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Study in journal
Nature sheds light
on 30 million years
of Rio Grande Valley
stretching
■

BY JOHN FLECK
Journal Staff Writer

SOCORRO — Earth’s crust is
stretching like taffy beneath
the Rio Grande Valley, according to the most detailed image
ever made of the rock under
our feet.
The image — what geophysicist Rick Aster called a “seis-

mic CAT scan” — shows Earth’s
crust being gently stretched,
creating the rift valley that
defines New Mexico’s geography and makes the region more
prone to earthquakes than
many residents might realize.
“It pretty much stretched
like taffy over 30 million
years,” said Aster, of the New
Mexico Institute of Mining and
Technology, in a recent interview.
Scientists have long known
that we live in a rift valley, created as Earth’s crust is slowly
pulled apart by forces below.
The rifting explains much of
the landscape we see around
us, from the volcanoes flanking

the Rio Grande Valley on the
west to the Sandia and Manzano
Mountains on the east.
But the details of how the rift
is happening — whether the
crust is gently stretching or
being shattered into shards of
rock — have been, until now, a
mystery.
In today’s issue of the British
scientific journal Nature, Aster
and a group of colleagues analyzed data collected from July
1999 to May 2001 with a string
of seismometers strung in a
600-mile line from Utah to West
Texas.
“The rifting in the Rio
Grande has been really slow,”
said David Wilson, who recent-

BY TONY PUGH
Knight Ridder Newspapers

MARLA BROSE/JOURNAL

Melissa Ayers and her 5-month-old infant Nadine reunite Wednesday morning after being separated since Tuesday afternoon. An Amber Alert was issued on Wednesday morning when police determined that the child was most likely kidnapped.

Infant Found Safe
City Motel 6 manager hears alert, leads police
to missing 5-month-old and her baby sitter
A
5-month-old
infant
missing
overnight was reunited with her mother
Wednesday morning after being found
at an Albuquerque motel with her baby
sitter.
Calling Tuesday the longest night of
her life, Melissa Ayers said she and her
family monitored television and radio
reports and waited by the phone for

word of her daughter Nadine.
Ayers also had to call her husband,
stationed in Iraq, who immediately
began searching for a way home.
The sitter, Dolly Ramirez, 30, is being
held at the Sandoval County Detention
Center on charges of kidnapping, child
neglect and child abandonment.
Ramirez took off with Nadine from
her home on Lynwood Drive in Rio Rancho about 4:30 p.m. on Tuesday, according to a Magistrate Court criminal com-

City, Groups End
Minnow Water Fight
BY TANIA SOUSSAN
AND LESLIE LINTHICUM
Journal Staff Writers

The five-year court fight
between the city of Albuquerque and environmental
groups over water for endangered silvery minnows is over.
The city and the groups
reached a deal to end the legal
fight and signed a settlement

agreement Wednesday on the
banks of the Rio Grande.
Under the compromise, the
city will set aside a portion of its
storage space in Abiquiu Reservoir for water to be sent into the
Rio Grande to benefit wildlife
downstream during dry times.
The city, the environmental
groups and even Albuquerque

plaint.
She left her two daughters, ages 13
and 10, and the infant’s 10-year-old
uncle and 5-year-old sister.
“I’m scared to trust anyone except for
immediate family,” Ayers said in an
interview after a tearful reunion with
her daughter, who was unharmed. “We
cried the entire night every time we
See BABY on PAGE A2
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ly completed his doctorate at
New Mexico Tech and was lead
author of the Nature study.
Slow or not, however, it is
New Mexico’s defining geologic feature. “If it wasn’t moving,
we’d be like Ohio or Kansas,”
said New Mexico State University geophysicist James Ni, a
leader of the seismic study and
another of the Nature paper
coauthors.
The
scientists
reached
repeatedly
for
candy
metaphors in their attempt to
describe what they’d found. To
Aster’s taffy, Los Alamos
See STUDY on PAGE A4

Health Care
To Devour
More of Pay
Firms, Workers,
U.S. To Suffer

Journal Staff Writer

★★★★

Daily 50 cents

N.M. Rift Makes Quakes Likely

AMBER ALERT SUCCESS STORY

BY MICHAEL DAVIS

■

WORLD
◆ A7
Bush, Schroeder soft-pedal
disputes, demand Iran
abandon nukes
Albuquerque Journal on the Web:
www.abqjournal.com

