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Subject: FYI: San Pedro River Forum Raises New Questions
Date: Fri, 01 May 1998 12:13:41 -0700
From: Bruce Goff <bgoff @tucson.ars.ag.gov>
Organization: USDA-ARS
To: salsa-cooperator@tucson.ars.ag.gov

FYI :

two items concerning the Upper San Pedro Basin:

1. River Forum Rai ses New Questions, Tombstone Tunbl eweed

2. Soil and Water Conservation Fair, Hereford Natural Resources
Conservation District

See text bel ow.

Rl VER FORUM RAI SES NEW QUESTI ONS
By Pat Koester
Tonbst one Tunbl eweed April 30, 1998

http://ww. theriver.comtonbstonenews/i ndex. ht n

The hydrol ogi st whose doonsday war ni ngs have provi ded amunition for
environnental activists in their crusade to stop growth in the Sierra
Vista area was the featured speaker at a Tuesday ni ght forumthat was
billed as a "seminar" about "The San Pedro - A Threatened River."

Dr. Robert Mac Nish, Adjunct Professor of the University of Arizona's
Depart ment of Hydrol ogy, told a small group of reporters and researchers
last fall that he felt people here had been lulled into a fal se sense of
security because he and other scientists had m sled them by speaking
about the estimated 30 mllion gallons of water that are contained in
the Sierra Vista Basin's underground aquifer

Tuesday night, Mac Nish took his nessage to the public. "The biggest

problemin the Sierra Vista area - and other water basins - is that
hydr ol ogi sts have nessed with your head," Mac Nish told an audi ence of
nore than 200 people at Buena Hi gh School. "W have m sused the word
"storage' in relation to groundwater. G oundwater storage isn't static
We should have called it groundwater 'linbo' because the water is always
nmovi ng. "

Mac Ni sh said an underground aqui fer should be thought of not as a
storage room but as a noving van. The water in the aquifer is |ike our
possessions that we put in the noving van when we nove fromone city to
anot her. But suppose that, along the way, some of those possessions are
| ost out of the moving van. If the lost itens are small, we m ght not
noti ce their absence right away.

That, said Mac Nish, is the state we are in today in regard to the
Sierra Vista aquifer.

He said conputer nodels using data collected since 1940 show t hat water,
which is constantly nmoving toward the river fromthe mountains on either
side, has been | ost along the way, creating a water deficit. In other
words, nmore water is being taken out of the ground than is being put in
by precipitation.

The reason for the deficit, Mac N sh said, is punping of the water by
humans, which began on a large scale in the 1940s.
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As a result, he said, a drawdown of the water table has occurred from

t he Mexi can border to Fairbank, and the base flow of the San Pedro River
has dropped 4,000 acre feet per year. One acre foot is approxi mtely
326, 000 gal |l ons.

VWhen asked what the current water deficit is, Mac N sh answered, "W
don't know because we don't know how rmuch mountain front recharge there
is."

Several years ago, Mac Nish said his computer nodel had cal cul ated the
deficit at 11,000 acre feet per year. Skeptics have chal |l enged t hat
nunber, because there has been no reliable way to neasure the two

| argest variables in the computer nodel - nountain front recharge and

t he amount of water used by vegetation along the river. Instead, the
nodel ers have made educat ed guesses by extrapol ati ng nunbers from ot her
avai | abl e dat a.

When asked after the neeting Tuesday ni ght about current estinates of
the water deficit, Mac Nish said it "could be anywhere between 3,500 and
11, 000 acre feet per year."

Mac Ni sh has nore than once drawn the ire of |ocal authorities and
hydr ol ogi sts with what they consider his unsubstantiated opinions and
specul ations.

Many nenbers of Tuesday's audi ence were al so skeptical because Mac

Ni sh's presentati on was sponsored by the Huachuca Audubon Society and by
W ck Communi cations, publishers of Sierra Vista's daily newspaper, in an
apparent effort to influence public input to a water managenent study
currently being conducted by the international Conmi ssion for

. Envi ronnent al Cooperation (CEC)."The public will soon be asked for
i nput regarding the fate of the San Pedro River and of our comunity,"
read the newspaper ad. "Informed public opinion is crucial in this very

i mportant deci si on-maki ng process."

Tuesday ni ght, Huachuca Audubon Soci ety President LeAnn \Wetstone told
t he audi ence, "You have heard fromthe politicians, bureaucrats and
activists, we thought you should al so hear fromthe scientists."

WWet st one encour aged audi ence menbers to provide input to the CEC and to
nmenbers of another study being carried out by Harvard University. "If
you don't make your beliefs known, they will probably make deci si ons
that don't agree with your val ues," Wetstone said.

JimHorton, one of the county's npbst vocal anti-growth activists who
consistently criticizes county, city, and fort authorities for allegedly
failing to address the water situation, read a statenment nmde severa
years ago by a scientist who said it was critical that steps be taken
soon to reduce water usage in the area.

