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Observing riparian Habitat restOratiOn On 
bOsque del apacHe 
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Rivers are changing, dynamic entities—ask anyone who lives along one. Rivers have force and diversity in every 
sense of those words. And the different plants and seasonal water provide for wildlife and their array of needs. 
Simple, right, but if you look closer at the floodplain around you, you’ll see an amazing variety of places to 
be—of riparian habitats—whether you are two-legged or four, have wings, carapices, or roots. That’s what I 
see anyway. I notice the edges and patches, the places where things vary from thickets to open ground, from 
short to tall, from wet to dry, from grasses to trees.

Around forty years ago, restoration 
of the overall biological complexity 
of Bosque del Apache began with 
the riparian wildlife habitats of the 
floodplain. In a river system like the 
Rio Grande, one that has been altered 
over centuries, that took some thought. 
Experts in the fields of wetland science, 
bird biology, and food chains began 
exploring ways to create or enhance 
the natural processes that occur along 
the Rio Grande here—processes such 
as seasonal flooding, soil disturbance, 
and nutrient cycling. Hydrologists, 
geomorphologists, and ecologists joined 
the efforts to understand river-flow 
patterns and physical and biological 
floodplain features created as water 
passes by carrying sediments  
downstream, or as refuge lands flood or dry.

Riparian wetland restoration aims to bring back seasonal and semipermanent shallow water basins where 
plants that prefer moist conditions thrive. Historically, wetlands were those patches of isolated low spots on 
the floodplain where groundwater came to the surface and where river channels used to be before relocating 
to another part of the valley. Annual grasses and forbs grow in these lowlying areas until, over time, they are 
either disturbed again by floods or transition into a a different plant community, such as a riparian forest. The 
refuge has learned to recreate this disturbance with tractors, discs, and irrigation.
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Beautiful, majestic cottonwoods and 
Goodding’s or tree willows are our 
native gallery trees on the refuge. 
They both have various forms with 
single or multiple trunks. These trees 
grow with close neighbors as a mix 
of trees and shrubs that form quite 
complex patches of forest. You can see 
shaded passages through the forest 
at ground level and up through the 
canopy. These tunnels provide forage 
opportunities, shelter, and protection 
to wildlife. Leaf litter and tree bark 
are two great places to find insects. 
Light filters in these trees throughout 
the day, and breezes move through 

the trees cooling nesting sites. Tamarisk, a nonnative tree found along the river, doesn’t have this patchy forest 
pattern, the open or shaded areas. Instead, when it grows in dense patches, it forms a uniform block of stems 
at an even height. By removing Tamarisk, a very simple phrase for a tremendous amount of work, the refuge 
sets the stage for forest and wetland restoration—for establishing riparian habitats through seasonal flooding.

The ability to restore native riparian 
wetlands and forests really depends on 
where one is along any southwestern 
river. Here on the Rio Grande at Bosque 
del Apache, we are blessed that some 
years we still get overbank flooding onto 
the floodplain. The refuge also has a 
water right that allows seasonal flooding 
of both wetland and forest restoration 
sites found outside the levee system. 
After Tamarisk clearing, they wait for 
a good spring snow melt like we have 
had this year to establish native trees 
from seedlings next to the river itself. 
Or they flood irrigate cleared areas to 
mimic those high spring flows where the 
river no longer reaches on the floodplain.With these water resources and the hard work of the refuge team, 
including equipment operators, water managers, and biologists, a diverse mosaic of wetlands and forests is 
being restored.

Take a drive or walk in the refuge and observe what that restoration work and what time has given us. Look 
at the patches of shrubs, grasses, forbs, and seasonal open-water wetlands that are scattered along the way, 
each providing foraging and resting areas for wildlife. Look at the edges of wetlands, in the background and 
along the ribbon of river, and see our native floodplain forests. These are the young and middle-aged trees, 
the backdrop to many beautiful photos, that have been restored in this way. When visiting the refuge, consider 
the work that goes into creating this ever-changing wetland and forest diversity. I’ve certainly seen the changes 
over time that have brought back this mosaic of native riparian habitats and have created my favorite places to 
observe wildlife on the refuge.

  - Gina Dello Russo, Ecologist

Observe the patches of grasslands and forest available to the many wildlife
 species that travel or live here year round.

 Observe the edges, diversity in height, shade and light, 
and openings in the restored native forest on the refuge.



