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Community Opposition to Proposed Santolina
Development Continues to Grow
Albuquerque, NM – Dozens of grassroots community residents, small farmers and people
concerned about dwindling water supplies gathered last week to become more informed and
strategize about how to continue the fight against the proposed mega housing development
project Santolina.
The Contra Santolina Working Group, along with the SouthWest Organizing Project (SWOP)
and the New Mexico Environmental Law Center (NMELC), co-hosted an event over Zoom that
featured a detailed history of the movement since 2013 presented by Dr. Virginia Necochea;
updates about the future of water in the Middle Rio Grande Valley from Santiago Maestas,
President of the South Valley Regional Association of Acequias; how the Development project
would impact irrigation from small farmer Marcia Fernandez; legal updates from NMELC
attorney Douglas Meiklejohn; and inspirational encouragement from Alejandría Lyons,
Environmental Justice organizer at SWOP.
According to Dr. Necochea, at its build-out, it is estimated that Santolina would demand over 14
million gallons of water per day. Water remains a major concern especially in a region that
continues to experience long-term drought coupled with climate change.
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Other major concerns include the increased tax burden (over $654 million dollars for schools
alone), overcrowded schools, increased traffic on the West Side, unstable sand dunes that would
blow onto farms and homes located in the valley, and that this type of sprawl development is not
aligned to new more sustainable housing trends.

Local acequiero and small farmer Santiago Maestas laid out the water situation in stark terms:
“This is our battle. This mega drought, I’m afraid, is more about climate change than just a
drought. I think this may be the new normal. Basically, sparse snow packs in the winter, quick
run-off in the spring, and then dependence on the monsoon rains to get us through the growing
season. And, in fact, that’s our situation right now. Last year the snowpack was very poor. The
run-off started early. The run-off should run out within the next couple of weeks, and then we’ll
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be just dependent on the monsoon for water. It’s projected that the Rio Grande will run dry.
… We need to continue fighting back.”
NMELC Staff Attorney Douglas Meiklejohn informed attendees of the legal history since 2013,
and how the proposed development cannot move forward unless the County Commission
changes the zoning from Agricultural to Planned Community. He also explained that the recent
decision by the Zoning Administrator not to consider a landfill as an interim use was a
“very significant decision, as Santolina’s developer, Western Albuquerque Land Holdings
(WALH) is used to getting its way.”
Small farmer Marcia Fernandez is concerned about how a development project like Santolina
will impact her grandchildren. “We live on a little piece of heaven, a five-acre farm, down in the
South Valley where we raise cows and chickens and cats, pasture, fruits and nuts and all kinds of
good things for our family. We are teaching our grandchildren. We are in a world of hurt when it
comes to irrigating our lands. … We are now in a situation where our water started a month late
this year, we get cut off a month early and we are on a three-week rotation… instead of a regular
two-week rotation, which makes it really difficult to grow a lot of things in Albuquerque. High
heat, wind, low humidity. So we might only get one maybe two more irrigations before the water
will be shut off this season. So we may not get any more water than what the heavens bring us
during monsoon rains, if there are monsoon rains. … Pumping millions of gallons of water up for
a new development on the West Mesa will impact every single thing that grows down here on the
floor of the valley. And I’m terrified that my grandchildren, who seem to honor the land as
much as we have, will have a lifetime that does not include this beautiful green belt that is
in our mid valley.”
Co-moderator Alejandría Lyons from SWOP thanked Marcia and Rip Anderson for “continuing
to farm and setting this example for us. The acequias belong to our community. And
developments like these continue to take water out of the hands of community and into industry.
And that is what we are up against.”
Dr. Necochea thanked all the activists who have been fighting this proposed development for so
many years, saying, “It is so important to recognize the major victory that’s happened—we’ve
delayed this project. The community, through its organizing efforts and the support from the
Law Center, we’ve delayed this project for eight years now, and it shows just the powerful
commitment. We don’t always have successes, we don’t always have victories, but I just want to
recognize the work of everyone who has been part of it over the years, because that is a victory
in and of itself. So, thank you.”
Santiago Maestas urged everyone to “pray for rain.”
Alejandría Lyons reminded everyone that “It takes a community to take down such large
developers, to take down international banks that are coming into our community and trying to
steal our water resources and take them out of community. And we won’t let it happen. Death by
a thousand cuts. There’s definitely a lot of power in this group and it’s definitely a
multi-generational group and I really appreciate everybody’s perspectives coming in on this.
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When it comes to water we know that this is one of our most precious resources here in the
desert and we will continue to protect our beloved acequias.”
Dr. Necochea added that “our water is sacred. We bear the responsibility of being good stewards
of our precious and sacred Mother Earth and so we will continue to walk in that way and just
reminding us that with your sign there, Maestro Santiago, ‘El Agua No Se Vende, El Agua Se
Defiende.’ Water is not for sale, we will always rise to defend our precious water.”
In addition to updating community about recent legal decisions and developments at the
Bernalillo County Planning Commission, attendees split up into small groups to strategize
moving forward on publicity campaigns, expanding their grassroots base, and direct-action
planning.
A major focus of the organizing is informing the community about the upcoming Bernalillo
County Planning Commission meeting on Wednesday, June 2 at 9 a.m., where the Santolina
Development is on the agenda. WALH has applied for a Level B2 Master Plan. Community
members are urged to show up and to contact their County Commissioners.
More Information:
To speak at the June 2nd meeting, email (preferably by June 1st) Catherine VerEecke, Planning
Manager cvereecke@bernco.gov or call (505) 314-0387, or Hannah Caress,
Admin Officer II, hcaress@bernco.gov, (505) 314-0394.
Link to zoom information to access the June 2nd meeting:
http://bernalillocountynm.iqm2.com/Citizens/Default.aspx
Link to June 2nd meeting agenda:
https://www.bernco.gov/uploads/CalendarV2/9bb0d05b00e54c11a1306e370b3e868d/CPC_June
_2.pdf?fbclid=IwAR3O5yEgv61ICUtmTvfKgBH2_mJjjcnDtZgN1ZvGxV2jtArGHu1h0nY_gTg
#CalendarContent
Link to video of the May 19th Contra Santolina Event:
https://www.facebook.com/119404644757485/videos/390785355478397
Link to Contra Santolina Working Group Facebook page:
https://www.facebook.com/contrasantolina
###
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