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Abstract: Groundwater pumping along portions of the binational San Pedro River has 

depleted aquifer storage that supports baseflow in the San Pedro River. A consortium  

of 23 agencies, business interests, and non-governmental organizations pooled their 

collective resources to develop the scientific understanding and technical tools required to 

optimize the management of this complex, interconnected groundwater-surface water 

system. A paradigm shift occurred as stakeholders first collaboratively developed, and then 

later applied, several key hydrologic simulation and monitoring tools. Water resources 

planning and management transitioned from a traditional water budget-based approach  

to a more strategic and spatially-explicit optimization process. After groundwater modeling 

results suggested that strategic near-stream recharge could reasonably sustain baseflows at 

or above 2003 levels until the year 2100, even in the presence of continued groundwater 

development, a group of collaborators worked for four years to acquire 2250 hectares of 

land in key locations along 34 kilometers of the river specifically for this purpose.  

These actions reflect an evolved common vision that considers the multiple water demands 

of both humans and the riparian ecosystem associated with the San Pedro River. 
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1. Introduction 

Many aquifers within the United States contain an essential—yet shrinking—supply of water for 

both people and natural systems. Groundwater resources support the irrigation of crops, drinking water 

supplies, and industry. Declining groundwater levels strongly affect riparian ecosystems in the  

semi-arid southwestern United States, where many aquifer systems are characterized by a large volume 

of water in storage, but a relatively small rate of natural annual recharge and discharge [1].  

Because groundwater also supports natural systems such as wetlands, riparian systems, lakes, streams, 

and rivers, it has become increasingly difficult for water managers in this region to meet both 

increasing human water demands and the water needs of natural systems under persistent drought 

conditions [1,2]. In Arizona, perennial streamflows have significantly declined across the state—at 

least seven river systems could be dewatered over time, and an additional four will experience 

degradation if actions are not taken to reverse these trends [2]. In other words, it is increasingly 

difficult to manage groundwater supplies sustainably in either short or long time frames. 

Widespread acceptance/adoption of “sustainable yield,” which acknowledges long-term impacts of 

human pumping but tries to balance those impacts with environmental flow needs, represents a paradigm 

shift in groundwater management from the more common “safe yield” management paradigm that 

assumes it is acceptable for consumptive human uses of water to equal groundwater inflows. The name 

“safe yield” implies some level of security in terms of water availability, which by the very definition 

of the term is not afforded to water dependent natural systems if they are downstream of human water uses. 

Sustainable yield, on the other hand, more broadly addresses social, economic and environmental aspects 

of water availability. The methods for estimating sustainable yield, however, remain largely subjective 

and poorly understood by the general public, decision makers, and even water resources professionals. 

This paper provides a regional case study of the Upper San Pedro River Basin of southeastern 

Arizona where groundwater management has focused for over a decade on the goal of sustainable 

groundwater yield, and proposes a generic framework for stakeholder engagement in this process, as well 

as lessons learned. While several questions and challenges persist, and the implementation of key strategies 

is ongoing, we present the tools and processes that have proven effective to date there. In particular, 

we offer a clear definition of sustainable use of groundwater, a conceptual framework for collaborative 

regional efforts to work toward attaining it along with an example of how the framework was applied in 

the basin, and examples of specific policies and projects that were developed to foster sustainable use there. 

2. The Upper San Pedro Basin 

The Upper San Pedro Basin lies within the Basin and Range Province of the southwestern United 

States and is roughly bisected by the international boundary between Mexico and the United States 

(Figure 1). The basin is bounded on the east, west, and south by mountains that drain to the river near 



Water 2014, 6 2521 

 

 

the center of the alluvial valley. The basin contains up to 520 meters of fill accumulated during the late 

Tertiary and early Pleistocene [3]. Runoff from the mountains recharged the basin fill over millennia, 

creating a vast aquifer underlying the San Pedro River. Today, dry-season flows in the San Pedro 

River depend almost entirely on groundwater discharge. In recent years, concern over potential 

pumping-related depletions of fragile surface water supplies has lent urgency to efforts to integrate the 

management of these two connected resources. 

Figure 1. Map of the Upper San Pedro Basin showing the location of the San Pedro 

Riparian National Conservation Area managed by the U.S. Bureau of Land Management 

and the U.S. Army installation at Fort Huachuca within the Sierra Vista Subwatershed,  

just north of the United States—Mexico international boundary. From [4] (Figure 1). 
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Despite the fact that Arizona law generally does not recognize the hydrologic connection between 

groundwater and surface water, collaboration aimed at integrated groundwater-surface water 

management in the Upper San Pedro basin has been ongoing for decades, both within the United States 

and, to a lesser extent, between the United States and Mexico. The State of Arizona is in the process of 

delineating the “subflow zone” of river alluvium adjacent to the San Pedro River in order to protect 

senior surface water rights. Management, monitoring and modeling efforts focused on groundwater-surface 

water interactions in the Sierra Vista Subwatershed (Subwatershed) have supported vital scientific 

understanding of the physical basin. However, building a shared vision toward such an integrated water 

management approach along the binational San Pedro River is challenging for many reasons, including: 

differences in the political structure, economic development, cultural norms and values, water law, and 

language on either side of the border combined with a highly variable and complex physical system. 

