswell asreducethe
amount of soil compaction and bank trampling
(Ehrhart and Hansen 1998). In addition, spring grazing
allows for regrowth and plant recovery more than
summer or fall grazing (Leonard et a. 1997).
Generaly, willow browsing is light and seedling
survival high with spring grazing (Kovalchik and
Elmore 1992). According to Kovalchik and EImore
(1992), response of riparian vegetation can be
positive, evenonsitesin poor condition. Infact, spring
grazing can be beneficial to establishing woody plants
(Kovalchik and Elmore 1992), athough the effect of
grazing on willows during flowering and early
seedling establishment has not been quantified.
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Dormant Season Grazing

Winter grazing can be compatible with riparian
habitat needs and has been successfully implemented
on lower elevation ranges (Kovalchik and Elmore
1992). In fact, Masters et al. (1996) indicated winter
use may be one of the least detrimental grazing
systems to riparian areas and may benefit both range
and riparian conditions by improving livestock
distribution and plant response (Masters et al. 1996).

Because riparian herbaceous vegetation is not
very paatable during winter, it may not receive
extensive use. In some higher elevations, livestock
avoid riparian areas because they contain depressions
that tend to be colder than surrounding uplands.

However, dormant season grazing may also bethe
period of greatest use of browse species by livestock
depending on temperatures, snow depth and duration,
availability of upland forage, animal concentration
and distribution, forage/browse preference, and the
extent of the woody plant community (Leonard et al.
1997). A number of successes have been observed
when dormant- and early-season grazing systemswere
combined (Wayne Elmore and Steve Leonard pers.
comm.). It should be noted that under certain con-
ditions, continued dormant season grazing may exert
selective pressure on the same species of vegetation,
thereby favoring those species less palatable during
the dormant season.

Early Growing Season and Late Growing Season
Strategies

Thistype of grazing system allows pasturesto be
used for a short period in the early growing season
before summer pasturesareready and againinthelate
growing season or fall before cattle are moved to
winter pasture (Kovalchik and Elmore 1992).
According to Leonard et al. (1997), willows can be
overused with this grazing system. If this grazing
system is to be effective, close monitoring of forage
use during the late-season period is required
(Kovalchik and EImore 1992).

Spring-fall grazing can be acceptable in good-
condition riparian zones if much of the woody vege-
tation hasmatured beyond thereach of livestock and if
early use is ended before the critical growing period.
Late growing season use may have to be delayed or

deferred until there is adequate forage in the uplands
and on adjacent hillsides (Kovalchik and Elmore
1992). Specia care should be taken to |eave adequate
residual vegetation after fall grazing to help protect
against high flowsif spring runoff can be expected.
Late Growing Season Grazing

L ate growing season grazing is similar to season-
long or deferred grazing in its effects on willows
(Kauffman and Krueger 1984, Platts 1984). Livestock
are more likely to browse woody species during this
period and less likely to move away from riparian
areas because of the lack of palatable forage in the
uplands (Ehrhart and Hansen 1998). L ate-season use
can be most effective for willow management by
removing cattle at 45% herbaceous forage use or by
delaying grazing until there is adequate upland forage
(Kovalchik and EImore 1992).

Growing Season Grazing

Repeated or extended grazing during the hot
summer season is generally considered to have
negative impacts on riparian areas (Ehrhart and
Hansen 1998). When temperatures are high and water
distribution islimited, livestock tend to concentratein
riparian areas during the summer when the desire for
shade and water ismore intense (Leonard et al. 1997).
If growing season grazing strategies are used,
distribution aids must be used to help discourage live-
stock from loafing in the riparian area. Strategies that
can be used to affect livestock distribution include of f-
stream water, stable access points, salt and mineral
block placement, improved upland forage, riding, drift
fences, and shading structuresin the uplands (Ehrhart
and Hansen 1998). Also, if growing season grazing
strategies must be used, periodic rest, (i.e., grazing the
pasture every other year) is recommended.

Season-Long Grazing

In season-long grazing systems, livestock are
released into an alotment in the early spring and
removed in the fal of the same year (Platts 1984).
Early use of the range is often acceptable for the
reasons outlined under early season grazing. Late-
season grazing systems may aso be appropriate if
livestock utilization is closely monitored. However,
cattle may beginto congregatein riparian areasduring
the hot summer months, so overuse of riparian forage




Terrell T. Baker

can occur by mid-summer, causing livestock to switch
towillows (Kovalchik and EImore 1992). Once again,
distribution aids are important tools in this grazing
system and periodic rest is recommended.

CONCLUSIONS

It is clear that numerous disturbances to stream
and riparian habitats throughout New Mexico have
resulted in alandscape that is different than what may
have been observed prior to European settlement. In
fact, it could be argued that few if any truly “pristing”
environments still exist throughout New Mexico.
However, in relatively recent years, society has
become sufficiently prosperousto invest its concerns,
effortsand financestoward ecological conscience and
restoration. During earlier times, pioneersand settlers
were faced with the serious prospect of merely
surviving and making a living. They probably could
not afford to think about the ecological consequences
of their pursuits. However, aswelearn more about the
importance and val ue of managing stream and riparian
habitats for ecological functions, resource managers
are increasingly develop-ing management systems to
meet simultaneously ecological objectives while
maintaining economic viability. It should be
understood that the severity and extent of disturbances
to stream and riparian systemshave decreased steadily
over the last century. As science and resource
management strategiescontinuetoimprove, itislikely
that these disturbances will continue to decrease in
severity and extent, and that stream and riparian
systems throughout the West will benefit. However,
this scenario is contingent upon improving our ability
to not only define the appropriate source of
disturbance and the appropriate remedy, but also the
courage to address that disturbance and implement
that remedy.
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