
STRAWBERRY - The century-old 
dam is gone, reduced to chunks of 
concrete tagged for burial. Water, 
once diverted to produce power, 
gushes down the streambed, busily 
building new travertine pools. 
The native fish are reclaiming 
their habitat, helped by the forced 
removal of trout and other aquatic 
interlopers.

Fossil Creek is growing more like 
its old, wild self every day, shaking 
off a century of servitude to the 
state’s power grid.

But the transformation comes with 
a cost, one that has become clearer 
as evidence of the hydroelectric 
dam is erased.

Like any river or lake in the desert, 
Fossil Creek has become a magnet 
for visitors seeking relief from 
the hot city. Its restoration has 
government and non-profi t groups 
scrambling to protect one of the 
state’s most unusual waterways and 
give it a rare second chance.

Among the questions before them:

Is it better to keep people out or 
make room for visitors?

If you let people in - and with the 
area just a two-hour drive northeast 
of Phoenix, people want in - who 
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decides where they can camp or 
hike?

Can people and native wildlife 
co-exist? And with whatever plan 
emerges, who’s going to pay?

“Fossil Creek remains one of our 
major concerns,” said Michelle 
Harrington, rivers-program director 
for the Tucson-based Center for 
Biological Diversity. “We think 
there needs to be a plan in place to 
handle the visitors.”

No such plan exists now, in part 
because the agency responsible, 
the U.S. Forest Service, previously 
couldn’t afford to do the work. 
Except for a temporary closure this 
year while parts of the old power 
plant were removed, the creek and 
its surroundings have been open 
to the public with few enforceable 
limits.

Environmental groups, including 
Harrington’s, petitioned the Forest 
Service last year to limit use around 
the creek until the agency can fi nish 
a long-term management plan.

Those groups said unchecked 
use has already damaged fragile 
resources as visitors leave behind 
trash and human waste, carve out 
trails and roads, trample vegetation 
and weaken stream banks.

“It does seem that what we said 
has been heard, and they’re making 
moves to achieve some of the 

goals we set out,” Harrington said. 
“But it’s been slow going. The 
human activities have really gone 
unchecked, so far.”

Some recent events suggest 
progress, however:

• The Arizona Water Protection 
Fund, a state-administered grant 
program funded by taxpayers and 
private donors, gave the Coconino 
National Forest a $250,348 grant 
last month to fi nish environmental 
studies that will examine visitor use 
and issues such as soil erosion along 
the creek’s banks. With matching 
funds from a Forest Service account 
and a volunteer group, the agency 
now will also be able to work on 
designating campsites and installing 
portable toilets.

• State regulators just designated 
Fossil Creek as one of two new 
Outstanding Arizona Waters, giving 
it the highest level of protection 
from pollution. The designation 
also allows the Arizona Department 
of Environmental Quality to better 
protect water quality.

• Congressional committees have 
agreed to designate the creek a Wild 
and Scenic River, which would 
protect it from future development 
while still allowing public use. 
The measure stalled in the waning 
days of the Senate, but Democratic 
leaders have promised to revive the 
bill early next year.



No plan in place

No one meant to let the restora-
tion of Fossil Creek get this far 
without a plan, but that’s what 
happened after Arizona Public 
Service decided three years ago to 
shut two hydropower plants that 
had diverted fl ow from the creek 
since the early 1900s.

The Childs and Irving plants could 
have continued producing elec-
tricity for many years, but APS 
chose to walk away from the oper-
ation after reviewing the costs, the 
plants’ relatively meager output 
and the potential goodwill gener-
ated by restoring the creek.

By releasing the water, APS also 
revealed Fossil Creek’s unusual 
traits, its constant, spring-fed fl ow, 
its year-round, 72-degree temper-
ature, the minerals that give it the 
power to make travertine.

The creek cuts through two nation-
al forests as it meanders 17 miles 
from the springs just below the 
Mogollon Rim to the Verde River 
near Camp Verde, a path that led 
to the current predicament.