Browning-Aiken et al. [5] laid out some of the processes used for collaborative watershed management 

of the San Pedro based on the principles of collective action theory, dispute resolution, adaptive 

management, power dynamics, and sustainability. The complex binational legal constraints pertinent to 

San Pedro water issues were also described by Browning-Aiken et al. [6]. This paper, however, 

focuses only on activities on the United States side of the border. 

Within the United States, Congress created the San Pedro Riparian National Conservation Area 

(SPRNCA) in 1988 [7], the first Riparian National Conservation Area of its kind in the nation, and 

charged the U.S. Bureau of Land Management, to manage it “…in a manner that conserves, protects, 

and enhances the riparian area…” and other resources. This streamside riparian habitat, composed of 

Fremont cottonwood, Goodding willow, mesquite bosques, and sacaton floodplain grasslands, supports 

high levels of biodiversity and functions as a migratory bird corridor of hemispheric importance [8]. It 

includes approximately 64 km of the 279-km river that flows north to eventually join the Gila River, 

itself a tributary river to the larger Colorado River (Figure 1). 

Several miles away from the SPRNCA another national asset, the U.S. Army installation at Fort 

Huachuca, had its own needs for groundwater to sustain its military mission associated with national 

security including communications testing. Fort Huachuca represents a major driver for southern 

Arizona’s economy as the largest employer in the region and contributes approximately $2 billion 

(U.S.) annually to the state’s economy [9]. Located between these two federal interests, the residents of 

the City of Sierra Vista and Cochise County depend upon the same limited groundwater resources as 

the National Conservation Area and Fort Huachuca. 

In terms of the legal and regulatory context, there are no state restrictions on groundwater extraction 

along the San Pedro River except for pumping from the zone of subflow, typically a narrow band 

along the river corridor corresponding to fluvially deposited alluvium. In Arizona, the legal priority of 

surface water rights is governed by the claim filing date: the earlier the filing date, the more senior and 

defensible the water right. However, a comprehensive adjudication of water rights on the Gila River 

system has been ongoing for decades, including federal and other water rights claims along the San 

Pedro, therefore, considerable uncertainty regarding the nature of surface water rights continues to 

exist. However, there is a clear legal distinction between surface water rights, which can be defended 

against more junior competing surface claims, and groundwater use, which is almost wholly 

unregulated in the state outside of specifically designated Active Management Areas. 
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Arizona law prevents placing any use limitations—or even requiring a water meter—on wells with 

a maximum pump capacity of 132 liters/min or less [10], even within the state’s Active Management 

Areas. While the Upper San Pedro River Basin is outside of any state groundwater management area, 

Cochise County is one of only two counties in Arizona that have adopted requirements that 

subdivisions in the County must obtain a Designation of Water Adequacy. This program, administered 

by the Arizona Department of Water Resources (ADWR) requires water companies or subdivisions to 

show proof of a 100-year water supply before development is permitted. A total of twenty-seven 

privately owned local water utilities that depend upon groundwater supplies are regulated at the state 

level by the Arizona Corporation Commission and Arizona Department of Environmental Quality and 

operate in the area. In addition, three public water supply providers operate municipal water utilities. 

3. History of Collaborative Water Management in the Basin 

A consortium named the Upper San Pedro Partnership (Partnership) was created through  

a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) in 1998 in response to the Arizona Department of Water 

Resources Rural Watershed Initiative. This collaboration also developed, at least partially, in response 

to a situation where “dueling hydrologists” hired by different factions provided widely varying 

opinions about the fate of groundwater and the San Pedro River. The Partnership provided a vehicle 

for local jurisdictions to work together alongside a range of federal and state agencies, as well as with 

non-governmental organizations and business interests. The organization’s purpose is to meet the  

long-term water needs of both the SPRNCA and the area’s residents [11]. According to the 

Partnerships mission statement, this goal is to be accomplished through the identification, 

prioritization, and implementation of policies and projects related to groundwater conservation and (or) 

enhancement [12]. 

One of the first objectives for the Partnership was to create a collaboratively-developed regional 

groundwater model on which all interests could agree and then utilize it for decision making.  

