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I. Introduction
The Alamosa City Ranch was purchased by the City of Alamosa in 1997. Formerly known as
the North Thomas Ranch, the nearly 1,300 acre property was acquired by the City with funds
from the City’s Water Enterprise Fund and the General Fund for two primary reasons: to acquire
the senior water rights associated with the property and to use is as a source for soil that was
needed by the US Army Corps of Engineers to build the levee on the south and west sides of the
Rio Grande for flood control. A small portion of the property was initially annexed into the City
in 1998 with the remainder annexed in 2010.
Although the purchase of the Ranch was motivated by the need for soil and additional water
rights, City leaders initially had grand visions for the potential uses of the property. In the time
that has passed since the initial purchase of the property, trails (official and social) have been
added to the property as well as small parking areas, a disc golf course, wildlife viewing areas,
and signage.
In the years immediately following the acquisition of the ranch, several groups of students and
interns and a commercial consultant were commissioned to study the possible uses of the
property. While none of these plans were ever refined for official adoption, the plans did include
some public process and analysis of existing conditions. The results of these planning efforts
were recommendations for varied levels of intensity of recreational uses in addition to continuing
the cattle ranching operations.

II. Background
The property consists of natural riparian areas, ponds and wetlands, agricultural pastures and
fields, and associated farm buildings and structures. There is both ecological and cultural value
associated with the lands of the Alamosa City Ranch. Historic uses of the property are primarily
agricultural aside from some areas close to the Rio Grande River which have been less
frequently used for agricultural production. The soils of this property, like those of the region,
are often poor and require irrigation and nutrient input to be productive farmland. Cattle
production is common in the area as it requires less input. Over the last century the Alamosa
City Ranch has supported row crops, hay, dairy, and cattle production. These are common uses
of land in the San Louis Valley.
The Alamosa City Ranch has two sites of historical interest. The first site is a 19th century stage
coach stop which is associated historically with Alamosa’s early outfitting period. This building
is the oldest freestanding structure in Alamosa County. Only a hundred or so feet away, and of
near equal importance, is an old dairy barn and hot water artesian well.
After acquisition, the City entered into a lease agreement with a local ranching operation. This
lease agreement gives the City a source of income to partially offset the costs of the operation
and care of the property. These ranching practices continue the historic use patterns of the
property.
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III. Management Statement
The Alamosa City Ranch will be managed to promote an active cattle ranching operation and
provide exceptional outdoor recreation and education opportunities while protecting its natural,
historical, and agricultural resources.
Goals:
 Manage selected units to support an active cattle ranching operation.
o Maximize browse, forage, and pasture yields utilizing grazing guidelines
o Institute grazing guidelines
o Increase diversity and forage quality and quantity
o Minimize drought effects on soil and plants
o Maintain or improve water quality
 Maintain flexibility for use of the property to be able to meet future economic and civic
needs to include providing the residents of Alamosa with a supply of water for future use.
 Preserve elements of Alamosa’s ecological and cultural heritage for the benefit of future
generations.
 Provide continued and increased recreational opportunities on the property including:
trails, wildlife viewing, fishing, camping, and environmental education.

IV. Description of Property
Location
The Alamosa City Ranch abuts Alamosa proper on the northern side of the city. It is partially
bounded on the west by the Rio Grand River, is bisected by the North River Road, and is
partially bordered by state Highway 17 on its eastern edge. If traveling to the Ranch from
downtown Alamosa, the ranch is a short distance on State Avenue across the river. The ranch
surrounds the Cattails Golf Course which has been the city’s municipal golf course for more than
60 years and the adjacent Cottonwoods subdivision. The ranch is located along the Rio Grande
River and is in close proximity to many other public lands and protected properties that preserve
lands in the San Louis Valley.
Generally, the ranch is made up of flat to gently rolling land that gently slopes to the river and to
the southeastern part of the ranch. Wetlands, natural and man-made, exist throughout the site, as
well as uplands that are used for grazing. As shown in the Site Analysis below, prominent views
to the Sangre de Cristo Mountains can be seen from much of the site. Likewise, the ranch itself
provides a pleasant entryway into the City as approached from the north. Other prominent site
features include a web of irrigation ditches, the historic stage stop built by James T. Maddux and
a field believed to have once served as an emergency be a landing site for Amelia Mary Earhart.
The ranch can be accessed by car via State Highway 17 to North River Road, from the south via
State Avenue, and by foot through Cole Park via the pedestrian bridge over the Rio Grande
River.
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SITE ANALYSIS

