
Chapter 4: Geographic Areas  
Places Matter. Across the 1.6 million acres of the Santa Fe National Forest (NF), there are diverse 
communities and cultures, recreation uses, and restoration needs. Compared to other National Forests, the 
Santa Fe NF is surrounded by very diverse landscapes as well as unusually diverse communities and 
cultures with roots going back hundreds and thousands of years. Nationwide not all Forest Plans use 
Geographic Areas (GAs), but to recognize and best manage the similarities and differences that exist across 
distinct landscapes on the Santa Fe NF, seven GAs have been identified. Each of the seven GAs on the 
Forest have different restoration needs, sustainable recreation opportunities, connections to nearby 
communities, and partnerships with the public. Each GA is described in the context of local communities, 
uses, and restoration needs. In addition, each GA is accompanied by Desired Conditions that refine broad 
forest-wide management direction and offer unique guidance. 

From West to East, the 7 Geographic Areas are: 

• Canadas and Nacimiento 
• Jemez Mesas and Canyons  
• North Jemez Mountains  
• West Sangres and Caja 
• Pecos River Canyon  
• East Sangres  
• Rowe Mesa and Anton Chico  

Geographic Areas are made up of the unique cultural identities, ecology, and types of use specific to 
different places on the Forest. These features may align with Ranger Districts, county lines, watersheds, or 
other geographical and socioeconomic boundaries. Where people travel from as they access different parts 
of the forest was also considered in defining boundaries. Therefore, GAs can also represent many small 
“community” forests within the larger Santa Fe NF.  Local community culture, economic drivers, natural 
and man-made landscape features, ecology, types of recreation, and restoration needs shaped the GAs, 
which are delineated by easily recognized natural features and infrastructure (e.g., waterways, roads, and 
ridges). 

 

Canadas & Nacimiento 
 

Description 
The Canadas and Nacimiento Geographic Area, comprised of two non-contiguous portions of forestland, 
totaling over 242,523 acres, lies along the western edge of the Santa Fe NF. The landscape varies greatly 
from mesas, canyons, and knife ridges in the Canadas, to heavily forested mountains, meadow valleys, and 
flowing waterways throughout the Nacimiento.  

Canadas borders Bureau of Land Management (BLM) land to the west, the Jicarilla Apache Nation 
Reservation to the north, and Chama River Canyon Wilderness to the east. Dead Man Lookout, a historic 
fire tower visible throughout the north end of this GA, serves as a primary landmark for locals and visitors 
alike. 

Nacimiento borders the towns of Cuba, Regina, and La Jara on the west and the Nacimiento Range and 
Valles Caldera National Preserve to the east. Nacimiento encompasses the San Pedro Parks Wilderness, 



which is over 40,000 acres, and includes meadows and rivers as well as the Continental Divide National 
Scenic Trail. The GA also has grazing operations, including numerous small, family-owned grazing 
operations that provide income to local families. 

Parts of Designated Areas within the Geographic Area (GA) include: 

• 2 Designated Wilderness Areas 
o Chama River Canyon (less than 1 acre, less than 1% of this Wilderness within the Santa 

Fe NF is in this GA) 
o San Pedro Parks Wilderness (24,335 acres, 59% of this Wilderness is in this GA) 

• 1 Wild and Scenic River 
o Rio Chama Wild River (13 acres, less than 1% of this WSR is in this GA) 

• 1 National Recreation Area 
o Jemez National Recreation Area  (124 acres, less than 1% of this NRA is in this GA) 

• 4 Inventoried Roadless Areas 
o Chama Wilderness (286 acres, 22% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Chama Wild and Scenic River (85 acres, 2% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Pollywog (8,556 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o San Pedro Parks (5,793 acres, over 99% of this IRA is in this GA) 

• 1 Wild Horse and Burro Territory 
o Mesa De Las Viegas Wild Horse Territory (7,054 acres, 49% of this Wild Horse 

Territory is in this GA) 
• 1 National Hiking Trail 

o Continental Divide National Scenic Trail (10 miles, 26% of the CDT within the Santa Fe 
NF is in this GA) 

• 1 Scenic Byway 
o Jemez Mountain Scenic Byway (17 miles, 27% of this Scenic Byway within the Santa Fe 

NF is in this GA) 

Management Areas within the Geographic Area include: 

• Oil and Gas Leasing Area 
• Nogales Cliffhouse Cultural Interpretive Area 
• Rattlesnake Ridge Cultural Interpretive Area 
• Eligible Wild and Scenic Rivers include: 

o Rito Anastacio East: Wild (2.1 miles of the Rio Guadalupe Watershed) 
o Rio Puerco: Wild (8.3 miles of the Arroyo San Jose-Rio Puerco Watershed) 
o Rio de las Vacas: Wild (7.2 miles of the Rio Guadalupe Watershed) 

 

Local Communities and Human Use 
Rugged mesas and wide canyons in the Canadas provide a barrier to casual recreational access, though 
small and large-scale grazing operations as well as hunting are commonplace. Commercial oil and gas 
development thrives on the western portion of the GA, and it provides employment for regional residents 
who reside in surrounding communities or live as far away as Farmington. A limited number of meadows 
and streams attract large game, most notably providing elk winter range.  Mule deer and bear, as well as 
elk, are common and attract hunters in the fall.  



