
5. PLATTING AND ZONING

Between the northernmost volcanoes and the escarpment lie approximately 1700 small
vacant lots in a subdivision platted in the 1960s known as “Volcano Cliffs.”  These lots
were sold to individual investors during the 1960s and ‘70s according to a 1967 master
plan, and in 1981 the City annexed the Volcano Cliffs subdivision.  Approximately
1400 of these lots are under 1 acre in size. 

The Plan Area, consisting of more than 3500 acres, is zoned almost entirely for single-
family development (R1 and RD) at average suburban densities of 5 dwelling units per
acre.  R1 is the underlying zoning for Established Urban areas designated in the
Comprehensive Plan and RD is the underlying zoning for Developing Urban areas. (See
Exhibit 11, Comprehensive Plan Designations and Zoning.) Re-zoning from R1 or
RD to RLT is often sought by single-family residential developers in order to obtain
more flexibility in lot sizes and greater density.  For the RD zone, townhomes are per-
mitted if a site development plan is approved by the Planning Director.  Inclusion of
multi-family or commercial uses requires a full sector development plan, but the amount
of commercial cannot exceed 15% of the RD zone covered by the sector plan.   
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6. WATER UTILITIES

Many small landowners in the Volcano Cliffs subdivision have held their property for
30-40 years, relying on platting executed in 1967 and anticipating that the City of
Albuquerque would provide services.  However, the basalt layer covering the volcanic
escarpment and the expense of extending utilities above the escarpment have until now
discouraged the area’s development.  

The City of Albuquerque in its 1997 Decade Plan identified a need and intention to
construct a water pump station and associated transmission line to provide water serv-
ice to areas identified as Volcano Trunk Zones 3WR/4W.  (See Exhibit 12, Water
Pressure Zones) In 1998, the city approved a development agreement (EC-35) that
authorized a water pump station to be constructed above the escarpment. The pump sta-
tion was paid for by property owners, to be reimbursed with enterprise fund develop-
ment fees over time as other projects are connected.  EC-35 set conditions and require-
ments to be met by future developers in order to receive water services through connec-
tion to the pump station.  

Construction of the water facility has provided water availability to serve development
in the Volcano Cliffs area.  According to a 2003 design analysis performed by Wilson &
Company, expansion of the existing pressurized system (closed loop system) installed
pursuant to the 1998 agreement can serve up to 5,200 dwelling units above the escarp-
ment, with 2,800 units for zone 3WR and 2,400 units for Zone 4W.  Pressure reduc-
tion valves are required for the units in 3WR.  (The decision to connect the high school
currently being designed within the Plan Area will reduce the number of dwellings that
can receive water service.)   

According to the Albuquerque / Bernalillo County Water Authority’s Utility Develop-
ment Section, the closed loop 4W/3WR system should be considered as a temporary
interim system until the Water Authority can construct a permanent 4W/3WR reservoir
in accordance with the Water Master Plan.  At such time that approximately 3000
dwelling units have been developed, the amount of utility charges collected and contri-
butions from development agreements should be adequate to fund the reservoir.  The
pump station and closed loop system will serve the entire 5200 units, but its energy use
will be high and not very cost effective.  With the reservoir, the cost of pumping will be
reduced.  

In order for urban services to be provided in Zone 5, another pump station will be need-
ed to create a pressurized system in that zone.  

New Mexico Utilities, a privately owned utility company, provides water service and
wastewater collection to the large Longford Homes subdivision now being developed
south of Paseo del Norte and to other areas north of the service boundary of the
Albuquerque / Bernalillo County Water Authority.  
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7. DEVELOPMENT TRENDS

The promise of water service has enabled property owners and developers to begin the
development process pursuant to current residential zoning.  Recently, small property
owners have begun to cooperate in assembling land for subdivisions, paying over time
for local infrastructure—roads, water, sewer and hydrology service—through special
assessments.  In 2002 property owners petitioned and formed SAD 227 and develop-
ment is beginning in Units 2, 5 and 24.  Property
owners are interested in continuing the process of pri-
vate assembly to create additional SADs for areas
within the Volcano Cliffs subdivision north of SAD
227.

In many other areas developers are actively acquiring
contiguous tracts and developing master plans.
Longford Homes, Vista Vieja and La Cuentista are
examples of subdivisions approved or in the approval
process with the City of Albuquerque.  The La
Ventana subdivision is in the development review
process with Bernalillo County.

Table 1, Trend Scenario Assumptions show that the expected total build-out for the
plan area under current zoning, including the four subdivisions, the individual platted
lots and the commercial areas adjacent to Paseo del Norte and Unser, is roughly 12,000
dwelling units.  

Of the 3,800 dwelling units planned for current subdivisions, 2,700 are already “in the
pipeline” with vested development rights, according to the City of Albuquerque, and are
exempt from development moratoriums.  (See Exhibit 2, Built or Approved Projects)
A population of over 30,000 residents within the plan area is projected under current
zoning.  

Adjacent development
Directly to the northwest lies Quail Ranch, a major development currently within the
City of Rio Rancho. Zoning for Quail Ranch consists of approximately 53% single-
family residential (3.5-6 DU/acre), 5% estate residential (1 DU/acre), 4% multi-family
residential (20 DU/acre), 15% commercial and light manufacturing, 15% open space,
and 8% public facilities.  The future development of Quail Ranch and the current and
future development of Ventana Ranch together result in approximately 75,000 addition-
al residents, for a total population of 107,000 within and directly impacting the plan
area.  