The model, developed by the USGS, was funded through multiple federal agency budgets,  

with additional supporting studies funded by other some of the other Partnership members. Over the 

course of the five years it took to build, USGS hydrologists provided a high level of transparency 

about the structure of the model and the empirical data sources used to calibrate it [8]. Ultimately,  

this collaborative model building process served to establish a clear context and common 

understanding of the complexities of the hydrogeology, surface and groundwater systems, human 

water demands, and riparian vegetation trends and water needs. During this time, the Partnership was 

also recognized (in 2003) by the U.S. Congress via Public Law 108-136, (Section 321) [13], which 

charged the Partnership with achieving sustainable yield of the Sierra Vista Subwatershed regional 

aquifer by 30 September 2011. 

The Section 321 legislation also required the U.S. Secretary of the Interior to deliver nine annual 

reports to Congress on the water management and conservation measures necessary to restore and 

maintain the sustainable yield of the regional aquifer by and after 30 September 2011. Future federal 

appropriations to the Partnership were to depend on the Partnership’s ability to meet its annual goals 

for groundwater deficit reduction. On behalf of the Secretary and following Partnership decisions 

about methods and content, the reports were compiled and written by USGS staff of the Arizona Water 
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Science Center with the assistance of other Partnership members. What the 321 legislation did not 

provide was a Congressional definition of the term “sustainable yield of the regional aquifer.” 

The Partnership chose a definition of sustainable yield based on the competing objectives view of 

sustainability [14]  

“…managing [groundwater] in a way that can be maintained for an indefinite period of 

time, without causing unacceptable environmental, economic, or social consequences” [15]. 

This was operationalized to mean, “…a sustainable level of groundwater pumping for the Sierra 

Vista subwatershed could be an amount between zero and a level that arrests storage depletion,  

with the understanding that to call a level of use sustainable (other than zero) will entail some 

consequences at some point in the future” [16]. 

Figure 2 summarizes the progress of the 23 member agencies in their collaborative efforts to reduce 

the groundwater deficit through water conservation, recharge and reuse programs after the Section 321 

legislation was enacted. 

Figure 2. Estimated actual Sierra Vista subwatershed annual storage deficit and projected 

annual storage deficit that would have occurred had no management, conservation,  

or incidental yields due to human activity taken place. Incidental yields include increased 

recharge of runoff due to urbanization. The projected annual storage deficit is based on 

2002 pumping rates and actual (not projected) population data from the State of Arizona 

and the U.S. Census through 2012. Modified from [17]. 

 

4. Development of a Shared Vision for Sustainability 

Based on the approach used along the Upper San Pedro River, we developed a generic conceptual 

model (Figure 3) consisting of six components for developing a shared vision for sustainable 
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groundwater management among diverse stakeholders, and for the subsequent implementation of 

measures to test and refine strategies over time. 

Figure 3. Conceptual Model for the Development of a Shared Vision of Sustainability for 

Integrated Water Management: The process of developing a shared vision of sustainability 

for regional groundwater management first requires an initial investment in building a 

common understanding of: the context of the water management challenge among 

stakeholders, the specific criteria for meeting environmental, social and economic needs, 

the theory of what needs to change to meet these criteria, and lastly, the strategies that will 

result in the desired outcomes. The subsequent implementation of projects or policies will 

have a better chance of providing multiple benefits and avoiding conflict when preceded by 

these steps. 

 

Given the physical, economic, and social/legal/political scope and complexity of managing 

groundwater and surface water at the regional scale, various water managers and stakeholders typically 

have differing assumptions and opinions regarding management priorities, strategies, and potential 

outcomes. The development of a shared understanding of these multi-faceted complexities provides  

an essential foundation upon which to build a more collaborative approach and more robust solutions. 

This can be critical, especially given that the decisions of certain water managers and/or stakeholders 

may directly impact, either for benefit or detriment, the interests of others in terms of water availability. 

However, given the urgency, timing, and often political or legal sensitivities associated with some of 

these regional water management challenges, the initial investment in building a common understanding 

among various affected interests is not always made before the execution of plans, or implementation 

of projects or policies. Other authors have described that the “co-evolution of preferences” takes place 

through developing shared values and that people ultimately change their demands out of a motivation 
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not just of helping others meet their needs, but because their perceptions and understanding of the issue 

have also fundamentally changed [18]. 

Therefore, a process that builds a common understanding of the specific criteria for meeting 

environmental, social, and environmental water management needs, as well as agreed upon strategies 

to address these criteria, is crucial to not only avoid subsequent conflict between interests but to build 

the most effective and robust solutions. In addition, specific desired outcomes for sustainability should 

be accurately defined, as well as the theory of what specifically needs to change to reach these 

outcomes with specific timeframes in mind. The strategies and theory of change can subsequently be 

tested through the collective implementation of projects and/or policies only if adequate monitoring 

programs are in place to do so at the appropriate spatial and temporal scales (Figure 3). 