Nacimiento is easily accessible, which allows for the ongoing access integral to local traditional uses by 
land grants, tribes, and pueblos. Nacimiento includes headwaters for clean flowing water that feed park-
like meadows, such as Church Meadow which is a common recreation site for picnicking and car camping. 
Streams in this GA supply downstream acequias with high-quality dependable water that sustains regional 
agriculture and cultural traditions. Wood gathering by land grant communities, tribes, and pueblos for 
heating homes and cooking, in addition to firewood gathering by visitors from surrounding cities, is typical. 
These traditional uses occur alongside recreational uses like outfitting, fishing, dispersed camping, and 
horseback riding. 

 

Restoration Needs 
Ponderosa pine and pinyon-juniper forest restoration and meadow protection is needed throughout this GA. 
The thinning of dense, small-diameter trees and shrubs in combination with prescribed burning, will support 
long-range restoration efforts and reinstate natural fire regimes. Restoration will result in decreased woody 
encroachment of meadows, restored and preserved grasslands, improved watershed health, and greater 
wildlife diversity. In addition, traditional cultural uses and recreation in the GA, ranging from wood 
gathering, hunting, and acequia irrigation to camping, hiking, and picnicking, will benefit from improved 
forest health and waterway function. 

 

Desired Conditions 
1. Headwaters are bountiful with high water quality and support ecological resources and multiple 

uses, including acequias. 
2. Recreation is well distributed across the Geographic Area and includes diverse experiences such 

as designated and dispersed camping for individuals and larger groups (e.g., Church Meadows), 
hunting, cultural interpretive areas, Wilderness experiences in San Pedro Parks, and the 
Continental Divide National Scenic Trail.  

3. Oil and Gas development as well as other commercial uses contribute to the local economies of 
surrounding communities. 
 

Jemez Mesas and Canyons 
 

Description 
The 286,938 acre Jemez Mesas and Canyons Geographic Area skirts the Valles Caldera National Preserve 
to the east and south as well as Jemez and Zia Pueblos to the west. Bandelier National Monument and the 
community of Los Alamos lie along the southeastern boundary, and the GA also encompasses the 5,000 
acre Dome Wilderness. A tributary to the Rio Grande, the Jemez River, transects the GA flowing year-
round from its headwaters at the Valles Caldera National Preserve.  The presence of water in this GA, 
exemplified by the Rio Cebolla, provides diverse habitats like wetlands, meadows, and forests essential to 
threatened and endangered species like the New Mexico Meadow Jumping Mouse, Jemez Mountain 
Salamander, and the Mexican Spotted Owl.   

Thermal activity in this GA contributes to multiple hot springs which attract visitors interested in soaking 
and viewing unique geologic features at Soda Dam, San Antonio, Spence, and McCauley Hot Springs. In 



addition to the river and hot springs, Fenton Lake, a man-made reservoir on the northern edge of this GA, 
is a landmark and popular recreation site for water sports.  

Recreation is the main use throughout the GA, and the Jemez National Recreation Area, comprised of over 
57,000 acres, is designated specifically for recreation ranging from rock climbing to hunting. The Jemez 
Mesas and Canyons GA draws New Mexicans from across the state, as well as tourists from out of state, 
who are able to access the GA year-round via the well-travelled Jemez Mountain Trail 
National Scenic Byway. The GA also has grazing operations, including numerous small, family-owned 
grazing operations that provide income to local families. 

Designated Areas within the Geographic Area (GA) include: 

• Dome Wilderness (5,181 acres, 100% of this Wilderness is in this GA) 
• 9 Inventoried Roadless Areas 

o Alamo Canyon (8,628 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Bearhead Peak (8,274 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Canada Bonito RNA (487 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Cerro La Jara (1,122 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Ghost Town (219 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Guaje Canyon (6,101 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Peralta Ridge (4,025 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Rendija (2,175 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Virgin Canyon (6,067 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 

• 1 Scenic Byway 
o Jemez Mountain Scenic Byway (46 miles, 73% of this Scenic Byway within the Santa Fe 

NF is in this GA) 
• 2 Wild Horse and Burro Territories 

o Dome Wild Burro Territory (3,426 acres, 100% of this Wild Burro Territory is in this 
GA) 

o San Diego Wild Horse Territory (2,274 acres, 100% of this Wild Horse Territory is in 
this GA) 

• 1 National Recreation Area 
o Jemez National Recreation Area (57,594 acres, over 99% of this NRA is in this GA) 

• 3 Wild and Scenic Rivers 
o East Fork Jemez Recreation River (586 acres, 100% of this WSR is in this GA) 
o East Fork Jemez Scenic River (1,378 acres, 100% of this WSR is in this GA) 
o East Fork Jemez Wild River (1,103 acres, 100% of this WSR is in this GA) 

• 2 Research Natural Areas 
o Canada Bonita, Proposed Research Natural Area (434 acres, 100% of this RNA is in this 

GA) 
o Monument Canyon, Research Natural Area (583 acres, 100% of this RNA is in this GA) 

Management Areas within the Geographic Area include: 

• Oil and Gas Leasing Area 
• Canada Bonito Proposed Research Natural Area 
• Eligible Wild and Scenic Rivers include: 

o Rio Guadalupe: Scenic (13.2 miles of the Rio Guadalupe Watershed) 
o Jemez River: Wild (4.3 miles of the Upper Jemez River Watershed) 

 



Local Communities and Human Use 
The Jemez Mesas and Canyons Geographic Area has been used for thousands of years by the Towa and 
Tewa people. With over 7,000 known archaeological sites, the GA has the highest density of archaeological 
sites in the country. Surrounding tribes, pueblos, and land grant communities continue to live in the region 
and use this part of the Forest daily for sustenance and traditional uses like hunting, harvesting fuelwood, 
grazing, and collecting forest products for cultural ceremonies.  

