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Alexander J. Thal is director and owner of the Southwest Center for Resource 
Analysis and previously was a professor at WNMU, working extensively with local, 
state, tribal, and federal governments in various types of policy and economic legal 
analyses in natural resources. For over 45 years, he worked with local governments 
in the US, Alberta, Canada, and in Viet Nam, evaluating and developing natural 
resources and environmental projects, plans, and policies. He has worked with the 
US Forest Service, Bureau of Land Management, Bureau of Indian Affairs, Navajo 
Nation, San Carlos Apache Tribe, Bureau of Reclamation, US Fish & Wildlife Services, 
Natural Resources Conservation Service, and local conservation districts. Alex’s own 
research efforts have contributed to successful federal, local, and state decisions with 
a focus on incorporating local land users into resource decisions. He has conducted 
numerous socioeconomic impact analyses, cost/ benefit analyses, risk assessments, 
and distributional impact analyses in all aspects of natural resources including water/watershed, wildlife, rangeland, 
forestry, and wildfires. Alex received a BS in forest recreation from Northern Arizona Univ, an MS in community planning 
from Arizona State University, and a PhD in natural resource law and economics from the University of Buffalo. He was 
a Captain in the USMC and received the Bronze Star for rural development accomplishments in Vietnam.

Can Vegetative Management Increase Water?

For the San Francisco Watershed, the question shouldn’t be “Can Vegetation Management Increase Water Yield 
from Forest and Rangeland Watersheds?” Rather: How much will major changes in vegetation, due to large 
wildfires, adversely impact downstream communities and the users of water (Figure 1)? We cannot increase 
the amount of water that enters a watershed, but through treatment, or, events like wildfires, the timing, rate, 
and quality of water that comes off a watershed and flows downstream can be significantly altered.

Figure 1. Arizona Water Settlement Act,  
San Francisco Watershed Resoration Regional Map.
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San Francisco Watershed Restoration Project

This is a unique watershed project that integrates upland vegetative restoration with community ditch/
acequias restoration. The project seeks to mitigate the effects to at-risk agricultural assets due to the impaired 
upland watershed that was severely altered by catastrophic wildfires. It also seeks to improve the irrigation 
systems along the San Francisco River, where the impacts on water supply and quality from the Whitewater 
Baldy (WWB) fire are most deleterious (Figure 2).

The goal of the project is to extend the water supply to longer periods in streams and to enhance water 
quality through the improvement of conditions over a significant portion of the San Francisco watershed. It 
includes improving herbaceous ground cover and streambank stability, thus improving infiltration and the 
watershed’s water storage capability.

Monitoring, measurement, and work all go hand-in-hand. We may not know until a catastrophic event 
occurs the magnitude of wildfire effects. This is especially true if there is little or no monitoring of upland 
watershed conditions, like what was proposed here. With close monitoring and efforts to re-establish the 
vegetative communities found in the upland watershed, we could possibility reduce the magnitude of future 
catastrophic events. 

Figure 2. Whitewater-Baldy catastrophic wildfire.
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Project Status – An Expression of Community Needs and Aspirations

Some vegetation management and community ditch restorations are taking place in the watershed. One 
irrigation system rehabilitation project was funded by the New Mexico Interstate Stream Commission (ISC) at 
the cost of $500k (Figure 3).

However, community concerns continue as expressed by the project community liaison who lives under the 
threat of catastrophic events in Glenwood: 

I guess something is better than nothing. Still the threat to diversion infrastructure from the WWB fire remains, so it 
is indeed a shame that apparently no mitigation for southern Catron County water rights holders was included in the 
funding. - Jo Anne

Many individuals still believe there is a real need to monitor and, where possible, mitigate impaired upland 
watershed conditions that are the result of the major wildfires. Some individuals have expressed a need to 
address the dramatic changes in the upland watershed due to the Whitewater-Baldy wildfire as well as the 
need for restoration of the community ditch/acequias.

Much of the Gila National Forest watersheds has been damaged, and will have significant effects on irrigation 
systems and other downstream users.

It appears that the U.S. Forest Service is letting things run their natural course without looking to do any 
significant mitigation of the wildfire effects. If erosion continues to degrade key stream channels and the 
vegetative communities, it is felt “that is just the way things happen.”

With millions in funding that was potentially available for restoration of the upland watershed and that could 
have put hundreds of local people to work on ways to sustain the productivity of thousands of acres of once 
very productive land, we can’t imagine what the Catron County Commission and the ISC saw that made 
them table or scrap the watershed restoration component of this project.

With that said, we believe that the connectivity between the upland watershed and the downstream use of 
water will be the major issue in the Gila/San Francisco Watershed for years to come.

Figure 3. Arizona Water Settlement Act, San Francisco Watershed Restoration 
Proposal, Proposed Watershed Treatments.


