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NEW MEXICO  
RURAL HERITAGE INITIATIVE 

 $ 

 $$$ 

Current property tax options for NM landowners 

1.  Pay low tax as a farm or ranch, or  

2.  Pay high tax based on the land’s development potential 
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http://www.taosnews.com/news/staying-on-the-land/article_097aedc2-7447-11e6-914c-e789b69cef45.html

Staying on the land
J.R. Logan  Sep 6, 2016

Katharine Egli The Taos News
Louis Romero is among the hundreds of Taos County residents who face a big spike in property taxes because their agricultural land is no longer in productive use. Some
advocates want to give landowners like the Romeros a tax break to preserve open space for future generations of farmers.

 
Reasons land may not be 
in agricultural production: 
 

•  Lack of water 

•  Age and ability 

•  Land not suitable 

•  Not profitable 

•  Job and family demands 

•  Soil and water 

conservation needs 
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Losing ag status hits old Taos families
By J.R. Logan | Posted: Sunday, January 26, 2014 12:15 am

For decades, Ted Mondragón grazed cattle on 10 acres of lush, river-side pasture in Los Córdovas. His
herd of about 30 cows was enough to keep the land productive, feed the family and carry on a long
tradition of raising livestock.

Mondragón, now 85, still irrigates the property when there’s water in the acequia, though he has a hard
time getting around thanks to two bum knees. His sons help out, but no one in the family has the time or
interest in continuing ranching even as a hobby, which is often a break-even venture at best.

Mondragón was able to hang onto his herd in part because of a big discount he got on his property taxes
for using the land to do agriculture. But next year those taxes are set to skyrocket from $37 a year to
more than $2,600. The increase comes after the county determined the land is no longer being used for
grazing.

Mondragón says the tax hike could force him to sell the land, and there are plenty of elderly Taos County
residents who are in the same boat. The situation adds to the threats facing a generation of one-time
subsistence farmers who are being boxed in by development and rising land costs.

Under state law, properties being used for “bona fide” agricultural use are entitled to a substantial tax
discount. According to the assessor, more than 6,000 properties enjoy exemptions for farming or grazing.

Taos County Assessor Darlene Vigíl says state officials have repeatedly asked her office to update its ag
classifications, which she admits were out-of-date. Acting on concerns that some owners were getting the
discount without doing agriculture, the assessor hired a team last spring to review properties to see if they
were actually being used productively.

Vigíl said her office has no intention of taxing people off their land. Her goal is to ensure that property
owners across the county are paying their fare share.

According to information provided by the assessor, about 700 properties have been visited so far. Of
those, more than 400 properties have lost the ag exception, resulting in a huge tax increase for owners.

While some properties clearly didn’t meet the definition of agriculture  — for example, one 8-acre
pasture receiving the discount was turned into a trailer park years ago — other determinations have been
less cut and dry. Vigíl said she and her staff have gone back and forth about how to define and identify
agriculture that is “typical” for Taos County.

And in many cases, properties receiving the discount are owned by elderly residents from old Taos

Yet these lands provide open space, wildlife habitat, scenic corridors 

and gateways, recreational opportunities, water supplies and future 

agricultural opportunities. 
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Community land use 

plans and state 

directives call for 

keeping these lands 

intact and well 

managed. 

 

 

Yet there is no support 

in New Mexico property 

tax law for doing so.  

 $ 
 $$ 

 $$$ 

Proposed 

A third option to enable landowners to conserve and restore undeveloped land 
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#1: WE ARE LOSING OUR MOST 
IMPORTANT LANDS 

WHY IT MATTERS 

 
 
 
 
New Mexico has 
limited water and 
productive land.  
 
Unfortunately, much 
of our best land is 
rapidly being 
developed.  
 
When this happens 
our land, water 
security and 
agricultural future 
are lost for good.  
 
The right tax policy 
can help keep this 
land intact.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Developed 

Aerial photo of New Mexico landscape 

Irrigated land 

The biggest threat to the future of agriculture is development 
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#2: WE NEED TO RESTORE NEW MEXICO'S 
LAND HEALTH 

WHY IT MATTERS 

 
Many lands in New Mexico need restoration. 
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New Mexico ‘s 

rangeland 

condition 

ranks among 

the worst in 

the nation 

relative to 

reference 

conditions. 

 
 
 
 

 
New Mexico has 
a high 
percentage of 
bare ground.  
 
Bare ground 
cannot support 
livestock and 
can result in 
significant loss 
of topsoil to 
erosion. 
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When bare soil becomes airborne, it can be carried onto mountain snow packs  

where it creates a dark layer of dust, accelerating run-off and evaporation. This  

decreases critical water supplies for New Mexico. 
 

 
 

Private Forests 
 
 
New Mexico’s water 
future is dependent 
on the management 
of our forested 
watersheds.  
 
Many of New 
Mexico’s forests are 
at high risk for 
wildfire.  
 
The cost of treatment 
for landowners 
averages $300-$500 
per acre.  
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Does it make sense to 
tax forests  at 
development rates? 
 
Watershed health 
management is not 
recognized or 
supported by NM 
property tax law 
 
When forested land is 
developed, new homes 
in the wildland-urban 
interface increase the 
risks and costs of 
wildfire—a much 
higher cost to 
taxpayers. 
 