Recreation is the most popular modern use of the Jemez Mesas and Canyons GA. While locals enjoy 
walking in the forestlands around their homes, visitors are attracted to dispersed recreation, ATV use, RV 
camping, hiking, fishing, and accessing hunting (e.g., elk and turkey) through the Jemez Mountain Scenic 
Byway. Accessibility to picturesque vistas not only attracts tourists and recreationists, but also draws the 
commercial film industry, which regularly uses the GA as a backdrop. 

The staggering volume of archaeological resources, proximity to Los Alamos and Sandia National 
Laboratories, locality of the Rocky Mountain United States Geological Survey Station, and the Valles 
Caldera National Preserve have established this GA as a cornerstone of archaeological research and land 
management initiatives in the Western United States and has attracted researchers from across the country. 
For example, implementation of the Southwest Jemez Collaborative Landscape Restoration Project 
introduced an influx of researchers eager to study fire and fuels management as well as landscape-scale 
forest restoration.  

 

Restoration Needs 
The history of uncharacteristic wildfire and ongoing high-use recreation have demanded forest restoration 
efforts and recreation management. The Southwest Jemez Collaborative Restoration Project is aimed at 
forest and riparian restoration throughout this GA, and riparian restoration is needed along major tributaries 
of the Jemez River to ensure greater water quality in the future. In response to fuel thinning needs on the 
forest, the Pueblo of Jemez established the Walatowa Timber Industries in 2012. Walatowa Timber 
Industries has partnered with the Santa Fe NF, Valles Caldera National Preserve, and private landowners 
to thin wood and brush, harvest timber, and sell lumber, latillas and firewood, connecting indigenous 
livelihoods to landscape-scale forest management efforts. 

High-use recreation across the GA, predominantly overnight camping along waterways and along Forest 
Road 376, has negatively impacted vegetation and water quality. Compaction of soils from vehicles parked 
alongside roads, illegal dumping, and noise and air pollution require management of dispersed camping to 
promote a healthy watershed. Hot springs and geologic features that attract high volumes of recreational 
visitors, like Soda Dam, pose public safety hazards and are vulnerable to both degraded water quality and 
damage to geologic formations. 

Restoration in this GA will serve both modern and traditional user communities that depend on the Forest 
for traditional and cultural uses as well as livelihoods. Furthermore, restoration will restore and preserve 
grasslands as well as ensure sustainable high-quality recreation opportunities, while protecting invaluable 
natural resources found in this GA. 

 

Desired Conditions  
1. Restored ponderosa pine, mixed conifer forests, and riparian systems are regionally significant 

examples of these healthy vegetation types within the Southwest. 



2. Recreation opportunities abound, including Wilderness experiences, especially in association 
with the Jemez National Recreation Area. Vulnerable features (e.g., waterways, hot springs, and 
geologic features such as Soda Dam) are protected for the enjoyment of future generations even 
in areas of heavy use (e.g., FR 376). 

3. Water quality and availability are keystone features that ensure excellent watershed function for 
the Jemez River, its tributaries, the downstream Rio Grande, and acequias. 
 

North Jemez Mountains 
 

Description 
The 404,168 acre North Jemez Mountains Geographic Area rises from the San Juan Basin on the west to 
mesas, knife ridges, and remote meadows that drop into the Chama River Canyon Wilderness on the east, 
and borders the Valles Caldera National Preserve and San Pedro Parks Wilderness on the South.  Borrego 
Mesa on the northwest corner of the eastern side of the Santa Fe NF is included in the North Jemez 
Mountains GA because the terrain is similar, and local communities predominantly use these parts of the 
Forest in the same way. The rugged nature of the GA and roadless Wilderness along the Chama River 
Canyon Wilderness allows wildlife to thrive. 

The geology of the northwestern portion of this GA, which borders the Nacimiento GA, provides 
opportunities for mineral development, resulting in industrial oil and gas extraction that attracts workers 
from surrounding areas. In addition to the oil and gas industry, the GA has the greatest number of grazing 
permittees on the Forest. The GA has grazing operations, and while some are large-scale, there are also 
numerous small, family-owned grazing operations that provide income to local families. 

