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Introduction 
 
The Regional Flood Control District (RFCD) has been an active participant in the review and 
analysis of the Rosemont Mine proposal.  The RFCD’s involvement is historic within the basin 
and has been primarily for the purpose of protecting watershed elements of the Cienega 
Basin, especially those portions of the Cienega Creek stream under the ownership of the 
RFCD as part of the Cienega Creek Preserve. 
 
The County, in general, and the RFCD specifically, has made efforts to preserve and protect 
the watershed through land acquisitions that now total $64 million.  These land acquisitions 
have been for the primary purpose of protecting the flood control benefits of the basin by 
minimizing urbanization or watershed disturbances. 
 
In addition, the basin provides important and significant subflows of groundwater to the 
Tucson Aquifer.  Isotope studies have determined that the Cienega basin has been an 
important source of groundwater recharge to the Tucson Active Management Area as shown 
in the figure below and in the attached exhibit.  Water in the south-central Tucson Basin 
matches the floodplain groundwater from Cienega Creek.  Protecting these surface and 
groundwater subflows to the Tucson Basin is an important public purpose of the RFCD.  The 
RFCD’s review and analysis of the Rosemont proposal has included the effects on 
groundwater flows, subsurface flows, surface water flows, and rainfall and storm events.  All 
of these impacts have been carefully quantified and submitted as comments in the County 
and RFCD reviews of the proposed Mine Plan of Operations and the resulting federal 
Environmental Impact Statement for the Rosemont Mine proposal. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Groundwater recharge 
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analysis of groundwaters. 
 
Dr. C. Eastoe, et. al, The 
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     Once one of the largest ranches in southern Arizona, the Empire 
Ranch stretched from the Rincon Mountains south to the edge 
of the Canelo Hills near Sonoita (approximate extent outlined at 
left). This land is home to pronghorn antelope and hundreds of 
other species of fish and wildlife. Parts of the Empire Ranch were 
sold off beginning in the early 20th century During the latter half 
of the century efforts began to conserve ranch land under public 
ownership. This poster tells a small part of that history.  

     In 1969 Gulf America Corporation (GAC) bought 
the Empire Ranch. The early 1970s the planning for 
the creation of a satellite city of 180, 000 people in the 
Sonoita Valley was well underway.

GULF AMERICA BUYS EMPIRE RANCH

Development Sequence

     In June 1970 the Empire Ranch plan was heard by 
the Pima County Planning and Zoning Commission. 
Over 150 people appeared to protest the plan.
     The Pima County Board of Supervisors approved 
a portion of the plan, requiring GAC to substantially 
develop 5,300 acres before any additional rezoning 
would be considered. Empire Ranch Area Plan

        By the early 1970s Gulf America Corporation was facing numerous financial 
and other problems. In part to cut its losses GAC decided to sell the 35,000 acre 
Empire Ranch to Anamax Mining Company in 1974 for over $12 million. 
     Anamax bought the ranch for its water rights to develop the Rosemont Mine.  
However, in the mid-1980s it put the ranch up for sale. The land was advertised 
as an investment for developers. Some of the uses promoted were ranchettes and 
investment parcels to be resold to secondary investors and developers.

ANAMAx BUYS EMPIRE RANCH

     Pima County became interested in buying the ranch 
for a natural open space corridor between Oracle and the 
Canelo Hills. It was also concerned with flooding issues as 
Cienega Creek flows into the Tucson basin. Cienega Creek 
also contributes natural recharge to Tucson’s aquifer.
     In 1986, Pima County aquired land along lower 
Cienega Creek that had been part of the Empire Ranch 
in the 1880s.In August 1987 Pima County entered an 
agreement with Anamax to purchase 85,500 acres of 
additional land with bond money and flood control funds. 
Protests arose from the use of flood control money. The 
agreement fell through.

PIMA CoUNtY INtEREStEd 
IN oPEN SPACE

Pima County’s vision for interconnected, interjurisdictional 
open space protection has come closer to reality with 2004 bond 
funding.  The funding was used to acquire the Bar V Ranch, 
Clyne Ranch, and portions of the Sands and Empirita ranches.  
County ranch lands are shown in red and orange within and 
adjacent to the Congressionally designated “Sonoita Valley 
Acquisition Planning District” (black outline).

In addition, The Nature Conservancy brokered many of the 
conservation easements on private land near Las Cienegas. 
Easements (shown in red) are now held by a combination of 
Bureau of Land Management, Arizona Land and Water Trust, 
Audubon and The Nature Conservancy.

AddItIoNAL LANdS PRotECtEd

By Julia Fonseca (Julia.Fonseca@pima.gov), Helen Wilson and Everett Acosta, Pima 
County, with assistance from Gita Bodner, The Nature Conservancy.

     Arizona’s Congressional delegation, Pima 
County and others approached the Bureau of Land 
Management (BLM) about acquiring the land. 
On March 24, 1988 the BLM signed a formal 
agreement acquiring the land in a three-way land 
exchange. Public lands in Tucson (80 acres) and 
Phoenix (41,000 acres) were traded to the private 
investors involved in the trade so that the Empire 
Ranch could be preserved.

BLM subsequently acquired additional land and 
Congress designated a National Conservation Area 
with provisions for inclusion of state lands.

BLM ACqUIRES EMPIRE RANCH IN LANd tRAdE

Federally conserved lands are shown in green. State conserved lands are shown in blue. 
State lands managed under Pima County’s Ranch conservation program are shown on 
orange. Red areas are County and private conservation lands.
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Mine Plan of Operation (MPO) in orange at left, Preferred (Barrel) Alternative in pink at right. Mine 

access road is shown as part of the footprint for both. Figure provided by Pima County IT. 

Delineation of stream centerlines based on stereo‐photographs suggests that many headwaters streams 

were not analyzed in the Application, nor delineated by WestLand Resources as potentially 

jurisdictional.  Over 100 miles of streams would be directly affected by the Mine Plan of Operations, 

(shown at left).  An equal number of stream‐miles would be affected by the Forest’s Preferred 

Alternative (Barrel), shown at right.  By contrast, Westland’s preliminary JD predicted only 36 channel 

miles of impact from the MPO and 34 channel miles of impact from the Barrel alternative. 

The permit application also appears to greatly underestimate the widths of WOUS.  An estimate of the 

area of Waters of the US (Waters) based on the limits of the 10‐yr floodplains yielded 116 acres which is 

approximately three times larger than the 38.6 acre estimate provided in the permit application.  In 

Pima County, the limits of the 10‐yr floodplain are often used as an approximation for the limits of the 

ordinary high water mark.  The analysis described in Appendix D of our comments shows that this 

criterion results in much higher acreage than those in the permit application and DEIS.  Furthermore, the 

analysis in Appendix D did not estimate 10‐yr floodplain areas for the tributary watersheds mentioned 

above, so the area of the 10‐yr floodplains is actually greater than the 116 acres calculated. 

In addition to the lack of documentation on the establishment of jurisdictional limits to determine 

impacts to Waters, these are preliminary JDs.  As such, for the purposes of computation of impacts, 

compensatory mitigation requirements, and other resource protection measures, a permit decision 

made on the basis of a preliminary JD will treat all waters and wetlands that would be affected in any 

way by the permitted activity on the site as if they are jurisdictional waters of the U.S.    

In general, Regulatory Guidance Letter 08‐02, states that an approved JDs should be used to support 

individual permit application.   We requested that the Corps develop and use approved JDs. This is 

warranted because of the scope of the proposed mining operation and environmental impacts and the 

likelihood that the Application grossly underestimates potential impacts to Waters. 


