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PASO DEL NORTE TRAIL

TRAIL DISTRICTS  
AND SUB-DISTRICTS
the roughly 60–mile span of the Paso del norte (Pdn) trail is divided into 
five distinct districts, each broadly defined by their unique geographical, 
historical, and cultural context, as well as various amenities and attractions 
that help define them. each district is identified by the most predominant 
contextual influences within that district. the following sections present 
the recommended trail alignments within each district, moving from the 
northern–most extent of the project at the new mexico–texas border and 
meandering southeast, roughly parallel with the Rio grande and ending at 
the county line lakes, about five miles southeast of the town of tornillo. 

Chapter 5
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UPPER VALLEY  
DISTRICT

Connection to ‘Mountain to 
River Trail’

EP Country Club
Mt. Cristo Rey 

Dinosaur Tracks 
Sunland Park

 � Gateway to New Mexico
 � Riverine and rural character
 � Neighborhood connections to   
the Rio Grande corridor

RIO GRANDE 
AGRICULTURAL DISTRICT  

Scenic Pastoral Views
Opportunities for  

Agritourism

 � Predominantly farms and 
rural El Paso County

 � Connections to small towns

DOWNTOWN | 
UTEP DISTRICT

Old El Paso 
Hart’s  Mill
UTEP/EPCC
Downtown

Connection to Scenic Drive and 
Ciudad Juárez

 � Old El Paso: “Pass to the 
North”

 � Downtown and UTEP/     
EPCC campus

 � Connection to International 
Loop

ZOO|PLAYA DRAIN 
DISTRICT

MCA Campus
Texas Tech/UMC

El Paso Zoo
Chamizal National Memorial

 � Franklin Canal Access
 � Neighborhood Connections
 � School Connections
 � Transition from urban to 
semi- rural character

 � Connection to International 
Loop

MISSION VALLEY  
DISTRICT

Three missions of Ysleta, 
San Elizario, and Socorro

Connections to Mission Trail
Ysleta del Sur Pueblo, and Rio 

Bosque

 � Semi-Rural & Agricultural 
with Historic Mission Context

 � Canal connections between 
neighborhoods and towns

 � Connection to Rio Bosque

fIguRE 11. TRAIL DISTRICTS & CHARACTER
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UPPER VALLEY DISTRICT

CHARACTER
The Upper Valley District is characterized primarily 
as a rural river corridor and riparian habitat. 
An existing 10–mile river trail that was funded 
in part by the Health Foundation runs along 
the floodplain through much of this reach. Its 
location between the flood control levees on 
either side provide a sense of isolation from 
the adjacent community, offering views of the 
picturesque valley landscape and the Franklin 
Mountains rising in the distance. The somewhat 
sparse riparian vegetation and proximity to the 
river provides at least the perception of a cooling 
effect along the trail in this area, enhancing the 
riverine experience. Beyond the levees, the trail 
is flanked by agricultural lands for most of the 
northern reaches of the district, giving way to 
single family neighborhoods on both sides, which 

The trail alignments in the Upper Valley District primarily follow the river from the New Mexico–Texas state line until reaching the area known as the ‘Brick 
Company’ property, which abuts the river south of Racetrack Drive, just below the elevated railroad trestles. Land along the river floodplain and on the levees 
within this district falls under the jurisdiction of the International Boundary and Water Commission (IBWC); however, while the IBWC has indicated that it 
generally supports joint-use of its facilities for trails, and several segments of existing trail have been built within the floodplain on their lands, according to 
IBWC staff some uncertainties remain about the exact limits of ownership and the extent of their jurisdiction along the Brick Company tract at the south end of 
this district.

An unpaved levee maintenance road also serves as an informal trail.An existing paved trail in Rio Grande River Park.

Views to the Rio Grande enhance the trail experience.

culminate at the El Paso Country Club area before 
transitioning to the Sunland Park racetrack area 
and a more industrial context at the south end. A 
unique jurisdictional phenomenon occurs in this 
area, as the state line dividing New Mexico and 
Texas meanders back and forth across the river, 
following the historic (abandoned) river channel, 
resulting in several shifts in jurisdiction along the 
river’s current channelized course and further 
blurring the distinctions of the superimposed map 
boundaries.  The Paso del Norte Trail forms a 
natural extension of the planned Rio Grande Trail 
in New Mexico. This jurisdictional oscillation has 
recently led to cooperation between both states; 
they have begun to look at developing this area 
as a gateway between Texas and New Mexico, 
potentially providing a much larger user base for 
the Paso Del Norte Trail. 
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The river floodplain is mowed regularly. An existing bike/pedestrian path follows along Country 
Club Road.