Designated Areas within the Geographic Area (GA) include: 

• 2 Designated Wilderness Areas 
o San Pedro Parks Wilderness (16,965 acres, 41% of this Wilderness is in this GA) 
o Chama River Canyon Wilderness (43,072 acres, 100% of this Wilderness within the 

Santa Fe NF is in this GA) 
• 17 Inventoried Roadless Areas 

o Arroyo de la Presa (6,171 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Arroyo de los Frijoles (5,275 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Canones Creek (3,937 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Chama Wilderness (1,006 acres, 78% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Chama WS River (4,080 acres, 98% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Clara Peak (787 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o El Invierno (29,911 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o El Lagunito (6,796 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Lemitas (8,122 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Mesa Alta (1,868 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Oso Vallecitos (1,116 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Polvadera (2,486 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Polvadera Peak (6,289 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Pueblo Mesa (3,538 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Rio Medio (2,841 acres, over 99% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o San Pedro Parks (26 acres, less than 1% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Youngsville (6,117 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 



• 1 Scenic Byway 
o Old Spanish Trail (25 miles, 100% of this Scenic Byway within the Santa Fe NF is in this 

GA) 
• 2 National Hiking Trails 

o Canones Creek National Recreation Trail (11 miles, 100% of this NHT within the Santa 
Fe NF is in this GA) 

o Continental Divide National Scenic Trail (30 miles, 74% of the CDT within the Santa Fe 
NF is in this GA) 

• 2 Wild Horse and Burro Territories 
o Chicoma Wild Horse Territory (2,893 acres, 100% of this Wild Horse Territory is in this 

GA) 
o Mesa De Las Viegas Wild Horse Territory (7,368 acres, 51% of this Wild Horse 

Territory is in this GA) 
• 4 Wild and Scenic Rivers 

o Rio Chama Management Segment (522 acres, 100% of this WSR is in this GA) 
o Rio Chama Scenic River (1,443 acres, 100% of this WSR is in this GA) 
o Rio Chama Study River (1,175 acres, 100% of this WSR is in this GA) 
o Rio Chama Wild River (2,695 acres, over 99% of this WSR is in this GA) 

Management Areas within the Geographic Area include: 

• Oil and Gas Leasing Area 
• Tsipinuouinge Cultural Management Area  
• Poshuinge Cultural Interpretive Area 
• Eligible Wild and Scenic Rivers include: 

o Canones Creek: Wild (10.0 miles of the Abiquiu Reservoir Watershed) 
o Rio del Oso: Recreational (10.2 miles of the Rio Ojo Caliente-Rio Chama Watershed) 

 

Local Communities and Human Use 
The iconic mesa peak Cerro Pedernal, made famous by the paintings of Georgia O’Keeffe, is the dominant 
landmark in the GA and has long been a sacred site in Tewa ancestral lands and the Jicarilla Apache origin 
story. Tea Kettle Rock, a unique geologic feature, provides a local landmark and also represents the border 
between this GA and the Valles Caldera National Preserve.   

Traditional cultural uses by surrounding communities for hunting, grazing cattle, pinyon harvesting, and 
fuelwood gathering is the leading human use of the North Jemez Mountains GA. Small local communities 
that dot the landscape between forestland boundaries, and occupy inholdings throughout this GA, have 
depended on forest access and products for centuries and continue to rely on the GA to sustain local 
livelihoods and culture. Further, indigenous communities including Tewa, Jicarilla Apache, and Navajo 
peoples access the GA to visit sacred sites, gather forest products for ceremonies, and hunt game. Numerous 
cultural sites that have sacred meaning to these groups exist on this GA, and protection of those sites and 
access for kin is crucial for local cultural tradition. Visitors come to the GA and its surrounding lands to 
visit Ghost Ranch Event Center and explore Georgia O’Keefe’s historic home, camp along the Chama River 
and high alpine meadows (e.g., the popular Resumidero Campsite), and pass through on the way to Abiquiu 
Reservoir, El Vado Lake, and Heron Lake State Parks. 

 



Restoration Needs 
Thinning of dense, small-diameter vegetation and prescribed burning will support long-range restoration 
efforts and reinstate natural fire regimes. Restoration will result in decreased woody encroachment of 
meadows, restored and preserved grasslands, improved watershed health, and greater wildlife diversity. In 
addition, traditional cultural uses and recreation in the GA, ranging from wood gathering, hunting, and 
acequia irrigation to camping, hiking, and picnicking, will benefit from improved forest and waterway 
function. 

 

Desired Conditions 
1. Prescribed burning and managed natural fire protect, maintain, and enhance resources and move 

toward vegetative desired conditions on a landscape scale throughout the North Jemez Mountains 
Geographic Area, especially around reservoirs.  

2. Forest users have frequent opportunities to connect with the unique cultural, historical, and 
ecological resources in the North Jemez Mountain Geographic Area including the Rio Chama 
corridor, the Chama River Canyon Wilderness, the Continental Divide National Scenic Trail, and 
FR96.  Existing trails, like the Canones Creek National Recreation Trail, are developed to 
improve access and expand use. Outside of developed areas, recreation opportunities are rugged 
backcountry experiences where solitude can be found. 

3. Rural communities have access to the forest for subsistence and traditional uses such as 
fuelwood, pinyon picking, hunting, recreating with families and youth, and small family grazing 
operations. 
 

West Sangres and Caja 
 

Description 
The West Sangres and Caja Geographic Area starts south of Borrego Mesa and stretches over 203,903 acres 
along the western slope of the Sangre de Cristo Mountain Range to Grasshopper Canyon south of Shaggy 
Peak. Small streams throughout the West Sangres and Caja GA support dense forests that rise from pinyon-
juniper woodlands to spruce-fir alpine peaks. A municipal watershed for the city of Santa Fe is close to 
recreational trails, comprising 17,000 acres of the uppermost reaches of the Santa Fe River. The Santa Fe 
Ski Basin attracts locals and visitors throughout year. 