Irrigation and Water Rights
Irrigation has been an integral part of this ranch throughout its recorded history. Without
irrigation many parts of the ranch would be very different than they are today. At this time it is
accurate to say that most of all the activities that currently occur on the property are reliant upon
irrigation waters. This includes not only the current and historic agricultural uses, but also much
of the wetlands and wildlife habitat that occur on the site.
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There are two irrigation ditches that serve the ranch: the Independent and the Excelsior. The
City of Alamosa is the majority shareholder in the Independent Ditch Company and owns 6.5
shares in the Excelsior Ditch Company. The illustration below shows the areas of the ranch that
are served by each.

Wetlands
According to the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, there are no known existing wetland
delineations on this property. Because of the amount of irrigation water that is used on the site, it
is unknown which of the wetlands are natural and which require irrigation water to remain wet.
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Soils
The Graypoint and Sandy Alluvial soil regimes provide the most valuable wildlife habitat when
compared to agricultural productivity and the associated limitations for agricultural uses. The
Alamosa and Arena soils provide suitable livestock and wildlife habitat. A key differentiation is
in the amount of available irrigation and exposure to flooding.
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Current Uses
Ranching, wildlife observation, recreation, and trails make up the bulk of the current uses on the
Ranch. A majority of the property is leased to a local rancher who uses the land for cattle
grazing and hay production. The rest of the Ranch is used for hiking on its informal and
established trails and for wildlife observation (particularly near the man-made ponds in Blanca
Vista Park and near the natural Oxbow lake near the Rio Grande River). The addition of an 18hole disc golf in 2011 near the Oxbow area created extra recreational opportunities on the
property. Interpretive signage marks important wildlife habitat and historic sites located on the
property.
V. Management Units
The Alamosa Ranch Board, with input from the ranch lessee, has created new management units
that consider recommendations made by other plans submitted to the Board. Units 1-15 are
indentified for use by the cattle ranching operation, unit A as recreational, and unit B as
historical. Additionally, the boundaries for units 1-15 have been typically identified by using
existing fence lines, irrigation ditches, and incorporating the need for better grazing management
through the establishment of smaller and consistently-sized units. These units can be
consolidated or divided as needed to meet future management goals or as new situations arise.
Acreage sizes listed below are approximations.

Unit Name
1
2-3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11A
11B
12
13
14
15
A – Disc Golf/Oxbow
B - Dairy

