
November 4, 2008 

Tucson-Pima Water Study 
PO Box 2344 
Tucson, AZ 85701 
 
RE: Defining sustainability 

Dear Committee Members: 

The concept of sustainability has been defined as “meeting the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” by the Brundtland Commission.  
This has generally become the standard definition of the term used today.  The context in which it has 
been used is typically ecological sustainability, but other references have recently discussed the three 
pillars of sustainable development – environmental, social, and economic [see e.g. Value and Principle 
#10 of the 2005 World Summit Outcome Document, World Health Organization, September 15, 2005, 
available at: http://www.who.int/hiv/universalaccess2010/worldsummit.pdf ].  I would like to focus here 
on the notion of economic sustainability, which I believe requires that we permit continued growth in our 
community – including more population, more commercial development, and most importantly, growth 
and diversification of our economic base. 

Few would disagree that for much of the past century the main business of Tucson has been growth.  
Continuous and sometimes rapid population growth has been the prime driver of our economic base.  
Similarly, few would disagree that this type of growth has brought with it numerous problems, ranging 
from a system where local governments are far too dependent on tax revenues supplied by growth to 
provide necessary public services to water supplies that are so overstretched they require 
supplementation from other similarly overstretched supplies to meet current and future demands.  
Despite this, growth does still need to be a part of the economic base of this community.  The blame for 
the problems growth has led to does not lie with growth itself, but with the way growth has been 
managed (or not managed). 

A primary task of this committee is to try to develop community consensus regarding how our 
community should grow.  I interpret that to mean that continued growth is a part of our future and I 
believe that the economic sustainability of this community must incorporate growth.  Lack of growth 
may be the ideal of some in this community who yearn for a Tucson remembered, but lack of growth 
equals stagnation, which will ultimately erode our quality of life.  A vibrant community must incorporate 
some growth, provided that such growth occurs within sensible parameters established by available 
natural resources and community consensus.  Growth is also necessary to create continued 
opportunities for the next generation to remain in Tucson and contribute to our community. 

Accommodating growth, however, will entail some measure of compromise.  While I would be delighted 
to see some of our dry washes flowing again because we have reduced our groundwater pumping to 
levels that permit rising groundwater levels, I don’t believe that type of scenario is consistent with the 
demands of our current population, much less future population.  Also, while some in our community 
will welcome the creation of higher density, urban development there will still be others who prefer the 
more suburban lifestyle available on the fringes of the city.  People cannot be forced into a lifestyle they 
do not choose for themselves.  Therefore, our community will always sprawl across large tracts of 
desert, with all the problems that entails. 

This does not mean, though, that we must sacrifice our environment at the altar of growth.  The two can 
coexist with careful planning and policies that create the proper incentives to encourage growth in 
locations and forms that permit protection of our most important natural resources.  Residents of 
established parts of the city should not be asked to subsidize growth on the fringes by using our taxes 
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to build roads and install other infrastructure.  Those costs must be borne by the new development.  
Rezonings and comprehensive plan amendments to accommodate new development must not be 
approved without first considering the impact of those developments to water supplies, among other 
resources, as the county has sensibly initiated recently. 

We can make our existing water resources meet the needs of this sensible growth by encouraging 
greater efficiency.  I am a strong proponent of pricing mechanisms that encourage consumers to 
properly value their water uses – non-essential uses, for which high quality drinking water is not 
required.  It has been said that education will affect the behavior of 10% of the population, while the 
remaining 90% will respond to price signals.  We are currently a very efficient community in our water 
use, but greater efficiencies can still be achieved.  We also have one source of water that is guaranteed 
to grow along with our population – reclaimed water, which needs to make up a more significant portion 
of our water supply portfolio over time.  Finally, if additional water supplies are needed for the region, 
the agricultural sector is a likely source, because very small reductions in ag water use can produce 
very large increases in municipal water supplies. 

I wish to thank the committee for taking on this monumental task and hope that my comments provide 
a helpful representation of the average Tucsonan, struggling to make ends meet in these difficult 
economic times, while hoping to see Tucson remain a vibrant and enlightened community for many 
more years. 

