
Prior to the formation of the Albuquerque Metropolitan Arroyo Flood 
Control Authority (AMAFCA) in 1963, downtown Albuquerque fell 
victim to seasonal flooding. In order to prevent injury, death, and 
property damage in the Albuquerque Area, AMAFCA constructed the 
north and south diversion channels to channel mountain runoff into 
the Rio Grande at the city limits.  As the city expanded and paved 
over the plains, it grew into a vast flood control system working in 
conjunction with the City of Albuquerque (COA), the New Mexico 

Department of Transportation (NMDOT), and other agencies. In order 
to do this, they utilize channels, storm drains, drainage ponds, damns, 
and pump stations.  They control over 4000 acres, manage 69 miles 
of channels, 9 miles of underground facilities, and seven miles of 
dikes and diversion structures. As well as flood control, these areas 
also serve as wildlife space, parkland, bike trails, equestrian areas, 
open space, golf courses, and even hang gliding landing areas.
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Arroyos and drainage systems in Albuquerque 
are owned and maintained by seven different 
organizations, the largest three being the 
Albuquerque Metropolitan Arroyo Flood 
Control Authority (AMAFCA), The City of 
Albuquerque (COA) and the Middle Rio 
Grande Conservancy District (MRGCD). 
These separately funded entities work in 

close relation with their systems in order to 
organize communication for maintenance and 
new development. COA maintains all storm 
drains and some channels, MRGCD controls 
ditches and irrigation and AMAFCA maintains 
the backbone channels in the city. In order 
to efficiently enact projects, these agencies 
often swap land and resources. 

Agency
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After Albuquerque had developed into a city, 
officials realized that they needed a way to 
direct storm water so that it would not leave 
large areas flooded. The first drainage ditches 
in the city were built in 1964, however, they 
had to be constructed to work with existing 
buildings. The drainage system includes 
many underground tunnels and unobtrusive 
arroyos. "The Washing Machine" is a section 
leading into the North Diversion Channel, 

designed to slow the speed of the water before 
it makes its turn north. This is an example 
of how humans have tried to control water 
flow. A diversion channel built in a confined 
corridor will typically cost about 20% more 
than one built in an open area. Since 1964, 
the total cost that Albuquerque Metropolitan 
Arroyo Flood Control Association (AMAFCA) 
has put over $2 million into constructing and 
maintaining the drainage system.

The Source
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Bicycling is one of the most popular forms 
of recreation and alternate transportation in 
Albuquerque. The city currently has over 400 
miles of bike lanes and multi-use trails, with 
more in the works. Development costs are 
around $500,000 per linear mile of paved 

trail, and over $2,000,000 is spent annually 
to develop these trails. The lands bordering 
Albuquerque’s arroyos generally make great 
locations for bike trails, as it takes bikers 
away from the busy city streets, much like the 
floodwater in the arroyos themselves. 

Flowing through the City
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The “first flush” of the year typically begins in 
late spring, where heavy rains rinse the city 
of bacteria, chemicals, litter, and animal and 
natural waste. Pollutants also come from 
sources such as avian influences, municipal 
discharges and onsite treatment systems. 
AMAFCA’s storm water, however, must follow 
the New Mexico Environmental Department’s 
(NMED) guidelines regarding the “Total 
Maximum Daily Load” (TMDL) before being 
released into the river. The TMDL “documents 

the amount of a pollutant a waterbody can 
assimilate without violating a state’s or a Tribe’s 
water quality standard.” The pollutant most 
specifically measured is the bacteria E.coli. 
Native American reservations are not required 
to abide by these guidelines yet created their 
own, which are even stricter than those of 
NMED. AMAFCA follows the standards set by 
the Isleta Reservation, located downstream 
of their two diversion channel outlets into the 
Rio Grande. 

An Urban Detox
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In June 2010, the Big Sky Hang Glider Park 
just north of the North Domingo Baca Dam on 
Eubank and Paseo del Norte was renamed in 
honor of former astronaut and U.S. Senator 
Harrison “Jack” Schmitt. The native New 
Mexican was part of the Apollo 17 journey to 
the moon on December 6, 1972 and served 
one term as a Senator beginning in 1976. 
The park serves its purpose as a landing site 
for hang gliders and paragliders who come 
from all around the country to soar across the 

clear blue skies of New Mexico, by launching 
off of one of three take-off sites in the Sandia 
Mountains. Hang gliders originally contended 
against a group of equestrians for a space 
near the South Domingo Baca Dam. However, 
because of the contrast in the two sports, as 
well as opposition between the two groups of 
people, the hang gliders were offered space 
at the North Domingo Baca Dam, where the 
landing site is now located.