4.1. Develop a Clear Context 

In our experience, the physical complexity of groundwater systems alone can be tremendous,  

and the simultaneous consideration of social and economic factors can seem insurmountable to 

stakeholders working together to identify shared solutions for regional water management. One of the 

key lessons learned from collaboration along the San Pedro was the pivotal step of directly engaging 

stakeholders early in the process to participate in defining the scope of technical investigations from 

their own perspectives as decision makers. However, this approach is not intuitive for scientists,  

who have been trained to approach problems from a purely technical perspective. Decision makers 

need specific types of information for making high-risk policy, finance, and political decisions.  

Even if risks are inherent or unavoidable, the ability of scientists to quantify the probability of certain 

outcomes can be very useful for decision makers to choose between various alternatives.  

Enabling scientists to understand the specific information most needed by decision makers early in 

collaborative planning processes is imperative. The subsequent steps in developing a shared vision of 

sustainability all depend upon getting this initial step of the process right [19]. 

Developing social and economic criteria related to groundwater management is sometimes hard to 

definitively quantify or even anticipate in a qualitative sense into the future. However, in the San Pedro 

example, the fact that the core interests of some of the stakeholders were conceptually defined through 

the development of even qualitative criteria (such as “Fort Huachuca remains operational unless for 

reasons unrelated to water”) helped to build a shared understanding and advanced discussions toward  

a possible solution set. One approach taken by the Partnership was to develop a decision support 

system (DSS) model based on the USGS groundwater model to help decision makers understand the 

impacts and cost-effectiveness of different combinations of water-conservation measures and 

management policies [20,21]. 

The primary technical tools used along the San Pedro River to explore the physical aspects of 

regional water management options and to aid in their development are discussed in detail by  

Lacher et al. [22]. While various research, data collection, and monitoring efforts were conducted from 

1998 to 2014, the development of a groundwater model acceptable to all stakeholders was the 

overarching process that united stakeholders around a common understanding of the physical system. 

As stakeholders began deconstructing the complexities of the system by discussing the individual 

assumptions that went into that physical model, they recognized the need for improved information on 



Water 2014, 6 2527 

 

 

which to base the model, and additional technical studies and/or predictive modeling tools were 

developed, such as stormwater/runoff models, evapotranspiration models, and riparian health 

inventories to provide better context regarding pivotal aspects of physical systems. As these types of 

additional studies strengthened the development of the regional groundwater model over time, it also 

had a secondary, but very important direct benefit for stakeholders—it improved their own common 

understanding of the physical system, and the eventual modeling results at the regional scale became 

more and more intuitive to them as well [20]. 

A common understanding of the legal, social and economic context of regional groundwater 

management issues emerged over the years from monthly Partnership meetings, multiple public 

opinion surveys conducted by various groups with an interest in regional water issues, and contracted 

studies, as well as through annual production of the “Legal Impediments” portion of the Section 321 

reports to Congress. In addition, building an understanding of the relative costs for enhancing water 

supplies through a detailed assessment of a wide range of strategies proved essential for decision 

makers. The Partnership conducted a cost/yield study of 74 water management alternatives [23].  

This process helped clarify the universe of all stakeholders’ preferences and ideas about possible water 

management solutions and put all these alternatives in a common currency of relative cost and benefit. 

It also reinforced the concept that no one, or even several, projects could address the existing  

short- and longer-term water challenges. Instead, based on an increased understanding of the physical 

system, stakeholders came to realize that an array of long-term demand-reduction measures would be 

needed along with more immediate aquifer recharge and stream flow protection measures. 

4.2. Define Specific Criteria for Meeting Environmental, Social and Economic Needs 

For the cost/yield study of water management activities, the Partnership defined seven environmental 

criteria for sustainability, including two groundwater, three surface water, and two ecological criteria, 

through a facilitated consensus-driven process (Table 1). 

Table 1. The suite of criteria developed by the Upper San Pedro Partnership for sustainable yield. 

