
Arizona, Nevada and California signed
a deal Tuesday to protect their supply of
water from the Colorado River by set-
ting aside money and habitat for endan-
gered or threatened species. The three
states and the federal government
pledged to spend $620 million on a con-
servation plan that would create more
than 8,100 acres of riparian, marsh and
backwater habitat for 31 species of fish,
birds, mammals and plants.

In return, the states believe the river will
be less vulnerable to lawsuits, court de-
cisions and other demands that could
limit use of the water based on environ-
mental concerns. The river supplies
water and power for 20 million people in
the three states.

"This plan will assure the flow of Colo-
rado River water to those whose lives
and livelihoods depend on it," said Inte-
rior Secretary Gale Norton, who pre-
sided over a signing ceremony in Phoe-
nix. "People need water, and so do the
wildlife. It's important to address the
needs of endangered species and pro-
tect the Southwest's access to the Colo-
rado."

The federal government promised to pick
up half the tab for the plan, with the states
covering the rest. Arizona's share, about
$77.5 million, will be collected from us-
ers of the Colorado River and could re-
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sult in higher water bills or added costs
for fishing licenses or river trips.

Environmental groups say the plan is a
public relations ploy because it commits
no water specifically to help the river's
native species.

"A few good things might be done for
wildlife," said David Hogan, who over-
sees river issues for the Tucson-based
Center for Biological Diversity. "But
never on the level necessary to truly re-
cover these endangered species, never
in a way that would wean greedy water
agencies from their Colorado River ad-
diction."

The plan also excluded Mexico, which
sits at the end of the river and holds rights
to a portion of its flow every year. Norton
said the plan would never have been
completed if it had crossed the border,
but Hogan and other conservation groups
say without Mexico on board, the river's
already crippled delta is doomed.

"The animals and ecological systems
along the river don't recognize the inter-
national boundaries," he said. "They're
writing off that part of the river."

The plan, known formally as the Lower
Colorado Multispecies Conservation Pro-
gram, would set aside habitat for birds
and plants and establish hatcheries for
fish and could shift some populations
from an at-risk area to a better-suited

location. The plan covers the stretch of
the river between Hoover Dam and the
border.

What state and federal water managers
want to avoid are costly conflicts over
water use and the environment. In New
Mexico, for example, a court ruling over
an endangered fish jeopardized a munici-
pal water supply. In Oregon, the Interior
Department shut off water to about 1,200
farmers when low water levels threat-
ened the salmon population.

In Arizona, Salt River Project saved its
ability to store water in Roosevelt Lake
by agreeing to spend millions of dollars
on new habitat for the endangered South-
western willow flycatcher. The bird had
moved into lake areas exposed by
drought, leaving the reservoir vulnerable
to lawsuits once water levels began to
rise again.

Although the states and Norton have
agreed to share the costs for the
multispecies plan, the document they
signed Tuesday does not commit money
specifically. Federal funding, Norton said,
is subject to congressional review, and
the states must seek help from their own
legislatures.

The Central Arizona Water Conserva-
tion District agreed to cover the early
installments of Arizona's share of the
cost, with the expectation that other
water providers and state agencies will



chip in along the way. The district oper-
ates the Central Arizona Project, the 336-
mile canal that brings river water to
Phoenix and Tucson.

"This removes a huge cloud of question-
able environmental compliance from the
lower Colorado," said George Renner,
president of the district board. "It pro-
tects water users and habitat and gives
us certainty. We also felt it was the right
thing to do."

At the same time, the goal is to spread
the costs among all river users, includ-
ing farmers, industry, recreation and
sports.

"We think it's only fair," Renner said.
"This is a huge resource, and we will all
benefit."

The district is already working with the
state Department of Water Resources
and Gov. Janet Napolitano to introduce
a bill in the 2005 Legislature that would
create a funding plan.

Nevada and California face similar paths
to funding, but officials from both states
say the effort will pay off if the water is
protected and the habitat and wildlife
preserved.

The plan is a critical step in conserving
wildlife habitat and complying with fed-
eral regulations, said Dennis
Underwood, vice president for Colorado
River resources at the Metropolitan
Water District of Southern California.

"It's a real moment in history," he said.
"We needed some kind of coordinated
plan with an emphasis on increasing the
reliability of water. We're looking at a
large amount of money, but it's still af-
fordable."

Species gain protection

The Lower Colorado Multispecies Con-

servation Plan would help protect or con-
serve habitat on more than 8,100 acres.
The plan primarily covers 27 species --
five already listed as endangered, one
that is threatened, one that is a candi-
date for listing and 20 species that are
closely watched. Four additional species
are being evaluated and could be added.

* ENDANGERED BIRDS

Yuma clapper rail.

Southwestern willow flycatcher.

FISH

Bonytail.

Humpback chub.

Razorback sucker.

* Threatened

Desert tortoise.

* Candidate for listing

Yellow-billed cuckoo.

* OTHER SPECIES OF INTEREST

MAMMALS

Western red bat.

Western yellow bat.

Desert pocket mouse.

Colorado River cotton rat.

Yuma hispid cotton rat.


