
The Importance of Arizona's Wetlands

Item Type text; Proceedings

Authors Rodiek, Jon

Publisher Arizona-Nevada Academy of Science

Journal Hydrology and Water Resources in Arizona and the Southwest

Rights Copyright ©, where appropriate, is held by the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:23:45

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/301209

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/301209


THE IMPORTANCE OF ARIZONA'S WETLANDS

by

Jon Rodiek
University of Arizona

INTRODUCTION

Arizona's wetlands as well as those in all our other forty -nine states are of major interest to the
U.S. Department of Interior's Fish and Wildlife Service. These landscapes are, among other things, hab-
itats for fish and wildlife. The Fish and Wildlife Service is committed to the idea of pursuing broad
ecosystem understanding from which can be derived broad ecosystem management schemes and recommendations
for use of this national resource. Fish and wildlife and their habitats when put in the perspective of
all that needs our attention seem to be trivial things. Today more than ever before it is important to
understand that nothing can be done in isolation. The effects of any environmental alteration are no
longer confined to a given political -geographic realm. It is important for all of us to recognize that
pressures of resource development and resource conservation have a direct influence on our future. Fish
and wildlife and their habitats seem to be common to all interests and understandings. This common in-
terest in making future decisions that may relate to fish and wildlife habitat relates to the universal
environment as well.

Whatever our role in the environmental world may be we are constantly in need of information and
the ability to assess the impacts that man -made changes bring to the landscape. The National Wetlands
Inventory (N.W.I.), part of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, is creating a data base of wetlands maps
to assist states in developing and implementing programs for protection and maintenance of these wetland
habitats. The future of our wetlands and our natural environments here in Arizona is directly linked to
the management options we develop in cooperation with this kind of federal effort. Public understanding
of the baseline condition of Arizona's wetlands is possible now that the N.W.I. (phase I) work is com-
plete. It is now possible to generalize with some accuracy as to what these wetlands are, what they do
and what the future holds for them.

WHAT ARE ARIZONA'S WETLANDS?

The wetland classification system (Cowardin et al. 1976) describes wetlands and deep water habitats
as they occur in five major ecological systems. Three of these exist here in Arizona. They are the
Palustrine, Lacustrine, and Riverine systems.

The idea of wetlands existing in Arizona tends to lead people towards one of two reactions. In one
the observer labels these landscapes as relics of a bygone era. Therefore, when images of Arizona's
landscapes come to mind the wetland environment is all but eliminated from their thoughts. A second
reaction finds the observer associating wetlands with climates and geographic areas far removed from the
arid and semi -arid conditions that dominate in Arizona. These reactions represent understandable miscon-
ceptions common throughout the western interior.

Arizona is the sixth largest state in the Union yet only eighteen states have fewer people. There's
a lot in the state that is neither apparent nor accessible to all but a lucky few. Wetlands occupy a
small percentage of the total land area in the state. What is there is located in the seams, crevices,
canyons, and mountain meadows where few people travel. Wetlands in Arizona are first hidden landscapes.

Wetlands exist in Arizona for many of the same reasons they exist in Alaska or Florida. There is
an excess amount of water found within the surface landscape. In the arid, semi -arid, or desert environ-
ments (80% of Arizona's total) wetlands can and many times do succumb to the prevailing forces of evapo-
ration, transpiration, and low annual supplies of water. Their presence is said to be "interrupted"
during drier years. Therefore, wetlands in Arizona are misconstrued to be a temporary condition. Ari-
zona's wetlands are more accurately described as permanent landscapes when perceived in their total wet
and dry cycle.

Wetlands are maintained by a wide range of environmental conditions occurring over a variety of
physiographic settings. For example, the palustrine wetlands in the White Mountains of north central
Arizona (elevation 6500') are supplied water by spring snowmelt and summer thunderstorms. The palus-
trine wetlands in south central Arizona (elevation 4000') are supplied water from sunder monsoons and
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infrequent storm systems that slip into the region from Baja California and Mexico. Both experience

seasons when no water is present in the wetland. This dramatic change in the physical conditions as

they cycle between hydric and xeric phases demonstrates that wetlands in Arizona are also environmen-

tally responsive landscapes.

Our national level of understanding regarding these natural systems is fragmented and incomplete.

This holds true here in Arizona as well. Wetlands are described in terms of what they are not. This

may be due, in part, to the fact that surveys carried out prior to the 1954 Fish and Wildlife Study

(Shaw 1956) dealt only indirectly with wetland values. The current N.W.I. will be much more comprehen-

sive than any previous work. To better understand the role they play one must consider what they do.

WHAT DO ARIZONA'S WETLANDS DO?

Arizona is a land with vast spatial dimension. To one not familiar with the West this vastness

creates both a sense of limitless freedom and disorientation. To gain a sense of place we develop an

ability to distinguish differences and define variety within our environment. People orient themselves

to their surroundings as much by what they think about a place as they do by knowing something about

it. Take for example the Grand Canyon. This environment expresses dimensions that are foreign to the

scales of time and space normal to human proportion. The visitor can become immediately disoriented

here. If this kind of feeling were popular our values expressed towards it might translate into nega-

tive interactions with it. Obviously this does not seem to be the case. To the contrary, the Grand

Canyon is a National Park enjoyed by thousands of enthusiasts such as hikers, boaters, joggers, and

naturalists.