Environmental needs Social and economic needs 

(1) Groundwater levels in aquifer within the San 
Pedro Riparian National Conservation Area maintained 

(1) Sufficient water quantity for human demands 

(2) Regional aquifer storage increased 
(2) Fort Huachuca remains operational unless for 
reasons unrelated to water 

(3) Stream baseflow and flood flows in the river  
are maintained 

(3) Cost of living, insomuch as controlled by water, 
remains within the means of a diverse population 

(4) Water quality in the river sustained (4) Local participation in water management 

(5) Springs in the San Pedro Riparian National 
Conservation Area continue to flow 

(5) Water quality maintained 

(6) Overall riparian condition maintained  

(7) Riparian habitat and ecologic diversity maintained  
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4.2.1. Environmental Criteria 

In general, some of the defining environmental criteria commonly associated with sustainable yield 

include: (1) avoid excessive depletion of surface water and excessive reduction of groundwater 

discharge to springs, rivers, wetlands, and riparian vegetation (defined as capture); (2) prevent the 

intrusion of contaminated water to the groundwater system during induced recharge; and (3) avoid 

irreparable impact to any groundwater-dependent ecosystems, and prevent land subsidence from 

groundwater withdrawals [24]. 

Along the San Pedro River, the groundwater-dependent riparian habitat composed of native 

Fremont cottonwood and Goodding willow forest would experience increased mortality and declining 

recruitment and give way to invasive, non-native tamarisk if groundwater depths were to fall and 

persist beyond about 3 m below land surface within the riparian area [25,26]. Loss of surface flow to 

capture would likewise also result in the loss of wetland herbaceous plants such as rushes, sedges,  

and bulrush, dependent on continuously moist soils [26]. As the number and length of reaches with 

perennial surface flow decrease, the number and diversity of aquatic species would decrease as well [27]. 

Since the environmental consequences of falling groundwater elevations in near-stream locations 

would include the degradation of the current riparian and aquatic habitats along the San Pedro River [26] 

affecting species dependent on those habitats as well, maintenance of groundwater elevations was 

clearly a key criterion. However, in consideration of longer term time scales and larger spatial scales, 

the increase in storage of the surrounding regional aquifer was also considered a meaningful criterion 

for inclusion as well, given its connection and influence on the near-stream alluvial aquifer.  

Surface water availability, water quality, and riparian health considerations were also included as key 

criteria for environmental sustainability. 

4.2.2. Social Criteria and Consequences 

Typically, when the social consequences of sustainable groundwater development are discussed,  

it is in reference to a physical shortage of available and (or) uncontaminated groundwater supply for 

human use. In general, access to good quality potable groundwater supplies should be equally 

available to all residents; down-gradient users should have a water right equal to up-gradient users;  

and groundwater pumping should not damage the existing water rights to spring and surface waters [24]. 

For the San Pedro, not only was the physical availability of water to meet human demands one of 

the social criteria identified by the Upper San Pedro Partnership, but for them, the ability of the local 

communities to influence and control their own destiny in water management decisions was also  

a clear priority. The eventual establishment of a regional network of sites owned and operated by 

County and/or municipal governments for managed aquifer recharge purposes clearly met those criteria. 

The recharge of treated wastewater effluent to sustain groundwater is a human health concern 

expressed by some along the San Pedro River, and sustaining water quality was identified as one of 

the social criteria for overall sustainability. Since 2003, the City of Sierra Vista has recharged 

approximately 3.1 million cubic meters per year (MCM/yr) of its treated wastewater with the aim of 

mitigating the effects of long-term groundwater pumping in the Sierra Vista Subwatershed. Water 
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quality monitoring of spring discharge has been conducted near this recharge site and it was found that 

no constituent concentrations had exceeded any federal standards as of 2009 [28]. 

4.2.3. Economic Criteria and Consequences 

In the United States desert southwest, most water users expect groundwater development to fulfill 

the water demands for agricultural irrigation, industrial uses, and residential development while 

maintaining an economically feasible depth to water with regard to pumping and well construction 

costs [29,30]. For the San Pedro, Fort Huachuca’s water use is constrained by federal law, specifically 

the Endangered Species Act (ESA). Two federally listed endangered species, the Huachuca water umbel 

(Lilaeopsis schaffneriana var. recurva), a small semi-aquatic vascular plant that grows in moist soils 

along the San Pedro River, and the southwestern willow flycatcher (Empidonax traillii extimus),  

a songbird generally associated with permanent water, rely on the surface flow and riparian system of 

the San Pedro River corridor for habitat. Fort Huachuca and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

completed a Biological Opinion in March 2014 addressing these issues for the next 10 years [31]. 

From the perspective of sustainable groundwater yield, then, the use of groundwater for economic 

development (i.e., to support the Fort’s mission) is constrained by endangered species such as the 

Huachuca water umbel and southwest willow flycatcher, as reflected in the ESA. 

This tension between regulatory mechanisms and economic drivers reverses the normal relationship 

between water use and economic need. In this case, Fort Huachuca must minimize its water use in 

order not to cause unacceptable adverse economic impacts to the Subwatershed. Therefore the set of 

environmental criteria—specifically hydrological—as listed in Table 1 are also direct measures of the 

reduction of social and economic risks. Thus, the issue of balancing sustainable groundwater use in the 

Sierra Vista Subwatershed revolves around the environmental needs of the San Pedro Riparian 

National Conservation Area’s aquatic and riparian communities, which are inextricably linked to local 

economies and the federal military installation that acts as an economic engine across all of  

southern Arizona. 