B5
A10

See CITY on PAGE A4

WASHINGTON
—
U.S.
health-care spending will outpace overall inflation and wage
growth over the next 10 years,
making medical care harder
for the government, employers, workers and uninsured
Americans to afford.
The increases apply to federal spending and to private
spending on health insurance
premiums, the latter of which
will grow faster than disposable income in each year
through 2014, according to new
projections released Wednesday by the federal Centers for
Medicare and Medicaid Services.
Although
the
long-term
national
health
spending
growth rate will slow a bit compared with recent years, more
low-income workers are likely
to forgo job-based health care
because it’s too expensive, several analysts said.
The new figures, which show

Bird flu fears
U.S. close to testing a
vaccine as warnings
spread A3
the government picking up
nearly half of total health-care
spending by 2014, also suggest
that Medicare and Medicaid
are far more immediate cost
concerns for federal policymakers than Social Security.
“It is absolutely clear that as
costs increase, more low-wage
people will become uninsured,”
said David Cutler, an economics professor at Harvard University and an expert in healthcare finance.
“This is going to lead to continued erosion of health insurance coverage,” said economist
Paul Ginsburg, president of
The Center for Studying Health
System Change, a nonpartisan
health-research group in Washington. Rather than pay rising
insurance premiums, he said,
“low-income workers would
See HEALTH-CARE on PAGE A2

City Wants Arena
Up for Bid Again
BY JIM LUDWICK
Journal Staff Writer

Mayor Martin Chávez said
Wednesday he has asked his
staff to prepare a request for
new proposals for a Downtown
arena.
“We’re going back out to bid,”
and he isn’t ruling out government financial support for the
project, he said.
City councilors, meeting
Wednesday evening, also said
it’s time to rethink the project
in light of a request by developers for city financial backing.
Meanwhile, John Mooz, vice
president of Hines Interests
L.P., said his firm will want to
bid on the Albuquerque arena if
there is a prospect of government financial support.
The city initially chose a
development team headed by
Arena Management and Con-

struction, largely because of its
claims that it could build an
arena without city financial
backing. Now the group wants
the city to guarantee repayment of debt for the $70 million
project.
Under an agreement with the
city, Arena Management has
until late June to put together
financing without city backing.
That might freeze the project
until then, even though officials would like to move ahead
quickly, before plans for an
arena in Rio Rancho proceed.
Rio Rancho has financing in
place and plans to break
ground on its $42 million facility June 14.
Mooz told Albuquerque officials a year ago that he didn’t
believe the proposed Downtown arena could be financed
See DUKE CITY on PAGE A2
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Study Says Geography Makes Earthquakes Possible
from PAGE A1

National Laboratory geophysicist W. Scott Baldridge added a
candy bar — a caramel center
with a milk chocolate outside
(think Milky Way).
As Baldridge gently pulls his
metaphorical candy bar, the
caramel stretches, but the
more brittle milk-chocolate top
breaks. That break in the top

layer is analogous to the Rio
Grande Valley itself, a little
crack in the upper crust that is
now filled with sediments and
the river flowing down New
Mexico’s middle.
Beneath, the warmer, deeper
crust is gently stretching from
east to west.
The scientists think the
whole thing got started when a
slab of Earth’s crust called the
Farallon Plate slid beneath

what is now the western United
States. As it dropped away into
Earth’s interior, it set the rifting in motion.
In the 30 million years this
has been going on, the Rio
Grande Valley through Albuquerque has opened up to
about 10 miles in the Albuquerque-Belen basin. The scientists think there were two
big pulses of stretching — one
from 30 million to 18 million

