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This memorandum presents a summary of items discussed during the Restart 
Agency/Tribal/Stakeholder Scoping Meeting held on January 23, 2025.  The meeting was 
held virtually using Microsoft Teams meeting software from 10:00 AM to 12:00 PM.  The 
agency scoping meeting is a requirement of the Supplemental Watershed Plan and 
Environmental Document for the Tortugas Site 1 Dam (OSE D-270) (Project).  The meeting 
was hosted by the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and was supported by 
the Elephant Butte Irrigation District (EBID) (Sponsor), New Mexico State University (NMSU) 
(Cooperating Agency), RJH Consultants, Inc. (RJH), and Tetra Tech, Inc. (Tetra Tech).  This 
memorandum is a summary of the meeting and is not intended to be a verbatim account of 
what transpired. 
 
The following individuals conducted the presentation: 
 
NRCS   RJH   TETRA TECH    
Merceidez Fabok Jacquelyn Hagbery Ondrea Hummel 
 
Purpose 
 
The purposes of these meetings were as follows: 

• Explain the Project background, previous work, and dam components for Tortugas 
Site 1 Dam. 

• Present the current conditions of Tortugas Site 1 Dam. 

• Provide an overview of the NRCS Watershed Rehabilitation Program. 

• Explain what is included in the Supplemental Plan-Environmental Assessment (Plan-
EA) and how that meets the needs of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). 

• Explain the Project purpose and need. 

• Provide an overview of the Project scope and approach. 

• Explain initial agency and public scoping meetings and comments received. 

• Review the Project schedule. 

• Discuss watershed resources that may be impacted by potential alternatives.  Obtain 
feedback from attendees on the relative importance of various watershed resources.  
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• Obtain and document general feedback and concerns from attendees. 
 
Attendance 
 
Meeting notification and instructions to access the link to the Teams meeting were 
distributed to interested agencies and nearby Tribes prior to the meeting.  Twelve members 
of local, state, and federal agencies attended the meeting.  Representatives from the 
following agencies and affiliations were in attendance: 

• Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) 

• Elephant Butte Irrigation District (EBID) 

• New Mexico State University (NMSU) 

• New Mexico Office of the State Engineer Dam Safety Bureau (NMOSE-DSB) 

• New Mexico Office of the State Engineer Water Rights District IV – Las Cruces 

• New Mexico Department of Game and Fish (NMDGF) 

• New Mexico Department of Transportation (NMDOT) 

• New Mexico Energy, Minerals and Natural Resources Department (NM EMNRD) 
 
Presentation 
 
A PowerPoint slide deck was used to facilitate the meeting and share pertinent information 
with meeting attendees.  The slides used in the meetings are provided in Attachment 1.  The 
following key notes from the presentation are sorted by slide topic and provide additional 
information or discussion items that are not already included on the slides in Attachment 1. 
 
Logistics,  Introduction,  and Project Roles  

• The intent of this meeting is to provide information on what we currently know about 
the dam and to obtain feedback from the stakeholders and agencies about the dam.  
We also request your feedback on resources associated with the dam.  This will 
allow us to evaluate the social, economic, cultural, and environmental impacts of 
alternative solutions. 

• The meeting is intended to be interactive.  Let the presenters know if you have a 
question by using the raise a hand feature or writing your question in the online chat 
box. 

• NRCS is the Lead Federal Agency of the Project and conducts final review of Project 
documents and coordinates with public, tribes, and government agencies.   

• EBID is the Project Sponsor and is responsible for permits, long term operation and 
maintenance, land right acquisition and utilities. 

• RJH is the lead engineering consultant on the Project, responsible for conducting 
field reconnaissance, reviewing and collecting background data, performing 
engineering analyses, developing and evaluating potential rehabilitation alternatives, 
and preparing final documents. 

• Tetra Tech is a subconsultant to RJH and is responsible to provide technical 
expertise and perform work related to environmental, social, cultural, and economic 
resources and analyze resource data. 

