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By Jen Hobson
Deputy Secretary, New Mexico 
Tourism Department
Ecotourism Director

When I was a teenager, my dad finally 
broke down and bought what he needed 
in order to keep track of me. His interest, 
like that of any father, was in making 
sure I was safe and well-fed, and that I 
paid enough attention to my studies. So, 
naturally, he bought a triangle dinner bell. 

Just out the back door of our Hailey, 
Idaho, home was an artesian wellfed 
creek about three feet wide and half 
that in depth—and it was full of brook 
trout. I spent countless hours stalking 
live grasshoppers, fly rod in hand, then 
the fish themselves, marveling at their 
lavender and orange spots and the males’ 
big, hooked jaws as they fed in clear, 
cold water lined by basin rye and willow. 
The dinner bell was the only thing I could 
hear at a distance—and just in time to 
jog home for dinner and lights out.

My interest in wild animals and places 
is something innate, and it continues 
to grow because of my job and location 

here in Santa Fe, New Mexico. In 
January 2009 I worked with Governor 
Richardson to initiate an ecotourism 
program—the first statewide program 
of its kind in the country. With support 
from the governor and from legislators, 
the New Mexico Tourism Department 
began the development of a decades-
old tradition in this brand of niche 
travel marketing (the fastest-growing 
of its kind in the industry—at over 
30 percent per year worldwide). 

Basing our program on the International 
Ecotourism Society’s definition of this type 
of travel—“responsible travel to natural 
areas that conserves the environment 
and improves the well-being of the local 
people”—we are working to develop 
qualifying criteria for ecotourism outfitters 
and are becoming a portal of information 
on this type of travel via our Web site, 
www.newmexico.org/ecotourism, 
offering thoughtful, experiential travel 
opportunities for people interested in the 
wild animals and places here in the Land 
of Enchantment. The worldwide trend is 
less pool time, more hands-on time in 
rural communities with local people.

Imagine a Western-style safari, where you 
are guided by Native Americans as you 
star-gaze, spot a Mexican gray lobo, or 
observe the ancient pronghorn on some 
of the country’s widest, most expansive 
vistas. This is the West at its best—and 
in order to preserve it, we must promote 
it, though carefully and with great respect 
for the variety of people and 
topographies in this state. 
With its Natives and 
cowboys, its alpine peaks 
and Chihuahuan Desert, 
New Mexico is primed 
to become a world-
class ecotourism 
destination.

While oil and 
gas prices 
dwindle 
and 
state 

government faces great changes in 
the near future, tourism continues to 
employ over 100,000 New Mexicans 
and enjoys an annual economic impact 
of $5.7 billion. It’s time to be visionary, 
and, from the grassroots up, show that 
tourism in quality, not quantity, will be 
the future of the economy in one of the 

world’s most fascinating destinations.

A Way for New Mexico’s Second Biggest 
Industry to Thrive, not just Survive

By Bev Gabe and Laura Stone, LightHawk 

Soaring in an airplane, the intercon-
nectedness of the landscape unfolds. 
From above, in fact, there’s not much you 
can’t see. In his revered autobiography, 
Wind, Sand, and Stars, the French 
philosopher and aviator Antoine de 
Saint-Exupéry observed, “The airplane 
has unveiled for us the true face of the 
Earth.” LightHawk harnesses this power 
of flight to protect landscapes, waterways, 
and wildlife from Alaska to Panama. 

In 1979, Michael Stewartt, a young bush 
pilot, former miner, and budding environ-
mentalist from Santa Fe joined activists 
fighting the construction of a coal-fired 
power plant on Utah’s Kaiparowits Plateau 
that would have impacted air quality 
and views of the plateau and the Grand 
Canyon. Stewartt’s audacious flights 
with reporters through the smoke plume 
of a similar plant made national news 
and ultimately sparked public opposition 
to the proposal. The power plant was 
never built, and LightHawk has been 
flying for the environment ever since. 