Acreage
117
162
102
57
57
103
85
45
15
36
21
60
75
60
23
105
12
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Alamosa City Ranch
Management Parcels
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Unit 1 (117 acres)
This parcel is the farthest from the City of Alamosa, has medium pasture value and low habitat
and cultivation value. If irrigation were removed from this parcel it would revert to upland
habitat supporting some native shrubs and grasses, but not suitable for grazing. Historic use
included alfalfa production but the acreage has been converted to native grasses. Current uses
are grazing and haying. Due to the extensive salt meadow on east side, this unit could be dried
up if the need arises.
 Unit 1 has a single 50 GPM well (artesian, no pump).
Unit 2-3 (162 acres)
Vast meadow that is probably one of the best tracts on the ranch for grazing purposes with ample
water sources. Historic usage includes hay production, grazing, and spring calving. This is the
only ranch unit that has access to the Rio Grande River. The river makes a large bend in the
southwest comer of the tract.
The far west portion of this unit has been identified to be suitable for recreation purposes (trails,
cross-country track).
 Unit 2-3 has a single 50 GPM well (non-functioning, no pump, pipe severely bent above
ground).
Unit was originally divided into two. But upon further input from the lessee, the unit remained
as one large unit.
Unit 4 (102)
Part of a vast meadow subdivided to create smaller grazing units with ample water sources.
Used exclusively for grazing. In addition to supporting cattle ranching operations, a portion of
this unit has been identified to be suitable for recreation purposes (trails, cross-country track,
parking, restroom facilities).
Unit 5 (57 acres)
Located north of the golf course driving range and the Cottonwoods subdivision. Currently used
for grazing and haying. Includes a borrow pit that provides fill material when needed.
Some of the best native and non-native grasses are grown on this tract. The outer portion,
closest to the golf course is not as productive as the inner portion. Portions of this tract that
border the golf course are quite scenic and usually harbor several varieties of wildlife.
Water for the stock tank comes from across the road at the dairy and during the winter this is the
only source of stock water on this unit.
Unit 6 (57 acres)
This parcel is one of the farthest from the City of Alamosa, most suited for pasture use with low
habitat and cultivation value, though evidence of a previous alfalfa field still remain. If irrigation
were removed from these parcels they would revert to upland habitat supporting some native
shrubs and grasses, but not suitable for grazing. Improvements could be to enhance the grazing
potential.
 Unit 6 has a single 50 GPM well (artesian, no pump).
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Unit 7 (103 acres)
Part of a larger meadow subdivided to create smaller grazing units with ample water sources
having shallow sloughs that fill with irrigation and snow melt, peppered with salt and wet
meadows and upland chico outcroppings. This unit has historically been used exclusively for
pasture.
Unit 8 (85 acres)
Part of a larger meadow subdivided to create smaller grazing units with ample water sources
having shallow sloughs that fill with irrigation and snow melt, peppered with salt and wet
meadows and upland chico outcroppings. This unit has historically been used exclusively for
pasture.
Unit 9 (45 acres)
Part of a larger meadow subdivided to create smaller grazing units with ample water sources
having shallow sloughs that fill with irrigation and snow melt, peppered with salt and wet
meadows and upland chico outcroppings. Used exclusively for grazing.
 Unit 9 has a single 50 GPM well (non-functioning, no pump, pipe broken off).
Unit 10 (15 acres)
This parcel is a good stand of grass and is a major staging area during calving season. Unit is
also grazed in the summer. Depending on the availability of other grazing areas and the
projected value of hay, this acreage is cut for hay and pastured early in the fall. It has been
cultivated in the past and irrigation ridges are in place. The field is next to an active well and
livestock are easily watered here. One of the more productive forage units.
Unit 11A (north - 36 acres) and Unit 11B (south – 21 acres)
Historically irrigated farm ground, these units are currently the only parts of the ranch that are
under cultivation for alfalfa. Unit 11B has been identified as being under-productive even when
irrigated and could be dried up if the need arises.
Along the north and east boundary of this tract is a drainage ditch. The ditch serves two primary
purposes:
1) Allows for the removal of tail water after flood irrigation. Tail water is diverted south under
the North River Road into another drain ditch and is transferred back to the river.
2) Captures sub water from the Excelsior Ditch. If drain ditch is not maintained, sub from the
Excelsior will drown the existing alfalfa crop and make summer fieldwork nearly impossible.

