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Accomplishments

In 2017, Rio Puerco Field Office (Field Office) began revitalizing the interpretation exhibit
within the main atrium at the EI Malpais National Conservation Area (Conservation Area).
The upgraded exhibits have interactive features and 3D displays. The installation of this
exhibit was completed in July 2021. Aremodel of the Ranger Station was also completed
in April 2021 which included repairing exterior mortar and stucco; restoring exterior wood
features (vigas, latillas, log columns and lintel, canopy, and fence); repainting interior and
exterior; refurbishing restroom flooring, plumbing fixtures, and counters; new kitchenette
cabinets and sink; new flooring; mechanical room plumbing; update HVAC; and new track
lighting in atrium. To provide a safe visitor experience, a Risk Assessment was completed
at the Ranger Station in mid-July 2021. General preparations were completed throughout
FY21 in order to ready the Ranger Station for public reopening on March 18, 2022.

El Malpais Ranger Station Exibit and Remodel Compete July 2021
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New interpretation materials for the NCA were produced and brochures updated
throughout FY21. A Junior Ranger booklet for the El Malpais NCA was finalized and
printed in December 2020. A Junior Ranger badge was also created and produced in
FY21. An El Malpais Visitor Guide was created in collaboration with the Public Lands
Interpretive Association and BLM which was finalized in December 2021 and will be




printed in FY2022. Interpretive panels meant to educate visitors about resources along
the Ranger Station Nature Trail and about vegetation within the Ranger Station Courtyard
were developed and printed in FY21. These projects were primarily funded through the
BLM New Mexico State Office with National Conservation Lands funds.
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A Landscape Preserved

As you look out over the valley, you are seeing many thousands of acres of protected public land.
El Malpais is managed in partnership by the Bureau of Land Management and the National Park
Service. El Malpais covers a wide area and protects many different habitats, plants, wildlife, and
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Wayside interpretive sign with El Malpais NCA resource information to be installed
along the Ranger Station Nature Trail

To provide more accurate visitation counts, TRAFx traffic counters were installed at La
Ventana Natural Arch Recreation Area, Joe Skeen Campground, and the South Narrows
Picnic Area. There are plans in FY22 to install more TRAFx counters in other areas
throughout the NCA.




Lo Avea

Junior Ranger Guide

Throughout FY21, El Malpais park rangers adapted to less in-person ranger-led activities
by creating and posting on social media a series of videos about Leave No Trace
Principles and a series of videos on El Malpais NCA resources. PLIA assisted rangers in
creation and editing of the videos and posted them on their webpage
https://publiclands.org/pages/el-malpais-national-conservation-area and
https://publiclands.org/blogs/public-lands-stewardship/tagged/public-lands as well as
on their Facebook page.



https://publiclands.org/pages/el-malpais-national-conservation-area
https://publiclands.org/blogs/public-lands-stewardship/tagged/public-lands

In June 2021, Rio Puerco Field Office released the El Malpais National Conservation Area
Draft Business Plan for public review and comment. The objective of the El Malpais NCA
Draft Business Plan is to provide the public with information on the current state of the
recreation program; ensure consistency with required statutes and laws; establish future
management goals and priorities of the program; and invite the public to submit
comments on the proposed fee structure. The draft business plan establishes the Joe
Skeen Campground as a fee site. The Business Plan proposes a fee of $5 per night per
campsite, for up to two cars, and S5 per night for additional vehicles. In August 2021, a
video field trip was prepared to present to the Northern New Mexico Resource Advisory
Council in lieu of an in-person field day. The El Malpais NCA Draft Business Plan and the
video was presented to and approved by the Resource Advisory Council on August 19,
2021.
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Volunteers use elbow grease to remove graffiti beneath the La Ventana
National Public Lands Day event in September 2021

An Ancestral Lands Conservation Corps trail crew completed trail maintenance along the
La Ventana Natural Arch trail the week of August 24, 2021, through August 31, 2021. Rio
Puerco Field Office and the National Park Service hosted a National Public Lands Day
event at La Ventana Natural Arch Recreation Area on September 24. Along with Federal




employees, 14 volunteers dedicated their time to remove graffiti from the sandstone
beneath La Ventana Arch and assisted in re-graveling a portion of the trail.
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Ancestral Lands Conservation Corps Trail Crew
August 2021 at La Ventana Natural Arch