• At the time of this meeting, NMSU is the only cooperating agency and they will 
review and provide input on Project documents as they relate to impacts to NMSU.  
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Other cooperating agencies can be added at any time during the Project and these 
agencies include: Doña Ana County, Doña Ana Soil and Water Conservation District, 
Federal Emergency Management Agency, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, U.S. 
Bureau of Reclamation, and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 

 
Tortugas Si te 1 Dam Background  

• The Project was started in 2020 by other consultants but was not completed.  Initial 
public and agency scoping meetings were held in 2021.  The Project was resumed in 
Fall of 2024 by a new team of consultants and today’s meeting is a reintroduction to 
the Project.  Another public scoping meeting will not be held. 

• The Project is located southeast of the City of Las Cruces in Doña Ana County.  It is 
immediately upstream of the NMSU Golf Course. 

• The dam is built on the Tortugas Arroyo, which is tributary to the Rio Grande River 
(Rio Grande Canalization Project). 

• The primary dam components are described as follows: 

o Tortugas Site 1 Dam is a flood control dam that is typically dry. 

o The zoned earthfill embankment is the part of the dam that retains the reservoir, 
if water is present. 

o The principal spillway is a concrete riser structure within the reservoir and a low-
level conduit through the embankment.  This is used to pass routine flows. 

o The auxiliary spillway is located at the left abutment and consists of a soil-cement 
lined broad crested control section and exit channel.  The purpose of the auxiliary 
spillway is to pass large flows that exceed the capacity of the principal spillway 
and prevent overtopping of the embankment. 

• The dam was constructed as a significant hazard potential dam for the purposes of 
flood prevention and sediment retention.  The dam was reclassified by NMOSE-DSB 
as a high hazard potential dam due to the development downstream of the dam.  
The higher hazard class does not mean that the existing dam is less safe.  It just 
means that there are more severe consequences downstream if the dam was to fail. 

• Previous work identified that the dam does not meet current design standards: 

o The principal and auxiliary spillway capacities are not sufficient. 

o The principal spillway capacity should safely pass the Principal Spillway 
Hydrograph (PSH).  The auxiliary spillway is engaged during the PSH, which 
does not meet NRCS criteria. 

o The auxiliary spillway and principal spillway combined capacity should be 
sufficient to evacuate the Freeboard Hydrograph (FBH) without overtopping the 
dam crest.  The water level exceeds the dam crest elevation by 1.1 feet for the 
FBH, which means the spillway capacities are inadequate. 

o The designed crest width after the 1968 raise was 12 feet and the existing crest 
width is about 8 to 9 feet, which does not meet NRCS minimum width of 14 feet. 

o There are no embankment filters for drainage and seepage management.  There 
are anti-seepage collars constructed along the principal spillway conduit, which 
are no longer the state of practice.   

o Inundation of Dripping Springs Road at elevation 4,118 is about 3.8 feet below 
the top of the dam crest. 
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o Based on inspections performed by NMOSE, the dam is in poor condition 
because of a lack of design and construction reports and the severe gully erosion 
occurring on the upstream and downstream slopes of the dam. 

• A key activity that will be performed as part of this Project is to identify the current 
conditions of the dam and to identify what parts of the dam do not meet current 
standards.  This work is currently in progress. 

• We do not know what alternatives will be identified to modify the dam, because the 
first step is to identify the current issues. 

• The dam was designed to provide two primary benefits, flood protection for the 50-
year storm event and sediment retention storage for 50-years of accumulated 
sediment.  Accumulated sediment has been periodically removed from the reservoir 
over the life of the dam, and the reservoir still has more than 50 years of available 
sediment retention storage. 

• Dam breach inundation maps have been prepared for three dam failure conditions, a 
hydrologic breach, static breach, and seismic breach.  Inundation maps for the 
hydrologic breach were shared in this meeting.  The hydrologic breach of the dam 
impacts significant portions of NMSU and the City of Las Cruces, and agricultural 
areas downstream of the city. 

 
Overview of NRCS Watershed Program  

• The Watershed Rehabilitation Program (or Rehab Program) provides federal funding 
for projects to rehabilitate aging dams that are either nearing the end of their design 
life or no longer able to meet federal or state dam safety standards.  Work in this 
program can include extending the useful life of the structure, decommissioning the 
dam, repairing from a catastrophic event, upgrading the structure to meet change in 
watershed conditions, or general repair of structural components. 