Unit 12 (60 acres)
This parcel appears to have fair grazing capacity and is suited for forage production. It is
relatively flat with little variation in vegetation, has year round water, and good fencing.
Functions well as habitat for water fowl and other wildlife.
One important feature of this tract is the drainage ditch that borders the tract on the north and the
east. This ditch has multiple functions:
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1) Allows for the flooding of the meadow and the immediate removal of irrigation water
and returned back to the Rio Grande River.
2) Transfers tail water from alfalfa field to the north as well as drain water from the dairy
stock tanks.
Unit 13 (75 acres)
This unit sits along the Highway 17 frontage, just south of Splashland and has been utilized for
pasture and haying. This unit was altered under the direction of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service to create two shallow ponds fed by irrigation water from the Excelsior ditch for the
purpose of creating nesting habitat for waterfowl. The agreement was entered into in April 2004
for 10 years. The USFW service did all the earthwork, installed water structures and new
fencing in this mutual agreement. To date, the project appears to not have met its intended goals.
Unit 14 (60 acres)
This unit is a highly visible area from Highway 17 with trails running adjacent to the south and
east borders. Well water run-off from Splashland runs through the sloughs in the meadows,
empties into an old river course pond and finally into the Rio Grande. This water is relatively
warm and flows through the Commons all year round. This water pools up in a stream bed pond
between the levee and the Rio Grande. Half of this pond is on the ranch and the other half is on
school district property.
Unit 15 (23 acres)
This grazing unit lies between Blanca Vista Park and the Rio Grande River. There is a strong
native vegetative presence that is sustained by sub water and run off from the park ponds. The
acreage has been used for grazing purposes only as a pasture for yearling bulls. There is good
fencing around the entire tract. It is highly visible from both State Avenue and the heavily used
trail system along the Rio.
Unit A (105 acres)
This unit is a natural riparian area that contains several cottonwood groves, chico and brush
uplands, a deeply trenched river oxbow remnant, and wetlands along the Rio Grande which runs
on the west boundary. This area could be considered as a future city park similar to Unit C.
There is a seasonal oxbow lake on this tract with standing water only during the irrigation
season. The Excelsior Ditch allows for the diversion of Excelsior water into the oxbow. The
lake can reach a water level where it does eventually return flow back to the river. The lake and
the surrounding cottonwood stands offer the best resources for wildlife habitat and management.
With the decline of the cottonwood groves recognized in 2001, a portion of this unit was
restricted from grazing. At that time, the City entered into a USFWS agreement to curtail
grazing in the fenced-off area to stimulate cottonwood regeneration by safeguarding young tree
shoots. New boundary fences were erected by the USFWS which assisted the city in defining
the ranches western and southern boundaries. Grazing on a limited basis may be a viable option
in the future.
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This unit is appropriate for low impact recreation, interpretive signage and habitat improvements.
Disc golf and trials (walking/running) are the primary uses for this area.
Unit B (dairy site – 12 acres)
Also known as Wayside, the grouping of buildings is the remnant of a thriving dairy complex
and before that, a stagecoach stop. The Maddux family was the original settler for much of what
is now the Alamosa City Ranch.
Wayside is registered with the state of Colorado as a Centennial Farm meaning that it has been in
the same family for over 100 years. Although the brick house is gone, the front yard and back
fence are still highly visible. Other structures are a square hewn log cabin, the dairy itself, an old
scale house and the other structures, all in need of repair.
This unit lends itself for a historical and interpretive focus that could honor the agricultural
heritage so important to the San Luis Valley. The unit has access to power and water and could
be expanded in amenities to include restrooms in the future.
 Unit B has a single 350 GPM well (functioning with pump).
VI. Management Intensive Rotational Grazing (MIRG)
A grazing system in which herds are regularly and systematically moved to fresh pasture with
the intent to maximize the quality and quantity of forage growth. The herds graze one portion of
pasture while allowing the others to recover. The length of time a pasture is grazed will depend
on the size of the herd and the size of the pasture. Resting grazed lands allows the vegetation to
renew energy reserves, rebuild shoot systems, and deepen root systems, with the end result being
increased quantity and quality of forage.
MIRG limiting factors:
1) Cross-fencing. Complex pasture shapes often make the sub-dividing of pastures difficult
and expensive.
2) Water availability. Since adequate drinking water is needed to meet the animal's daily
requirement as well as serving as a mechanism for moderating body temperature, each
pasture must have accessible water.
3) Availability of labor. Steady labor supply will also be needed to routinely rotate the
animals to new pastures.
VII. Management Recommendations
NRCS has provided their recommendations on several issues pertaining to the ranching
operation. When possible, these recommendations should be incorporated into the ranch lease.
Animal Unit (AU) = 1 mature cow of approx. 1,000 lbs dry or with calf up to 6 months old, or
their equivalent based on a standardized amount of forage consumed