4.3. Define What Specifically Needs to Change through Strategies and Desired Outcomes 

It became clear to San Pedro decision-makers and stakeholders through the process of developing 

the numerical groundwater model with the USGS, development of a spatially explicit Decision 

Support System (DSS) model based in the USGS groundwater model, and later working with 

consulting hydrologists who ran various simulations [22,32,33], that balancing human demands with 

flows in the river required not only the quantification of current withdrawal rates, but the management 

of impacts expressing themselves today due to water uses of the past century. In addition, predictive 

simulations of anticipated changes in groundwater trends over the coming century was essential to 

inform the decisions we make about current groundwater management. This was a much more complex 

and multi-dimensional view of the problem and its possible solutions, both spatially and temporally, 

than simply attempting to balance the current year’s groundwater budget deficit. And yet, 

understanding these complex relationships actually clarified and simplified the necessary strategies and 

outcomes by setting more realistic expectations about what could be realized in the short-term,  

as opposed to longer timeframes. For example, a balanced groundwater budget within the 
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Subwatershed might not be accomplishable within the time frames of years to decades, nor would it 

necessarily ensure that flows would be protected. However, over longer timeframes of centuries  

a balanced budget will be essential, and there are actions we can begin today that will contribute 

toward these longer term goals. 

Once the regional groundwater model was developed, specialized applications of it were also 

possible, including development of a regional groundwater capture map (Figure 4) to provide  

a comprehensive spatial view of pumping and recharge impacts or benefits at any location in the 

subwatershed [34]. This more-intuitive representation of the system’s physical dynamics resonated 

with decision makers and the public alike, and began to clearly highlight that near-stream locations had 

higher importance than locations closer to the regional cone of depression in terms of anticipated 

depletions of the river from pumping. 

This understanding helped stakeholders move toward near-stream solutions that could most 

effectively benefit flows. While not eliminating the need to balance the overall groundwater budget 

throughout the subwatershed over longer time frames, strategies to sustain and enhance river flows in 

the short-term needed to center around near-stream locations to have the most impact. Once partners 

began to focus on the concept of an optimized suite of sites for both aquifer protection and recharge 

along the river corridor, the model was used to assess sites that could protect the most vulnerable 

sections of the river. This information was used to identify specific parcels of land that were feasible 

for acquisition. Some of those were later acquired, and subsequent groundwater modeling efforts used 

higher-resolution, local-area models to assess specific site and reach recharge characteristics and to 

simulate more specific recharge scenarios [22]. 

4.4. Implement Specific Projects and Policies 

Member agencies of the Partnership have been implementing a wide array of projects and policies 

targeted at their collective goal of “the identification, prioritization, and implementation of policies and 

projects related to groundwater conservation and (or) enhancement” for approximately 15 years.  

The establishment of a dedicated fiscal agent (the City of Sierra Vista) and ongoing collaborative 

budget approval processes gave partners an effective way to pool resources and apply funding swiftly 

to key science and monitoring needs as they developed. These projects included water conservation 

outreach programs, residential water audits, water fixture rebate programs, construction of stormwater 

detention basins, and effluent reuse and recharge facilities. 

However, as more predictive model simulations were run, an increased focus developed on projects 

that had the most immediate benefits for flows in the river: those that increased near-stream aquifer 

recharge. This included land acquisition and conservation easements specifically aimed at the permanent 

retirement of high-volume pumping over the last two decades. However, given a better understanding 

of the temporal and spatial dynamics of the groundwater system, Cochise County, The Nature 

Conservancy and Fort Huachuca recently added a new strategy to near-stream groundwater protection 

efforts. The addition of multiple aquifer recharge locations became a priority to complement the 

existing City of Sierra Vista effluent recharge facility that went into operation in 2002. The Nature 

Conservancy identified available land in areas believed to be the most productive for near-stream 

recharge, based on the groundwater capture map (Figure 4), wet-dry mapping of surface flows 
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(described below) and other tools [22]. Thanks to funding for land acquisition made available from the 

U.S. Department of Defense Army Compatible Use Buffer Program, and in combination with 

drastically-reduced property values due to depressed market conditions in the past several years,  

the opportunity to acquire land previously slated for development arose at near-stream locations. 

