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Governor Bill Richardson Receives Support for Effort to Protect New 

Mexico’s Most Precious Rivers and Streams 
  

Announces Phased Approach to ONRW Initiative Starting with Wilderness Areas 
 
(Santa Fe, NM) – Governor Bill Richardson received important support recently for his plan to 
pursue protection for rivers, lakes and streams within national forest wilderness areas in New 
Mexico.  
 
Designation of these surface waters as Outstanding National Resource Waters (ONRW) will 
ensure protection of high mountain and headwater streams for all of the important users that 
depend on clean water within the watershed, including municipalities, acequias, and agricultural 
and recreational areas. 
 
As announced today by Mayor Martin Chavez, the Governor’s ONRW initiative has recently 
received the support of municipalities along the Rio Grande corridor, including Albuquerque, 
Santa Fe, Las Cruces, Espanola and Rio Rancho.  
 
“Protecting our water is something we can all agree on,” said Governor Richardson. “ONRW 
designation is an important tool to ensure that the quality of our water supply, our most precious 
natural resource, is protected for future generations.” 
 
The state also announced today that the Governor’s ONRW effort will begin with a focus on 
federally designated wilderness areas within the national forests. This new approach 
complements recently announced plans by the U.S. Department of Agriculture and U.S. Forest 
Service to initiate a "timeout" on new road-building and other development in designated 
roadless areas of national forests.  The Governor had originally requested that the agencies 
tasked with the ONRW nomination -- the Environment Department, the Energy, Minerals and 
Natural Resources Department and the Department of Game and Fish -- nominate all waters 
within both wilderness and inventoried roadless areas as ONRWs. However, in light of the 
federal government’s announcement last week that it will restrict development in roadless areas, 
the agencies will first focus their efforts on waters located within wilderness areas.  
 
“The federal ‘time out’ in roadless areas is giving us time to focus our efforts on protecting 
wilderness areas first,” said NMED Secretary Ron Curry. “Wilderness areas already enjoy a high 
level of protection, making added ONRW safeguards easier for local users, federal forest 



managers and the state to agree on. We look forward to working with all forest users including 
grazers, irrigators and recreation groups to make this effort a success.”   
 
ONRW designation benefits all users of the water including any downstream users by protecting 
against water quality degradation. If watershed conditions in the ONRW area need improvement, 
designation can help to prioritize restoration efforts and financial assistance for the area. 

 
Land-use activities—such as grazing—in existence within an ONRW at the time of designation 
will not be affected so long as they are controlled by best management practices. New land uses 
or activities can proceed if they do not cause water quality degradation in the ONRW.  In 
particular, traditional land use within and downstream of ONRW designated areas, such as the 
acequia system, will benefit from the water quality protections that result from ONRW 
designation. The Governor has directed agencies to ensure that any ONRW nomination will have 
only a positive impact on the acequia system and will not interfere with water rights.  
 
Waters eligible for ONRW designation include those that are part of a national or state park, 
wildlife refuge or wilderness areas, special trout waters, waters with exceptional recreational or 
ecological significance, and high quality waters that have not been significantly modified by 
human activities. 
 
The state has held 11 public meetings to discuss the Governor’s ONRW initiative over the past 
year and has had many more one-on-one stakeholder meetings to gather comments and develop 
an initiative that addresses the concerns of all stakeholders.  Additional meetings on the proposal 
to designate wilderness areas within the national forests will be held this summer.   
 
The ONRW designation, if successful, will be the third for New Mexico. All three designations 
have occurred under the Richardson Administration. 
 
Governor Richardson pursued designation for surface waters within the Valle Vidal in 2006 and 
supported the efforts of Amigos Bravos to gain designation for the Rio Santa Barbara in 2005. 
 
For more information, call Marissa Stone at (505) 827-0314. 
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