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Rethinking the Future of 
Recycled Water 

• Our potable water use is at mid-1980’s levels.

• Tucson’s conservation ethic is strong and succeeding.

• Reclaimed water use has leveled off. 

• Our drivers and opportunities have shifted.



• Before we depleted the 
aquifer, we dried up the river

• The institutional framework 
incentivizes out-of-channel 
uses of effluent

• Traditional projects often 
struggle to achieve multiple 
benefits

We can do better…

Thinking Beyond the Aquifer

Past



The Rio Reimagined



Revitalizing a River with Reclaimed Water 



• Introduce reclaimed water 
upstream from downtown 
Tucson.

• Cultivate native vegetation.

• Preserve flood protection.

Urban River Revival

Present

Future?

Past



Project Overview

• Construction Cost - $760,000

• Design Phase - Complete

• Begin Construction - Early 2019

• Begin Operation - Late 2019

Project Location Map
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Silverlake Road Outfall
• Approximately 3,800 Acre Feet per Year 
• Maximum flow rate of 3.4 MGD
• Expected Recharge Not Beyond 

Cushing Street

Potential Future Phases
South of Cushing Street
Off-channel Public Amenity
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Events and Media

AHS



• Virtually all of the City’s 
reclaimed water put to 
beneficial use.

• Increased river flows 
and riparian habitat in 
the City.

• Potential economic 
development driver.

• Lowest cost option that 
maximizes use of 
existing infrastructure.

• Supports historical and 
cultural community 
projects. 

• Improves water 
management efficiency.

Benefits of



• Current institutional 
framework incents 
off-channel projects.

• Need to match benefits 
to diverse investors.

• Competing uses for 
limited resources: land, 
water, and money.

• Balancing flood control 
risk versus in-channel 
habitat.

• Satisfying competing 
interests. 

• Maintaining stakeholder 
support over the years 
of implementation.

Challenges of



Managed Projects
• Existing stream channels
• Minimal infrastructure
• Minimal cost
• Water in the environment
• 50% cut to the aquifer 

Constructed Projects
• Off-channel infrastructure
• Significant cost
• Removes water from the 

natural environment
• 0% cut to the aquifer

Current Effluent Recharge Options

Groundwater Savings Facilities
• Off-channel infrastructure
• Moderate cost
• Removes water from the 

natural environment
• 0% cut to the aquifer



Hydrologically Equivalent But…



Baseline
Mapping

65 Species Identified
75% were Native
Non-natives were 
dominated by Athel
tamarisk and buffelgrass

Vegetated Area = 36%
Bare Ground = 52%
Developed = 12%



• River maintenance – coordination w/ Flood Control District.
• Large plantings from stock are not recommended.
• Combination of:

– Seeding (locally sourced and supplemented)
– Assisted Natural Regeneration (harvested from downstream)

• Timed for germination and water availability.
• Monitoring to protect against invasives.
• Regular maintenance.

Revegetation Recommendations



• Interactions with partners and stakeholders (ongoing).

• Groundwater flow modeling and water quality assessments. ü

• Facility engineering. ü Pipeline engineering. ü Bidding soon.

Status and Next Steps

• Permits. ü
– AZPDES ü

– APP/USF/WS under agency review

• Pre-monsoon vegetation 

assessment. ü

• Post-monsoon vegetation 

assessment.

• Develop off-channel concepts.

• Address institutional framework.

https://www.tucsonaz.gov/water/SCRHP

https://www.tucsonaz.gov/water/SCRHP

