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RIO GRANDE WATER FUND

The Rio Grande Water Fund Pre-Feasibility Study is a comprehensive look at the local conditions and 
viability for a Water Fund to protect New Mexico’s Rio Grande and its tributaries, which supply water 
to Albuquerque, Sante Fe, Native American Pueblos, and other communities (i.e. water for more than 
half of New Mexico’s population and an essential ingredient for the state’s economic growth).

© TNC MEXICO
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RIO GRANDE WATER FUND

PHASE Pre-Feasibility
COMPONENT Multi-stakeholder governance,  
Science-based decision making, Finance,  
and Deployment of Program Activities.
STEP Pre-Feasibility Study

How many people collaborated to complete  
this step for this water fund?
Over 50 people collaborated on the development and cre-
ation of the Santa Fe Water Fund, and its follow up project, 
the Rio Grande Water Fund. The Santa Fe Water Fund was 
our initial proof of concept effort, and it included 3 internal 
TNC staff and over 17 people from partner organizations in-
cluding the City of Santa Fe Water Division, the City of Santa 
Fe Fire Department, The Santa Fe Watershed Association, 
Santa Fe City Councilors, the Espanola Ranger District of the 
Santa Fe National Forest, and consultants with the polling 
firm Fairbank, Maslin, Maullin, Metz & Associates.

How much time was required to complete  
this step?
24 months

© THE NATURE CONSERVANCY (JACKIE HALL)
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PROCESS

1. Collaborative Vision: Convene stakeholders to develop  
a mutually agreed upon vision for 20-yr watershed  
management program.

2. Preliminary Funding: Develop application for and  
secure USFS Collaborative Forestry Restoration Program 
funding create 20-year comprehensive watershed  
management plan.   

3. Work plan: Develop a 20-year master plan that  
provided a framework and recommendations for long 
term management, outreach and funding for restoring  
the Santa Fe Municipal Watershed and protecting  
downstream water supplies.

4. Polling: Conduct a public opinion poll in Santa Fe to  
assess public understanding of water supply threats 
posed by wildfire, steps that may be taken to protect 
water supply, and willingness to support a payment for 
ecosystem services finance model.

5. Create MOUs: Create Memorandums of Understanding 
for partners involved in managing the watershed. 
 
 
 
 

6. Execute Financial Agreement: Execute Collection  
Agreement between the USFS and the City of Santa Fe.

7. Sustainable Funding: Create sustainable water source 
protection program funding source through water  
customer fees.

8. Monitor: Monitor program progress according to  
20-year management plan. 

9. Education and Outreach: Conduct ongoing education  
and outreach among Santa Fe residents and students to 
inform and educate about threats to the community’s 
water supply and the need to the long-term water source 
protection program. 

10. Revise work plan: Revise and update master plan for  
watershed as needed.
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SYNTHESIS
Local networks of environmental educators, land managers, city em-
ployees, and conservation organizations played key roles in mobilizing 
resources and support for the Santa Fe Water Fund, which eventually 
led to the development of the Rio Grande Water Fund. Santa Fe’s public 
conversation about watershed health began when the city purchased 
its water system from a private utility, giving Santa Fe a direct stake in 
protecting its water supply. Following that, the city and Santa Fe Na-
tional Forest began a collaborative assessment of the watershed. The 
resultant report found that much of the watershed, particularly the 
mid-elevation ponderosa and mixed conifer forests around the city’s 
reservoirs, faced a high risk of fire (Grant 2009). 

Sustained public engagement was a key focus of this program, includ-
ing educational field trips into the watershed. Public opinion research 
conducted in 2011 assessed ratepayer willingness to pay for water 
source protection through forest restoration in the Municipal Water-
shed. Over 80 percent of survey respondents indicated their willing-
ness to pay, on average, an additional 65 cents per monthly bill towards 
the fund, and nearly two-thirds of these same participants said they 
would pay up to two dollars a month on their bill.

Dedicated TNC, City and Forest Service staff provided the sustained 
support needed to move projects from idea to implementation. Beyond 
their advocacy, the Santa Fe Watershed Association and The Nature 
Conservancy also provided crucial support in planning and analysis. By 
2013, the City Water Division was supporting the Santa Fe Water Fund 
via revenue from water users and their operating budget. This was the 
conclusion of our “proof of concept” phase and the fund is still ongoing.

Two years later, we built on our proof of concept to create the Rio 
Grande Water Fund, which encompasses the Santa Fe geography, 
expands it to a 7 million acre watershed, and benefits 1 million New 
Mexicans. We embarked on a second feasibility study phase, this time 
looking at Albuquerque water users and Middle Rio Grande agricultural 
interests, to determine their reliance upon and interest in the upstream 
water sources. This feasibility study took us a full year, and included ex-
tensive outreach to several dozen stakeholders, replication of the Santa 
Fe poll among Albuquerque water customers, and an avoided cost 
study. The results are summarized in a report we called the “Frame-
work for Water Security” which served as our blueprint to continue 
formation of the Water Fund.
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LESSONS LEARNED

Lesson Learned #1 
A catalyst event can be very helpful to bring the 
community together. For example, prior to our 
pre-feasibility stage in Santa Fe, a large wildfire in 
the neighboring community of Los Alamos served 
to focus public awareness on the threat of wildfire 
to Santa Fe’s drinking water, and to educate the 
public about ways to mitigate that threat. A  
separate and even more damaging wildfire was 
the catalyst for the Rio Grande Water Fund, and 
this time the fire had a direct and measurable  
effect on drinking water for both Albuquerque  
and Santa Fe.

Lesson Learned #2 
TNC’s conservation campaigns team and  
expertise in public opinion research and polling 
can be very helpfully applied to water funds. We 
ran two polls ourselves, and partnered with a  
local university for a third willingness to pay study. 
The poll results confirmed water users support for 
water fund payments and provide information that 
elected officials value. © THE NATURE CONSERVANCY (JACKIE HALL)
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LESSONS LEARNED

Lesson Learned #3 
Stakeholder engagement is a critical part of the 
feasibility study phase of water fund development. 
The complexity of the geography should dictate 
the extent of stakeholder engagement. For  
example, in Santa Fe we worked with 17 partners, 
and for the more complex Rio Grande Water Fund, 
our feasibility study included more than two  
dozen stakeholder interests.

Lesson Learned #4 
A strong scientific baseline for water fund  
activities is crucial to interest potential  
investors. In both Santa Fe and for the Rio Grande 
basin, the need for large-scale restoration of  
headwater forests is well established in the  
scientific literature, and that helped investors  
and stakeholders alike grasp the need for a  
Water Fund without question.

Lesson Learned #5 
Written agreements are necessary as part of  
water funds at some phase, but our experience is 
that the actual agreements are pretty simple and 
it is not necessary to over-think the institutional 
arrangements at the feasibility stage.

Lesson Learned #6 
Sharing water fund example from other places  
is very helpful to introduce water users, elected 
officials, stakeholders and community leaders to 
the concept.


