Office of the Governor
Pueblo of Tesuque

20 TP828
Santa Fe, New Mexico 87506

March 10, 2026

The Honorable Martin Heinrich
United States Senator

303 Hart Senate Office Building
Washington, DC 20510

Dear Senator Heinrich:

We write to express our support for legislation to permanently protect the sacred, living cultural
landscape known as the Caja del Rio. The Governors who have signed this letter represent
Pueblo communities whose cultural ties to this landscape extend back to time immemorial. For
Pueblo communities, the Caja del Rio is not simply a historic site but a living cultural landscape
where traditions, teachings, and responsibilities continue to be practiced today. Our ancestors
walked these paths, etched their experiences into the rocks through petroglyphs, and established
places our communities still visit to offer prayers and carry forward cultural traditions. The Caja
contains ancestral burial sites, wildlife corridors, traditional plant gathering areas, irrigation
structures, seeps and springs, and evidence of agricultural gardens that reflect the enduring
relationship between our people and this landscape.

The Caja del Rio is known by sacred names in the Tewa, Keres, and Towa languages, passed
down through oral tradition and taught to our children today. While stewardship of this sacred
landscape has become more challenging over time, we have continued to work with state and
federal agencies, as well as neighboring communities, to protect the resources the Caja provides.
However, growing development pressures continue to threaten this place of prayer, cultural
practice, and historical continuity.

Recent federal and state actions reflect growing recognition of the Caja del Rio’s cultural,
ecological, and historic significance and the urgent need for permanent protection. Members of
New Mexico’s congressional delegation have called for federal protection of the Caja del Rio,
including potential designation as a National Monument. Federal appropriations have supported
Tribally-led ethnographic research on cultural landscapes in the region, and the State of New
Mexico has taken steps to protect portions of state trust lands in the Caja del Rio from new

~mining and large transmission line development. While these efforts represent progress, they
underscore the need for federal legislation that permanently protects the Caja and ensures
ﬁ‘leamngful Tribal consultation and stewardship.
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The urgency of action is further emphasized by proposed infrastructure projects, including the
Electrical Power Capacity Upgrade Project, which would construct a 14-mile transmission line
across the plateau to serve Los Alamos National Laboratory. Without permanent protections,
projects of this scale risk fragmenting wildlife corridors, damaging sacred cultural sites, and
restricting Pueblo access to places that remain central to prayer, subsistence practices, and
cultural continuity.

The Caja del Rio is also home to remarkable ecological diversity. Pueblo communities have long
served as stewards of the Caja’s ecosystems, maintaining relationships with the wildlife, plants,
and waters that sustain both the landscape and our cultural traditions. Elk and deer follow
migratory routes across the plateau, while eagles, owls, hawks, and other birds of prey nest and
hunt throughout the area. Endangered plants, birds, and reptiles depend on this landscape,
contributing to biodiversity found nowhere else in the world.

Unless meaningful protections are established now, the cumulative damage occurring across the
landscape may become irreversible within the next two or three generations. Protecting the Caja
del Rio is essential not only to conserve ecological resources, but also to uphold the federal
government’s trust responsibility to Tribal Nations and to safeguard a living cultural landscape
that continues to sustain Pueblo communities. We respectfully request your leadership in
advancing federal legislation that permanently protects the Caja del Rio, ensures meaningful
Tribal consultation and stewardship, and preserves this sacred landscape for Pueblo communities
and future generations.

Réspectfully Submitted,

Governor Mitchell

CC:

All Pueblo Council of Governors

The Honorable Pueblo Governors

The Honorable Ben Ray Lujan, United States Senator

- The Honorable Teresa Leger Fernandez, U.S. House of Representatives
The Honorable Melanie Stansbury, U.S. House of Representatives

The Honorable Gabe Vasquez, U.S. House of Representatives

The Honorable Michelle Lujan Grisham, Governor of New Mexico

The Honorable Stephanie Garcia Richard, Commissioner of Public Lands