Between 2011 and 2014, The Nature Conservancy purchased 2056 hectares and Cochise County 

purchased another 194 hectares of hydrologically sensitive land (Figures 4–6). This network of four 

properties, totaling over 2250 hectares, and spread along 34 km of the river, far exceeds the amount of 

land originally envisioned as attainable for managed aquifer recharge purposes. 

Figure 4. Groundwater capture mapping shows where managed aquifer recharge offers the 

greatest benefits for the riparian system within a 50-year timeframe. Dots indicate existing 

recharge projects. Historically most were constructed as detention basins for downstream 

flood control with secondary recharge benefits to the larger regional aquifer (over the 

warmer colors), and more recently to more directly benefit flows in near-stream locations 

(over the cooler colors). Outlined and numbered near-stream recharge sites are locations 

where aquifer recharge projects are currently under construction or being investigated as 

future project locations. Redrawn from [34]. 
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Figure 5. One of a series of in-channel infiltration basins recently constructed at Recharge 

Site #1 near the San Pedro River where on-site monitoring (e.g., soil-moisture probes, 

pressure transducers) will be used to quantify the relative performance of the individual 

structures, within this constructed channel that receives surface run-off from upstream 

residential areas. 

 

Figure 6. The in-channel basins under construction include infiltration trenches and 

drywells at Recharge Site #1, within the constructed channel. The channel is perpendicular 

to the river, and the river’s riparian corridor is visible in the background. 

 

After the acquisition of this recharge network, the collaborating partners are conducting site 

assessments that include hydrogeologic sampling, more-detailed stormwater modeling simulations,  

and potential source water locations. Ongoing planning by the County and local municipalities will 

now have additional options for managing both stormwater and effluent, at the places with the most 

regional benefit for river flows. 

4.5. Monitor Progress toward Desired Outcomes 

The member agencies of the Upper San Pedro Partnership remain committed to securing continued 

funding for a broad suite of monitoring activities to evaluate the response of the regional groundwater 
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system to their ongoing project and policy development. The USGS and USDA Agricultural Research 

Service monitor regional and alluvial aquifer water levels, main-stem, tributary, and low-flow mountain 

stream gaging, storage change monitoring using micro-gravity methods, and streamflow permanence. 

The Nature Conservancy, in cooperation with the U.S. Bureau of Land Management, also leads  

an annual monitoring effort using GPS mapping of surface flows, a technique called wet/dry mapping, 

to determine the absence or presence of surface flows during the driest time of year (mid June in the 

San Pedro Basin). This 16-year dataset is used to track year-to-year variability of the length of surface 

flows, and used to infer changes in alluvial groundwater conditions that may provide early warning of 

ecological changes [22]. The USGS also continues to monitor water quality at the Charleston gaging 

station on the San Pedro River as part of the National Water-Quality Assessment program. 

The Partnership has recently committed significant funding to a comprehensive, multiple-year 

analysis of progress toward sustainable groundwater use in the Subwatershed. While that analysis is 

not yet complete, their previous annual reports to Congress included a suite of eight indicators to 

measure progress toward sustainable yield, as shown in Table 2. It is important to note how strongly 

this suite of indicators aligns with the previously defined environmental criteria for sustainability 

described in Table 1. 

Table 2. A suite of eight indicators was used to describe progress toward sustainable yield 

in the Section 321 reports to Congress that were prepared by the USGS (e.g., [17]).  

They relate directly to the environmental criteria for sustainability developed by  

the Partnership. 

 Indicators of Sustainable Yield 

1. Regional aquifer water levels 
2. Aquifer storage change measured with micro-gravity 
3. Annual groundwater budget balance 
4. Near-stream vertical gradients 
5. Near-stream alluvial aquifer water levels 
6. Streamflow permanence 
7. Base-flow discharge on San Pedro and Babocomari Rivers 
8. Springs discharge 

5. Results and Conclusions 

Based on the San Pedro experience, approaches such as the Partnership that directly engage affected 

policy makers, stakeholder organizations, regulatory agencies, and the scientific community can  

more effectively implement the necessary projects or policies, than if the partners were addressing the 

same challenge as individual interests. The involved partners more deeply understand the need for 

management measures, but are engaged in the actual exploration and development of possible 

alternatives, and witness the results and progress toward specific desired outcomes through adaptive 

management over time [35]. This was certainly the case for the Partnership as they first quantified the 

annual yield from a wide array of member agency water conservation, reuse, and recharge projects,  

then implemented dozens of them since 1998 [6] (Figure 2). 
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However, the Upper San Pedro Basin is unique in many ways. The presence of an important federal 

military installation and a federally protected riparian corridor within the Sierra Vista Subwatershed 

have brought a level of interest and involvement absent from many other basins with similar 

hydrogeologic conditions. The federal nexus in water issues has also resulted in significant funding to 

assess groundwater pumping impacts and to help mitigate those effects. Without Congressional 

funding for the Partnership and much of the federally-sponsored scientific research that supported 

development of the groundwater model, the state of the science would likely not have advanced to its 

current level. 