• The federal cost share for this project is up to 65 percent of total eligible construction 
costs and the Sponsor is responsible for the remaining (35 percent) costs.  NRCS 
pays 100 percent of the planning and design costs. 

• The Project is currently in the Watershed Rehabilitation Planning phase, which 
includes identifying and evaluating alternatives, selecting a preferred alternative, and 
preparing the Supplemental Plan Environmental Document (Plan-ED).  Phases are 
dependent on funding and funding has only been secured for this Planning phase. A 
design phase and a construction phase follow the current planning phase.  The total 
project timeline is likely to equal or exceed 10 years and can be periodically 
impacted by limited funding availability. 

 
Supplemental  Plan EA and NEPA  

• All federal actions must satisfy the requirements of the National Environmental Policy 
Act (NEPA).  The watershed project plan will include a Supplemental Plan - 
Environmental Assessment (Plan-EA) to assess the environmental, social, cultural, 
and economic impacts of the alternatives and provide a framework and basis for 
decision-making. 

 
Project Purpose and Need  

• The Project purpose and need is important because it establishes the objectives that 
the project was constructed to achieve.  It also justifies the expected outcome of 
public expenditure and allows decisions to be defensible. 



Ms. Merceidez Fabok -5- April 24, 2025 
Natural Resources Conservation Service 

• The Project purpose is to maintain flood prevention and continue to retain and 
control watershed sedimentation. 

• The Project is needed to address dam safety and performance deficiencies to 
improve public health and safety. 

 
Overview of Scope of  Work  

• The planning phase identifies deficiencies of the dam and what is needed to improve 
the conditions of the dam as well as other alternatives that include nonstructural and 
others.  The alternatives have to meet the purpose and need of the Project.  Once 
alternatives are identified and compared, the preferred alternative is identified and 
moves forward into design. 

 
Phase 1: Goals, Objectives, Purpose, and Need 

• We are collecting data to perform analyses.  Subsurface investigations were 
completed by others in 2020/2021 and RJH completed their investigation in 
December 2024. 

• Topography data has been collected in the dam and reservoir area.  Sediment 
capacity will be evaluated and confirmed. 

• Public participation in scoping was performed in 2021. 

• Hydrologic and hydraulic modeling for the performance of the existing dam was 
performed during the previous work in 2021-2024 and is currently being reviewed.   

• It may be necessary to modify the Purpose and Need Statement depending on the 
comments we get from this agency scoping meeting.  All alternatives must meet the 
purpose and need. 

 
Phase 2: Inventory and Analyze Resources 

• Resource inventory and analysis is ongoing, but an initial desktop study was 
performed in March 2024 by others.  The desktop study documented environmental 
resources such as soils, wetlands, surface and groundwater supplies, federally listed 
species, state rare plant species, wildlife habitat, air quality, climate, etc. 

• The economic resource evaluation is likely to consider urban flood damage 
estimates, impacts to agriculture, land use and property, recreational value, 
operations and maintenance costs, etc. 

• Ecosystem services consist of provisioning services, regulating services, cultural 
services, and supporting services, which are distinct categories that link ecological 
function to the well-being of humans. 

• The social resource evaluation is likely to consider demographics and population 
trends, socioeconomics, civil rights, and social issues. 

• Cultural resources include archeological and architectural evaluations. 
 
Phase 3: Alternatives Formulation 

• After we identify the dam deficiencies, we will develop alternatives to address these 
deficiencies.  The different alternative categories are summarized below. 

o No Action: considers what happens if the NRCS does not provide funding for 
project.  Generally, this means that the risk continues to be present.  This 
alternative is used to evaluate other alternatives against. 
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o Nonstructural Alternative: changes to downstream floodplain that reduce impacts 
such as relocating structures, widening the floodplain, etc.  Decommissioning can 
be included as part of a nonstructural option.  Decommissioning consists of 
removal of the dam and puts the stream back to the original conditions.  This 
would remove the flood protection provided by the dam and could include 
another form of flood protection. 

o Structural Alternative: repairs to the dam.  There will likely be multiple 
alternatives and repairs will be designed to meet NRCS and NMOSE-DSB dam 
safety criteria. 

o Locally Preferred: another alternative that is preferred by the Sponsor and is not 
one of the other alternatives.  This alternative is funded by the Sponsor. 