Challenges

As all units have experienced change in visitation throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, El
Malpais staff have had to adapt their on-the-ground visitor interactions and facility
maintenance techniques. To protect resources and prevent their degradation, field staff
is needed on the ground with the increased of visitation. Off-road driving and user-made
campsites are increasing within the Wilderness Areas in the Conservation Area. Law
Enforcement, with field office staff, are working together to install carsonite signs and
inform the public of the special restrictions. Staff are also engaging in stewardship
outreach to public visiting the Conservation Area. A priority in FY22 is to fill a supervisory
park ranger position to assist with El Malpais’ day-to-day operations. Interpretive
programs have been minimized throughout the past two years due to COVID-19 and FY22
allows opportunity to create more in-person ranger-led visitor experiences.
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Visitors

Despite closure through FY21 of the El Malpais NCA Ranger Station due to COVID-19 and
remodel activities, visitation throughout the NCA increased in FY2021 to 295,174 from
285,621 in FY2020. Average annual visitation from FY 2016 through FY 2021 is 269,832
visitors. Historically, visitor use numbers recorded in the database are collected through
a variety of methods including estimates made by recreation staff based on data from
the nearby National Park Service's El Malpais Visitor Center and El Malpais’ special
recreation permits. Recreation deployed new TRAFx vehicle counters FY21 with the
intention to place more in FY22. In the Recreation Management Information System, the
current estimated annual visitation is reported less accurately than data that TRAFx
counters will provide in the future. Visitation in the NCA is steady throughout the year with
the highest overall use from spring to summer. Elk and pronghorn hunting are popular in
the NCA with open seasons from August through December 15. We expect that visitation
to El Malpais NCA will increase over the years due to population increase and increased
interest in outdoor activities.

Visitors enjoy a hie inthe El Malpais CA




Partnerships

Partnership with the neighboring El Malpais National Monument (NPS) staff continues
to strengthen. Communication with the NPS staff is open and collaboration is occurring
on projects such as sign plans, interpretation, and a reroute of the Continental Divide
Trail. The BLM will also be partnering with the NPS to develop a sign plan to inform
visitors to both the National Monument and the NCA about WWII munitions. In
September of 2021, BLM and NPS partnered together for Public Lands Day to bring
volunteers together to clean up some of our most frequented sandstone features, La
Ventana Natural Arch and Sandstone Bluffs. We shared resources and a risk
assessment, cutting down project planning time and cost.

The Continental Divide Trail (Trail) traverses the NCA and National Monument for more
than 40 miles. This NCA section of the trail winds among the Chain of Craters and
passes through pifon, juniper, ponderosa pine and a variety of shrubs and grasses. It is
approximately 20 miles from CR 42 trailhead to the CR 42 trailhead, however a large
majority of visitors, however, use Hwy 117 as a more direct route to hike north into
Grants. For the past several years, the State Office has been working on a land
exchange with Acoma Pueblo to facilitate a more direct route for CDT hikers near
Grants, NM. This exchange is in line with the Trail's mission to keep hiker routes off
highways. The BLM, the Trail administration, the Continental Divide Trail Coalition, Park
Service, the State of New Mexico, and local Forest Service districts are coordinating
routes, improvements, easements, and acquisitions in the area and throughout the state
of New Mexico.

El Malpais staff have also been collaborating with Public Lands Interpretive Association
(PLIA) and New Mexico State Office (State Office) to develop a local art installation for
the NCA. The goal of the art installation is to provide inspiration to visitors to become
active land stewards. A large sculpture will be chosen in FY22 and displayed outside the
Ranger Station, while a mixed media installation will be curated for inside the Ranger
Station in late FY22 to early FY23. PLIA worked with El Malpais park rangers in the
creation of 14 videos in two series relaying information to social media followers on
resources within the NCA and on Leave No Trace Principles. The NCA is working with
the PLIA on the potential for offering a small gift shop in the newly remodeled Ranger
Station when it re-opens. A Visitor Guide with safety information, recreation
opportunities, resource information, and tribal perspective was completed under an
agreement with the PLIA FY21 that will be printed in FY22.
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El Malpais NCA Visitor Guide

BLM partnered with the Ancestral Lands Youth Corps in a three year Financial
Assistance Agreement. The Corps’ crews have assisted with trail work in La Ventana
Natural Arch Recreation Area, and in the future will assist in the CDT reroute, and with

other trails within the El Malpais.