 
 

Partnering with 
landowners to 

conserve and restore 
forests provides 
important public 

benefits: 
 

 
•  Reduced wildfire 

risk 
 
•  Wildlife habitat 
 
•  Secure water 

supplies 
 
•  Scenery and 

recreation 
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#3: NEW MEXICO’S FUTURE DEPENDS ON 
HOW WE MANAGE OUR WATER 

WHY IT MATTERS 

 
 40% of New Mexico’s streams are located on private land. 
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The way in which landowners 

manage these streams and the 

surrounding vegetation impacts 

water supplies, water quality and 

fisheries. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Studies consistently show that 

investments in conserving 

watersheds, forests and 

streamside vegetation 

significantly reduces costs to 

taxpayers for water treatment 

systems. 
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Property tax incentives are a 

cost-effective way to partner 

with landowners to maintain 

healthy stream systems and 

wetlands.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Erosion is a major concern for New 

Mexico. Gullies are often created by 

culverts, roads and human or livestock 

trails. As the gully deepens, the water 

table drops.  
 

Plant roots can reach water 

Plant roots cannot reach water 

The water table 

drops as a gully 

deepens.  

 

This can cause 

desertification.  
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This is what it 

looks like.  
 

 
This erosion was caused by a 

culvert.  
 

With the right property tax 
incentives, landowners can 
help reverse erosion and 
restore New Mexico’s water, 
land health and productivity.  
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#4: WILDLIFE POPULATIONS ARE 
DECLINING 

WHY IT MATTERS 

Up to 80% of wildlife depend on private land habitat for survival.  
Landowners need the option to conserve and restore wildlife habitat.  
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#5: NEW MEXICO NEEDS RURAL JOBS AND 
A BETTER ECONOMY 

WHY IT MATTERS 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This 2015 study by agricultural 
economists at Colorado State 
University found that New 
Mexico would benefit 
economically through property 
tax incentives that support 
landowners in conserving and 
restoring open land.  
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Figure	
  1:	
  EsMmated	
  economic	
  acMvity	
  by	
  source	
  

Agricultural	
  output	
   RecreaMon	
  output	
   Nonmarket	
  benefits	
  

ConservaMon	
  output	
   Cost	
  of	
  providing	
  community	
  services	
   State	
  and	
  local	
  taxes	
  

The study compared the current baseline (BL), stricter enforcement of agricultural 
property tax requirements (SE), and an option for diversified management (DM).  

 
Researchers found that a property tax option for conserving and restoring land could 

increase economic activity up to nearly half a billion dollars for New Mexico.  
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Figure	
  2:	
  EsMmated	
  employment	
  effect	
  by	
  source	
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And create up to 2600 new jobs. 
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HOW IT WORKS 

1.  Eligible lands must be 10 acres or greater OR have a valid 
associated agricultural water right.  

 
2.  Enrollment is voluntary. 
 
3.  Land must be managed under a qualified 10-year management 

plan with qualified third-party certified compliance. 
 
4.  Property tax is based on 5% of fair market value.  
 
5.  A rollback tax of up to five years is applied should the land be 

developed. The owner at the time of development is liable for 
the rollback tax.  

Irrigated Ag
Tax: $39 

  
Fair Market
Tax: $3,333

 

Natural 
Resource 

Management
Tax: $500

 

Sample tax on 10-acre 
parcel by use 



10/30/17	
  

17	
  

Grazing
Tax: $4 

  
Fair Market

Tax: $10,667

 

Natural 
Resource 

Management
Tax: $1,600

 

Sample tax on 160-
acre parcel by use 

  

Sample tax on 3500- acre 
parcel by use 

  
Fair Market

Tax: $14,000

 

Natural 
Resource 

Management
Tax: $2,100

 
Grazing
Tax: $93 
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What is natural resource management? 
 
•  Improve water quality and quantity by 

restoring native vegetation along streams  
 
•  Improve watershed health and reduce 

wildfire risk   
 
•  Control soil loss from wind and water erosion  
 
•  Restore and maintain fish and wildlife 

habitat 
 
•  Restore pasture and rangeland health   

•  Control noxious weeds 
 
•  Maintain roads, culverts and driveways to 

prevent erosion 
 
•  Protect scenic views by keeping land free of 

junk and debris 

WHO BENEFITS 
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AGRICULTURE 
 
1. Enables landowners to keep lands intact, in the family and available   
    for future agricultural use 
 
2. Provides three disincentives to taking land out of agriculture: 

•  Higher tax rate 
•  Mandatory land use plan with annual certification 
•  Rollback tax penalty if land is developed 

 
3. Restores and protects New Mexico’s watersheds which provide water     
    for agricultural use 
 
4. Restores rangeland and forest health and future productivity 

COUNTIES 

 
1.  Enables counties to partner with landowners at little to no cost to 

meet priority land use goals 

2.  Helps local families stay on the land 

3.  Increases future food and water security 

4.  Increases equity among taxpayers 

5.   Slows rural sprawl and associated costs to counties 

6.  Creates new jobs and diversifies land-based economies 
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ASSESSORS 
 
1.  Provides an equitable alternative to landowners who do not qualify 

for the agricultural special method of valuation but wish to keep 
land undeveloped 

2.  Limited to parcels of 10 acres or greater except where valid 
agricultural water rights apply to smaller acreage area 

3.   Land management plan and annual third-party certification are 
required 

4.  Tax is based on percentage of fair market value, not agricultural 
special method 

5.  Rollback tax recaptures up to five years of revenue if land is 
developed 

 

NEW MEXICANS 
 
1.  Enables landowners to keep land intact and in the family 

2.  Limited to parcels of 10 acres or greater except where valid 
agricultural water rights apply to smaller acreage area 

3.   Land management plan and annual third-party certification are 
required 

4.  Tax is based on percentage of fair market value, not agricultural 
special method 

5.  Rollback tax recaptures up to five years of revenue if land is 
developed 

 