The U.S. Forest Service, already 
stretched thin, ran out of money 
to complete the environmental 
studies needed to write a manage-
ment plan, and it lacked money to 
patrol the area or install toilets or 
campsites. In the meantime, lured 
by running water, stunning scen-
ery and easy drives from Phoenix 
and Flagstaff, people discovered 
Fossil Creek.

Although visitor counts aren’t 
available, the effects of heavy use 
are obvious. Stream banks have 
eroded. Makeshift campsites have 
fl attened vegetation. The area is 
strewn with litter after busy week-

 ends. Without public restrooms, 
visitors improvise, leaving waste 
and tissue products along the 
creek, threatening water quality.

One of the questions the Forest 
Service will answer as it begins its 
environmental assessment is how 
many people can visit the area 
without damaging the natural re-
sources. The creek’s remote loca-
tion imposes its own limits. Some 
of the most scenic sites require 
long, strenuous hikes, and several 
roads will close when APS leaves 
for good in 2010.

“Because this is a remote loca-
tion, we rely on primitive skills 
and etiquette, things like ‘Leave 
no trace,’ and ‘Pack it in, pack it 
out,’ “ said Janie Agyagos, a biol-
ogist for Coconino National For-
est. “If we have our capacity set 
at a low enough level, then ‘Leave 
no trace’ will work. Whether we 
can enforce that capacity is where 
some of us disagree.”

During the two-year study period, 
the Forest Service wants to install 
portable toilets and has secured 
money to hire patrol rangers dur-
ing high-use months, typically 
during the spring and summer.

Volunteers from Sedona-based 
Friends of the Forest help clean 
up trash, and other private groups, 
such as the Arizona Riparian 
Council, have pledged money and 
other help.

But if the fi nal study points toward 
a more primitive management 
strategy, the Forest Service would 
likely curtail some services. “One 
way is to set a low capacity, keep 
it more like a wilderness experi-
ence,” she said. “We don’t want to 
get the recreationists used to hav-
ing us clean up after them.”

Back to nature

Behind the scenes, a crew of a 
dozen or so APS workers has un-
dertaken some of the most signifi -
cant steps toward restoring Fossil 
Creek: decommissioning the dam 
and dismantling the power plant, 
piece by piece.

Earlier this month, workers 
achieved the most anticipated 
milestone when they pulled out 
the fi nal concrete chunks of the 
25-foot dam that had diverted the 
creek just below the springs that 
feed it.

The dam was built by hundreds of 
laborers using horses and mules 
to move materials and concrete up 
the rugged canyon; it came down 
in a matter of months. APS work-
ers injected the structure with a 
special mortar, allowing the crew 
to chip it into pieces and haul it 
away.

On a recent morning, workers fi red 
up an excavator to haul away the 
last of the concrete. The chunks 
will be buried in the hillside as 
part of work to fi ll in the slots dug 
to build the water fl umes, which 
once diverted the creek’s fl ow to 
the power plant.

Steam rose from the creek as the 
water, which bubbles up from the 
springs at a constant 72 degrees, 
met the chill air. The canyon fell 
quiet when the crew stopped. APS 
hopes to leave behind a canyon 
and a creek with scant evidence of 
the power plant.

“We’ve gotten pretty good at 
making it look like we haven’t 
been here,” said Kimberly Ash-
craft, APS’ Fossil Creek project 
director. “Once our work is done, 
we’ll grade over access roads and 



 replant the open areas with native 
vegetation.”

The base of the dam, which will 
remain, has created a mesmeriz-
ing waterfall, but in a few years, 
visitors may not recognize the 
structure as man-made. Travertine 
from the mineral-laden waters will 
eventually coat the surface, giving 
the water an aqua sheen.

As this phase of the dismantling 
work winds down, most of the 
public-use areas along the creek 
will reopen on New Year’s Day. 
Environmental groups wanted the 
creek shut down until the Forest 
Service could devise short-term 
management measures. Now, 
those groups hope the infusion of 
cash and a wintertime lull in visi-
tor traffi c will allow the agency to 
better prepare for next season.

“If they’re able to get some of the 
infrastructure installed and deci-
sions made before visitation picks 
up,” said Harrington, of the Cen-
ter for Biological Diversity, “we 
could be in pretty good shape.”


