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past 20 years.

Other parts of the river have dried at
times since surveyors started keeping
sporadic records early in the 20th
century, and continuous records since
1930. But the Charleston area has
always been closely watched because
it has impervious bedrock close to the
surface, making it very likely to have
running water.

The San Pedro's fate has been
passionately debated, sued over and
studied.

The river is home for up to 300 bird
species. As many as 6 million birds
stop there each year while migrating
back and forth from Latin America to
Canada. The San Pedro is also a
ribbon of green, lined by huge
colonies of cottonwood and willow
trees, running north from Mexico to
Benson and beyond.

Conservationists and some federal
agencies have warned since as early
as 1960 that Sierra Vista's growth and
water pumping could cause the San
Pedro to dry as did the Santa Cruz
River through Tucson.

Tuesday, some environmentalists and
researchers said, in effect, "l told you
s0." Others said other factors may
have caused the drying and that
Sierra Vista is doing a lot to conserve
water now.

The immediate causes of the decline
could be delayed monsoon rains and
trees draining the water table, but
pumping could be a long-term cause,
said Don Pool, a U.S. Geological
Survey hydrologist.

No scientific studies exist
documenting changes in riverfront
vegetation. Satellite photos have
shown minor increases, Pool said.

Thomas Maddock is a University of
Arizona scientist who warned in 1993
that his studies found pumping could
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River's state affects
residents

The San Pedro River wasn't
totally dry Tuesday afternoon
at the Charleston Road bridge.
It just had no running water.

More than a quarter-mile south
of the bridge, the last trickle of
live river filtered down a rocky
streambed before entering a
pool. Flycatchers, phoebes,
tanagers and sparrows flitted
from tree to tree. Great blue
herons zipped through the
treetops.

Bell's vireos kept up a constant
twitching call, alternating with
white-winged dove cries. A pair
of deer dashed across the
riverbed. But only ponds and
pools lay in the stream channel.

A huge pool of water sat under
the bridge. Barn swallows flew
in and out of nests in the
bridge pillars. North of the
bridge, ponds and pools
continued a few hundred feet.

To the north, the bare ground
was still soft but had only a few
dark stains indicating recent
water. Tall marsh grasses were
yellowing, as were many
cottonwood and willow leaves.

It's a shame to watch the trees
turn yellow, said Tony Sipowicz
of Palominas, a 34-year
southeast Arizona resident, but
he's resigned to it.

"Man's ego is going to fill his
pockets, and the river be
damned," said Sipowicz, 71, a
handyman interviewed in Sierra
Vista Tuesday. "You're not
going to get anybody who will
really sacrifice."

Bonnie Prendergast, 31, raised
at Fort Huachuca, said she used
to picnic and party on the river
every weekend as a teenager.
Now, she is disappointed at the
river's condition.

"It's the only water we have.
They should find more water
instead of letting it dry up," she
said.

But a drier San Pedro is no big

deal to plumber Jason Jackson,
31. The more people who move
to Sierra Vista, the more
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dry up the river in 10 to 15 years. Now
UA's hydrology department chair,
Maddock said Tuesday that drought
and trees may have been a factor in
the drying, but the presence of a
major pumping center such as Sierra
Vista "can't help but affect it."

While monsoon rains will put water
back in the river, if population and
pumping keep rising, a dry river will
become more common and eventually
the norm, Maddock said. He doesn't
look forward to visiting the river in its
current state because "it will break my
heart."

Bob Strain, chair of an advisory
committee for the Upper San Pedro
Partnership, said Tuesday that "we
wouldn't be having this conversation if
the monsoons were starting on time."
But he said the drying is a concern
both because it could cause an
overreaction by people, leading to bad
decisions, and because the
partnership exists to protect the river
and the area's economic health.

"Do we have answers? No," said
Strain, whose group represents
governments, a developer and
nonprofit groups. "Is the Charleston
gauge the canary in the coal mine?
Many will think so. | honestly don't
know."

money he makes, he said.

"It's nice, pretty trees. The
business is more important to
me," he said.

- Tony Davis

e Email this Story
e Printer friendly version

o Write a letter to the Editor

Related articles:

e Report lays out land-protection
goals

e Sonoran pronghorns: A run along
the abyss

e Quail releases halted as success
eludes 2-decade program

e Fort Huachuca, Sierra Vista face
growth

e Enviros ready suit vs. Huachuca

Other articles by this author:

¢ Indigent-defense contracts

e County seeks curbs on payday
loan sites

e Property tax boost a good bet
this fall

e Disputed ridge accorded official
protection

e County may demolish Rillito track

Sierra Vista's population grew by 7 percent since 2000 to more than
40,000 people by 2004. The metro area could approach 100,000 by

2030.

But Sierra Vista's daily water use dropped from 172 to 157 gallons daily

per person from 2003 to 2004, probably because of conservation, said
Marie Hansen, a city spokeswoman. The city's total water use dropped

by 286 acre feet that year.

That doesn't account for the widespread unregulated development

outside the city. Many of those homes rely on wells whose total use isn't
known. The area's private water companies reported a 13 percent water
pumping increase from 2000 to 2003, on top of 40 percent growth from
1990 to 2000.

Robin Silver, a Phoenix environmentalist who has fought to save the
San Pedro for more than a decade, said the river has already recovered
from droughts, cattle grazing and significant agricultural groundwater

http://www.azstarnet.com/sn/wildlife/83944.php

Page 3 of 4

See anythil

MORE LINk

'ﬁ.n En

STLtoday, S
Arizona Dail
Flagstaff

7/15/2005



San Pedro River is running dry | www.azstarnet.com ® Page 4 of 4

pumping. But the river has never faced so much urban groundwater
pumping, he said.

"It's an incredible challenge," he said.

e Contact reporter Tony Davis at 807-7790 or tdavis@azstarnet.com.
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