Sincerely, 

Christopher Brooks 
 











Presented by Jenny Neeley 
Sierra Club-Rincon Group 

738 N. 5
th

 Ave., Suite 214 * Tucson * AZ * 85705 

520-620-6401 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on water sustainability. Water use is one of the most 
pressing issues facing our community. Tucson’s water future is much more stable than that of 
most other western communities; however, Tucson’s main water supply has come at an 
enormous price. To continue down a similar path moves this community away from achieving 
any semblance of sustainability. 
 
We are limited in the amount of water that can be served in the Tucson region. Our water 
resources are finite and unreliable. In light of this harsh reality, it is just not prudent to actively 
facilitate new growth.  Instead, land use determinations should be based on the amount of water 
currently available without causing further damage to the natural environment, and allowing for 
restoration of riparian systems affected by currently unsustainable practices. 
 
Many proponents of growth, including the Central Arizona Water Conservation District, have a 
number of plans that they say will provide our desert region with as much water as we need, but 
only at the expense of the natural environment. These plans include desalination, ground water 
mining, and canal systems linking us to other, distant rivers, such as the Mississippi. These plans 
are simply unsustainable, and utilizing water from faraway sources like this would directly 
contribute to the environmental devastation in other areas. How in the world is shifting the 
environmental damage to somewhere else a sustainable way to guarantee water supplies for new 
growth? 
 
Finally, it is important to understand the difference between “safe-yield” and “sustainability” 
when talking about groundwater supplies. Throughout this process Tucson Water and others 
have referred to “sustainable” ground water pumping as pumping out the same amount of water 
that can naturally be recharged. This is wrong.  That definition more accurately represents “safe-
yield” pumping because it does not take into account the water needs of groundwater-dependent 
riparian systems or other negative effects caused by excessive groundwater pumping.   
 
Under safe yield rules, without allocating water for riparian systems, the remaining ground-water 
dependent riparian systems would eventually dry up and die, and previously lost riparian areas 
would likely never be restored.  If Tucson Water and Pima County wish to truly achieve 
sustainable ground-water use in the Tucson AMA, some amount of water beyond simple safe-
yield quantities must be included in the water budget for the maintenance of existing—and 
resurrection of lost—ground-water dependent riparian systems. 
 
We cannot rely on the Colorado River to supply a constant increasing demand for water. The 
river was over allocated to begin with; we are in the midst of a serious drought, and the unknown 
effects of climate change are just starting to unfold. We cannot justify our recent level of growth 
to continue based on this unreliable source. Nor can we claim sustainability if we continue to 
drastically impact environmental resources to facilitate growth above the carrying capacity of our 
region. We are capable of constructing projects of an enormous scale, but just because we can do 
it doesn’t mean we should. We continue to damage the environment to facilitate growth in the 
middle of the desert, growth that is ultimately unsustainable.  It is time to go down another path. 
 
We will be submitting written comments to the committee prior to your next meeting.  Thank 
you. 







 
 
Sky Island Alliance is a grassroots organization dedicated to the protection and restoration of 
the rich natural heritage of native species and habitats in the Sky Island region of the 
southwestern United States and northwestern Mexico. We work with volunteers, scientists, land 
owners, public officials, and government agencies to establish protected areas, restore healthy 
landscapes, and promote public appreciation of the region's unique biological diversity. 
 
The importance of in-stream flows, sub-surface waters, riparian areas, and the impacts of 
water delivery infrastructure. 
Approximately 90% of the wildlife in the arid southwestern US is dependent on aquatic and 
riparian resources to fulfill some part of their life history. While a majority of aquatic systems in 
Pima County have been lost a few remain such as the San Pedro River and Ciénega Creek and 
are therefore extremely important to protect. Riparian ecosystems supported by shallow 
groundwater have also been largely lost or degraded due to water diversions, aquifer drawdown 
and urbanization but can still be found across the county in places like Sabino Creek, Davidson 
Canyon, Rincon Creek and Sopori Wash..  
 
Our riparian areas also play host to an amazing abundance of rare and endangered species such 
as the Chiricahua leopard frog and the Mexican gartersnake, black hawks and gray hawks, the 
Huachuca water umbel and the Canelo Hills ladies tresses, and of course our highly-adapted 
desert fish. 
 
