
a living river
THE SANTA CRUZ RIVER FROM MEXICO TO MARANA

Claire Zugmeyer, Luke Cole, and Madeleine Oliver
Charlie Alolkoy





Julius Schlosburg

The Santa Cruz River, from Mexico to Marana, is a living flowing 
river and the foundation of community health and prosperity.
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12,000 years of rich history

Artistic collage from State of the Santa Cruz River



Santa Cruz River near “A” Mountain, 1904

Looking south from “A” Mountain, 1927



Santa Cruz River Watershed

Heritage
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Santa Cruz River near Cortaro Road, 2019

Santa Cruz River near 
Tumacácori, 2022

Santa Cruz River near 
Downtown, 2021

Julius Schlosburg







Living River reports track improvements on Santa 
Cruz River near Nogales from 2008 to 2021

All reports available at www.sonoraninstitute.org

20212008 
Baseline



2013 Baseline

2021 Water Year 

Living River expands to Tucson in partnership with 
Pima County and Regional Flood Control District

All reports available at www.sonoraninstitute.org



How is the river doing?
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Nogales Tucson*

Consistent water supplied to the river

*released from Heritage Project, Agua Nueva, and Tres Rios outfalls



Flooding brings more water and natural 
changes

Santa Cruz River in Heritage Reach 2021 
monsoon season



2021 flooding increases recharge and 
shortens flow extent



Flooding also brings ash flows that cover the 
riverbed

Bighorn fire



Monsoon rains replenishes shallow groundwater

Groundwater within 0–5 m 
of the land surface provides 
water for cottonwoods and 
willows



Huge E. coli levels indicate monsoons also “wash” 
the watershed into the river
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Water quality remains high, 
supporting aquatic life

Western 
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Native species 
released near Tucson

Gila topminnow 2020

Longfin dace 2022



Increased aquatic invertebrate diversity

Before 
Upgrade

Nogales Tucson

Cumulative total = 49 Cumulative total = 69

2021



What’s new along the river?
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Multi-year rehabilitation 
project to repair IOI



© Steve Jess, AZPM

© Pima County

Tres Ríos Renewable 
Gas Facility

Turning wastewater into sustainable 
energy

Opened October 2021



Image credit: Terry Moody, 
Living River Report 2022

Wildlife Ramp at El Rio Preserve

© Bob Stinson, 2022

Coming soon!



Water secured for the 
Gila topminnow!
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• Water for the river
• Addressing trash 

accumulation
• Urban Wildlife Refuge
• Diverse outreach to connect 

people to the river

©Bill Hatcher/Sonoran Institute

What else are we 
working on?



Bureau of Reclamation study
– Term: 2 years (2023–24)
– WaterSmart Phase 1 grant

Goal: Establish conditions and 
recommend viable floodplain and 
in-stream recharge opportunities

Can we increase water 
near Green Valley?



Addressing trash in the Santa Cruz River

© Tucson Weekly, March 25, 2021© Nogales Int’l, Jan 18, 2021

Trash is a threat to the riparian ecosystem AND an opportunity to 
address societal drivers through research, outreach, and education



What can be done?

Basin-wide interest in a solution
– Nonprofits

– Sonoran Institute
– Tucson Clean and Beautiful
– Friends of the Santa Cruz River

– Municipal representation
– Pima County RFCD/RWRD/NRPR
– PDEQ
– PAG
– Santa Cruz County

– Tumacácori National Historical Park
– Neighborhood associations and 

guerilla groups

Meghan Smart, ADEQ



So, what can be done?

Multiple proven 
approaches
• Trash clean-ups
• Engineering solutions

+ Organized clean-up 
events can inform 
the engineering 
solutions



#Notinmyriver campaign launched in 2020

• 7 videos made
• 10,000 video views



A three-year strategy to assess conditions

Year 1 (2021–2022): identify the components of trash

• Non-randomized; go to where the trash is

• Create a profile of trash in Pima County

Year 2 (2022–2023): assessment of trash load in the Santa Cruz

• Randomized design

• Overall trash load 

Year 3 (2023–2024): assessment of trash load in tributaries



First assessment of trash in the Santa Cruz is underway

• UA Earth Grant intern
• Funding from Pima Co. Regional Flood Control District
• Quantify make-up of trash on a per unit area basis
• Outputs: categorization, load, and potentially, sources



—Some Results—
Categories may lead to source control



We are working to establish an Urban Wildlife Refuge 
for the Santa Cruz River in Tucson!



Benefits of UWRs:
– Engages urban communities to 

strengthen conservation
– Establishes a federally 

recognized refuge within 25 
miles of an urban center.

– Boosts populations subject to 
environmental injustice

Considering locations up and 
down the river’s urban corridor

Supported by:
– Dept. of Interior || U.S. Fish & 

Wildlife Service || Urban Wildlife 
Conservation Program



Roger Road site

A-Mountain landfill site



There’s more to the Living River project…



Dragonfly Day on the Santa Cruz



Trash Clean-up 
February 25, 2023



2023 River Research Days: April 20 & 21
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learn more:



sonoraninstitute.org/donate
donate today!

your support builds a more vibrant future

Sonoran Institute
100 N. Stone Ave., Suite 400
Tucson, AZ 85701
sonoraninstitute.org
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