Message frOM tHe refuge Manager
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Over the last few years, Bosque del Apache has been implementing energy-efficient projects, which the Friends 
have often helped fund. In a time of declining budgets and reduced staff, saving energy helps in several ways. 
For example, one of these projects is replacing all fluorescent lighting on the refuge with LED lights. Besides 
being more efficient and better lighting, LED lights will last up to twenty years without having to be replaced. 
This saves refuge staff from having to constantly change light bulbs, thus lowering our maintenance costs.

Every time we can lower our costs and pay less for 
our utilities, we make more funding available for our 
fieldwork. Another money-saving project is converting 
to solar energy. The solar panels on our maintenance 
shops, fire shop, and Visitor Center are typically 
producing more power than we are consuming in those 
buildings. In March 2017, we installed solar panels 
to help power our sewage plant. These solar panels 
will likely save us around $125+ dollars a month, thus 
paying for themselves within six years and freeing 
up about $1400 per year that we can put into other 
programs. This summer, we hope to install solar panels 
on the Friends House and our biology building.

We are working on numerous other projects to conserve 
resources. A new catchment system will harvest rainwater from 
the roof of the bunkhouse to water the Desert Arboretum. We 
have installed waterless urinals and water-efficient toilets in 
the public restrooms; they will save hundreds of thousands of 
gallons of water per year. We are replacing our heavy equipment 
with cleaner, more efficient machines that cost 25% less to 
operate than our current machines. We are also converting our 
heating and air-conditioning systems to high-efficiency electric 
heat pumps.

While climate change is always on our minds and wanting to reduce our carbon footprint is a big reason for 
making these energy-efficient and money-saving changes, the bottom line is that going green makes good 
business sense. We want to use the taxpayers’ money wisely; and by becoming more efficient, we save time, 
money, and resources while enjoying better lighting, better equipment, 
and a more sustainable future for the refuge and its wildlife.

  - Kevin Cobble, Refuge Manager

   - Photos by Don Boyd

The Friends of the Bosque del 
Apache National Wildlife Refuge 
is a registered 501 (c) (3) nonprofit 
corporation incorporated in New 
Mexico.  The Friends promotes 
appreciation and conservation 
of wildlife and habitat through 

environmental education and natural 
history experiences at Bosque del 

Apache National Wildlife Refuge.

gOing green is gOOd business



canyOn trail inspires passiOn fOr

cHiHuaHuan desert flOwering plants
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When I walked in the door of the Visitors Center at Bosque del Apache 
National Wildlife Refuge, I was seeking information about the birds that 
were being seen. The volunteer at the desk said, “Hey, we need volunteers!” 
I had been thinking about adding volunteering to my traveling lifestyle, so 
I filled out an application. This, one might say, was the start of a beautiful 
friendship.

I soon learned that Bosque del Apache is much more than a place for over-
wintering birds, for which it is famous. It is about habitat. Discovering the 
Chihuahuan Desert and especially its flowering plants has become a real 
passion for me. Most folks never explore the dry uplands of Bosque del 
Apache, but there are wonders to discover there.

Each Saturday in the spring, I lead a hike up the Canyon Trail to see what 
we might find. The hike is a group effort, and every week the experience is 

different. For example, we have the chance to see those birds that nest in the cliffs: ravens, owls, falcons, and 
many others. But, I am particularly interested in the flowers in these uplands. They tend to be different from 
those within the driving loops. Each species has its own way of succeeding in this challenging environment.

Every year, the presentation of the flowers in the canyon is 
different. Some years, the profusion of blooms makes us feel that 
we are walking in a flower garden. Other years require us to pay 
more careful attention to details. Some of the most delightful 
flowers we find are very small. They often require us to drop to our 
knees to get a good look.

In any case, I have learned to pay close attention on each Canyon 
Trail hike because the flower I discover on one visit may not be 
there when I return in just a day or two. I document each plant 
photographically. Then, I work to identify it. Fortunately, several 
people at our refuge have taken an interest in flowering plants, so 
often we work together to identify a species.

Visitors have many opportunities to identify and learn about flowering plants at 
the refuge. A monitor in the Visitors Center displays photos of a sampling of the 
flowers and plants at Bosque del Apache. All the pictures have labels. Also, the 
Nature Store has a nice selection of books on plants, also books on birds, reptiles, 
animals, and related nature subjects. And the Desert Arboretum offers visitors a 
variety of Chihuahuan Desert and other desert cactus species.

Whether a blossom is an old friend or a new one, hiking the Canyon Trail and 
enjoying and discovering its flowering plants is an adventure that keeps me 
returning again and again!

