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The good news is that 
Agua Fria National 
Monument is so close to 
Phoenix. Its southern 
reaches begin only 40 
miles north of the 
Valley, and it  
offers camping, hiking 
and back-road driving 
through pristine desert. 
It's even closer to 
Anthem, which 
ultimately will be home 
to 50,000 people.  
 
The bad news is that the 
monument is so close to 
population-growth 
centers that ultimately 
could overwhelm efforts 
to protect its unique  
archeological resources 
and riparian canyons.  
 
Officials at the Bureau 
of Land Management, 
which oversees the 
monument, hope they 
have struck a balance 
between use of the 
monument and 
protection of its finest 
features.  
 
The plans, not yet final, 
represent the bureau's 
best effort at managing  
use of the monument. A 

public comment period, 
including a series of 
public meetings, 
continues through April 
5.  
 
Environmental groups 
already are weighing in 
with a variety of 
reactions.  
 
The monument, which 
runs along the east side 
of Interstate 17 between  
Black Canyon City and 
Cordes Junction, 
protects 70,900 acres 
that include 4,000-foot 
mesas and the Agua Fria 
River Canyon. It 
features unique desert  
grasslands, a rare 
riparian area and about 
450 sites where 
thousands of people are 
believed to have lived 
about 750 years ago.  
 
Chris Horyza, lead 
planning and 
environmental 
coordinator for the 
bureau's Phoenix office, 
said the plan strikes a 
"good balance" between 
public use and 
protection of monument 
resources, as designated 

in then-President  
Clinton's proclamation 
that created the 
monument in 2000. He 
also said it takes into 
consideration the 
public's need for 
recreation areas vs. the  
bureau's financial 
constraints.  
 
According to the 500-
page planning 
document, development 
would take place  
only in areas already 
affected by use, 
including an upgraded 
Bloody Basin  
Road, new facilities at 
Badger Springs Road 
and parking, restrooms 
and interpretive signs at 
six archaeological sites.  
 
The plan covers not only 
the monument but also a 
vast swath of 
undeveloped territory 
that runs from Interstate 
10 on the south to the 
Bradshaw Mountain 
foothills on the north, 
from Interstate 17 on the 
east to the  
Harquahala Mountains 
on the west. It also 
includes land along the 



Agua Fria River north of 
the national monument 
and west of the freeway.  
 
Horyza said the plan 
would close 70 miles of 
road in the monument, 
while keeping open 102 
miles. No off-highway 
travel would be 
permitted.  
 
No campgrounds would 
be established, but 
dispersed camping 
would be allowed with a 
permit. Additional trails 
would be built, but the 
plan does  
not provide details.  
 
"A lot of the area will be 
used similar to the way 
it is now," said  
Horyza, though 
population increases are 
expected to continue.  
 
He said a visitors center 
is not in the plan, but 
one is being considered  
outside of monument 
land in neighboring 
towns.  
 
He said the monument 
will receive increased 
interest from two 
sources: local population 
growth and outside 
visitors looking for 
authentic Arizona  
experiences.  
 
"The monument 
designation is like 

putting up a vacancy 
sign on a hotel,"  
he said, explaining that 
few people even knew 
about the area before the  
designation. "We 
recognize that people 
will come, so we are 
trying to accommodate 
them so it is gentle to 
the resources of the 
monument."  
 
Key among those are the 
archaeological sites, 
which he describes as a  
"unique assemblage," 
including farm fields, 
large population centers 
and rarely seen hilltop 
defensive positions.  
 
The monument also 
protects a variety of 
endangered species and 
other animals, as well as 
rare desert grasslands 
that can be seen along 
the interstate atop the 
hill north of Black 
Canyon City.  
 
Part of the plan focuses 
on protecting Pronghorn 
antelope habitat,  
including fawning sites.  
 
Jason Williams of the 
Arizona Wilderness 
Coalition said the plan is  
reasonable but "they 
need to go the extra 
mile," especially by 
closing additional dead-
end roads.  
 

He said the coalition, 
which includes 
representation from the 
Sierra Club,  
Center for Biological 
Diversity, Sky Islands 
Alliance, Wilderness 
Society and Audubon 
Society, recognizes the 
area will receive use that 
needs to be  
managed.  
 
"They did a pretty 
decent job," he said. "It 
achieves the proper 
balance."  
 
But Daniel Patterson, 
desert ecologist for the 
Center for Biological  
Diversity in Tucson, 
said he remains 
concerned about off-
highway vehicles and 
continued grazing near 
the river. He 
recommended phasing 
out the grazing 
allotments, under which 
ranchers lease land for 
cattle.  
 
Horyza pointed out that 
very little grazing is 
taking place, and that  
riparian areas will be 
more closely guarded 
under the plan.  
 
As for the rest of the 
territory covered by the 
plan, the bureau 
oversees close to 
800,000 acres. Horyza 
said an area arcing 



around the south side  
of the Bradshaw 
Mountains, which 
includes the Lake 
Pleasant area and  
Wickenburg, would 
receive the most 
intensive management, 
while more remote  
areas would see less 
development.  
 
Horyza said the areas 
closer to town would see 
a broad spectrum of  
recreational 
opportunities, including 
off-highway vehicle 
trails, hiking  
paths, campgrounds, 
even a possible road 
from Castle Hot Springs, 
north of  
Lake Pleasant, to the 
freeway about 15 miles 
east.  
 
Williams said 
environmental groups 
are concerned that travel 
management  
plans were deferred on 
the other bureau lands.  
 
He said population 
pressures will only 
increase, which will 
make planning  
for roads and trails only 
more urgent. 