Astronauts and Pilots
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Kinney Dam, formerly known as the Lower 
North Domingo Baca Dam was renamed in 
2002 in honor of Harry Kinney, a former mayor 
of Albuquerque and an ally of the creation of 
AMAFCA (Albuquerque Metropolitan Arroyo 
Flood Control Authority) in the early 1960's. The 
Dam, built to more sufficiently control water flow 
and enable further development in the Northeast 
heights, receives water from the Domingo 
Baca and La Cueva Canyons. It also receives 
water from rainfall and a 60-inch drain line from 
Wyoming that drains water directly into the 
Window G channel, the soil cement section that 
ends on the east boundary of the Dam. The Dam 

was created with an extra terraced bench south 
of the actual pit meant for future recreational use, 
but if necessary, together they are built to handle 
a maximum flow rate of 30,000 CFS (cubic feet 
per second) and hold a volume of 130 acre-feet. 
AMAFCA has limited water rights and may only 
contain the collected water for a small window of 
time before they are legally obligated to drain it 
back to the river. There is a single drainage pipe in 
the southwest corner of the dam for this purpose. 
Any malfunction of the pipe or amount and flow of 
water higher than that stated above would result 
in the water spilling across Wyoming and into the 
housing developments west of it.

Dam Development
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A major focus of the arroyo management 
team is how to most effectively clean storm 
water before it gets to the Rio Grande.  Among 
the many existing baffle chutes and drainage 
systems, AMAFCA utilizes the power of nature 
to clean out the chemicals and bacteria that 
are not removed by the larger filtering systems. 
The first step in deep cleaning the water is to 
remove as much sediment, the biggest carrier 

of bacteria, as possible. Following this, the 
water is channeled into manmade detention 
ponds where UV rays kill the bacteria living in 
the water and allow clean water to evaporate 
into the water cycle. The ponds, unknown to 
most, are public spaces and also sustain their 
own ecosystem, including lush shrubbery 
and waterfowl.

Natural Healing
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When diversion channels are built, they are 
developed in a way that incorporates the natural 
flow of the water. In the past, water flowed from 
the Northeast Heights and culminated in the 
valley, leaving it flooded. Humans have created 
a complex network of drainage arroyos that 
prevent this from occuring now. The system 
begins in the mountains with natural arroyos, 
continues into the city where the water first enters 
natural arroyos with man-made components, 
and finally into concrete channels, before being 
dumped back into the river at the end of the 

North Diversion Channel. The North Diversion 
Channel was one of the first channels built by 
AMAFCA. To avoid existing development, the 
North Diversion Channel was built along an 
existing corridor where right-aways were easily 
acquired from local gravel yards. This ultimately 
caused the channel to run South-North to a 
river access point on the Sandia Reservation.
The channel catches all the storm water flowing 
from the Northeast heights and delivers it to 
this point, just above where the city collects its 
drinking water.

Ins and Outs
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Albuquerque has become a world famous 
hotspot among longboarders due to its 
arroyos. Since 2001, long boarders from all 
parts of the country congregate here each 
year to ride down a small piece of this “perfect 
skate park” that spans hundreds of miles.  
Registration for the event was originally done 
online, but as publicity for the event grew, 
the Albuquerque Police Department (APD) 
started patrolling popular arroyos, such as 
the the much celebrated Embudo Arroyo 

near Indian School Road, and shutting down 
any activity. As a result, participation dates 
and locations can only be obtained by word 
of mouth now. For 4 years Joe Lehm, the 
organizer of the event, has tried to receive a 
permit from AMAFCA to run the event legally, 
but has had no success. For now, participants 
must be fully aware that APD sees entering 
an arroyo unauthorized as a direct violation 
of the criminal trespassing statute and will 
respond accordingly. 

Slapping Ditches Under the Radar
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In the 1980s, several drownings in Middle 
Rio Grande Conservancy District (MRGCD) 
ditches and a more dramatic drowning in 
the Flood Control System defined the need 
for action regarding ditch safety. With over 
100 miles of arroyos in the Albuquerque 
area, promoting safety is of special interest 
for the Albuquerque Metropolitan Arroyo 
Flood Control Association (AMAFCA) and 
the City of Albuquerque. Some solutions for 
promoting ditch safety include fencing in high 
public use areas, restricting vehicle access 

to channels, public education, and installing 
escape/rescue rungs and belaying posts at 
road crossings. "Last Chance Ladder" stands 
in the channel before crossing under I-40. 
Between 1980-1990 approximately 30% of 
AMAFCA’s maintenance efforts went towards 
retrofitting safety features on older projects 
for a total expenditure of about $150,000 
per year. Drowning is still the second leading 
cause of accidental death in New Mexico for 
ages 1 to 44 years old.

