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Fossil Creek's heritage remains uncertain
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It has been over a year since an unlikely combination of interests celebrated the restoration of Fossil Creek too its natural flow.

For almost a century, Fossil Creek had been diverted on its way to the Verde River  forced to turn the wheels of progress in the form
of two electric generating stations. 

The creek served its purpose well, supplying Arizona with its first hydroelectric power and providing much needed electricity to a
growing state.

Arizona Public Service CEO Jack Davis and Yavapai-Apache elder Vincent Randall flipped a ceremonial switch, permanently
opening the gates of Fossil Creek Dam and bringing another chapter in the creek's history to a close.

It was a time of celebration. It was also a time of uncertainty.

Since then, much has been done to eliminate the uncertainty. And according to those in whose hands the restoration has been
placed, there is much more to be done.

Prior to the closing of the power plants, the creek had been designated as a native fish sanctuary. The non-native fish that had taken
over the creek were killed. Native fish populations had been reintroduced.

A barrier had been erected near the creek's confluence to isolate the native fish from the non-natives in the Verde River.



Seeded with suckers, chub and dace, the fragile system has now been left to do whatever it does, when no one is interfering.

Crews from APS began the laborious process of dismantling the power plants and removing the five miles of metal flume that had
been the creek's home for much the last century.

And teams of scientists are busy studying the creek's unique character including its travertine rich waters, its consistent flow and its
rich riparian ecosystem.

All of those involved are moving through uncharted waters. 

But one thing has become clear, they will be rough waters  fraught with many obstacles and guided by many interests.

According to just about everyone concerned, the biggest immediate problem is public recreational pressures. Meaning, as Jason
Williams with the Arizona Wilderness Coalition said, "It is being loved to death."

There are already signs of careless visitors. Litter, graffiti and trampled vegetation are noticeable.

In spite of being closed to fishing for the last year, there are people fishing.

But it may not be the ones who are taking the fish that pose the biggest danger.

"Our fear is that the non-native fish populations will return," said Shaula Hedwell, a fish biologist with the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service.

Currently, there are people monitoring the creek, like Jerome and Sally Stefferud, who are funded by money from the U.S. Bureau
of Reclamation. But there are no guarantees for the future.

"The problem is that there is no lon- term monitoring program in the works," Sally Stefferud said.

As to making the no-fishing sign permanent, Sally said it might be the only way to protect the native fish.

"We will need help on the right decision," she said.

Another big problem, according to those keeping an eye on Fossil Creek, is the agency with the legal oversight of the creek  the U.S.
Forest Service.

Many state and federal agencies, Northern Arizona University and private foundations are investing money in the Fossil Creek
restoration project. But it is the Forest Service who has the legal authority over the site. The problem, according to the Forest
Service, is that it does not have the money to police it.

"They could do it if they chose to do it," said Robin Silver of the Center for Biological Diversity, an environmental group that focuses
on getting government agencies to do their job where environmental laws are concerned.

"It is not that they need more money," Silver said. "They just need to be told where to put their money  like Fossil Creek."

According to the agreement that decommissioned the power plants, the property will be turned over to the Forest Service on June 31,
2010.

The situation has many environmental organizations adopting a watchdog stance.

"It is easy to fall into the idea that there is nothing left to do," Hedwell said. "We need to understand that we are just getting started."

There is one proposal that may lend some assistance to the situation  the designation of Fossil Creek as Wild and Scenic.

Although Wild and Scenic designation has little real effect, with the exception of road access, the current legislation for Fossil Creek
does include funding for a full-time river ranger.

There remains, however, some question as to whether the Wild and Scenic designation can be made before the Forest Service
takes over.

"There is no real opposition," Williams said. "Most of the state's congressional members are in favor."

All agree it is going to take a lot more work to keep what so many have spent so much time acquiring.
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Perhaps the answer lies in Hedwell's belief that the battle will be won or lost through educating the public.

Or perhaps it will take an attitude like to that of Yavapai-Apache tribal elder Randall, whose people have lived on the banks of Fossil
Creek for at least 200 years, and who call the creek Tu Du Tiz  the Blue Water.

"We have a spiritual connection to this place. You can equate it to the Christian Holy Land," Randall said. "We are interested in
keeping it the way it used to be. We don't want to see it trashed. It would be like destroying a church."
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