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Sierra Vista Mayoral Debate: Jones, Strain questioned on variety of issues, explain views

BY GENTRY BRASWELL 
HERALD/REVIEW

SIERRA VISTA — Entrenched and stoic with their platforms as the Nov. 7 election nears, Sierra Vista’s two remaining
mayoral candidates debated Tuesday night at Buena High School. 

Neither former Councilman Casey Jones nor Mayor Pro Tem Bob Strain seemed to budge from their stances regarding
Fort Huachuca, the San Pedro River, municipal revenue and growth, and mayoral vision.

Sometimes their opinions were similar, especially regarding the importance of Fort Huachuca to the community. But their
remedies and visions were often quite different.

Water and the partnership

A pointed question was posed to Jones: If there exists no water problem locally, what is the worth of the Upper San Pedro
Partnership’s collaborative efforts to preserve and manage the river and the aquifer?

Jones called the San Pedro River and the fort national treasures.

“We have a serious water challenge. We don’t have a water shortage,” Jones said, responding about his past stances about
water.

Jones said studies in previous decades omitted a crucial factor in their determining no water problems exist — that is,
they neglected to consider the river flow as a separate issue than the aquifer.

“If we don’t manage it properly, we will draw it down to a point where it will endanger the river,” he said.

Strain and Jones agree on this duality of the local water debate — the river and the aquifer as separate but interrelated.

The partnership comprises local, regional and national agencies, groups, governments and organizations both public and
private, which collaborate to study the local water table and the river. The partnership is charged by the U.S. Congress to
mitigate the local groundwater pumping deficit by 2011, by which most accounts indicate some progress.

Strain, who is the vice chairman and chairman, respectively, of the partnership’s executive and advisory committees, said,
“We’re not out of the woods yet.”

He suggested more and greater partnership collaboration is a must if the river flow is to be preserved. Further
collaboration is also necessary if the partnership is to influence a positive biological opinion from the U.S. Department of
the Interior and the Department of Defense.

Outgoing U.S. Rep. Jim Kolbe has secured certain congressional funding during his long tenure representing Southeast
Arizona, and the question was posed what would happen if that funding dried up.

Strain said he did not know the answer, since primary members of the partnership such as the Bureau of Land
Management, the Department of Water Resources and the U.S. Geological Service have thus far been unable to receive
appropriations for the partnership.

The candidates agreed there is a national responsibility as well as a local one, and Strain said local governments have
begun to make significant funding efforts with the partnership.

“We’re doing our part,” Strain said.



Center and the fort

The question also was posed how best to “get the Center for Biological Diversity off the back of Fort Huachuca?”

Jones responded, the Endangered Species Act allows anyone — individuals or organizations such as the Center for
Biological Diversity — to question through litigation the acts of a federal agency on environmental grounds.

Until that act is changed, there is nothing to prevent such suits, he said. The Endangered Species Act is a tool the Center
for Biological Diversity uses “self-righteously and self-centeredly against Fort Huachuca,” Jones said.

Both candidates have been told by the organization’s Board of Directors chairman, Dr. Robin Silver, that no table exists
locally worth his patronage with regard to collaborative management and conservation of the river, they said.

Strain suggested the best option for stopping any such lawsuits of the organization against the fort would be to seat the
group locally, for example with the partnership, though he admitted dire pessimism about that happening.

The closing of the fort is the organization’s goal, no less and nothing else, Strain said.

Growth and taxes

Growth is another issue that affects the overall dynamic between the river, the city and the fort, and Jones was asked why
as a mayoral candidate he is endorsed by the Southeastern Arizona Contractors Association.

“I’m on the side of the man who builds the house I live in, and builds the schools,” Jones said. “I see nothing wrong at any
point of backing (these) people up.”

Strain pointed out Jones received campaign contributions from contractors. While Strain said he understands construction
to be a major local industry, he questioned how Jones would diffuse potential arguments that he was “in the pockets” of
Castle & Cooke or other local developers.

“Well, it’s not the first time I’ve been called ‘in the pocket’ of somebody,” Jones responded. “I stand by what I said.”

Concerning public sector funding, Strain was asked why he has called low local property tax rates as “sacrosanct,” while
having voted for approval of multiple across-the-board city tax hikes.

“People tend to like across-the-board,” Strain said. People tend to prefer taxing tourists rather than themselves.

Jones does not consider the property tax to be as untouchable as Strain.

The local property tax rate reduction, from about 50 cents per $100 of assessed value to a fraction of a penny, occurred
during his previous time on the City Council.

The property tax could be raised, if an appropriate revenue need arose, the former councilman said.

Jones suggests also he would not have voted for the real property rental tax, approved by a council majority to include
Strain last spring.

With Jones previously speaking out against recently improved impact fees, he was asked how he would accommodate
growth with city infrastructure.

He answered with another question, asking whether such impact fees are inevitable, to which he answered “no.”

“Not at our 3 percent rate of growth. That doesn’t track with me,” Jones said.

Strain voted this year with the majority which approved the impact fee schedule assessed by the city to contractors, which
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passes the cost on to home buyers. Those fees accommodate for a city’s growth by paying for things like police and fire
department infrastructure, libraries and sewers, he said.

“Impact fees are the way you fund these without putting the burden on the local property tax,” Strain said.

Such fees are fairer than property taxes, he added. “Fair doesn’t necessarily mean equal, of course,” Strain said.

Airport management

Disagreement between city airport management, local general aviators and the city’s Airport Commission was another
situation both candidates feel needs attention.

Asked why the airport is overlooked, undermanaged and underutilized, Jones said he does not know but has received too
many complaints from important people on the issue.

“It’s something that will be high on my agenda,” Jones said.

Strain said the animosity between staff and commissioners regarding the airport, which is a joint-use facility connected
with Libby Army Airfield, inspired the forming of a task force because of the fierceness of this problem.

“It’s not a good situation today. We’ve got a mediation team in place, and I’ll give them time to figure it out,” Strain said.

Regarding 203 acres near the airport declared surplus by the Department of Defense about 15 years ago, the Army now
has offers to do an “enhanced-use lease” to provide a commercial air park. Strain said this change in plans is what the
Army is offering, and said the city still intends to make the best out of it as such.

Jones agreed, but suggested under laws that may still exist on the books, military property having been declared surplus
such as the 203 acres cannot be reconsidered for lease.

Strain said he didn’t know whether the old laws had been rescinded, and he said he didn’t know whether that particular
question had even been asked to the Army, but expressed doubt it would offer any other option than this kind of lease, now
or for a long time to come.

Herald/Review Publisher Phil Vega moderated Tuesday’s debate.

Sponsored by the Greater Sierra Vista Area Chamber of Commerce and Cochise College, the next debate is from 5:30 to
7:30 p.m. on Monday between U.S. House of Representatives candidates Gabrielle Giffords and Randy Graf.

Herald/Review reporter Gentry Braswell can be reached at 515-4680, or by e-mail at gentry.braswell@svherald.com.
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