About Flooding of the Rio Ojo Caliente
On The Ojo

General Information
Floods of the Ojo Caliente river can vary from very minor events to full on major
floods which can fill the entire river bed up to and over the top of its banks. Flood
events occur when there are major rain storms within its drainage area. These
storms primarily occur in the ‘monsoon’ summer months of July and August but can
in fact happen in any period between March and November.
Floods are welcomed by the Bosque, as sediment and needed water may be
dispersed throughout the floodplain, nourishing a variety of plant life. Outside of the
annual spring runoff, almost all major floods are relatively short-lived, seldom
lasting more than an hour or two. Water that might overflow the banks spreads
rapidly and does not generally pose a threat to people other than depositing mud
and sand on occasion. This water is seeking out low-lying areas and natural pre-

existing collection channels where it may deepen somewhat or begin flowing with
more energy as it tries to find its way back to the main river channel.
These areas are easily avoided.
Major floods are exciting and can be a powerful experience. People who are visiting
or camping on The Ojo, and who for the first time encounter a flood, might or might
not be alarmed by what is unfolding around them.
Dave and Glenna live on The Ojo, and have witnessed many floods over the years
and they have noted that these floods are generally not a threat to human life, nor in
general are they destructive.
Certainly if one is in the riverbed and notices rainfall in the area or even miles to the
north, they should take precaution and leave the water’s edge and climb to the top
of the riverbank until all danger of flooding has passed, which might not be until the
following day.
In fact, if you are in a drainage, dry arroyo or streambed anywhere, if it is raining
you should seek higher ground.
If on The Ojo and the rainfall is far to the north of Ojo Caliente it might take several
hours for a flood to organize and reach The Ojo. If heavy rain is south of the town of
Ojo Caliente and just to the north of The Ojo, a flood might happen in less than a half
hour.
It should be noted that some areas atop the riverbank might be vulnerable to
washing out, so one should not stand on the edge while observing a flood in
progress.
The car bridge, at first glance, might seem vulnerable to major floods, but it has
endured through all such events, both minor and large. Driving over the bridge is
probably best left to when the flood water has dropped a few feet below the bottom
of the beams.
If a bank-to-bank flood has occurred it is also advisable to not use the pedestrian
bridges until their footings have been inspected after the water has receded.
Floods are a naturally occurring phenomena. The Rio Ojo Caliente is a wild and
uncontrolled river. This is what makes it a unique feature in northern New Mexico,
and an attraction to The Ojo.
Dave and Glenna have outlined some information below to help you understand
what to do if you experience a flood while on The Ojo. Please take note and ask
questions if you are at all confused as to what you should do.
You as an individual or as a group leader need to have a plan if a flood occurs during
your visit, and we are happy to help you create one.

Flood Risk
As noted earlier, flooding can happen in a number of months although the vast
majority happen in July and August. When you are on The Ojo you should take note
of the posted flood risk.***
Check the bulletin board in the campground. This will give you a good idea of the
expected conditions during your stay. You should also be aware that the risk can
change unexpectedly during your stay, and that you as an individual, also need to
take notice of the change in daily weather conditions.
Dave monitors the weather and radar imagery during group stays and advises group
leaders as needed. Floods coming from north of Ojo Caliente can take up to several
hours to arrive on The Ojo, and often, the volume of such a flood can be discovered
by observing the La Madera gaging station and the distant weather. This gives Dave
some time to pass on the information to those concerned. Nearer storms can be
judged as they happen and flood risk should be assessed in real time by those
affected.
The Rio Ojo can experience sustained flows and sometimes these flows are
substantial. For instance, typical spring runoff can easily put the river into minor
flood stage, levels which are swift moving but contained within the banks. Because
of this children need close supervision at all times when the river is anything more
than 5 or 10 cfs, which is a gentle and shallow flow.
We have created a risk chart to help you better plan your stay.
The levels are as follows:
Low Risk: No expected rainfall in the upcoming time period of one to three days.
Moderate Risk: There may be some cloudiness in the Rio Ojo drainage area with
potential showers.
Elevated Risk: Showers are likely in the Ojo drainage area. Potential intense
showers may form without warning. A flood is possible.
High Risk: Intense storms are observed or expected in the Ojo drainage area. A
flood is expected.

High Flow: The river is flowing higher than normal, usually due to runoff in the
spring. Caution should be used when near its banks.
***It should be noted that the change from one risk level to another may happen
quickly and without warning, and that individuals should always pay attention to
changing weather conditions.

Actions that campers and visitors should take !
Even High Risk flooding does not necessarily mean that the river will overflow its
banks. In fact, overtopping the banks seldom happens. Having said that, no one can
predict whether any given flood event will do so. There is always an uncertainty as
to the amount of water one can expect from any flood. Radar can help identify the
intensity of localized rainfall but other factors will determine how much water
actually flows down the river into The Ojo.
1. Some campsites are best avoided during elevated or high-risk periods. These
would be the ‘remote’ sites and the far northern sites in the main campground. In
flood events when water overflows the banks, these sites are vulnerable to water
soaking the floor of the tent, or mud being deposited on the tent’s flaps and lower
sections. Potential mud on nearby trails makes passage unpalatable.
2. If flooding seems imminent or likely, or it is raining heavily, campers and visitors
are advised to go to the pavilion if they are on The Ojo or to seek higher ground if
they are off the land. They should stay in the pavilion until the rain and flood threat
has passed. If there is likelihood of overnight flooding, campers can sleep in the
pavilion, Hogan, or move their tents to the pavilion auxiliary camping area or sleep
in the Ojo Cabin.
It should be noted that overtopping floods often cause flowing water of up to several
inches deep around and under the Hogan. The immediate area around the cabin
usually stays clear but trail access to the cabin may have some mud on it.
3. During a flood threat or ongoing flooding, cars are best left in the campground
parking area or the cabin loop parking unless advised by Dave otherwise. These
parking areas occupy higher ground and water that is in the floodplain generally
moves around these places. There is an overflow channel on the main drive back to

the highway and water here may be as deep as 16”. It is recommended that people
wait until the water level here drops before making this gravel crossing in their car.
4. After extreme flooding events, some parts of The Ojo lands might be muddy
enough to make foot passage difficult. In the first twenty-four hours after such a
flood, closer to the river, one may encounter freshly deposited wet sand which can
feel like ‘quicksand’, however these areas are not dangerous. Some parts of The Ojo
are well above the floodplain and show no effects from flooding.
It should be noted that heavy area rains often cause flooding on and over the highway
in both directions north and south of the gate. It may be dangerous to drive during
intense storms and waiting for the rain to pass will most likely be safer than driving
out in these conditions.

