THE GILA WATERSHED PARTNERSHIP

The Gila Watershed in Arizona is in a unique and fragile position.  The drought, failing economics of agricultural industries make it increasingly more difficult for farmers and ranchers to stay on the land. Pressures on the mining and timber industries add increased economic instability in an already stressed economy. The exploding development and clash of urban and rural values threaten existing water supplies.

Increased public awareness of environmental issues and possible solutions has spawned interest from a diverse new community. This new community is no longer limited to environmental organizations, but now includes ranchers, farmers and miners in the Gila River Valley, and also includes a growing urban population. 

 The primary watershed group in the Gila River Valley has been active for many years and has accomplished numerous projects to enhance and protect the health of the watershed. Along with partners in New Mexico, the Arizona watershed group has recently gone through reorganization and adopted a new name, “The Gila Watershed Partnership.” This name acknowledges the watershed as a whole, extending into New Mexico, and a willingness to work cooperatively with the many diverse partners and personalities who call the watershed home.

The Gila Watershed Partnership works collaboratively with community members, local, state and federal entities to conserve, restore and protect our water quality and water quantity. We use a wide range of tools to accomplish our mission, including research, planning, education, and on-the-ground projects.

Our mission is to improve watershed health and water quality of the Upper Gila River through locally led efforts.

The Character of the Watershed

The Gila Watershed Partnership is comprised of that part of the Upper Gila River Watershed from Coolidge Dam to the Arizona-New Mexico border. The watershed covers about 6,000 square miles, of which 17 percent is privately owned and the remainder is under the stewardship of state, federal and tribal governments. Mining, ranching, and agriculture are the principle industries in the Gila Watershed Partnership. These activities provide important economic resources for the region and are potential sources of environmental concern. 

The watershed consists of rugged mountain ranges, broad intermountain plains, and flat, gentle valleys. The elevation of the area ranges from 2,600 feet to 11,000 feet above sea level. The climate above 7,000 feet ranges from cool to sub humid, and annual precipitation approaches 20 inches. Vegetation is dominated by Ponderosa pine and pinon/juniper. In contrast, the valleys are arid with annual precipitation of only 9.5 inches. Dominant vegetation is desert scrub or desert grassland. Most rain falls during summer thunderstorms resulting in intense, localized runoff. Winter rains are generally gentle, but can result in heavy runoff once the soil becomes saturated.

Originating in the Gila National Forest of New Mexico, the waters of the Gila River flow west through Arizona and eventually reach the Gulf of California. Although the Upper Gila River and some of its tributaries are perennial, many tributaries are ephemeral. The ephemeral streams can be fast and free flowing during the rainy season, yet carry no water during the dry period. Although the Coolidge Dam marks the separation of the river into the upper region to the east, and the remaining lower sections to the west, it has no affect on the flow variability in the watershed.

The majority of the surface water comes from precipitation, predominantly snow pack from the many mountain ranges. The volatility of the region is occasionally seen in flash flooding and torrential rains.  

The valleys of the Gila River and its principle tributary, the San Simon River, are made up of alluvial materials up to several thousand feet thick. A coarse, 100-foot thick, highly permeable aquifer lies under and along the river proper. Beneath this recent alluvium is a finer grained material with locally concentrated salt (evaporite) deposits. Natural subsurface flow through the aquifer systems transmits salts to the Gila River, consequently increasing salinity in the water column; salinity levels are a major concern for water users in the Gila Watershed. 

The population in the Gila Watershed Partnership is above 40,000 persons with about 50% residing in the town of Safford. Other major towns in the Gila Watershed Partnership are Duncan, Thatcher, and Pima. Additionally, Bylas and San Carlos are the principle towns on the San Carlos Apache Reservation. 

The Upper Gila River and tributaries support a myriad of life in a vast area. The meandering river brings the juxtaposition of the mountains and the desert together. While providing habitat and resources for numerous animals, the watershed also affords ample opportunity for people. Although not visible at all times, the sight of riparian areas and agricultural fields attests to the presence of water.
The Gila Watershed Partnership Plan

The goals of the partnership are to conserve natural resources, enhance the environment for all users, maintain or improve the local economy, increase recreational opportunities, increase water quantity, improve water quality and to plan and act to avoid and minimize damage from large storms, floods, and other natural disasters.

The Gila Watershed Partnership’s Projects

The Gila Watershed Partnership has worked with our partners to accomplish many critical projects. These projects include:

The Safford Water Project

The Bellman Well Sealing

The Hackberry Ranch Roads Project

The San Simon Sediment Control Project

The Fluvial Geomorphology Study

The Aravaipa Creek Project

The Lebanon Dam Project

The Willow Flycatcher Project

The Thatcher Hot Well Project

Our partners include:

Graham County

Greenlee county

City of Safford

Town of Thatcher

Town of Pima

Town of Duncan

Town of Clifton

Bureau of Land Management

AZ Dept.of Environmental Quality

Arizona Department of Water Resources

Arizona State Land Department

Coronado RC&D

USDA Natural Resources Conservation

   Service

Arizona Geological Survey

Gila Valley NRCD

Gila Resources

Discovery Park

Gila Valley Irrigation District

Farm Bureau

U.S.Fish and Wildlife Service

University of Arizona Cooperative

   Extension

U.S. Forest Service

Phelps Dodge Mining Company

Arizona Department of Agriculture

Arizona Department of Transportation

Arizona Game and Fish

Arizona Cattlegrowers Association