The view from above is a powerful tool for 
shedding light on a variety of environ-
mental issues, particularly those that 
benefit from a large-scale perspective 
such as wilderness protection, habitat 
analysis, wildlife tracking, conservation 
of rivers and wetlands, restoration 
projects, threats from energy exploration 
and mining, and effective management 
of public lands. In the years since that 
first campaign, LightHawk has expanded 
its efforts to include thirty-three states 
and ten countries, but the general idea 
remains the same: by sharing the aerial 
perspective with carefully selected 
passengers, LightHawk missions 

LightHawk Provides 
the View from Above

clearly illustrate environmental threats 
and often reveal potential solutions, 
inspiring people to take action. 

LightHawk has flown thousands of 
flights on behalf of environmental 
causes, thanks to our corps of over 
185 volunteer pilots—a group of highly 
skilled, veteran aviators who fly for more 
than 250 partner organizations, donating 
their time, aircraft, fuel, and expertise 
to our aerial campaigns. LightHawk 
flies carefully selected stakeholders 
who can affect conservation outcomes, 
encouraging collaborative solutions 
to complex environmental issues. 

LightHawk in New Mexico

Protecting the Valle Vidal: LightHawk 
played an active role in getting the 
Valle Vidal Protection Act passed in 
2006. For the three years leading up 
to the passage of the Act, LightHawk 
worked in partnership with the New 
Mexico Wilderness Alliance and the 
Coalition for the Valle Vidal, providing 
educational flights to United States 
congressional staffers from both sides 
of the aisle, as well as local, national, 
and international journalists, representa-
tives of the governor’s office, and local 
elected officials. LightHawk’s aerial view 
illuminated the character of this lush 
mountain basin, prized for its wildlife 
habitat and outstanding scenic and 
recreational opportunities. The area was 
threatened by proposed coal bed methane 
drilling, which would have forever changed 
the character of this pristine region. 
Following a flight with volunteer pilot 
Merry Schroeder of Santa Fe, Carol Leach 
of the New Mexico Energy, Minerals and 
Natural Resources Department remarked, 
“The area is beautiful. The enthusiasm 

of the pilot, coupled with her knowledge 
of the area, made for an informative 
and enchanting trip. Since we will be 
writing about this area for the governor, 
it is most helpful to have seen it.” 

Flying river otters to New Mexico: Light-
Hawk’s role in the effort to restore river 
otters to the Upper Rio Grande was a little 
more hands-on than usual. Two volunteer 
pilots, Steven Garman of Hailey, Idaho, and 
Tim Hendricks of Telluride, Colorado, each 
flew three river otters from Washington 
State to Taos. Transportation of the river 
otters was a key component of the compli-
cated restoration effort. Though driving 
the otters is acceptable, the multiday 
journey can cause stress for the animals, 
so coalition members Amigos Bravos and 
New Mexico Friends of River Otters turned 
to LightHawk for aerial support. Following 
one of the river otter flights, Rachel Conn, 
of Amigos Bravos, said, “LightHawk’s 
help was indispensable! Being able to 
transport the otters by plane saved the 
otters the tremendous amount of stress 
that the [forty-eight]-hour-drive entails.”

Ute Mountain: LightHawk returned to 
its Santa Fe roots in October 2009 to 
celebrate its thirtieth anniversary. Light-
Hawk’s annual meeting, or Fly-in, attracts 
volunteer pilots and supporters from 
around the country to different locations, 
typically in the West. Each year, a group 
of pilots offers flights to highlight regional 
conservation issues. In this case, eleven 
pilots flew twenty-eight passengers north 
out of Santa Fe to tour the proposed El Rio 
Grande del Norte National Conservation 
Area. Working in partnership with the 
New Mexico Wilderness Alliance, the 
New Mexico Wildlife Federation, and the 
Wilderness Society, LightHawk assembled 
a diverse mix of passengers, including 
conservationists, media, staff from 

Representative Ben Luján’s office, and 
LightHawk staff and board members. 