The moon rise over the Franklin Mountains is visible from the Rio Grande River Park Trail. The river floodplain remains a natural ecosystem.
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POINTS OF INTEREST

211 acres of land on the flanks of Mount Cristo Rey, near the 
borders of two countries and three states, is crisscrossed by 
numerous fossilized dinosaur tracks. Dated at 97 million years 
old, these footprints speckle the landscape and are a wondrous 
glimpse of the prehistoric past.

This privately-owned social club within the Upper Valley 
Country Club neighborhood has a championship level 
18-hole golf course.

Formerly known as the Cerro de los Muleros or Mule Drivers Mountain, this rugged 4,675-foot high 
peak is capped by a 29-foot tall limestone statue of Christ. This statue serves as a shrine to thousands 
of faithful in the West Texas, El Paso, and Southern New Mexico region. 

This largely vacant former industrial site is being studied by the El Paso Water Utility as a proposed wetland 
to manage area runoff while providing enhanced wildlife habitat. Upon completion, the facility could offer 
additional opportunities for bird watching and other wildlife observation.

SUNLAND PARK DINOSAUR TRACKS

EL PASO COUNTRY CLUBMOUNT CRISTO REY

MONTOYA DRAIN WETLAND (PROPOSED)
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See Map 15 for overall region alignments and legend. 
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LOOP ALIGNMENTS
Country Club to Montoya Main 
Lateral (Existing/Proposed Shared-
Use Path)

This proposed loop will diverge from the Rio 
Grande River Park Trail at Country Club Road and 
head east approximately 1.3 miles via the Country 
Club shared-use paths (existing 8–foot wide 
concrete side paths on either side of Country Club 
Road). It will then head south along the Montoya 
Drain, winding through the El Paso Country Club 
area (which involves coordination with the Country 
Club) and surrounding neighborhoods to Sunland 
Park Drive. At that point, it will either continue 
through the racetrack property to Racetrack 
Drive (which would involve coordination of access 
through two currently fenced ditch crossings), or 
turn east along Sunland Park Drive to connect 
with Doniphan Drive. If the loop follows Sunland 
Park Drive, it would need to follow the west side 
of Doniphan to connect again with the primary 
alignment at Racetrack Drive, which would put 
it within the wide area between the road and 
the railroad tracks. The Sunland Park Drive/
Doniphan Drive intersection would be the most 
difficult to negotiate for this alignment, due to 
the configuration of a dedicated right turn lane. 
It should also be noted that TxDOT was in the 
preliminary stages of a master plan for Doniphan 
Drive. Future plans may include reconfiguring 
the right turn lane, but if it does not, trail users 
would be relegated to using the street and 
sidewalk to negotiate this intersection. Should 
interstate jurisdictional issues delay or obstruct the 
implementation of the primary alignment through 
the Sunland Park area, as described above, this 
“loop” route could become a primary alignment, as 
it falls entirely within El Paso County.

TRAIL CONNECTIVITY
PRIMARY ALIGNMENTS

1.0 Rio Grande River Park Trail (Existing 
Shared-Use Path)

Beginning just south of Washington Street (near 
Anthony) the concrete-surfaced River Park Trail 
runs along the Rio Grande for roughly 10.5 miles, 
ending just north of Country Club Road. An 
additional 1.25–mile segment extends west from 
the bridge at Racetrack Drive, passing under 
Sunland Park Drive to a point opposite the Sunland 
Park racetrack grounds. An intervening 4.25–mile 
gap remains to be completed—most of which falls 
in New Mexico.                                 

Rio Grande River Trail Extension 
(Funded Shared-Use Path)

The City of El Paso has budgeted $155,000 to 
complete the portion of the missing Rio Grande 
River Trail that falls within Texas, extending it 
approximately one-third of a mile south from its 
current terminus adjacent to Meadow Oaks Drive 
to Country Club Road, where the state line again 
crosses the river.

