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Refuge: An Urban 

Wildlife Refuge

The Valle de Oro National Wildlife 
Refuge (NWR) consists of 570 acres 
adjacent to the Rio Grande, just south 
of Albuquerque, New Mexico’s largest 
metropolitan area. The Refuge was 
designated in 2012 as the first Urban 
Wildlife Refuge in the US Fish and 
Wildlife Service’s Southwest Region. 
Beginning even before establishment, 
the Refuge has worked closely with 
community partners to be a good 
neighbor and has reconnected people, 
especially youth, with the natural 
world. It is now a part of a network of 
over 100 refuges nationwide identified 
as part of the Urban Wildlife 
Conservation Program. PROJECT GOALS

• Connect urban people with nature via Stepping 
Stones of Engagement

• Know and relate to the community, build 
partnerships, and become a community asset

• Ensure adequate long-term resources and 
provide equitable access, ensuring that visitors 
feel safe and welcome

• Model sustainability

KEY ISSUES ADDRESSED
The future success of conservation lies ultimately in the 
ability to inspire people to connect with the outdoors and 
nature. With more than 80% of Americans now living in 
urban areas, this is a challenge. Refuges close to highly-
populated areas, such as Valle de Oro NWR, provide the 
greatest opportunity to engage new and diverse 
audiences by increasing access to natural areas. 
Additionally, environmental injustices have long persisted 
in the community surrounding the Refuge, Mountain View 
Neighborhood, a heavily industrial community, populated 
by a majority of people of color. Valle de Oro NWR was 
created through strong collaborative partnerships and 
community input in response to these issues.

Project Location

A Wetland Created at Valle de Oro National Wildlife Refuge



PROJECT HIGHLIGHTS
Collaboration for Land and Water Rights 
Acquisition: Through a consortium of federal, state, 
and local partners, and facilitated by the Trust for 
Public Land, the Refuge acquired its land from 
Price’s Dairy-Valley Gold Farm from 2012 to 2014. 
Community Engagement: From the beginning, the 
Refuge used community input to determine how to 
develop the Refuge and determine which features 
would make it a place they would visit frequently 
and be proud to support. The Refuge continues to 
involve the community in each stage of its 
development and restoration and aims to appeal 
to non-traditional, urban visitors. 
Youth Engagement and Employment: The Refuge is 
committed to providing quality, in-depth 
environmental education, citizen science, service 
learning, and employment opportunities for youth. 
Habitat Restoration: More than 80% of wetlands   
in the Middle Rio Grande Valley have been lost 
due    to urbanization, farming, and Rio Grande 
flow regulation. In the next few years, about 530 
acres  of the Refuge will be restored to native Rio   
Grande floodplain and upland habitat.

Collaborators and Funding Partners
• See online for a full list of collaborators and 

funding partners

The Mountain View neighborhood surrounding the Refuge has 
battled against many environmental injustices and previously 
lacked green space and healthy outdoor recreation opportunities.

A COMMUNITY’S 
FIRST GREEN 

SPACE

NEXT STEPS
• Continue to engage the community through 

shared leadership, youth engagement, and 
annual partner summits

• Secure additional funding and expand 
partnerships

• With the help of youth corps and community 
members, implement the 560-acre restoration 
plan and develop a visitor center complex

• Focus on Refuge outreach and marketing 

PROJECT RESOURCES
For more information on this project, contact Valle de Oro 
NWR: valledeoro@fws.gov, 505-248-6667

For additional project resources and case studies, visit the 
Collaborative Conservation and Adaptation Strategy Toolbox:  
WWW.DESERTLCC.ORG/RESOURCE/CCAST

WildEarth Guardians/New Mexico Youth Conservation Corps Crew 
Helping Restore Habitat in the Refuge’s First Wetland in 2018

LESSONS LEARNED
By using many aspects of Refuge development as 
opportunities for community engagement and 
education, the Refuge has successfully expanded its 
presence beyond physical boundaries and 
strengthened its ties to the community.
Strong and diverse partnerships with shared 
ownership are key to the continued success of the 
Refuge. Frequent communication and cultivation of 
multiple actively engaged individuals within each 
partner organization are keys to long-term success.
All partners want to have their wants and needs 
addressed. The Refuge, in turn, has to weigh all 
interests to create a balance. 
Keeping up with the rapid expansion of the Refuge 
and all its projects and plans has been a challenge. 
Refuge staff are working to balance commitments to 
ensure success of partnerships and projects alike. 

Refuge Visitors Take a Photo During an Outreach Event

Case study support provided by US Fish and Wildlife Service, US 
Bureau of Reclamation, US Forest Service, and Cross 
Watershed Network. Updated February 2019.
Photos courtesy of US Fish and Wildlife Service