According to one of the passengers, 
Kent Salazar, New Mexico State Game 
Commissioner and regional director of 
the National Wildlife Federation, “These 
areas are the jewel properties of the 
Bureau of Land Management and need to 
have special protections to preserve them 
for future generations. The flights you 
provide give an aerial view of the area to 
public officials and provide them a broad 
sense of why the areas are important.” 
Referring to a front page article in the 
Albuquerque Journal the morning after 
the flight, Salazar continued, “The media 
generated by the LightHawk tours was 
immediate and positive. We hope this will 
build the movement toward passage of 
this important legislation.” Senator Jeff 
Bingaman (D-NM) along with Senator Tom 
Udall (D-NM) introduced legislation in late 
2009 to permanently protect over 300,000 
acres in this region, including the iconic 
Ute Mountain and large swaths of elk 
habitat that stretches out over the plains. 
In the summer of 2010, Congressman Ben 
Ray Lujan (D-NM) introduced companion 
legislation in the House of Representa-
tives. The bill is expected to be a part of a 
larger Omnibus Lands Bill later in the year.  

LightHawk is currently working with 
the New Mexico Wilderness Alliance to 
plan photography and outreach flights in 
support of conservation efforts throughout 
the state, including Otero Mesa ,the 
Carlsbad region, and the Pecos National 
Forest. LightHawk has been flying for 
conservation in New Mexico for thirty-one 
years and remains dedicated to working 
with the New Mexico Wilderness Alliance 
and other regional partners to champion 
conservation victories in 2010 and beyond.

By John Olivas
Northern NM Director

In early June, the Community of Chacon 
along with the Conservation Community 
(Center for Southwest Culture, Arturo 
Sandoval and staff members from the New 
Mexico Wilderness Alliance) came together  
to help keep the Acequia de La Sierra 
clean and flowing into the Chacon Valley.  
There were 45 Parciantes (Landowners 
that are users of the water) and Piones 
(Laborers) who came together to keep 
the traditional cleaning of the Acequias 
alive.  Approximately 20 volunteers from 
the conservation community joined forces 
with 25 parciantes from the Chacon 

La Acequia de la Sierra
Cleaning of the Acequias is all about Building Community

Acequia Community for its 3rd Annual “La 
Acequia de la Sierra”, cleaning project.  
On Saturday morning the crew began 
their work at the Presa (head gate of the 
Acequia).   The Presa for La Acequia de 
la Sierra sits at 10,500 feet above sea 
level and travels 3 miles to the valley 
floor towards the Mora River.  Each 
conservation member was partnered with 
a local parciante to work hand in hand 
making sure the water has no obstacles 
as it makes its way down the valley.  The 
1st crew created a Rock Dam Structure 
near the headwaters (Natural Spring 
Lake).  This split in the drainage is where 
the water gets diverted down to La Junta 
Canyon or Acequia de La Sierra.  The 

2nd crew was responsible for cleaning 
from the head gate to the waterfall that 
feeds the valley below.  The Acequia, 
well over 100 years old, travels over one 
mountain range to another that gives 
water and life to the Chacon Valley.   
La Acequia de la Sierra cleaning project 
has been an annual project whose design 
was to assist in “Building Community” 
and keep the traditional use of water, 
alive.  This has been the goal of the New 
Mexico Wilderness Alliance as these types 
of projects develop, says John Olivas 
Northern Director of the New Mexico 
Wilderness Alliance.   The community of 
Chacon is grateful to have developed a 
strong relationship with the conservation 

community.  Each year, the participation 
has grown and the event continues to 
bring people together.    Music and the 
traditional Matanza (Community Feast) 
were part of the events.  Many friendships 
have been made over the last three years.
Special thanks on a successful project 
to Eufracio Vigil and Ernesto Gonzales, 
Mayordomo for the 2 Acequias in Chacon 
and Arturo Sandoval, Center for Southwest 
Culture, Craig Chapman and John 
Olivas, New Mexico Wilderness Alliance.  
Contact John Olivas at 575-387-2665 
for next year’s project information.  


