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Introduction   

Placitas Area Plan Objective 

The purpose of this plan, the Placitas Community Area Plan, is to develop a long 

range land use plan that reflects the unique characteristics, constraints, and growth 

pressures of the community.  Based on the Sandoval County Comprehensive Plan, 

the county has considered the diverse and distinctive qualities of communities 

within the various regions of the County.  The Placitas area plan included the 

greater Placitas region as well as the western portion of the Diamond Tail Ranch 

(please see Placitas Area Plan Map). 

 

In May of 2008, the Board of County Commissioners authorized the development 

of a community based area plan for the Placitas area that provides a framework for 

developing localized land use criteria and regulations that meet the community 

values and goals of the Placitas community.  This document is that plan. 
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Planning Process 

The Plan was developed through a community based, participatory process in 

which future land use criteria and capital improvements recommendations 

were developed with and by members of the community.  
 

The Placitas Area Plan Consists of Three Major Sections: 
 

Existing Conditions:  

 

 Describes the current land use condition and development practice 

 

Goals and Strategies: 

 

 Describes strategies for the future in areas of land use, zoning, and future 

subdivisions 

 

Plan Implementation: 

 Establishes recommendations for zoning regulations, future infrastructure, road 

improvements, as well as community facilities; may amend existing land use 

regulations affecting the plan area 
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Section 1: Existing Conditions 

 
Historical Background 

The Placitas Area is located in the unincorporated portion of Sandoval County known as the 

Placitas Region.  The Plan area is generally described as bounded by the west by the Town of 

Bernalillo and on to the East by the Crest of Montezuma.  It is bounded on the north by the San 

Felipe Pueblo and by the south at the Sandia Pueblo and Cibola National Forest (see plan area 

map).  In 1690, following the Pueblo Revolt, New Mexico was re-settled by the Spanish under 

Don Diego de Vargas.  Shortly thereafter the Town of Bernalillo Land Grant (also known as the 

Felipe Gutierrez Grant) was established in (1708), as a permanent settlement north of the Villa 

de Albuquerque The grant was intended to resettle what had been known prior to the pueblo 

revolt as the ñEstancia de Bernalilloò.  This land grant stretched from the fertile agricultural 

land along the Rio Grande to the llanos (high plains) east of town.  Historically, and well into 

the 20
th
 century, the eastern portions of the Placitas Area were the commonly used for grazing 

and wood gathering by the families of Bernalillo.   

 

By the mid 1700ôs proved difficult in sustaining both Pueblo and Hispanic Settlements along 

the Rio Grande.  This was because of raiding nomadic tribes which migrated into the region.  

These included the Navajo, Comanche, Utes, Kiowas, and Apache.  In response to these threats 

of attack, in 1767, Governor Tomas Vellez Gachupin issued the San Antonio de Las Huertas 

Grant.  The grant was settled by landless residents of Alameda (Town of Corrales), Bernalillo, 

and the Elena Gallegos settlements and included ñgenizarosò who were captive plains Indians or 
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their children being raised by Hispanic families.   The San Antonio de Las Huertas town was 

mandated by Governor Gachupin, according to grant documents, to conform to traditional ñlaw 

of the indiesò design; this included a town plaza, an allocation of farm plots along the ñacequia 

madreò, and the use of common lands for wood gathering, hunting, and grazing.  The land grant 

was bounded to the west by the ñejidosò (common lands) of the Town of Bernalillo Grant, to 

the east near the eastern boundary of  (what is now) Diamond Tail Ranch, to the north by the 

lands of the San Felipe, and to the south by the northern most peaks of the Sandia Mountains.   

 

In 1848, the territory of New Mexico was ceded by Mexico to the United States at the end of 

Mexican American war.  Many communities began to have their land titles recognized by the 

United States Congress in the later part of the 19
th
 century.   By 1904, The Town of Bernalillo 

Land Grant was patented 3,404 acres of land which included the western are of the study area.  

