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I’ve been thinking a lot about water supply issues lately as I recently hosted the first meeting of the Water Resources Development Commission where talk around the table focused on the different water resource issues throughout Arizona. There was good news with the SRP reservoir system at full capacity after a wet winter in early 2010. There was not so good news with the lower elevations of storage reported at Lake Mead on the Colorado River and the potential for a real shortage declaration as early as 2012. The more I listened to the different conditions around our state, the more I was reminded about how important the work of ADWR is to Arizona’s future and how the recent budget cuts to the agency could really threaten that future. 
The passage of the1980 Groundwater Management Act (GMA) was an attempt to wean ourselves from continuing to abuse our non-renewable ground water resources and rely instead on sustainable Central Arizona Project (CAP) surface water supplies. The goal of most of the Active Management Areas (AMAs) was safe yield. That means not using any more groundwater (GW) than is naturally and artificially recharged, only renewable GW. If you build a population that is dependent on a temporary GW supply that population itself must be considered temporary. Currently, after 30 years under the GMA we still are a long way from achieving safe yield in any of the AMAs. But we must continue to strive for safe yield while carefully monitoring the condition of our AMA aquifers. We cannot continue to grow on a non-renewable water supply.
When our budget was cut more than 60% for the year that began July 1, 2010, we had to lay-off more than 100 employees. Included in that group were a number of employees who collected basic hydrologic field data, the key information that serves as the basis for all water resource planning and analysis in Arizona. This data includes manual water level measurements from wells, aquifer storage and depth to bedrock surveys, and land subsidence analysis. This hydrologic data is used by a wide variety of people, from hydrologists and geologists to water providers, developers and real estate professionals, farmers and ranchers, mines, utilities, well owners and drillers and the general public. They require the data for several critical purposes including studies to determine an assured and adequate water supply for new developments, to locate new industries including solar generating plants to make sure that a sustainable water supply is available and new wells are not drilled in areas where they would impact other established wells. This basic data is also used to help the Department and others evaluate groundwater level trends and project future aquifer conditions as well as monitor the impacts of drought.
Just two years ago, ADWR had 18 employees working throughout Arizona collecting this vital information, so necessary to Arizona’s water future. Now, we have eight. There are simply not enough “boots on the ground” to collect the data in Arizona’s 51 groundwater basins, to publish that water level data for all the people who need to use it to evaluate current groundwater conditions and plan for future water needs. Two years ago ADWR was able to collect water level data from more than 4,000 wells throughout Arizona every year; today, we are lucky to collect that data from 2,000 wells.

We can’t plan for the future without a better understanding of what our current water situation is and how it is changing over time. How can we understand the limitations on Arizona’s future water supplies if we can’t collect the basic data that allows for that analysis? There are a lot of smart people in the stakeholder community and within ADWR to help chart a responsible water path forward. But without more “boots on the ground” collecting the basic data, we would only be guessing and there is no certainty in that. 