"What do you think he would say today?" Horton asked Mac Nish." | think
he woul d be encouraged,"” Mac Ni sh answered. "Not ecstatic, but
encour aged. "

Several audi ence menbers asked Mac N sh about various neasures that have
been proposed to alleviate the water situation.

VWhat about building a damto create a | ake at Charl eston, as was pl anned

several decades ago, one person asked. "I don't want to talk about it,"
said Mac Nish. "Why not?" Asked anot her person. "Have you even read the
report?" "No, | haven't," said Mac Ni sh. However, he said, creating a

| ake woul d i ncrease evaporation, and there is no certainty that enough
wat er woul d be backed up to nmeet the area's needs anyway.
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Besi des, added fellow US hydrol ogi st Tom Maddock, a | ake woul d be
consi dered surface water, and thus would be subject to water rights

| aws, which nmeans Sierra Vista probably wouldn't get any of the water
anyway because others with nmuch ol der clains would have first rights.

What about bringing in CAP (Central Arizona Project) water, another
person asked.

Mac Ni sh said that would be cost-prohibitive. He said the cost was

estimated at $90 mllion. Bringing in desalinated water fromthe Sea of
Cortez woul d probably cost even nore, he said, in answer to another
guesti on.

Mac Nish said BLMs plan to reintroduce beavers into the river was al so
not a good solution. He said if the beavers built dans, the river's
water table might rise up far enough so that sacaton and ot her
vegetation which currently do not draw water fromthe river's aquifer
woul d start to do so

In addition to Mac N sh and Maddock, several other scientists from
Tucson spoke briefly.

Al t hough ot her hydrol ogi sts, including those enpl oyed by the county, the
City of Sierra Vista, and Fort Huachuca, have questioned many of Mac

Ni sh's and Maddock's findings, none of themwas invited to participate
in Tuesday's sem nar.

After the neeting, the Tunbl eweed asked Huachuca Audubon Presi dent
Whet st one why none of the |ocal hydrologists were invited to speak
"These are the ones that did the studies on the river several years

ago, " Whetstone answer ed.

VWhen rem nded that the |ocal hydrol ogi sts have al so done studies on the
river, she replied, "Well, perhaps it would have been too overwhel nm ng
to have so many at one tinme. Perhaps at a later date we will ask themto
speak. "

Sierra Vista Council man Casey Jones, who has been an outspoken critic of
t he doonmsday predictions about the San Pedro, said he thought the
evening's presentation was "pretty bal anced." Jones was especially

pl eased that Mac Ni sh was encouraged by | ocal efforts by the city and
others to conserve water and enhance rechargi ng of the aquifer

Cochi se County Supervi sor Les Thonpson, however, said he plans to have
the county sponsor a simlar forum where |ocal hydrologists will be
invited to present their views.

(frominformation provided by Hereford NRCD)
Soi |l and Water Conservation Fair

Saturday May 9, From 9 am To 12 pm at Coronado School, on Mdson Road in
Hereford. Learn How to Conserve Water and Soil, Pick Up Information
Brochures and Speak to Experts on Conservation. See a Denponstration
Project to Stop Erosion, Trap Stormmater and, Reduce Pollution. Learn
Si npl e, | nexpensive Steps You Can Take to Conserve Water and Enhance
Wldlife, Habitat in Your Backyard! Directions: South of H ghway 90 on
Moson Road and One Quarter-MIle North of Ramsey on Mbdson Road.
Sponsored By: The Hereford Natural Resource Conservation District, For
Information Call: Bill Lindsey 457-3437, Mary Ann Bl ack 459-5252, Jack
Ladd 432-4312.
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Note: Mary Ann Bl ack, |ocal rancher and nenber of the Hereford NRCD, is
an enthusiastic prompter of watershed nanagenent in the Sierra Vista
Sub-wat er shed. She points out very clearly the need for a conprehensive
approach toward managi ng | and and water resources within the basin. |
woul d encourage anyone interested in this issue to contact her for nore
information. Her ermail address is:

raci ng@?2i 2. com

I've recommrended to her that the Hereford NRCD consider devel opi ng an
i nformati onal website like that done by the Verde NRCD for the Verde
Ri ver Watershed in central Arizona:

http://ww. verde. org/

this would be a very useful service to the community.

BFG

Bruce F. Goff, PhD, PH
Coor di nat or
Sem - Arid Land- Surface- At nosphere (SALSA) Program

USDA ARS Sout hwest Wat ershed Research Center

2000 E. All en Road

Tucson, AZ 85719 USA

tel: 520-670-6380 x 149

fax: 520-670-5550

emai | : bgoff @ucson. ars. ag. gov

SALSA homepage: http://ww tucson. ars. ag. gov/ sal sa/ sal sahone. ht m
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