The Las Huertas Land Grant also received its patent by the early 1900s and was patented 

approximately 4,763 acres.   
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San Antonio De Las Huertas Land Grant Patent 
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In the early 1900ôs most of the plan area was used for grazing and wood-gathering.  The Las 

Huertas Grant maintained the lands irrigated by the acequia near the village of Placitas; 

remaining lands were utilized to sustain livestock for community members.  Residents of the 

Town of Bernalillo used much of these lands for traditional wood-gathering, hunting and 

grazing.  The land located between Bernalillo Grant and the Western Boundary of the Las 

Huertas Grant became private land; this was patented as homesteads to private individuals and 

primarily used for grazing purposes.  During the 1900s, some tract in the Las Huertas became 

private lands owned by both land grant and non land grant members.  And, by the late 1900s, 

some of these tracts exchange hands several times, and by the 1980s many of these privately 

claimed lands began to develop into subdivisions.  The resultant development in the Grant is 

characterized by a traditional village (of a plaza type) community located along an acequia in 

the center of the Las Huertas Area, while suburban development patterns (of one dwelling unit 

on ¾ acre of land) are nearly adjacent.  Currently in the planning area there are approximately 

1,000 acres of undeveloped land in the Las Huertas region and an additional 1,000 acres 

undeveloped within the area known as Ideal Acres.   

 

Much of land in the planning area west of the Las Huertas Grant has been developed; there 

remain several tracts of land directly north of the area known as the S-curve and several tracts 

adjacent to the Town of Bernalillo.  Much of the land in this portion of the planning area has 

been developed as residential subdivision.  The pattern is typical of large lot suburban 

development with one dwelling unit on approximately 1 acre lots.  Also in this area are about a 

half dozen commercially zoned parcels currently supporting the Homestead Mercantile 

Shopping Center, La Puerta Realty, and additional office locations.  Since the 1970s, much of 
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the lands formerly owned by the Bernalillo ñpatronò, Abenicio Salazar (within the Bernalillo 

Grant) were sold and developed into subdivisions such as Anasazi Trails and Placitas Trails.  

The Homestead lands, which became known as no-mansô land, by Placitas and Bernalillo 

residents in the 1900s, had changed hands in the 1980s and was eventually subdivided 

becoming the subdivision of Homesteads of Placitas.  Despite the various development histories 

in the plan area, today it is referred to as the Placitas Area of Sandoval County. 
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Population Conditions in the Placitas Area 

The Village of Placitas community was primarily a Hispanic community from the time of its 

foundation in 1765.  In recent decades, the Placitas region has experienced significant growth 

and modernization.  In the late 1960ôs members of the counter culture movement arrived and 

developed communes in the Placitas area.   Dome Valley north of the Village of Placitas still 

has some structures from the commune founded nearly four decades ago.  Initially  hippies and 

villagers viewed each other as different, but over time both communities came to support the 

same rural lifestyles of Placitas.   

 

The Placitas area remained a subsistence, rural, community supporting less than 500 people 

until the 1980ôs.  Over the years, artists and others captivated by Placitasô rural landscape 

moved to the area.  Placitasô proximity to Albuquerque-and Santa Fe continues to attract people 

to the Placitas area. 

 

The population of the Placitas area tripled in the 1980ôs to a population of about 1,611 in 677 

housing units.  Development in the 1980ôs continued in the 1990ôs in regard to urbanization.  

By 2000, the Placitas community had a population of about 3,452 and 1,606 homes.  Today, 

Sandoval County estimates current population of the Placitas area at 5,523 people occupying 

2,569 housing units. 

 

Placitas has several notable characteristics that differ from other communities in Sandoval 

County.  According to the 2000 census, the area has one of the highest (household median) 

income levels in the County at about $60,597 dollars a year; overall the county was 
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approximately $48,000 a year.  Secondly, Placitas has a median home value estimated at 

$267,000 (compared to the county median of $115,000).  Not surprisingly, the percentage of 

residents with a bachelorôs degree or higher was 51%, significantly above the normal for the 

County.   