Beside the obvious benefits of providing water, shade, cover and breeding habitat for animals 
another important aspect of these aquatic and riparian areas are the connectivity they provide 
across the landscape and across many barriers, for the daily and seasonal movements and 
dispersal of animals and plants. For example a mountain lion needs more than 200 square miles 
in its home range and our Sky Island mountain ranges and other protected areas average less than 
50 square miles and so lions must travel between these ranges across the lowlands to find mates 
and prey and to disperse into unoccupied habitat, and the washes and riparian we are talking 
about provide the shelter and safe transit needed to achieve this. 
 
Riparian vegetation along watercourses contributes to the retention of water on the landscape. 
Floodwaters are slowed, soils are held in place by roots and more water infiltrates into the 
ground. 
 
Protection of riparian areas and aquatic ecosystems also benefits local economies through 
increased home values, increased recreational opportunities and increased well being as people 
connect with natural settings. 

Comments on Sustainability to the  
Regional Water Study Oversight Committee 
October 29, 2008 
 
Trevor Hare 
Landscape Restoration Program 



Our recommendations to this committee include: 
Protection of our remaining aquatic and riparian ecosystems through the establishment of no-
pumping zones where pumping would draw down shallow ground water and no-touch buffer 
around existing riparian habitat. 
 
We must have a dedicated effluent pool to jumpstart restoration efforts of our degraded riparian 
ecosystems and to maintain the existing diversity of these systems in the Tucson Basin. 
 
Finally we must implement land-use provisions and reform state law to ensure that future 
population growth and associated water needs do not exceed available supplies nor impact 
existing and restorable water dependent ecosystems.  
 
We must also resist the urge to import un-sustainable and environmentally detrimental supplies 
of water from outside the Tucson Basin. The infrastructure and methods proposed so far to make 
more outside water available will have large un-reversible impacts to landscapes and wildlife. 
 
In closing I would like to quote an old friend “Growth for growth’s sakes is the ideology of a 
cancer cell” we can grow but we must grow under the environmental constraints this amazing 
desert provides. 
 
Thank you for your consideration 
Trevor Hare 
520 624-7080 x14 
trevor@skyislandalliance.org 





















Comments by Sharon Megdal, Ph.D. to the City/County Water and 
Wastewater Study Oversight Committee 
Submitted November 6, 2008 via email 

 
Having listened to all of the comments made at the October 22nd and 29th meetings, I do not know I can 
offer a definition of sustainability any better than those provided by speakers to the City/County Water 
and Wastewater Study Oversight Committee.  However, I would like to offer the following thoughts. 
 
When I give talks and lectures on Arizona water management, which I frequently do, I often include the 
following slide:   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note that I include the word “versus” in quotes.  The groundwater management goal for the Tucson 
Active Management area is safe-yield.  Our regulatory framework does not require sustainability.  By 
rule, it allows draw down of aquifers to 1,000 feet below land surface.  It includes different rates of draw 
down for use of Groundwater by members of the Central Arizona Groundwater Replenishment District 
versus water suppliers who recover water they themselves have stored.  It is because of these and other 
provisions, that you have storage or replenishment occurring far from groundwater pumping.  You have to 
sometimes look multiple layers into the system to understand why certain actions are undertaken and 
permissible. 
 
The Arizona Department of Water Resources will be developing its Fourth Management Plans soon.  
Historically, the development of the management plans has served as a vehicle to take stock of where we 
are as an Active Management Area and look at our progress toward meeting the safe-yield groundwater 
management goal.  As you have learned, the Tucson AMA is not the same as Pima County but does 
include metropolitan Pima County.  It also includes some growing areas in Pinal County.  At this time, it 
is unclear to me to what extent the development of the Fourth Management Plan will serve as a catalyst 
for regional discussion of our water management goals. 
 
The Tucson region needs to – and, based on my May 2008 interview study, desires to – determine 
whether the regulatory framework in place is consistent with our water management goals.  As this 
committee has learned through its months of study, there are many interconnected and sometimes 
disconnected parts to the regulatory framework.  As a region, we need to determine what we like or 
dislike about the regulatory framework and then consider the implications of changes to it.  Then we may 
be able to arrive at a set of recommendations, some of which may require statutory change.  Even though 
people may have different values, we may be able to make improvements to our water management 
framework that moves us closer to goals that we can all agree upon. 
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