The West Sangres and Caja GA includes the Caja del Rio Plateau, a mesa non-contiguous with the rest of 
the GA, which lies west of the city of Santa Fe, north of Cochiti Pueblo, and is only separated from 
Bandelier National Monument and Bandelier Wilderness by the Rio Grande River. While the indigenous 
communities and residents of the city of Santa Fe consider the Caja del Rio part of their local landscape 
this part of the West Sangres and Caja GA is unique in terrain and use. The Caja del Rio is an arid mesa, 
and the recreation experiences there are less developed and more exploratory than other parts of the West 
Sangres and Caja GA. Tetilla Peak, Whiterock, and Diablo Canyon are the iconic landmarks of this GA. 
The GA also has grazing operations, including numerous small, family-owned grazing operations that 
provide income to local families. 

Designated Areas within the Geographic Area (GA) include: 

• Pecos Wilderness (76,624 acres, 39% of this Wilderness within the Santa Fe NF is in this GA) 



• 12 Inventoried Roadless Areas 
o Arroyo Montoso (6,267 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Black Canyon (1,920 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Caja (5,297 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Juan de Gabaldon Grant (8,016 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Little Tesuque (814 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o McClure Reservoir (375 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Nichols Reservoir (1,517 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Pacheco Canyon (1,007 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Rancho Viejo (3,825 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Rio Medio (less than 1 acre, less than 1% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Tesuque Creek (810 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Thompson Peak (18,984 acres, 58% of this IRA is in this GA) 

• 3 Scenic Byways 
o Santa Fe National Forest Scenic Byway (15 miles, 100% of this Scenic Byway within the 

Santa Fe NF is in this GA) 
o Rt. 66 Pre-1937 Alignment (1 acre, 24% of this Scenic Byway within the Santa Fe NF is 

in this GA) 
o El Camino Real (6 acres, 100% of this Scenic Byway within the Santa Fe NF is in this 

GA) 
• 1 National Hiking Trail 

o Winsor National Recreational Trail (14 miles, 57% of this NHT within the Santa Fe NF is 
in this GA) 

• 1 Wild Horse and Burro Territory 
o Caja Wild Horse Territory (8,809 acres, 100% of this Wild Horse Territory is in this GA) 

Management Areas within the Geographic Area include: 

• Caja del Rio Cultural/Interpretive/Biological Management Area 
• Eligible Wild and Scenic Rivers include: 

o Rio Molino: Wild (4.5 miles of the Santa Cruz River Watershed) 

 

Local Communities and Human Use 
Much of the GA is adjacent to indigenous pueblos, residential communities, and urban areas, resulting in 
heavy human use including small-scale grazing operations, hunting, fuelwood gathering, and recreation. 
Parts of this GA are adjacent to the city of Santa Fe and are used heavily for recreation by locals and tourists 
who frequent a broad network of trails primarily for day uses such as hiking, mountain biking, and 
horseback riding. The Winsor National Recreation Trail as well as Tesuque and Atalaya peaks provide 
leading recreation opportunities, with uses ranging from mountain biking to hiking and skiing. The Santa 
Fe Ski Basin provides recreational opportunities including skiing, snowboarding, hiking, chairlift rides, and 
disc golf. Aspen viewing in the fall is a favorite activity along Hyde Park Road; the golden aspens can also 
be easily spotted from the city of Santa Fe and by those on I-25 as they summit La Bajada! 

 

Restoration Needs 
The West Sangres and Caja GA is a popular recreation destination for locals and tourists, which has 
resulted in increased pressure on developed campsites and trails. Recreation requires new strategies to 



improve high-use and developed recreation while decreasing user conflicts. In addition, overly dense 
forests in this GA increase the risk of uncharacteristic, stand-replacing wildfire in the extensive wildland-
urban interface along the border of the city of Santa Fe and the Santa Fe Municipal Watershed, requiring 
forest restoration such as thinning and prescribed burning of dense, small-diameter vegetation. The Caja 
del Rio Plateau, within the West Sangres and Caja GA, requires restored and preserved woodlands and 
grasslands. Forest restoration and improved recreation management will improve public safety, access, 
ecological health and function, and sustain long-term continued enjoyment and dependence by locals and 
tourists.  

 

Desired Conditions 
1. Most fire burns with low and moderate intensity and there is a very low risk of uncharacteristic 

wildfire in the wildland-urban interface of Santa Fe and the city of Santa Fe’s water sources (e.g., 
Santa Fe Watershed and Buckman Diversion).  

2. In the mountains above Santa Fe, diverse non-motorized recreation opportunities (e.g., hiking, 
horseback riding, mountain biking, skiing, and Wilderness experiences) are popular and users 
find well marked and maintained trails, frequent encounters with other recreationists without 
conflict, and facilities (e.g., parking and bathrooms) appropriate for the recreation level and in 
balance with ecological resources and other multiple uses. 

3. Recreation opportunities on the Caja del Rio are rugged and exploratory. Motorized and 
mechanized recreation occur on the east side of the Caja del Rio. 

4. Collaborative partnerships with local communities and visitors across jurisdictional boundaries 
support the local economy promote sustainable recreation and restored ecosystems. 