Considerations
Single-family residential subdivisions are the pattern for new development in the study
area.  Not only is there an immediate market for homes, the current single-use residen-
tial zoning prohibits integrating a mix of other uses which could make neighborhoods
more walkable and convenient (e.g. neighborhood services) by requiring an extra step in
the city approval process—preparation of a sector plan for anything other than subur-
ban residential development.  Under the current zoning, it is certain that a desirable
jobs / housing balance will not be achieved.
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Assuming a workforce need of 1.25 jobs per dwelling means a deficit of 13,000 jobs
within the Plan Area under current trends.  (See Table 2, Employment Deficits Under
Different Alternatives) Including the major Quail Ranch and Ventana West develop-
ments to the northwest, which are zoned for approximately 23,500 jobs, there is still a
deficit of around 24,000 additional jobs needed to provide an adequate job base serving
the anticipated population of the plan area and vicinity.   

Build-out exclusively with single-family residential subdivisions will increase jobs / hous-
ing imbalances on the West Side, adding to traffic demands and increasing the burden
on West Side and east-west transportation systems.  Without adequate provision of
employment, greater trip internalization, and more emphasis on transit-supportive land
uses and road systems on the West Side, traffic congestion and demand for expanded
river crossings will increase.  

8. TRANSPORTATION AND TRANSIT

Portions of Unser Boulevard, Atrisco Drive, Universe and the western segment of Paseo
del Norte are the only primary paved roads presently serving the Plan Area.  Major road-
way improvements are anticipated by the Albuquerque Metropolitan Planning Area’s
(AMPA’s) Long Range Roadway System shown on Exhibit 13. Most notably, exten-
sions to Unser Boulevard and Paseo del Norte (PdN) are planned for completion by
2011, but not in the configuration shown in the VHSDP.  AMPA defines Unser and
PdN as “limited access roadways” designed to carry high volumes of regional traffic. To
maintain travel speeds, intersection spacing would be restricted.  Construction on the
segment of Unser that moves up the escarpment from the south has been completed.  

Increasing regional traffic demands have occurred against a backdrop of rapid suburban
growth and increasing travel.  In 1970, per capita vehicle-miles traveled were 12.4 miles
per day (per Albuquerque Metropolitan Planning Area); by 2000, per capita vehicle-
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miles had increased to 20.9 miles per day—an increase of 69%.  As seen in other met-
ropolitan areas, much of this increase in car travel is attributable to spreading low-den-
sity growth, where destinations are spread farther out and walking to destinations is
increasingly difficult.

Regional Impacts
Transportation impacts from Volcano Heights development have raised concern among
public decision-makers, government agencies, and citizens.  The West Side arterial net-
work is strained, with points of frequent congestion on Coors Boulevard, the only con-
tinuous north-south arterial currently built west of the Rio Grande.  Congestion has
increased on many river crossings, most notably on Montaño.  Many workers on the
West Side must commute to job centers east of the river.

City and regional transportation planners are looking to the planned extensions of Unser
and Paseo del Norte (PdN) to alleviate congestion on the West Side, although arterial
connections will remain constrained at the Rio Grande and across the Monument
escarpment.  Near the plan area, Albuquerque, Rio Rancho and Bernalillo County have
approved many projects that are moving forward.  Low density, single-family residences
dominate nearly all of this new growth.  Little employment growth has been planned,
further contributing to an imbalance of jobs and housing on the West Side, and even
greater pressures on the road system.

Transit
Coors Boulevard is designated as the main west side corridor for High Capacity Transit
on the MRCOG Long Range High Capacity Transit System map (Exhibit 14).  The
Albuquerque-Bernalillo County Centers and Corridors Plan shows Unser as an Express
Corridor appropriate for limited stop service from Rio Bravo to McMahon north of the
plan area.  This regional plan designates Unser as a major north-south route, ultimately
connecting I-40 to Rio Rancho on the north. The Volcano Heights Plan calls for
amendment of this regional plan to provide more detail on high capacity transit routes.  

City and regional transportation authorities are considering the establishment of a net-
work of Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) and/or Rapid Bus routes.  BRT routes leave open the
flexibility of evolving to dedicated lines for light rail in the future.  Both BRT and Rapid
Bus seek to improve transit travel times to make transit a convenient, sometimes faster,
alternative to travel by car. Both BRT and Rapid Bus rely on “signal preemption” that
quickly provides buses with a green light at intersections.  They also focus on ways to
speed boarding by pre-paying fares and platform / bus designs.  BRT also provides ded-
icated lanes for buses and carpoolers, which allow buses to bypass congested traffic,
whereas Rapid Bus service mixes with regular traffic.  While supportive of the concept,
City and regional transportation authorities have not developed guidelines for roadways
with dedicated BRT lanes.  

Bikeways
Exhibit 15 shows the adopted Long Range Bikeway System map for the Albuquerque
Urban Area.  The map shows bike trails along Unser, Paseo del Norte and Rainbow Blvd.
The VHSDP recommends amendment of the Long Range Bikeway System. (See
Section II.7 “Bicycle Trail Network”.)
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