      - Wayne Washam, USFWS Volunteer
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learning MOre abOut Mexican ducks

It’s summer at Bosque del Apache National Wildlife 
Refuge. You are driving around the tour loop and 
you see a dark brown duck waddling across the road 
with four ducklings behind trying to catch up. This is 
a common sight at the refuge during June, but what 
kind of ducks could they be? Many female ducks are 
brown, and ducklings can be tricky to identify on 
their own. Based on observations of duck migration 
and breeding, we can say with confidence that these 
are Mexican Mallards – a subspecies of Mallard 
Group. Mexican Mallards, commonly called Mexican 
ducks, spend their summer here at the refuge 
breeding and raising young, while most Northern 
Mallards, commonly known as Mallards, leave for 
wetter places. Though we know that this subspecies 
is here in the summer, we don’t know a lot about 
them: Do they migrate to Mexico? Do they stay all 
year long on the refuge? Where do they nest?

When we better understand the specific needs of this duck, we can manage the land to better support its 
requirements. We need to know, for example, what kind of habitat it needs for nesting. That is, does it need 
water close to its nest? Does it require certain plants near the nest? We’re also interested in how the Mexican 
duck responds to certain landscape changes. For instance, where does it go when the wetlands are dry in the 
summer? Which wetlands does it use after rainstorms and during the monsoon season? Do the same ducks 
stay year round, or do they migrate?

To begin to understand the life of the Mexican 
duck, we’ve started banding them with a uniquely 
numbered aluminum band. If a banded Mexican duck 
is captured somewhere else, the band will identify 
that specific duck and no other (sort of like a flying 
license number). Once that duck is re-captured, we’ll 
know a little more about how it moves, in addition to 
its age and sex. Additionally, to track their movement 
patterns, we’ve attached solar GPS transmitters to 
four female Mexican ducks. The GPS transmitters 
give us data points every day on the location of each 
duck; from those data, we can monitor movement 
patterns and know when each duck is nesting. We are 
also capturing young ducks that are with the females. 

These ducklings are not yet big enough to receive a metal band on one of their legs, so they are fitted with a 
tag clipped to the webbing of one of their feet. The tag stays on for their entire lifetime. This tag will allow us 
to gather information on the survival rate of hatchlings in a brood or group.

The information we gather on Mexican ducks will help us be good stewards for them and for all summer 
residents who call Bosque del Apache home. Stay tuned as we learn more about the secretive Mexican duck!

   - Megan Goyette, Staff Biologist



Friends has been busy and productive this Spring! We’ve redesigned our 
website, made staff changes, watched our Facebook page following grow 
to over 1070 and our membership and donors grow to nearly 2000. We ve 

read about in April’s Bosque Watch and see pictured on page 3 of this issue. The 
donations and efforts of our Friends like you make these improvements possible.

Because there is so much to report, we’ll run a special edition newsletter 
in late August. For now, we’ll report about two Spring events and highlight 

.

Friends hosted two events this Spring: Desert Arboretum Stroll on April 22 
and Field Day/ Spring Wildlife Zone on April 29. The Desert Arboretum is 
spectacular: we’ve added twenty-nine new species of Chihuahua Desert 
native plants, two new portals, two new garden gates, and a 1,500-gallon 
water catchment system. To showcase this gem, we initiated the Desert 
Arboretum Stroll. We partnered with Native Plant Society and New 
Mexico Cactus & Succulent Society 

to educate more than 80 visitors about xeric plants and wise-water 
use, while also serving refreshments in and highlighting the historic 
Friends House. On April 29, our 4th annual Field Day and 1st ever Spring 
Wildlife Zone welcomed 115 people – kids and their families. Because 
of inclement weather, we changed our Field Day venue at the last 
minute, moving activities from Rio Viejo Trail to the refuge plaza and 
headquarters—but the kids and families enjoyed the many activities just 
the same.

Save the date for our next event: Annual Friends Meeting on Saturday, 
September 16 in the Lannan Room of our Visitor Center. We’ll host the 
business meeting as usual, but we’ll also have music, food, and 

Just as the Havard’s Agave in our Desert Arboretum built its solid 
foundation for 20-30 years, and then shot up a stalk this Spring and is now 
in glorious bloom, the Friends have built a solid foundation for many years 
and continue to grow and flourish. We will publish a Special Edition of 
Bosque Watch in late August to share more details about our projects and 
the September 16th annual meeting, and to help you prepare for the 30th

Festival of the Cranes from November 14-19. Stay tuned!