 

Pecos River Canyon 
 

Description 
The Pecos River Canyon GA begins at the dramatic alpine peaks and lakes that feed the Pecos River 
headwaters, supporting mixed conifer forests, abundant wildlife, and human communities downriver. This 
178,484 acre GA includes part of the second largest Wilderness in New Mexico, the 220,000-acre Pecos 
Wilderness, and spans predominantly rugged ridgetops, where high quality water is abundant, and the rare 
Holy Ghost Ipomopsis thrives (Holy Ghost Canyon is home to the only naturally occurring population of 
this endangered plant). As elevation declines southward, windswept tundra and lush meadows drop into 
steep granite canyons with flowing water and dense forests. Increased accessibility in the south of the Pecos 
River Canyon GA allows plentiful and diverse human use opportunities.  The Santa Barbara Divide, an 
alpine ridge that delineates the northern edge of the Pecos Basin and Pecos Wilderness, is a notable 
landmark and recreation destination, providing breathtaking views of many high peaks. 

South of the Pecos Wilderness, the narrow Pecos River Canyon cuts through steep and rocky hillsides on 
either side. The Pecos River—the heart of life and activity in the GA—is paralleled by an arterial road that 
leads locals and visitors up tributary drainages throughout the Canyon. The Pecos River is an integral part 
of life for local communities and provides the foundation for the local economy, especially recreation-based 
businesses that rely on recreation activities in the Canyon.  

Recent wildfires have changed vegetation composition and scarred the landscape in the Canyon while also 
impacting local communities economically and socially. The Viveash (2000), Dalton (2002), Tres Lagunas 



(2013), and Jaroso (2013) fires closed the Canyon intermittently over the course of 15 years, each time 
impacting the social fabric and economic viability of local communities. Historically, as well as currently, 
areas such as Dalton, Alamitos, and Davis Willow provided forest products such as firewood, Vigas, and 
timber for lumber.  These areas were also harvested to support the mining operations at Terrero. The GA 
also has grazing operations, including numerous small, family-owned grazing operations that provide 
income to local families. 

Designated Areas within the Geographic Area (GA) include: 

• Pecos Wilderness (84,983 acres, 43% of this Wilderness is in this GA) 
• 7 Inventoried Roadless Areas 

o Grass Mountain  (3,251 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Holy Ghost (2,351 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Jacks Creek (740 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Pecos WS River (5,392 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Thompson Peak (13,993 acres, 42% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Wesner Spring (15 acres, 3% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Willow Creek (1,476 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 

• 2 Scenic Byways 
o Rt. 66 Pre-1937 Alignment (2 miles, 36% of this Scenic Byway within the Santa Fe NF is 

in this GA) 
o Old Santa Fe Trail (3 miles, 34% of this Scenic Byway within the Santa Fe NF is in this 

GA) 
• 1 National Hiking Trail 

o Winsor National Recreational Trail (11 miles, 43% of this NHT within the Santa Fe NF is 
in this GA) 

• 1 Wild and Scenic River (One designation with two categories, Recreation and Wild) 
o Pecos Recreational River (2,432 acres, 100% of this WSR is in this GA) 
o Pecos Wild River (4,385 acres, 100% of this WSR is in this GA) 

Management Areas within the Geographic Area include: 

• Eligible Wild and Scenic Rivers include: 
o Rio Valdez: Wild (2.3 miles of the Cow Creek-Pecos River Watershed) 
o Bear Creek: Wild (2.4 miles of the Cow Creek-Pecos River Watershed) 

 

Local Communities and Human Use 
If the Pecos River is the heart of the Canyon, the surrounding communities are the pulse. With deep 
connection to the Pecos River, along with surrounding mountains and streams, locals regularly camp, fish, 
and hunt in the GA. Beyond the GA, locals still depend on the Pecos River headwaters to irrigate 
agricultural operations that stretch from the GA all the way to Texas. Though this GA is proximal to the 
city of Santa Fe, the culture is distinct with roots, traditions, and uses of the land going back hundreds and 
thousands of years. Adding to the cultural context of the Pecos River corridor, prehistoric use during the 
Paleo-Indian, Archaic, Basketmaker, and Puebloan periods likely involved hunting, fishing, gathering herbs 
and other plants, and some farming. As early as 1600, Spanish explorers began scouting the upper Pecos 
River valley for mineral wealth. With the coming of more permanent European and Hispanic settlers in the 
late 18th and early 19th centuries, the GA saw increased use for grazing, logging, hunting, trapping, and 
mining. 



Large game animals including deer, elk, and bighorn sheep flourish amongst the peaks and provide 
excellent hunting opportunities, often guided by local outfitters. Numerous trailheads at the Wilderness 
boundary provide access to backpacking, hunting, and horseback riding, as well as access to fishing along 
the Wild and Scenic Pecos River and accompanying streams. The historic Beatty’s Cabin, Beatty’s Flats, 
and high mountain lakes (e.g., Lake Katherine, Stuart, Pecos Baldy and Truchas Lakes) are popular 
destinations. Lower reaches of the Pecos River Canyon are used heavily for both high-use recreation and 
traditional uses. Small cattle operations support local livelihoods and cultural traditions. 