Science

In 2019 Rio Puerco Field Office completed the El Malpais Science Plan which is meant to
guide the direction of scientific research in the NCA. The Range division completed
Rangeland Health Assessments throughout the NCA to determine the status of faunal
and floral health of the area. Most areas are considered stable within the NCA.
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Climate Impacts and Resiliency

In 2016, a study was completed in the neighboring El Malpais National Monument by
Henri Dee Grissino-Mayer with the purpose reconstructing climate for the El Malpais
region from long-lived trees and remnant wood, reconstructing the fire history of

forests in the El Malpais, and investigating short-term and long-term relationships
between wildfire and climate. The conclusion of this study was that the, “presettlement
fire regime emphasizes that the current absence of fire in the monument exceeds the
historical range of variability established for the presettlement period. Unless effects of
past human related disturbances are mitigated, fire regimes of El Malpais will continue
to favor high-intensity, catastrophic fires” (Grissino-Meyer 2016).

In 2019, a study was done to determine the “Ponderosa pine resilience to climate change”
(Chavez 2019). The study found that ponderosa pine resilience is low. It is possible that
current thinning treatments have increased deeper soil moisture to a point where
ponderosa pine survival is facilitated, but the impact of thinning treatments in the future
remains uncertain. Small changes can significantly alter the projection of ponderosa pine
resilience. Therefore, a monitoring program is recommended to obtain measured
meteorological, soil moisture, and soil water potential data in Cebolla Wilderness Area.
This data would improve the BLM’s understanding of soil moisture changes and
projections for ponderosa pine resilience as the climate changes.

Future studies should be supported within the El Malpais to understand climate impacts
and resiliency.
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Social and Environmental Justice

A Visitor Satisfaction Survey at La Ventana Natural Arch Recreation Area, Joe Skeen
Campground, and the El Malpais Ranger Station Recreation Site was completed in 2019
which gave a glimpse at the demographics of visitors to the NCA. Though we lack
detailed information regarding our visitors and the impacts of the NCA on surrounding
communities, BLM is making a national effort to provide Field Offices with more support
and training on identifying and clarifying those impacts.

Events

A National Public Lands Day event was held at La Ventana Natural Arch Recreation Area
on September 24, 2021. Rio Puerco Field Office and National Park Service partnered in
this event. Along with several federal employees, 14 volunteers dedicated their time to
remove graffiti from the sandstone beneath La Ventana Arch and assisted in re-graveling
a portion of the trail.

With assistance from PLIA, El Malpais park rangers created a series of eight videos about
Leave No Trace Principles and a series of seven videos about El Malpais resources which
were posted on PLIAs homepage throughout FY2021. These videos were viewed more
than 7,000 times and reached more than 21,000 social media followers.
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Over the next several weeks, we've teamed up with the staff at El
Malpais National Conservation Area to explore this unique public land
near Grants, New Mexico.

Join us on our Facebook page on Wednesdays at 12pm M

more about this Bureau of Land Management site!

This landing page will feature links to videos in the El Malpais series

after they've aired on our Facebook page.

Homesteading An Ancient Toolkit
April 1, 2021 March 26, 2021
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Snapshot of the PLIA Webpage for the virtual ranger programs/videos
on El Malpais NCA resources

Words from the Staff

Dear Friends of the El Malpais National Conservation Area,

The Bureau of Land Management and the El Malpais NCA staff have made
modifications and adjustments to visitor services to continue availability during the
COVID-19 pandemic by increasing visitor and staff safety and incorporating more virtual
interpretive programs.

We are excited to welcome visitors back to the Ranger Station in March 2022 where
visitors will find a newly renovated building and fresh interpretive exhibit. Staff
continues to update and create new interpretive materials for our visitors. Park rangers
continue to strive for excellence through their on-the-ground visitor interactions and we
continue to strengthen our communication with partners.

In 2022 the Rio Puerco Field Office will restructure their Recreation program with the
intent to provide more direct focus from management and staff. Priorities for 2022 will
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be to fill staff vacancies and continue to enhance and improve visitor facilities and
experiences.

Thank you for being a steward to your Public Lands!
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Report compiled by: Jennifer Merino, Outdoor Recreation Planner

The mention of company names, trade names, or commercial products does not
constitute endorsement or recommendation for use by the federal government.
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