Managing Risk
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The City of Albuquerque assists AMAFCA with the 
storm water quality by cleaning the city before the 
storm water does. A new code for improvement 
installs drains in dumpster pads so that dirtied 
storm water runoff flows into the sewage system 
instead of storm water system. However, 
excessive debris inevitably ends up in baffle 
chutes, arroyos, and channels. 75% of which is 
plastic water bottles, followed by natural material, 
lumber, cigarette butts and assorted metals. 
The people of Albuquerque are the next step to 
keeping the water clean by being cognizant of 
releasing dirty water into storm drains and picking 
up trash and pet waste.  According to a study 

of fecal sources for the South Diversion Channel 
above the Tijeras Arroyo located parallel to Los 
Picaros Road, 30.3% of sources of E.coli are due 
to canine fecal matter. Avian sources, a “silent 
killer” measures at 31.5% and the third largest 
cause is human sewage at 15.7%. Most storm 
water gets filtered before actually being released 
into the main diversion channels at stations along 
the approximately 480 miles of underground 
storm drain piping.  Baffle chutes are the last 
offense to slow and clean water before heading 
to the river. The baffle teeth catch debris as large 
as tires and as small as sediment and are one of 
the most effective filters during large storms. 

Into The Mouth Of The Beast
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Frisbee golf in the city of Albuquerque seems 
to be a nomadic sport: moving from location 
to location over the years, before settling 
down in a suitable area, free of complaints and 
judgment. In the first Master Development Plan 
for the open space just east of Kinney Dam in 
1999, plans for a test Frisbee golf course were 
included. The plans stated that the players 
could “take advantage of the slopes and 
bottom of the dam area and the open areas 
along the channel.” After complaints from the 
residents concerning disturbance and Frisbees 
landing in back yards, the disc golf area was 

relocated to Wildflower Park, near La Cueva 
High School. This area was planned to have 
nine holes, but it later expanded to eighteen. 
After more complaints from the neighborhood 
about Frisbees, drinking, and partying, the trial 
was terminated. Now there are three parks 
at which Frisbee golf resides in Albuquerque: 
Ladera Park near Coors Boulevard and Ladera 
Drive, Roosevelt Park on Coal Avenue and 
Spruce Street, and the Brent Baca Memorial 
Disc Golf Course on Los Picaros Road, east of 
I-25. All three Frisbee golf courses are owned 
by the city of Albuquerque.

Frisbee Golf: A Nomadic Sport
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AMAFCA is currently planning to build a new 
treatment system to improve water quality 
in the hopes of filtering sediments and other 
trash in a more efficient way.  Currently, the 
water moves rapidly through the channel with 
only the baffle chutes to filter larger objects 
of trash.  In doing this, other sediments, 
chemicals, oil, toxins, trash bags, water 
bottles, etc. are ignored.  In the new system, 
AMAFCA will create a pool located just before 
the baffle chutes to filter the water before it 

runs further down stream.  Depending on 
the amount and the flow of water from a 
particular storm, instead of overpowering the 
baffle chutes, the water will flow on each side 
of them and down to the duck ponds where 
it will take about one week to seep slowly into 
the channel.  During this time, all the trash 
that will be filtered out of the new system 
will transfer to the garbage dumps that are 
eventually picked up.

Future Treatment
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In 1997, after the completion of Kinney Dam, 
an old verbal agreement between AMAFCA 
and the City of Albuquerque (COA) to use 
excess land in a public park project was 
executed on paper, and a Master Plan for 
the North Domingo Baca Park began to be 
developed with the input of local communities. 
The excess land was sold for a total of 
$912,000. The North Domingo Baca Park will 
serve as a community-building center and will 
provide a safe outdoor area for the citizens of 
Albuquerque. The City plans to build many 

outdoor recreation centers as well as indoor 
including tennis courts, skate facilities, off-
leash dog parks, children's play area, a pool 
complex, bicycle paths, picnic areas, a library 
and many multi-use athletic fields. All the plans 
have been carefully built around the existing 
Kinney Dam and crucial drainage systems.  
It is projected to cost 40 million dollars to 
finish the project. As of now only the off-leash 
dog park, the skate park and the children's 
play are completed. The projects are put into 
action as funding becomes available. 

Planning Cooperation
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In the early 1900s, conflict immerged between 
New Mexico, Colorado and Texas when a 
limitation was placed on developing the Rio 
Grande’s water resources in New Mexico and 
Colorado. This controversy, known as the Rio 
Grande “Embargo”, prompted the creation of 
the Rio Grande Compact, which addresses 
the proportional distribution of water between 
the three states. In order to use non-private 
water in New Mexico, one must have a permit 

from the State Engineer; due to this, all storm 
water run off must be returned to the river and 
cannot be retained. As more water is diverted 
directly below where the north diversion 
channel enters to provide drinking water for 
the metro area, the City of Albuquerque and 
water agencies are struggling with low levels 
of water in the Rio Grande. In 2010 the river 
was at its lowest level in six years. 

Diminished Returns
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