Racetrack Road Segment (Proposed 
Shared-Use Path)

Heading east from the river, the proposed 
alignment would ascend onto the levee and 
follow Racetrack Drive towards Doniphan Drive 
via a paved side path, utilizing the existing wide 
shoulders of the roadway bridge to cross a 
drainage ditch approximately 900 feet south of 
Doniphan. (Since the state line falls roughly at 
Doniphan, this segment would also be in New 
Mexico.)  At-grade crossings would be required 
at Doniphan and the railroad tracks that parallel it 
to the south. The existing signalized intersection 
at Doniphan and Racetrack will help facilitate this 
crossing.

SPUR TRAILS
Mountain to River Trail (Partially 
Built/Funded Shared-Use Path)

A proposed trail spur that will connect the Franklin 
Mountains with the Rio Grande via Woodrow 
Bean Transmountain Drive and Borderland Road. 
Portions of this trail exist along Transmountain 
Drive and State Highway Spur 16, with the gaps 
programmed to be filled in the near future. At 
the intersection of Hwy 16 and Doniphan, the trail 
would turn south along Doniphan and cross the 
river on Borderland Road to connect with the Rio 
Grande River Park Trail.

Artcraft Trail (Existing Shared-Use 
Path)

This rather unique facility runs along both sides of 
Artcraft Road from just west of the Rio Grande to 
the state line, and extends another two miles into 
New Mexico along the south side of the recently 
renamed Pete V. Domenici Memorial Highway. As 
noted below, it lacks only a ditch crossing to make 
it a major connection from the River Park Trail to 
the numerous neighborhoods 

Ellis/La Union Lateral Trail (Funded 
Shared-Use Path)

Located just south of Artcraft Road, this trail 
project recently approved by the City would 
extend from the River Park Trail approximately 
one mile northwest along the La Union irrigation 
lateral to a strip of park land that was once the Ellis 
Lateral. Completion of this connection will create a 
1.5–mile trail loop connecting the Artcraft Trail to 
the Rio Grande River Park Trail.

1-A

1-C
1.2

1.3

1.1

1-B
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Mount Cristo Rey Trail (Existing/
Proposed Hiking Trail)

Although located in New Mexico, the 211–acre tract 
surrounding Mount Cristo Rey was once owned 
by the Diocese of El Paso and now is owned 
by Insights El Paso Science Center. The original 
path up the mountain dates to 1934 when the 
monumental cross on its peak was first envisioned. 
A new proposed trail could connect the primary 
alignment with the visitor center at Mount Cristo 
Rey as well as providing access to the Dinosaur 
Tracks area. See page 53 for enlargement and 
context.

TRAILHEADS AND PUBLIC TRANSIT
A key shortcoming of the existing Rio Grande 
River Park Trail is the lack of trailheads and access 
points. Along its current ten-mile length, only one 
parking area exists which might be construed as a 
trailhead parking area—although that is actually 
intended to serve a nearby trail facility (see Artcraft 
Road Trailhead description below). The addition of 
trailhead access points at regular intervals along 
the trail would greatly enhance its accessibility and 
use.

Vinton Road Bridge Trailhead (Proposed)
There is currently unofficial parking access on the 
east side of the river, both north and south of 
Vinton Road, where the trail currently crosses from 
one side of the river to the other. One or both of 
these parking areas could be formalized to provide 
well-defined parking and other trailhead amenities 
adjacent to the bridge for access to the PDN Trail 
and the river.

Artcraft Road Trailhead (Existing Parking/
Proposed Connection)Trailhead (Proposed)
According to County GIS records, a currently-

undeveloped 3.8–acre property just northwest of 
the Country Club Road bridge appears to be under 
private ownership, zoned S-D/SPC for mixed or 
special use. Depending upon how the property 
is developed, it might be possible to request 
or require the provision of either dedicated or 
shared-use parking for a potential trailhead along 
the river. Alternately, the City or County might 
consider purchasing part or all of the site for that 
purpose.

Racetrack Drive Trailhead (Existing/Proposed)
Located in Sunland Park, New Mexico, there is an 
existing loosely-defined gravel parking lot with two 
paved ADA-accessible parking spaces west of the 
Racetrack Road bridge, north of the river, which 
serves the short segment of existing trail in this 
area, as well as eight picnic tables located along it. 
Formalization of this parking area with trail signage 
and other improvements would benefit the trail 
system. Additional parking and/or trailhead 
facilities may also be possible in conjunction with 
a new parking lot at the planned wetland/wildlife 
refuge facility northeast of the Racetrack Drive 
crossing. 