Recreation has become increasingly popular in the lower portion of the Pecos River Canyon GA, where 
motorized and non-motorized recreation occur side by side. Motorized vehicles are used for recreation and 
traditional uses such as gathering products like herbs, Christmas trees, pinyon, and fuelwood. Dispersed 
camping is common in the GA because of motorized access, numerous private inholdings, and recreational 
residents. Special uses are also common, varying from family reunions and large recreation events, to 
commercial filming of blockbuster Westerns. The Pecos River Canyon GA supports the local economy on 
and off the Forest by raising revenue from recreation, providing forest products, and providing land for 
grazing, all of which are integral to traditional culture and livelihoods and support local tourism through 
frequent visitation. 

 

Restoration Needs 
The upper portions of the Pecos River Canyon GA are key for the restoration and reintroduction of Rio 
Grande Cutthroat Trout. This restoration effort includes the installation of fish barriers to mitigate 
competitive, non-native fish species (e.g., rainbow and brown trout). Fuel treatments will be implemented 
to lower the risk of uncharacteristic wildfire as well as protect water quality and quantity. The thinning of 
dense, small-diameter trees and shrubs in combination with prescribed burning, will support long-range 
restoration efforts and reinstate natural fire regimes.  Restoration will result in decreased woody 
encroachment of meadows, restored and preserved grasslands, improved watershed health, and greater 
wildlife diversity. 

A single canyon, Holy Ghost Canyon, is home to the only naturally occurring population of the endangered 
Holy Ghost Ipomopsis. The biennial plant has been established in other parts of the Pecos River Canyon in 
attempts to ensure the resiliency and persistence of the species. 

The lower reaches of the Canyon would also benefit from vegetation treatments and prescribed burning, 
particularly adjacent to the wildland-urban interface. Dispersed camping and motorized uses in the lower 
portion of the GA have resulted in soil compaction and vegetation degradation. Restoration of these areas, 
such as restrictions and revegetation, is needed in addition to managing popular dispersed camping sites. 
However, these lower reaches come with unique challenges to restoration efforts. The steep and rocky 
terrain, as well as a patchwork of private inholdings, limit access for land managers. Despite these 
challenges, successful restoration of soil and riparian areas (e.g., at the Dalton Campsite) have been 
completed. Where practical around the wildland-urban interface, there is a need to treat fuels by thinning. 

 

Desired Conditions 
1. The Pecos River corridor south of the Wilderness boundary, within the Pecos River Canyon 

Geographic Area, is a high use region for a diversity of recreation activities (e.g., hiking, fishing, 
horseback riding, hunting, camping in developed sites, motorized recreation, family reunions, and 
movie filming) that co-exist without conflict, contribute to the economy of the surrounding 



communities, and compliment more developed recreation opportunities on state-owned land (e.g., 
New Mexico Department of Game and Fish properties). 

2. The Pecos Wilderness is an exemplary Wilderness Area that contributes to local recreationists, 
tourists, commercial users, and traditional users. 

3. Bountiful headwaters feed streams, rivers, and acequias while supporting populations of Rio 
Grande Cutthroat Trout and are protected from non-native fish species. 

4. Populations of the endangered Holy Ghost Ipomopsis are stable and thriving.  
5. Partnerships with traditional communities, new residential community members, and established 

organized groups are collaborative, decrease user conflict, and support both restoration and 
sustainable recreation opportunities on the Forest. 

 

East Sangres 
 

Description 
The forested slopes of the East Sangres Geographic Area encompasses 137,593 acres of steep granite mesas, 
lush river-fed meadows, and small streams. The city of Las Vegas lies to the east of the GA and is the 
largest surrounding community, but several villages lie to the southeast including Bernal, San Jose, San 
Pablo, San Juan, Mineral Hill, and Colonias. To the east of the GA lie small communities like Mora and 
the even smaller settlements of Ledoux, Rio de la Casa, Sapello, Panderais, and Rociada. Many small 
communities, ranches, and farms dot the landscape and comprise the populations who rely on this GA most.  

Easily accessible recreation hotspots in the GA like Gallinas Canyon, Barillas Peak, Walker Flats, and 
Hermit Peak are frequented by locals and visitors. The view-shed of Jicarillita Peak and Gascon Point are 
important to surrounding communities. The GA has several grazing operations; while some are large-
scale, most are small, family-owned operations that provide income to local families. 

Designated Areas within the Geographic Area (GA) include: 

• Pecos Wilderness (35,055 acres, 18% of this Wilderness within the Santa Fe NF is in this GA) 
• 10 Inventoried Roadless Areas 

o Bear Mountain (1,382 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Enchanted Lakes (1,275 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Falls (2,475 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Gallinas (13,198 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Grace Tract (999 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Lost Lake (469 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Maestas (474 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Sparks Creek (80 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Valle Del Toro (1,861 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 
o Wesner Spring (583 acres, 98% of this IRA is in this GA) 

Management Areas within the Geographic Area include: 

• Eligible Wild and Scenic Rivers include: 
o Beaver Creek: Wild (3.1 miles of the Headwaters Gallinas River Watershed) 

 



Local Communities and Human Uses 
The East Sangres Geographic Area is the “backyard” of the city of Las Vegas and the surrounding land 
grant communities on the east side of the Pecos River. The GA is used primarily by locals for traditional 
uses like fuelwood gathering, grazing, and dispersed recreation. The forests and private inholdings in this 
GA, especially surrounding the village of Mora, provide many of the Christmas trees transported 
throughout New Mexico and surrounding states, like Texas. The primary source of drinking water for the 
city of Las Vegas, Gallinas Creek, is a municipal watershed that has been the focus of extensive 
vegetative restoration efforts throughout the past decade. The Gallinas Creek Canyon is popular for 
recreation and includes developed camp sites, picnic sites, fishing, and horseback riding opportunities. 
Though there is less recreational pressure on this GA than other parts of the Forest due to relatively 
remote access, backcountry recreation by locals is common in areas where ATV accessible fishing and 
hunting are primary activities (e.g., Cow Creek, Bull Creek, Walker Flats, and Capulin). 

