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During the last decade, five of the six

fastest growing states were in the

Western United States. This growth

has brought many challenges, not the least of which is reconciling the water needs of current and future residents, agriculture, and industry with the preservation of the West’s remaining rivers and streams and the survival of the plants and animals that depend upon them.
Highly valued for its biological diversity and its importance for neotropical migrating

birds, the Upper San Pedro River is a natural treasure.
G U I D E L I N E S F O R M E E T I N G T H E N E E D S O F P E O P L E A N D N A T U R E I N T H E A R I D W E S T

Access to water is a basic necessity of life, especially in an arid environment

like the West. Early settlements were normally located in close

proximity to year-round flowing rivers, streams and springs. For these

early settlers, water was accessed through extensive irrigation systems,

which diverted surface water using small dams, flumes and hand-dug

canals, or they pumped water from shallow wells using windmills or

hand pumps. This changed significantly in the early 1900s with the

onset of the Reclamation period in the western United States, when

large dams and irrigation projects funded by federal, state and private

sources began to regulate, store and divert surface water on a large scale

to support human enterprises, principally agriculture.

In the 1940s and 1950s, water use across the West took another

quantum leap with the introduction of the electric-turbine pump. For

the first time, large amounts of underground water (groundwater)

could be easily and affordably accessed both deeper and farther from

traditional surface water sources, dramatically increasing demand on

groundwater and allowing communities to grow anywhere groundwater

resources could be located.

The increased use of surface water and groundwater that resulted

from these developments has generated tremendous prosperity, helping

to transform the arid West from a sparsely settled territory with small

populations clustered in a few areas to an area with a number of large,

rapidly urbanizing, population centers.

These same transformations have had substantial consequences for

the West’s rivers and streams. Dam construction, streambed channelization,

floodplain development and large-scale groundwater pumping

have significantly altered or destroyed many natural river systems. In the

Southwest, once large desert rivers, such as the Salt, Santa Cruz and

Gila rivers, with shallow groundwater that supported year-round flows

and abundant vegetation and

wildlife, have been reduced to dry

channels where water flows only

after large storms, considerably

changing the types and amounts

of vegetation and wildlife supported

by them.

Since the early 1970s, there

has been a tremendous increase in

awareness of the importance of

rivers and streams and associated

plants and wildlife. The protection

of rivers and streams is a

high priority among government

agencies and conservation organizations,

and many communities have engaged in significant restoration

efforts to recreate lost vegetation and wildlife resources. Large-scale

dam building across the West is largely a thing of the past, and floodplain

development and flood-control projects routinely consider protecting

the natural river conditions.

Despite this increased awareness, these efforts to protect the rivers

and streams of the arid West have largely focused on the impacts of

surface activities. However, the health of rivers and streams is integrally

related to the health of the entire hydrologic system, including groundwater

which is an important component of healthy river system. Groundwater

use remains a significant threat to the continued existence of surface water flow in rivers and streams. Population growth and recent drought conditions in many communities has brought increased attention

to the problems of unregulated or poorly regulated groundwater

pumping as groundwater levels have declined, wells have gone dry,

and streamflows have decreased and in some instances disappeared.

While the problems associated with groundwater pumping are significant,

improvements in technology, advances in hydrology and ecology, progress in the understanding of natural systems, and increasing public awareness, interest and actions, all suggest that the future impacts to the West’s rivers and streams are neither inevitable nor necessary. Quite to the contrary, maintaining the health of rivers and streams is an important part of maintaining the natural beauty, recreational opportunities, quality of life and the continued prosperity that draws so many people to the arid West.