 

Overall, some the current trends associated with the plan area are that the community is 

becoming a retiree / senior community with the median age increasing over the past two 

decades.  The Hispanic component of the population continues to decline, now representing 

about 20% in the Placitas area 
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Placitas Area Plan    

Population Conditions    

    

Year Population Housing Units Family Size 

1990 1,611 677 2.38 

2000 3,452 1606 2.14 

2008 Estimate 5523 2,569 2.15 

    
 
 
    

2000 Census Placitas Sandoval County  

Median Income $60,597 $47,745  

Median Home Value $267,700 $115,400  

Mean Travel Time to 
Work(min) 31.5 28.1  

Hispanic Population 20% 32.3%  

Bachelors Degree or Higher 51% 24.8%  
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Building Permits by Year Since 2002   

Year 
Number of 

Permits   

2000 87   

2001 83   

2002 109   

2003 107   

2004 173   

2005 137   

2006 134   

2007 101   

2008 32   

Total 963   
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Existing Transportation Conditions 

The transportation backbone of the Placitas Planning Area is NM 165; it begins at Interstate 25 

and ends 9 miles eastward where the roadway enters the Cibola National Forest.  According to 

NMDOT traffic monitoring, average weekday traffic volumes along NM 165 are highest at the 

western portion of the plan area, accounting for a volume of 7,500 movements per day.  The 

overall volume east of the S-curve is approximately 3,100 and increases to a volume of 3,900 at 

the Placitas Village center which is an increase of an additional 900 cars per day (this sentence 

is a bit confusing to me).  Overall, the existing capacity of NM 165 meets the current and future 

potential build-out of the Placitas region.  On a conservative estimate (at this point in the plan 

study), the build out of the plan area would add an additional 1,200 homes to the Placitas area; 

this is estimated by accounting for undeveloped tracts in the eastern portion of the area and two 

additional phases of Diamond Tail.  Given future build out of the plan area, the total traffic 

volume on NM 165 could be a as high as 12,000.  It is anticipated NM 165 will be adequate to 

accommodate build-out of the plan area without any major redesign.  Additional modification 

of turning bays, acceleration and deceleration lanes may be needed based on specific future 

development scenarios.  The assumption that NM 165 can support build-out of the Plan area 

without major roadway redesign is based on another assumption: that a regional roadway 

arterial would not be an interconnection into the Placitas roadway system. 

 

The areaôs internal roadway system consists of improved and paved county roads, such as 

Camino de Las Huertas and Paseo De San Antonio in the Village, and paved subdivision roads, 

such as Homesteads Road, which serves as the collector road for the Homesteads Subdivision.  

There are a number of unpaved private drives in the community which are maintained by the 
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property owners.  Some of these private roadways are located along steep slopes they often 

contribute to drainage and soil erosion problems and are negatively impacting air quality.  

Overall, the biggest transportation issue in the plan area is the traffic congestion at I-25 and NM 

165 and US 550.  The existing interchange exceeds its traffic carrying capacity (see 2007 

Traffic Flows, MRCOG) for the location and, as a result, the Placitas community is impacted by 

congestion on US 550 during peak traffic periods.  NM DOT has listed the redesign and 

construction of I-25/US 550 Interchange as a priority and it will be out to bid by early 2009 

with construction following within approximately 2 years. 
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Existing Water Resources 
 
Placitas Water Issues 

Water in the Placitas Planning area presents a complex problem.  Geology in the area, both 

surface and subsurface, aggravates the problem of sparse rainfall and the random nature of 

snowmelt as renewable / sustainable sources of water for the area.   

 

Over recent decades several studies have been completed for numerous reasons.  Chief among 

them (the reasons) are the meeting, by developers, of the Countyôs requirement for showing 

water supplies suitable for 100 years before sub-division permits are approved.  This 

requirement is in accordance with Appendix A of the Sandoval County Sub-Division 

Ordinance; areas of the County not under Appendix A are not required to show 100 year 

supplies and are only required to meet a lesser standard.  In August 2002, and updated in 

January 2008, Peggy Johnson and Andrew Campbell co-authored ñHydrogeology and Water 

Resources of the Placitas Area, Sandoval County, New Mexico. ñ This study covered an 

extended area and was less constrained by the individual development areas to which 

developers limit themselves (and their studies).  In addition, the fact that Johnson and Campbell 

are from New Mexico Tech, a State University, lends an element of disinterest and objectivity.  