Bus Stops
Currently City of El Paso bus stops are located just 
east of the Rio Grande on Borderland Road, on 
both sides of the river along Country Club Road, 
and south of the river along McNutt Road at both 
Sunland Park and Racetrack drives. There are also 
several stops in the vicinity of Sunland Park Drive 
and Doniphan Drive.

Westside Transfer Terminal
El Paso’s Sun Metro Al Jefferson Westside Transfer 
Center lies approximately 2.5 miles east of the river 
along Country Club Road/North Mesa Street, just 

east of Interstate 10. This public transportation hub 
provides connections to multiple bus routes across 
the city.

NEARBY SCHOOLS AND 
INSTITUTIONS
Schools in walking distance include:

 � Bill Childress Elementary School
 � Canutillo Elementary School
 � Canutillo Middle School
 � Canutillo High School
 � El Paso Community College – Northwest 

Campus
 � Jose J. Alderete Middle School
 � Jose H. Damian Elementary School
 � Lincoln Middle School

Lincoln Middle School

1-D
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SHARED-USE PATH ALONG RIVER CORRIDOR

SHARED-USE PATH ALONG LEVEEB

A

Typical cross sections 
indicated by letters on 
previous maps.

TYPOLOGIES 

Shared-Use Path:  A ten– to twelve–foot wide 
paved trail can accommodate multiple uses 
comfortably. Wide shoulders or a parallel unpaved 
trail can provide an alternative for trail users who 
prefer a softer surface. 

Shared-Use Path along River Bank or Levee:  The 
river banks (floodplain areas between the levees) 
provide a relatively even surface for the trail; 
however, due to the low, flat, grades in those 
areas, the trail surface should be elevated slightly 
above adjacent ground to minimize the potential 
for inundation and sediment deposition (which 
has been an ongoing problem for the existing 
segments of the River Park Trail). Given the low 
elevation of the trail between the levees along the 
Rio Grande, viewing platforms would provide an 
opportunity to view from a vantage point and may 
create an experience for trail users to interact with 
migrating wildlife and to observe the ecosystems 
of the river and riparian zone. These structures 
could reflect regional character and materials as 
well as integrate other amenities such as shade, 
seating, and bike repair stations.

An alternative to a floodplain alignment would 
relocate the path to tops of the adjacent levees. 
Levee tops also provide a relatively level and even 
surface for the trail, plus they offer an elevated 
vantage point for viewing the surrounding 
landscape. Surfacing would again be paved with 
asphalt or concrete, and widths would be similar, 
but a parallel unpaved maintenance road would 
likely be required. Trail grades up and down the 
levees for any lateral connections should remain 
below five percent to accommodate all users 
per ADA requirements. The parallel unpaved fIguRE 12. TYPICAL CROSS SECTIONS A & b – uPPER VALLEY
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SHARED-USE PATH ALONG ROADWAY CANALC

maintenance road can also accommodate runners 
and walkers who prefer a softer surface. For either 
the levee top or floodplain alignments, periodic 
shade nodes with seating should be added to 
allow trail users a chance to rest and get a reprieve 
from the intense sun typical of this area.

Shared-Use Path along Roadway:  When located 
along a roadway, the trail configuration is known 
as a side path and should be set back at least five 
feet from the driving lane, and/or some form of 
separation (e.g., fencing, guardrail, etc.) should be 
added to distinguish the trail from the road. Care 

should be taken to provide adequate signage at 
intersections to warn both drivers and trail users 
of potential conflicts when trail users are re-
introduced to the road. Signalized intersections 
are also preferred for such crossings. Where the 
trail will cross existing railroad tracks, it should 
be brought close enough to the road so that it 
can take advantage of the existing crossing signal 
arms. In some cases, this may require narrowing 
the trail, with additional signage to warn of this 
condition.

Typical trail character along river corridor.

Typical trail character along levee.fIguRE 13. TYPICAL CROSS SECTION C – uPPER VALLEY
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Provide access to the Rio Grande.

Opportunities for public art on existing concrete structures.

TRAIL ENHANCEMENTS

Vistas of the Rio Grande from viewing platform.
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Shaded rest stops. Places to sit.

Enhanced trails and bike paths. High and low-tech wayfinding options.


