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Dear Private Landowners in Cochiti Mesa, Cañon del Norte and Peralta Canyon:
A post-fire survey and assessment of the area affected by the Las Conchas Fire has been completed.  This survey was conducted under the Burned Area Emergency Response (BAER) program.  The survey and assessment identified locations determined to be at an increased risk of flooding, hazard trees (burned or weakened by fire), rocks falling from steep canyon sides or other damage due to the fire.  This information has been shared at public meetings, in newspaper ads and posted on Inciweb (www.inciweb.org).  Over the next several months, we may be updating the assessments with new information.

Please be aware of the potential increases in flows resulting from the fire.  For example, projections for a one-hour storm of 1.7 inches of precipitation, a typical summer thunderstorm, show that runoff peak flows may increase by a factor of up to 10.  Residents and forest users downstream of the fire area should use caution, be vigilant when storms are approaching, and be prepared for temporary lack of access or the possibility that they could be stranded if infrastructure (e.g. culverts, stream crossings, or roads) is compromised by flood flows or debris.

If downstream residents are concerned with effects after the fire on their property, they can contact Cliff Sanchez, at the State office of the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS).  His phone number is (505) 761-4404 and his email address is Clifford.Sanchez@nm.usda.gov.

A Forest Closure Order (Order Number 10-356) was issued on June 30, 2011, prohibiting public access on Santa Fe National Forest areas because of public safety concerns associated with drought and fire danger.  The Las Conchas Fire area was included in that closure order.  That order was rescinded on July 30, and a Forest Closure Order (Order Number 10-358) was issued on July 30 for the area impacted by the Las Conchas fire.  That order will remain in place for the general public for some time into the future.

We have heard from many landowners whose property is within the area affected by the fire and understand the urgent need to allow access as soon as possible.  As fire suppression efforts have progressed, this has been one of our highest priorities.  We have been assessing and mitigating hazards from flash flooding, falling trees and rolling rocks along routes accessing private land and are nearing completion of that process on some routes.  As routes become available, a process will be in place for landowners to get a waiver letter allowing them into the closed area by signing a waiver of liability and being issued a key.  That process will be described in more detail below.

The route to private lands on Cochiti Mesa over Forest Roads (FR) 289, 36 and 268 will be cleared and available for use by private landowners on Saturday, August 6.  The portion of FR 268 from Highway 4 to the junction of FR 36 is more vulnerable to flooding and will remain closed at least through the remainder of the monsoon season.  The route to private lands in Peralta Canyon over Forest Roads 280 and 282E is currently nearing completion of hazard tree cutting and should be available by Monday, August 8.  Routes to other private land are still considered too hazardous to allow access, and assessment and mitigation will continue until hazards can be sufficiently abated.  FR 89 accessing The Pines and Tent Rock Ranch and FR 268 accessing Bland Canyon pose flooding and debris flow hazards so severe that they will not likely be open for some time.  We will re-assess hazards in those areas after the monsoon season. 

 Waivers and keys will be issued to individual landowners, as routes become available, at the Jemez District Office in Jemez Springs (M-F 8:00 to 4:30), Walatowa Visitor Center (Fri-Sun 8:00-12:00/1:00-5:00), and Los Alamos Forest Service Office (Mon-Wed and Friday 8:00-12:00/12:30-4:30).  The waivers and keys are not transferrable and must be in the possession of anyone entering the closed area.  Further details are included in the waiver example enclosed.  

It is important that anyone entering the closed area be aware of the types of hazards that may be encountered and be vigilant to avoid problems.  Mid-slope roads (e.g. FR 36) can have flash flooding in canyons originating from thunderstorms at some distance from the road, and flood water and debris can make the road impassable.  If a flood event makes the road impassable, landowners may become trapped and not be able to leave the area.  Flooding and debris flows are occurring daily in different locations in the burned area, and it is not possible to ensure that roads will be made passable quickly after such events.  Priority for road maintenance crews is to repair damage that threatens the road or down-slope resources, and assistance may not be available for stranded motorists.  Communication by mobile phone from some areas may not be available, and anyone entering the area is advised to notify family members or friends where they will be and when they expect to return.  Sandoval County Emergency Operations officials encourage residents to register with their CodeRed notification system at www.sandovalcounty.com.

If you choose to go into the burned area, you are encouraged to drive slowly and carefully.  Please be aware that there are agency personnel working on various tasks to mitigate fire effects on roads.  As you consider your decision about going into the burned area, keep in mind that if you enter and require emergency or rescue services, you will not only be incurring risk for yourself, but will also be exposing first responders to risk as they come to your aid.
 If you have any questions regarding the contents of this letter or are in need of further information, please contact Jeff Harris at the Jemez Ranger District at (575) 829-3535 or Lynn Bjorklund at the Española Ranger District at (505) 753-7331.

Sincerely,

/s/ Maria T. Garcia
MARIA T. GARCIA

Forest Supervisor
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