This is not to cast aspersions or suggestions that the studies done for commercial development 

are less rigorous or not prepared with the highest ethical conduct or professionalism; they are 

just constrained to smaller areas of interest. 
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In view of the different areas covered by the various studies, and the fact that they were 

conducted for different reasons, the County contracted with Intera, Incorporated, to collect and 

evaluate these studies and deliver a report based on the collective findings of these past efforts.  

This study was delivered in August 2008, and briefed at the Placitas community planning 

meeting held in September at El Zocalo.  The presentation is available on the Countyôs website 

(Intera Presentation, September 17, 2008), under the Placitas Area Plan Information).   Sections 

of the 5 studies extracted as reference for the Intera study are also available on line (see Water 

Studies, Placitas Area Plan, Sandovalcounty.com).  A hard copy of the study, including the 

map, has been delivered to the Placitas library for community reference purposes.   

 

The conclusions of the study are that water availability in the Placitas area varies.  There are 

sections where water is relatively abundant, areas where water availability is challenged, and 

areas between these extremes (so to speak).  In Placitas, like most areas, water is greatly 

influenced by geology.  Local structure is complex; it is characterized by faulting associated 

with the Rio Grande Rift zone.  Water cannot be understood separate from this geological 

foundation.   

 

Over time numerous solutions to the water issues in Placitas have been developed.  In the 

territorial and colonial periods, surface water from springs and streams was largely the solutions 

of choice.  Over time, additional demands were met through the development of wells.  Today, 

the increasing populations have caused a move toward community systems using shared wells 

to meet the water needs of the area.  While there are still individual domestic wells, the needs of 

water resource management are driving away from that option as the preferred method.   
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There are 14 water systems plus las Acequias de Placitas.  Further, there are numerous old, 

single lot domestic wells, shared wells, springs and streams in the area used as water sources in 

the community.  As such, there is not a simple definition of the water situation from a demand 

point of view any more than there is an easy way to characterize the supply side of the equation.  

Given continuing growth of the area and a desire to maximize the utility of the available water 

and encourage conservation practices, the County will to incentivize and otherwise encourage 

shared wells and community water systems.   

By the nature of the current permitting processes (NMSA 72-12-1) for individual domestic 

wells, there exists no requirement for meters to be installed, read, or that ñreadingsò be reported 

to the Office of the State Engineer at any interval.  This abdicates management of the finite 

resource in and for the community.  The practices associated with domestic wells currently do 

not provide a credible way to track usage from the greater systems / aquifer.  While it would be 

beneficial to know what these usages might be, there is no vehicle for getting meters installed, 

and no one designated to read, record and / or report those values to anyone.  To enable this on 

existing, installed infrastructure is not currently funded.  Installation on future installations 

might be provided for if it were part of the permitting process, but that would be up to the OSE 

and probably require changes to the existing governing statutes.   
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Existing Open Space Conditions 
The Placitas Area is comprised of several major open spaces.  The most significant of these is 

the Sandia Wilderness area which forms the south boundary of the planning area.  Next is the 

Placitas Open Space Area which is managed by City of Albuquerque.  While not designated as 

open space, the BLM controls two parcels of land within the planning area.  One, approximately 

200 acres in size, is located in the middle of the planning area and borders the Overlook 

Subdivision and the western boundary of the San Antonio de Las Huertas Land Grant.  The 

other tract, which is known as the crest of Montezuma tract, contains approximately 917 acres 

and has recently been acquired as part of a land trade between Diamond Tail, Santo Domingo 

Pueblo, and the BLM.  A major landscape feature that is not in public ownership, but is an 

important to the community as an open space landscape feature, is the Las Huertas Arroyo. 

 

 

Major Open Space Landscape Features 

 Placitas Open Space Area 

 Sandia Wilderness 

 BLM   

 Sandoval County 

 Las Huertas Arroyo 
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