• The team will estimate costs and evaluate impacts to resources for the alternatives 
identified. 

• Sponsors, with some input from the NRCS, select the preferred alternative to move 
forward with the Project.  There will be another public meeting to present the 
alternatives, costs, and impacts, and to solicit input on the preferred alternative. 

 
Phase 4: Prepare Supplemental Plan-Environmental Assessment 

• The Supplemental Plan-EA is a comprehensive report at the end of the planning 
phase which contains: existing conditions, technical evaluations, engineering, social 
impacts, environmental impacts, costs, etc.  This document provides the NRCS and 
the Sponsor data they need to decide how to advance the project and documents 
selection of the preferred alternative. 

 
Opportuni t ies for Agency and Public Input  

• Initial agency and public input was collected in 2021 by others. 

• There will be four public and agency meetings, including the previous public/agency 
meeting and this one today.  The two future meetings will consist of the Alternatives 
Meeting and Supplemental Plan-EA Review meeting. 

• A resource scoping comment form was distributed during this meeting and is 
included as Attachment 2.  Meeting participants were encouraged to complete and 
return the form to NRCS. 

 
The questions and comments received during the meeting are summarized as follows and 
are included in Attachment 4. 
 
Agency Input on Resources 

• Will the Supplemental Plan-EA state listed plants in the study area as part of the 
environmental scoping? 

o The Project team has not collected field data to confirm the presence of state-
listed rare plant species.  The desktop study, completed in March 2024, indicates 
that state-listed plants may be in the Project area.  During future on-site data 
collection work, state-listed plants will be formally identified if present. 

o The state of New Mexico has a new permit process for state-listed rare plant 
species.  The following contact was provided for the state botanist: 
erika.rowe@emnrd.nm.gov. 

• Will critical plant and animal species issues be identified and mitigated? 
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o Yes, key issues will be identified and mitigated throughout the Project from 
planning to construction.  For example, the Supplemental Plan-EA document 
would recommend that tree removal not take place during nesting season. 

 
Open Discussion 

• As part of the environmental review process, a New Mexico Environmental Review 
Tool (NMERT) report was completed previously by NMDGF for this Project. Should 
an updated NMERT report be developed by NMDGF at this time? 

o An updated report does not need to be produced at this time.  The Project will 
request an updated report and NMDGF will see this request submitted through 
the NMERT portal. 

• Could alternatives include dredging reservoir sediment to create additional storage 
capacity?  

o Yes, the dam currently has sediment storage capacity, but alternatives may 
consider expanding retention volume. 

 
RJH Closing Comments 

• Public and agency participation is voluntary but is a critical component of a 
successful project.  Comments and feedback will ensure that the Project meets the 
needs and priorities of agencies, tribes, stakeholders, and the local community. 

• Concerns and comments are due by February 22, 2025 but are also welcome after 
this.  Please submit them so we can get them to the Project team.  The earlier 
comments are provided during the Project the more efficient it is to address them. 

• Submit comments and resource scoping comment forms via email to 
merceidez.fabok@usda.gov, or by mail to USDA NRCS New Mexico, Att: Merceidez 
Fabok, 100 Sun Ave. Northeast, Suite 602, Albuquerque, NM 87109-3434. 

 
A summary of the results that show how many agencies/stakeholders ranked the relative 
importance of each resource at the end of the comment period is presented in Attachment 3.  
Not every agency/stakeholder returned the completed resources inventory form and not 
every resource was completed.  Comments received during the meeting and comment 
period, and responses are provided in Attachment 4. 
 
 
JNH/ecp 
 
Attachments:  

Attachment 1 – Meeting Slides 
 Attachment 2 – Comment and Resources Inventory Form 
 Attachment 3 – Resources Inventory Form Results 
 Attachment 4 – Scoping Comments and Responses 
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