Despite these unique socio-political aspects, the San Pedro Basin represents one of the best 

examples of riparian corridors remaining in the desert Southwest. The Gila River that drains more than 

60% of the state no longer has any undammed perennially flowing segments, and is dry over most of 

its length. Many of the state’s once-flowing, now-dry rivers reflect the impacts of long-term 

groundwater pumping in the mid to late 20th century. They provide a stark reminder of how directly 

connected groundwater and surface water resources are for our desert rivers. 

5.1. Lessons Learned 

Lesson 1: Engage decision makers and key stakeholders early in the process to define the science and 

technical tools needed for an integrated water management approach. 

These needs should be tailored explicitly to the existing conceptual models of key stakeholders, and 

the gaps in understanding, disagreements and/or misperceptions that they hold. This approach strengthens 

the foundation for shaping meaningful criteria for success, the formation of effective strategies,  

and the definition of meaningful desired outcomes. The Upper San Pedro provides an example of a  

stakeholder-driven process where project implementation was driven by an evolving science-based 

understanding of the system, and additional financial resources and political support were generated 

over time in response to an enhanced understanding and appreciation of the challenges and 

opportunities. As stakeholders progressively learned more about the system, they were also in a better 

position to make the case for generating additional public and private funding to support their efforts. 

Lesson 2: Collaboratively define desired outcomes as specifically as possible both temporally  

and spatially. 

The process of defining “sustainable yield” for the San Pedro is still underway more than 11 years 

after Congress mandated its implementation in the Subwatershed. By some measures, such as  

per-capita water consumption rates and managed aquifer recharge, efforts to mitigate the effects of 

groundwater pumping have been very successful. However, developing the predictive models to  

more specifically understand the response of the physical system allowed decision makers to recognize 

that, while their previous efforts would aid in slowing overall aquifer storage depletion, they would not 

necessarily protect the river from pumping-induced capture in shorter time frames (years to decades). 

Later efforts to initiate near-stream recharge arose from a better understanding of both the spatial and 

temporal aspects of the system, and strengthened the recognition that both short-term and long-term 

actions and effects were important. 
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Lesson 3: Stakeholders with varied interests are more likely to work successfully toward a common 

goal if they feel that their individual interests are represented, and can actually benefit from the process. 

Challenging economic and legal contexts should not prevent diverse parties from working toward  

a solution if they perceive that their interests are represented in, and perhaps even benefit from a 

shared vision with other interests. Even though some objectives may seem to be competing (e.g., 

preserving reasonable depths to groundwater for water supply wells AND preserving baseflows in the 

river), finding a common thread among the parties—such as preservation of a vital economic driver for 

the region—can lead diverse parties to define and accept a mutually beneficial outcome. Once 

stakeholders recognize what outcomes of a solution might look like (such as baseflow supported by 

near-stream recharge), they may better reach consensus about how to achieve that proposed solution. 

For the San Pedro, the acknowledgement of all three aspects of sustainability—economic, social and 

environmental—helped to build trust, agreement and eventually support among interests. In addition,  

it opened conversations to the consideration of more specific objectives aimed at both the short- and 

long-term. The parties acknowledged that preserving flow in the river was the most immediate  

short-term concern, while also recognizing the need for longer-term efforts to maintain supplies at 

municipal pumping centers. 

Lesson 4: The importance of effective communication and two-way learning between scientists and 

decision makers cannot be overstated. 

While scientists and subject experts may recognize specific physical trends and processes in respect 

to hydrologic systems, other stakeholders may not agree on the nature or even the existence of them. 

Conversely, water managers and decision makers function within an operating environment that 

includes many dynamic political, financial, and legal factors that are not clear to scientists.  

Developing a shared understanding of these challenges as they relate to key water management 

decisions may take years. How do we help decision makers with little or no technical knowledge of 

complex groundwater hydrology understand that the pumping of half a century ago will manifest as 

declines in baseflow over the next half century? Even more problematic is trying to convince them to 

invest in expensive solutions to a crisis that—if the solution works—will never materialize.  

Accepting these hydrologic “mysteries” that are taking place in an invisible underground system they 

will never see requires a considerable leap of faith. 

The burden lies with both the scientific community and decision makers to invest the required time 

and effort communicating and learning about the environmental, social, and economic aspects of 

regional water management to be able to develop meaningful collaborative strategies together.  

The development of a set of specific criteria for meeting environmental, social, and economic needs as 

part of a shared vision of sustainable groundwater management is an essential first step toward the 

development of that understanding. 
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