- 13 –
Revised August 2012

Animal Unit Month (AUM) = Forage demand of one AU for one month (30 days) typically
based on 912.5 pounds of air dry matter (30.0 lbs/day) or 790.4 lbs of oven dried matter (26
lbs/day)
a. Grazing
Managing one cattle herd and allowing plants on the landscape adequate restoration time will
significantly improve this ground and provide a chance to reach its higher potential. The ranch
at its highest potential can support 600 AUMs, including wildlife.
Using temporary electric fence or installing permanent barb wire fence to break in half the five
100+ acre meadows to increase plant restoration periods is highly recommended. Halving the
five 100+ acre meadows will allow for at least 2 extra weeks of growth on the meadows when
they are not being grazed. If this is not an option, then the lease needs to be amended to a lesser
carrying capacity of 375 AUMs.
A grazed grass plant takes 7-10 days to recover lost root reserve and to put out new leaf growth
to begin growing more leaf matter without sacrificing the root system for growth. If the
opportunity is available, a grazing animal will revisit a previously grazed plant within this 7-10
day recovery period and regraze the succulent growth on that same plant over and over to the
detriment of the plant and subsequently, the plant community. Healthy, vigorous plant growth
and development are dependent upon a strong root system, which provides the means to gather
nutrients and water. When roots are healthy they enable the plant to withstand stress from
drought, cold, heat, and grazing as well as providing a highly competitive edge on weeds.
Therefore, maintaining one cow herd outside of the breeding season is highly recommended and
imperative to ecological and economic sustainability. The herd needs to be moved through the
management units (with gates kept closed) on a rotational basis allowing at least 70 days of
restoration and regrowth between grazing events. Livestock need to be moved from one pasture
to another versus allowing them to drift from one pasture to another. Allowing cows to drift will
not accomplish the desired movement or vegetation response. Maintaining closed gates is
essential for plant restoration after herd is moved out of a management unit. This will help fulfill
the objective for increased diversity and forage quality and quantity.
Management needs to use a different pasture each year to begin the growing season grazing
rotation; do not use the same pasture at the same time of year two years back to back. Do not
graze a pasture in spring and fall of the same year. Grazing cool season plants in the early spring
and again in the late summer/early fall during their critical growth cycles is detrimental to the
health and vigor of many of the desirable plants of this ranch.
Place salt and mineral blocks in areas cattle do not naturally move to and away from water
sources or loafing areas; this will allow for better distribution of cattle across the landscape.
Management needs to be flexible to adapt to wet or droughty periods, depletion of forage supply
by livestock, wildlife, or insects and any other rapidly changing environmental conditions.
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Allow residual forage to accumulate for winter feed in all areas and where water is available,
continue rotating cattle throughout winter. Do not winter feed in the same pastures year after
year - rotate winter feeding grounds. Developing water facilities to support a winter rotational
grazing program is highly recommended.
If the riparian corridor is grazed, the lessee will need to monitor this area closely to prevent cattle
from browsing cottonwood seedlings, saplings, and willows. If cattle begin to browse on
cottonwood seedlings and saplings and/or high seral willows within the gallery forest they will
need to be moved or temporary electric fence can be erected to protect the woody species.
In order to reach the management objects of ecological sustainability and to improve wildlife
habitat on the ranch at the current stocking rate the herd will need to be moved through the ranch
on a deferred grazing rotation. Deferred grazing from August to mid-May every few years in
units designated for wildlife and/or grazed units with wetlands will allow for grasses and forbs to
produce seed and increase vegetative growth to supply nesting areas and materials for waterfowl
and shorebirds.
b. Irrigation
Avoid grazing cattle in fields as they are being irrigated or wet and allow management unit time
to dry before turning cattle into an area. If water is available, irrigate unit when cattle move out
of grazed area.
To support and improve wildlife habitat:
 Apply irrigation water to wetland sites as early as possible to promote the growth of
desired wetland plant species and to make flooded habitat available for early migrating
water birds.
 Begin slow drying of portions of wet meadows in June and July of each year. Drying of
wetland areas serve to concentrate food resources for water birds, promote the growth of
a diversity of desirable wetland plant species and provide for the operational needs of the
manager (cattle grazing and haying operations).
 Leave a minimum of 35 acres of wetland habitat flooded during the summer months
(June through August) as dictated by water availability, to provide brood habitat for
young water birds. Flooded sites can be alternated annually to minimize the
establishment of cattail and maintain high wetland productivity.
 Begin flooding of wetland areas in August to provide habitat for fall migrating water
birds and to encourage vegetation growth post-haying/grazing. Slow flooding of multiple