   - Photos by Paul White & Don Boyd
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friends cOntinue tO spring fOrward

held two well-attended events, and installed the water catchment system you 
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cuba: a birding OppOrtunity tHat benefits 
bOsque del apacHe

Is Cuba on your list of places to go? Come join Friends of the Bosque 
del Apache National Wildlife Refuge and get a tax deduction to boot. 
For each trip ticket sold, the Friends receive a $200 donation.

December 9-18, 2017, the Friends will explore the eastern half of 
Cuba. We will start our adventure by flying into Holguin, Cuba’s 
brewing capital. We will visit Pinares de Mayari, an area with twenty-
one endemic bird species. Next, we go to Baracoa, Cuba’s oldest city. 
While there, we will visit Parque Nacional Alejandro de Humboldt. 
The area has the richest flora and fauna in Cuba. Birding should be 
great. Then, we head to Santiago. We’ll visit San Juan Hill, made 
famous in the Rough Riders. We’ll bird the area and learn a lot about 
its historical significance, from Diego de Velázquez and Hernán Cortés 
to the present day.

Three-hundred-seventy different species of birds have been recorded in Cuba; twenty-seven are endemic to 
Cuba. Come and join us. Find new birds, make new friends, and learn more about our neighbor just south of 
Florida. Possible endemic species to be found on this trip: Gundlach’s Hawk, Blue-Headed Quail-Dove, Cuban 
Parakeet, Cuban Screech-Owl, Cuban Pygmy-Owl, Bee Hummingbird, Cuban Trogon, Cuban Tody, Cuban Green 
Woodpecker, Fernandina’s Flicker, Cuban Vireo, Cuban Crow, Cuban Gnatcatcher, Cuban Solitaire, Yellow-
headed Warbler, Oriente Warbler, Cuban Grassquit, Cuban Blackbird, and Zapata Sparrow (very rare in eastern 
Cuba).

For more information about this trip, go to: http://www.holbrooktravel.com/where-we-travel/americas/cuba/
cuba-exploring-eastern-cuba-friends-bosque-del-apache

  
- Jon Morrison, Friends of Bosque del Apache Board of Directors Member

   - Photo by Jerry Oldenettel
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FRIENDS OF THE BOSQUE DEL APACHE MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION

  Name  

  
Family Members

 
(for Family Membership) OR Business Name (for Business Sponsors)

          
  
Street      City   State    Zip

 
  Phone      Email
p I also want to donate ___ $25    ___ $50    ___$100   ___Other

 Credit Card Number _____________________________
 Exp. Date ________________ Sec. Code ____________        
 
 Signature _____________________________________ 

p Please contact me about planned giving. 

PO Box 340
San Antonio, NM 87832

    YOUR STORY MATTERS!
For more information on sharing your story 
about Bosque del Apache with decision 
makers, please contact the Friends at 
friends@sdc.org.

Join or donate online at FriendsoftheBosque.org 
or send  your contribution to: 

Friends of the Bosque
PO Box 340

San Antonio, NM 87832

US Fish & Wildlife Regional Director
500 Gold Avenue SW
Albuquerque, NM 87102  
505/346-2545

fOllOw us On 
facebOOk & instagraM!

Hon. Ryan Zinke
Secretary of the Interior 
18th & C Streets NW, Rm. 6151
Washington D.C. 20240    
202/208-7351

Hon. Martin Heinrich 
US Senate, Washington D.C. 20510
202/224-5521 
website: heinrich.senate.gov  
Hon. Tom Udall
US Senate, Washington D.C. 20510  
202/224-6621  
website: tomudall.senate.gov

Hon. Michelle Lujan Grisham  
House of Representatives
Washington D.C. 20515   202/225-6316  
website: lujangrisham.house.gov
Hon. Ben Ray Lujan, Jr. 
House of Representatives 
Washington D.C. 20515    
202/225-6190  
website: lujan.house.gov
Hon. Steve Pearce  
House of Representatives
Washington D.C. 20515   202/225-2365  
website: pearce.house.gov

NEW MEXICO REPRESENTATIVES

NEW MEXICO SENATORS

The White House, Washington D.C.
202/456-1111  President@WhiteHouse.gov

PRESIDENT DONALD J. TRUMP

e-mail: friends@sdc.org
www. friendsofthebosque.org

www.facebook.com/friendsofthebosque

2017 Membership Levels:   
 Snow Goose (Individual) $25  
 Northern Harrier (Family) $50  
    Sandhill Crane $120   
 Peregrine Falcon $250
 Golden Eagle $1000
 Business Sponsor $350        
 Corporate Sponsor $500

@friendsofbosquedelapache
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