
A stretch of the San Pedro River dried
up this month. The gauge dropped to
zero in the Charleston Narrows section
of the river, where a century of records
had never shown a stop in the flow of
water.

The San Pedro, which starts in Mexico
and flows through southeastern Arizona,
is an ecological treasure: the only re-
maining undammed, free-flowing river in
the desert Southwest.

The Charleston gauge is like the canary
in a mine. An early warning system.
When it shows no sign of life, we've got
trouble.

Not just for the San Pedro but for Ari-
zona.

One source of trouble is clear: increased
groundwater pumping to support popu-
lation growth at nearby Sierra Vista and
Fort Huachuca.

But the hydrology in the San Pedro area
is complex and not completely under-
stood.

Other factors could account for the tem-
porary loss of stream flow at Charles-
ton, including prolonged drought and ex-
treme heat.
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A river runs dry
Our stand: A 'zero' on a San Pedro flow gauge is a plea for action

Editorial The San Pedro River is a linear oasis,
supporting an amazing variety of wild-
life: 400 species of birds, 81 species of
mammals and 43 species of reptiles and
amphibians.

It's a major corridor for migrating birds,
a big reason that southeastern Arizona
is an international destination for bird-
watchers. The flocks of visitors are
boosting the state economy.

The river is so special that Congress set
it aside as the first riparian national con-
servation area in the country.

But the river relies on the support of
underground water tables in the Sierra
Vista area to maintain its flow. As wells
suck down the aquifers, the river flow is
threatened.

Congress has provided limited tools to
protect the San Pedro.

It set a goal of achieving a sustainable
level of groundwater use in the Sierra
Vista subwatershed by 2011, with a re-
quirement for annual progress reports.

There are virtually no sanctions, how-
ever, for failing to comply. Meanwhile, a
congressional waiver exempts Fort
Huachuca from liability for off-base
water consumption.

There are a few hopeful signs.

Monitoring, which is critical to under-
standing whether strategies are work-
ing, is being strengthened. A new com-
puter model, due out in a few months,
will make sophisticated evaluations of the
impact of development, conservation and
water-replenishment projects.

The first report to Congress has come
out. One section lays out the many bar-
riers in state law to effective local wa-
ter management, including counties' lack
of power to deal with "wildcat subdivi-
sions."

The report should be a to-do list for the
Legislature. The changes will help rural
areas around the state, not just places
near the river.

The San Pedro holds lessons for other
river corridors in Arizona, such as the
Verde and the Bill Williams.

The "zero" reading on that stream-flow
gauge tells us the fate of the river if we
fail to control and offset groundwater
pumping: The river will die.

We've been warned. And we still have
time to act.