wetland areas can be alternated to provide habitat throughout the fall migration period.
c. Pasture
Fertilization of hay meadows will provide an extra edge to desirable grasses to compete against
undesirable forbs. Renovation and reseeding and/or brush management in native meadows
which are not cultivated for hay can be conducted with a Lawson aerator. Renovating and or
reseeding and fertilizing these meadows could increase hay production by approximately 300
tons.
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Planting a diverse cover crop of small grains (oats, winter rye) with legumes (sweet clover, sweet
pea), and radishes and/or turnips following chemical management for weedy species, if needed,
will vastly improve soil health in one cropping season, particularly if this cover crop is grazed.
The cover crop mix can be grazed in dormant season of the year planted, overwintered, and
grazed again the following spring, thus extending the grazing season on the ranch which equates
to less money spent supplementing with hay. An alfalfa/grass mix can be planted directly into
the mixed species cover crop residue in early summer following spring grazing. Leaving grain on
the ground will also help attract wildlife species such as sandhill cranes.
Richard Sparks, NRCS Agronomist, suggested the following pasture management guidelines
when dealing with wild iris. There are limited solutions to managing wild iris populations so it
will take an integrated pest management approach combining herbicide application followed by
mowing and proper grazing management to restore infested meadows. The ranch does not have
a wild iris problem to the level of renovation, reseeding, and using herbicides but, keep in mind,
if the meadows are continuously grazed or grazed while the soils are wet or management doesn't
hay, wild iris will most likely become problematic.
1. Prevention:
 Do not graze meadows continuously during the spring or during irrigation. Late
summer, fall or winter graze can be beneficial as long as the grass is not hit too
hard. Irrigate iris intermittently, rather than allowing water to stand continuously
on the field. Drying up the fields a little by intermittent irrigation will help with
control, especially in early spring.
2. Grazing:
 Keep grazing periods in the spring short and intense, and on soil that is not
excessively wet. Allow adequate rest between grazing events so the grass can
replenish root reserves before grazing again. Keeping the grass healthy and
vigorously growing is critical. Cattle may cause mechanical damage to the iris with
intensity; with light intensity grazing, they will just walk around the plants.
3. Renovate and Reseed:
 If the field can be tilled, disc and chisel meadow in the fall and leave it dry
overwinter. Disc again in the spring before it gets too wet then seed with alsike
clover along with Garrison creeping meadow foxtail, meadow brome, and orchard
grass. If foxtail and weeds are a problem, pre-irrigate and use 2-4,D and glyphosate
prior to seeding in June. Fertilize the grass in early summer before haying; this will
allow grasses an edge to outcompete the iris. Defer grazing on a newly planted
pasture for two growing seasons.
4. Herbicide approaches:
 Little success with herbicide is possible if grazing and excessive irrigation is
continued uninterrupted. The traditional time to spray is just at late bud stage, before
blooms open up. NEVER use glyphosate alone to control it; it has little or no effect,
except to kill the grass growing with the iris. Eckert et al., reported an application rate
of 2, 3, or 4 lbs/acre of 2,4-D in mid-June or 4 lbs/acre in early July gave 91 to 100%
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control of iris on a mountain meadow in Nevada (Eckert et al. 1973). Iris phenology
at treatment ranged from late vegetative to late bloom stage.
d. Monitoring
Short term monitoring will help explain changes measured during long term monitoring,
including the lessee’s bottom line. A record of annual conditions, events, or management
practices that have an influence on landscape conditions will allow for better adaptive
management decisions.
Documentation:
 Timing of livestock movements from pasture to pasture throughout the year
 Annual hay production to measure increase/loss of productivity per hay meadow
 Timing of irrigation (water coming on/off)
 Weather events - particularly measurable precipitation
 Wildlife observations
 Yearly photo points
 Monitoring of vegetation - particularly key species and noxious weeds
 Utilization cages set up in management units at beginning of season then
photographed and clipped at the end of the grazing season; need to be moved every
year
 Placement of supplementation
VIII. Lessee Requirements
The maximum number of AU’s for the ranch is set at 200. As part of the lease contract, the
lessee is required to:
 establish a rotational grazing plan and complete a yearly grazing log
 report to the City of Alamosa on a monthly basis on how many AU’s were in each field
and for how long
The lessee’s irrigation schedule should follow the grazing schedule with irrigation to occur after
the cattle have been removed from the field.
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ALAMOSA CITY RANCH ROTATIONAL GRAZING LOG
Lessee_________________________
Field
No.

Field
Acres

Suggested
Grazing
Days

1

117

7

2-3

162

17

4

102

10

5

57

7

6

57

5

7

103

10

8

85

7

9

45

5

12

60

7

13

75

7

14

60

7

AUs
Grazed

Total Acres: 923
Date
In

Date
Out

Year______________
Days
Grazed

Hay Tonnage
&
Date Harvested

Totals
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