City, Groups End Minnow Battle
from PAGE A1

residents — if they choose to
add $1 to their monthly water
bill — will chip in to buy or lease
water to be kept in the Abiquiu
bank for environmental uses.
The settlement, according to
the parties, removes legal challenges to Albuquerque drinking
water from the San JuanChama Water Project while
banking water for fish, birds
and trees when habitats are
threatened by drought.
The settlement came after
more than a year of negotiations between city officials and
members of a host of environmental groups.
Those groups — the Sierra
Club, the National Audubon Society, the New Mexico Audubon
Society, Defenders of Wildlife,
the Southwest Environmental
Center and Forest Guardians —
agree to drop their lawsuit over
the city’s use of water from the
San Juan-Chama project.
The other parties involved in
the lawsuit still must agree to
the dismissal, and if they do it
will end one major part of a
lawsuit that has been in federal
court since 1999.
At the core of the lawsuit was
the question of whether Albuquerque should have to share
some of the water it bought from
the San Juan River basin and
imported into the Rio Grande.
The city bought the water to
pump out for drinking water
use. But environmentalists contended the city should have to
keep some in the river during
dry periods to protect the silvery minnow, the southwestern
willow flycatcher or other
endangered wildlife in the Rio
Grande bosque.
“We’re laying down our
swords in our many-year fight
with the city,” said John Horning, executive director of Forest Guardians.
Horning said the compromise
provides a place for a permanent pool of water for wildlife,
courtesy of the city — an
arrangement he and Mayor
Martin Chávez said they
believe is without precedent.
“Today,” the mayor said in
announcing the settlement, “we
have secured water for all time
for the ecosystem.”
The city will set aside about
20 percent of its water-storage
space in Abiquiu Reservoir and
provide it, for free, for the
wildlife water pool.
The agreement does not actually secure water; it commits
$225,000 from the city and
$25,000 from the environmental groups to buy or lease water
to put in that environmental

pool. The city and groups have
set a goal to secure another
$750,000 in state and federal
funding to buy and lease water.
Some of that water could
come from farmers in the Middle Rio Grande Valley under a
pilot water leasing program
that would allow farmers to be
paid to allow their irrigation
water to stay in the reservoir.
The water could come from
farmers in the Middle Rio
Grande Conservancy District
or neighboring pueblos, said
John Stomp, the city’s water
resources manager.
“Our hope,” Horning said, “is
that we open the door to the agricultural community to see this as
an opportunity to protect their
interests, and at the same time we
bring more water to the river.”
Charles Dumars, attorney for
the Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District, said the district
would have liked the settlement
to have also looked to conservation savings on the city’s part
instead of looking just to farmers. And he said it remains to be
seen how many takers the city
will get when it looks to lease
agricultural water.
“Are there sellers?” Dumars
said. “Who knows?”
Estevan Lopez, director of
the Interstate Stream Commission, said the water-leasing program
would
need
state
approval. And he said it was
unclear Wednesday what effect
the settlement would have on
other parties to the lawsuit,
including the Middle Rio
Grande Conservancy District,
the state of New Mexico and the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.
“We’re pleased to see resolu-

tion on some of these thorny
issues,” Lopez said. “There’s still
a lot of questions as to practically how this will all work out.”
Stomp said it would cost at
least $3 million and take several years to buy or lease the
30,000 acre feet of water that
will be set aside at Abiquiu.
Some of that money may
come from Albuquerque and
Bernalillo County water customers, who will have the
opportunity to give $1 on top of
their water bill to the purchase
of water to stay in the river.
The $1 check-off won’t debut
until after the city gets its San
Juan-Chama water fully in use.
The city plans to have the water
ready for drinking by 2007.
The legal case is not completely over. Questions remain
over management of Rio
Grande water for endangered
species and dams, canals and
ditches used by conservancy
district farmers.
Dumars said the conservancy
district and the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service have asked
U.S. District Court in Albuquerque to dismiss the pending
lawsuit, but Senior U.S. District
Judge James Parker has not
ruled on their motions.
Sen. Pete Domenici, R-N.M.,
praised the settlement as an
example of how endangered
species such as the minnow can
be protected without crippling
urban growth.
He noted that, under the settlement, the parties agree to
abide by federal law he wrote
for the governing of San JuanChama water.
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$490.00
The House of
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years ago, and a second from
10 million to 5 million years
ago.
Ni said it is likely the stretching is continuing today, though
at a rate so slow that no one has
yet been able to accurately
measure it.
One result of living in a rift
valley is earthquakes, which
happen as the crust jostles and
adjusts along the rift’s margins. There is evidence of

earthquakes as large as magnitude 7.5 in the region. The
largest quake on record, in
1906, centered beneath Socorro, had an estimated magnitude of 6.5, and Ni said odds
favor a magnitude 5 quake in
the Albuquerque area “in my
lifetime.”
“This is what’s driving our
local earthquakes,” Aster said.
Another easy-to-see riftcaused feature is the Sandia

and
Manzano
mountains,
which popped up as the upper
crust broke apart.
Wilson, who after finishing
his doctorate moved earlier
this month to the University of
Texas at Austin, has added
additional seismometers in
Utah, on the northern end of
the 1999-2001 line of instruments, to gather more data on
Earth’s crust beneath that
area.

