
For the first time in at least 75 years, the
San Pedro River dried up along a short
stretch downstream of Sierra Vista, stok-
ing the debate about whether growing
demand for water in nearby communi-
ties will one day drain Arizona's only free-
flowing waterway.

Hydrologists said there could be other
reasons why the river's Charleston Road
measuring station ran dry Saturday af-
ternoon, including the effects of a nine-
year drought, the spread of thirsty cot-
tonwood trees and willows along the
riverbanks, and the late arrival of the
monsoon.

But environmental groups say the San
Pedro has weathered the natural ele-
ments for years without lasting damage.
The real threat, they insist, is the uncon-
trolled groundwater pumping needed to
supply fast-growing communities in
Cochise County.

"We can't control nature," said Robin
Silver, a Phoenix physician and an activ-
ist for the Tucson-based Center for Bio-
logical Diversity. "What we can control
is the groundwater pumping. If we don't
do something about it, we're going to lose
the last surviving river in the Southwest."

Whatever the cause, the dry stretch of
river is mostly symbolic for now. No
farms or homes will go without water,
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and the flow will likely resume once the
summer rains begin, restoring water to
wildlife habitat. But as a symbol, the ze-
ros on the Charleston stream gauge could
help slow-growth advocates build their
case.

Environmental groups rallied to the San
Pedro's defense a number of years ago
after studies suggested the river was
suffering because of groundwater pump-
ing in the area. The San Pedro is the last
undammed river in Arizona and hosts an
array of wildlife, including more than 300
species of birds.

Groundwater helps feed the San Pedro,
but studies found that wells drilled in
nearby communities sucked water away
from the river, reducing its flow by as
much as two-thirds since the 1940s. A
federal judge ruled that increased pump-
ing at the Fort Huachuca military base
threatened the river's survival and or-
dered the Army to restrict water use.

But Congress has approved waivers that
allow the Army to continue operations
based on national security issues.

"No one will argue that the pumping
hasn't increased, and no one will argue
that the flows have decreased," Silver
said. "That's the reason the river has gone
to zero."

What the measurement at Charleston
shows, he said, is that pumping is affect-
ing the river's base flow, which is the

water that supplies a stream during the
driest times.

Stretches of the 140-mile river, which
flows northward from Mexico to the Gila
River southeast of Phoenix, go dry regu-
larly with the end of the winter runoff
season, but other parts flow year-round.
The Charleston stream gauge had not
registered a zero flow in at least 75
years.

That gauge is considered an important
indicator of the river's health, in part be-
cause of the long record of flows avail-
able - limited numbers date back 100
years - and in part because that part of
the river sits atop bedrock that keeps
water flowing at the surface.

Don Pool, a hydrologist for the U.S.
Geological Survey in Tucson, said the dry
gauge is a significant event, but it doesn't
necessarily mean anything drastic has
happened to the river. The river typically
shrinks along that stretch by summer,
when runoff ends and vegetation pulls
more water to survive the heat.

Monsoon rains feed the flow again, but
they simply haven't started yet this year,
Pool said.

"It's hard when you have multiple causes
to sort out a main cause," he said.

Robert Strain, a Sierra Vista City coun-
cilman, believes if the monsoon had ar-
rived on time, no one would have raised



alarms about the San Pedro's normal ebb
and flow.

"There are long-term trends that play in
the river," he said. "It doesn't change in
one month or one year. You have to look
at the environmental trends that are go-
ing on."

Although environmentalists point to
growth as the river's enemy, Strain said
there are other water users, including
trees and other vegetation along the river
itself. The recent drought left huge mois-
ture deficits that weren't wiped out with
this winter's rains, which were less gen-
erous to the San Pedro River basin than
areas in northern and central Arizona.

Strain also heads the advisory commis-
sion for the Upper San Pedro Partner-
ship, a coalition of about 20 groups in-
cluding cities, the military and conserva-
tion groups such as the Nature Conser-
vancy and Audubon Arizona. He said the
coalition has made inroads in protecting
the San Pedro by focusing on sustain-
able use of the water, balancing the
needs of the river with those of the com-
munities.

"The mission and the role of the part-
nership is to provide for the water needs
of both the environment and the eco-
nomic fabric of the Sierra Vista water-
shed," he said. "We're working on con-
servation, we're working to find other
water sources. We have projects on the
ground."

The Nature Conservancy in 2002 pur-
chased the 2,150-acre Three Links Farm
near Benson, retiring most of the ground-
water use on the land. The group also
plans to work with its counterparts in
Mexico to create a 10,000-acre preserve
near one of the river's key water sources
in northeastern Sonora.

Strain said a goal of the partnership is
sustainability. "The issue isn't that we
don't have sufficient water for this popu-
lation and populations in the future, it's
sustainability. That means we have to
keep the water table high enough to sus-
tain the river."

Still, Cochise County relies almost en-
tirely on groundwater, which is loosely
regulated in rural Arizona. Small wells
can pump water without reporting
amounts and homes can be built inmany
areas even if water supplies are shown
to be inadequate. Environmental groups
fear growth will eventually overtake the
river's ability to recover and protect it-
self.