 

Restoration Needs 
The East Sangres Geographic Area, like much of the Santa Fe NF, is overgrown with an excess of small-
diameter, densely packed vegetation. Much of this GA needs forest restoration such as thinning and 
prescribed burning, as well as efforts to restore and preserve grasslands, such as those on Johnson Mesa. 
The thinning of dense, small-diameter trees and shrubs in combination with prescribed burning, will 
support long-range restoration efforts and reinstate natural fire regimes.  Restoration will result in 
decreased woody encroachment of meadows, restored and preserved grasslands, improved watershed 
health, and greater wildlife diversity. 

 

Desired Conditions 
1. The Gallinas Watershed supports acequias and provides a sustainable drinking water source for 

the city of Las Vegas and surrounding communities. Vegetation within this watershed has very 
low risk of uncharacteristic wildfire.  

2. Local access to the forest for cultural and subsistence uses contributes to traditional practices and 
lifestyles such as livestock grazing, Christmas tree cutting, fuelwood gathering, pinyon collecting, 
medicinal herb collection, wild berry picking, access for recreation (e.g., day hiking, dispersed 
camping, and Wilderness experiences), and supplying the local forestry industry with wood 
products to support restoration needs. 

3. Partnerships with traditional communities and new residential community members are 
collaborative, decrease user conflict, and support restoration on the Forest. 
 

Rowe Mesa and Anton Chico 
 

Description 
The Rowe Mesa and Anton Chico Geographic Area includes two noncontiguous areas on the southeastern 
side of Santa Fe NF. Rowe Mesa and Anton Chico are separated by the Pecos River, with Glorieta Mesa 
and Hurtado Mesa (locally and collectively referred to as Rowe Mesa) to the west and Anton Chico to the 
east. The Rowe Mesa and Anton Chico GA includes 117,427 acres of arid terrain that is primarily vegetated 
by pinyon-juniper forests and grasslands, due to its relatively low elevation. 



Positioned south of I-25, Rowe Mesa is a prominent land feature, with Anton Chico lying to the east, and 
the villages of Ilfeld, Rowe, and San Jose to the north. The Rowe Mesa and Anton Chico GA is dominated 
by pinyon-juniper interspersed with large swaths of ponderosa pine forests and shrubs. Grasslands are 
iconic of this GA but encroachment on wide spanning grasslands by pinyon-juniper have demanded 
aggressive restoration efforts. The GA also has grazing operations, including numerous small, family-
owned grazing operations that provide income to local families. 

Designated Areas within the Geographic Area (GA) include: 

• 1 Inventoried Roadless Area 
o Ladrones Mesa RNA (701 acres, 100% of this IRA is in this GA) 

• 2 Scenic Byways 
o Rt. 66 Pre-1937 Alignment (2 miles, 41% of this Scenic Byway within the Santa Fe NF is 

in this GA) 
o Old Santa Fe Trail (5 miles, 66% of this Scenic Byway within the Santa Fe NF is in this 

GA) 
• 1 Research Natural Area 

o Mesita De Los Ladrones, Research Natural Area (629 acres, 100% of this RNA is in this 
GA) 

Management Areas within the Geographic Area include: 

• Mesita de los Ladrones Research Natural Area 
• Eligible Wild and Scenic Rivers include: 

o Pecos River: Scenic (6.8 miles of the Tecolote Creek - Pecos River Watershed) 

 

Local Communities and Human Uses 
This Geographic Area provides abundant small forest products like latillas, fuelwood, and pinyon as well 
as plentiful opportunities for hunting big game and turkey. Roads braided across the GA illustrate the high 
volume of locals enjoying this GA for motorized recreation, often accompanied by year-round recreational 
shooting, hunting, and fuelwood gathering. Small grazing operations use this GA throughout the year, and 
occasionally, military exercises occur. 

 

Restoration Needs 
Pinyon pine forests and juniper woodlands throughout the Geographic Area require restoration such as 
thinning and burning to restore and preserve grasslands. These restoration efforts will support continued 
access for traditional uses, recreation, and grazing by surrounding local communities. The thinning of 
dense, small-diameter trees and shrubs in combination with prescribed burning will support long-range 
restoration efforts and reinstate natural fire regimes. Restoration will result in decreased woody 
encroachment of meadows, restored and preserved grasslands, improved watershed health, and greater 
wildlife diversity. 

 

Desired Conditions 
1. Restored productivity and reintroduced fire within grasslands, pinyon pine forests, and puniper 

woodlands are free from meadow encroachment. 



2. Restored and productive ERUs contribute to wildlife habitat and traditional uses for local 
communities accessing forest products and sustainably grazing livestock.  

3. Local, traditional, and subsistence uses (e.g., pinyon picking, firewood gathering, livestock 
grazing, and recreation) occur almost year-long in lower elevation areas. 
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