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Outline
• Stormwater management in Santa Fe
• Reconnecting stormwater to the 

landscape
• City of Santa Fe initiatives
• The RainCatcher (Reese Baker)
• Questions



Stormwater in Santa Fe
All water in our watershed 
drains to the Santa Fe River, 
either above or below ground.
Water is conveyed through 
arroyos, acequia, and aquifers to 
the river channel. The Santa Fe 
River flows above and below 
ground to the Rio Grande, just 
south of Cochiti Reservoir.



MS4 Permit
As part of the Clean Water Act, the EPA requires all municipalities over 50,000 
people to hold an NPDES permit to discharge stormwater into Waters of the US 
(WOTUS) with the goal of improving surface water quality.
This permit requires the City to implement a Stormwater Management Plan 
(SWMP) to improve stormwater quality. This permit and plan are overseen 
by the City’s River and Watershed Section. 



The Pre-Development Landscape
In a pre-development state, the Santa Fe landscape functioned as a natural sponge. 
Historically, it is estimated that between 0.5 and 1.0 inch of rainfall could be absorbed and 
held by the soil and vegetation before significant runoff began.

Canopy and Surface Storage: Before water even touched the dirt, tree canopies (like 
piñon and juniper) and native grasses intercepted rainfall. Small natural depressions in the 
uneven ground also "trapped" water, allowing it to sit and soak in.

Soil Composition: Santa Fe’s native soils, often composed of gravelly loams and sands, 
have high infiltration rates compared to the compacted soils or pavement found in 
developed areas today.

Vegetation Roots: Healthy root systems created channels in the soil, allowing water to 
travel deeper into the ground rather than sliding across the surface.



As impervious surfaces expand, the land loses its ability to 
absorb water. This shift converts beneficial rainfall into high-
volume runoff that drives erosion, accelerates infrastructure 
failures, and degrades local water quality.



Nature-Based 
Solutions
Nature-based Solutions (NbS) uses 
natural materials such as soil, 
vegetation, and rocks, mimicking 
natural processes to manage 
water and stabilize landscapes.
NbS are:  

• Adaptable and Self-Healing
• Provide Multi-Beneficial 

Outcomes
• Cost-Effective
• Resilient

From Laura Norman’s USGS Arid Land Water Harvesting Study



Using Nature-Based Solutions to 
Help Manage This:
• Polluted runoff

• Sediment from erosion 
upstream

• Toxins such as oils and heavy 
metals from roadway

• Large volumes of fast-moving 
stormwater

• Costly and robust infrastructure 
required



And This…
NbS help capture peak pulses upstream of the 
Santa Fe River to reduce flood risk



Green Stormwater Infrastructure
Green Stormwater Infrastructure (GSI) 
is a management strategy that uses 
soil, plants, and natural design to 
capture and filter rainwater. 
By slowing, spreading, and 
soaking up runoff where it falls, GSI 
reduces the load on traditional 
drainage pipes and treats 
stormwater as a local resource 
rather than a waste product.
GSI attenuates flooding, improves 
water quality, cools urban heat 
islands, and provides habitat.

Collaboration the Rain Catcher, SFWA and City of Santa Fe (funded by River 
Stewards Grant and Santa Fe River Fund)



Alameda Rain Garden Program 
The River Fund
"Money deposited in the voluntary 
river conservation fund shall be 
dedicated to projects that 
improve the flow of water in 
the Santa Fe River in ways that 
enhance the ecosystems of 
the Santa Fe River and its 
riparian corridor."



Collaboration between SUH, the Rain Catcher, SFWA and City of Santa Fe (funded through Santa Fe River Fund)

This bio-basin infiltrates up to 100,000 gallons of runoff in a normal year.
Sicomoro Rain Garden at Alto Park



Runoff to Roots Program
The Runoff to Roots program 
supports neighborhoods and 
individuals that wish to install rain 
gardens in public spaces such as city 
parks, open spaces, and right of 
ways. 
These rain gardens not only collect 
and infiltrate stormwater runoff from 
impervious areas but also beautify 
neighborhoods and provide 
pollinator habitat. 



Valley Drive Collaboration
• Public/private 

partnership
• Neighbors expressed 

interest
• City designed and 

constructed retrofit 
rain gardens

• Neighbors committed to 
maintenance through 
volunteer agreement

• Improves drainage on 
Valley Drive

• Increases habitat 
• Provides water quality 

improvements 



Mary Esther Gonzales Senior 
Center 
• Public/private collaboration
 - Public request for rain   

  garden
 - City/volunteer built
 - MEG seniors decorated  

  birdhouses (to be installed)
• Solves drainage problem
• Beautifies entrance to MEG
• Provides pollinator habitat
• Maintenance provided by 

volunteers 



Large-Scale Stormwater 
Infiltration Projects in Parks 
Project Goals: 
• Reduce flooding by capturing, detaining, 

and infiltrating stormwater:
• Improved water quality
• Decrease pollutant loads at points of 

discharge
• Additional support for locally adapted 

plants and wildlife 
• Create multi-beneficial space by 

providing dual-purpose areas
• Provide opportunities for gathering, 

place-making and nature play

Ashbaugh Park Stormwater Infiltration

Marc Brandt Park Infiltration Basins 



Residential 
Campaigns
Educating homeowners to prevent 
flooding and excess pollutant 
loads by infiltrating water where it 
falls on your property. 
This example brochure shows low-
effort ways homeowners can 
implement onsite stormwater 
management.



Biodiversity is the key to a healthy river 
corridor. Biodiversity increases resiliency:
• Provides redundancy in the system 

by supporting multiple species that play 
similar roles 

• Improved adaptive capacity and 
resistance to climate change, pests or 
disease

• Optimizes resources as different 
species utilized nutrients and space in 
varied ways, creating a system that is 
harder to disrupt

GSI Provides Habitat in Urban 
Environments



Building a Culture of Stewardship: we want to 
empower constituents to be stewards of our river and 
watershed. 



Interpretive signage at Brother’s Lane Rain Garden on E Alameda



Siringo Basin Study: a public/private effort
Before: After:

A two-year study to determine how effectively these types of rain gardens enhance soil 
moisture to support urban vegetation through passive irrigation at various depths, 
reducing the need for supplemental water use. 



Demonstration rain gardens at The Rain Catcher headquarters on Aspen Drive

Aspen Dr Rain Garden 
Before: After:



Demonstration rain gardens along Aspen Drive

Aspen Dr Vegetation Strip
Before: After:



Questions?

NMED EMERGENCY SPILL HOTLINE: 
505-927-9329

Zoë Isaacson
River and Watershed Manager
Parks and Open Space
505-955.6853
zrisaacson@santafenm.gov

Rain Garden at Cathedral Pl and E Alameda (designed and constructed by Seeds of Wisdom) 
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