There is an exquisite order and logic to the canyon. The order is found in its formation over

time in response to the forces of erosion and sedimentation. Water (the Colorado River) is the archi-

tect. The canyon walls reveal the tracks of the flow of water as it carves its trail across enormous

volumes of space and centuries of time. Once oriented to this structural logic in the walls one can

easily find his way through this setting. A sense of place is actually a cultivated sensitivity to

those characteristics particular to a territory.

The principle of orienting to our environment by reading the signs it gives us holds true in more

subtle ways. Wetlands play a significant role in this regard here in Arizona. The Colorado River cuts

a meandering north -south corridor down the western border as it flows to the Gulf of California. This

watered channel serves as a road map for thousands of migratory waterfowl. John Wesley Powell first

noted the vast numbers of waterfowl in his travels down the river over one hundred years ago. The river

system gives these wildlife guidance and relief along vast tracts of landscape. Migratory waterfowl

stake their lives on the river. Every year at the end of the fall they fly hundreds of miles through

the night on the chance that a marsh or pond will be there to harbor their flock. The people in Bull-

head City, Needles, and Lake Havasu City can measure the amplitude of the season by the numbers passing

overhead. The scene is part of a cycle and part of our western heritage.

Riverine and other wetland systems do more than fulfill a need to define a sense of place. To

many of the 1100 wildlife species found in the state these wetlands are habitat. Without habitat the

question of caring for wildlife resources becomes academic. Wetland habitats in Arizona do not compare

visually to those found in wetter climates. They are nevertheless vitally important to the continued

survival of many life forms. The Wilcox play near Wilcox is a good example. The playa is a dry lake

bed void of vegetation except along its edge. Groundwater accumulations beneath the surface landscape

are significant enough to encourage pump irrigation farming. The soil conditions surrounding the playa

coupled with inexpensive real estate values and excellent growing conditions make this area ideal for

grain production.

The landscape is now a mixture of open playa, mesquite fringe, irrigated cropland (sorghum), drain-

age ditches, ponds, palustrine wetlands, and perhaps one of the most densely populated bird communities

in all of Arizona. Yellow- headed blackbirds (Xanthoce.halus xanthocephalus) thrive in the stands of

Juncus and Carex. Mexican black duck (Anas diazi), red heads (Aytha americana), pintails (Anas acuta

tzitzihoa) año ring -necks (Aytha collaris are found by the hundreds in the wildlife refugeTated

along the southeastern shore. Marsh hawks (Circus cyaneus hudsonius) hunt the terrain for unwary

strays. But the most prized of all species is the sandhill crane (Grus canadensis). Some 5000 of these

birds have gradually made this site their winter home. The vast open spaces, grain supplies, and

alkali sacaton (Sporobolus airoides) wetlands make this an ideal location for a flock this size. This

fall a juvenile whooping crane (Grus americana) was sighted in the flock carrying out a mating dance

with a sandhill. It isn't known ITwhoopers and sandhills are genetically or socially compatible. It

is, however, a gratifying sign that a whooper, one of less than seventy -five left in the world today,

has ventured forth into new territory. This remote, primeval- looking site provides a complex mixture

of natural and man -made landscapes and winter habitat for very special wildlife. What wetlands do in

Arizona is provide the essential ingredients for wildlife survival.
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WHAT WILL BECOME OF ARIZONA'S WETLANDS?

There are three aspects of the man -land relationship here in Arizona that will ultimately influence
the future condition of our wetlands. First, consider the use of water. Arizona's supplies are devel-
oped from groundwater sources (60 %), from mountain runoff captured in reservoirs, and from the Colorado.
Arizona's situation is similar to many western states. Water is neither readily available nor easily
delivered. The state has, with federal assistance, invested billions of dollars in order to secure a
reliable supply network. Political and public response to the water resource centers on issues of allo-
cation, delivery, and cost. There does not yet exist a public awareness of water supply, use, and con-
servation management which respects our arid land setting. Public sentiment shows an equally unrespon-
sive view of water supplies allocated to uses other than domestic, agricultural, or grazing projects.

The Boghole waterfowl project created by the U.S. Forest Service in 1974 in the high grassland
plains of southern Arizona is a case in point. Federal assistance was obtained from the Pittman -
Robertson Act for aid in wildlife restoration and the Dingall- Johnson Act for aid in fisheries. These
were used to create a 198 -acre cattle exclosure and 38 -acre water impoundment on a grazing allotment
within the Coronado National Forest. The project was designed to use surface runoff water to establish
a waterfowl reproduction area for the then rare and endangered Mexican black duck (Anas diazi). This

region is one of the more densely watered areas in the state. However, the aquatic habitats that do

exist are predominately man -made stock tanks and ponds. Waterfowl are becoming more and more dependent
on these man -made systems. It was hoped that the Boghole would relieve some of the pressure put on
these agricultural and grazing impoundments. While there have been no breeding pairs sighted there has
been an enormous inflow of other duck species and shorebirds including the great blue heron (Ardea
heroides), green heron (Butoroides striatus), and belted kingfisher (Megaceryle alcyon alcyonT Range
land mammals including pronghorn antelope (Antilocarpa americana), mule deer ( Odocoileus hemionus), and
white -tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus) have also reoriented themselves to this site.

The project was initially begun in 1964. Public reviews conducted by the responsible agencies in-
volved were continually challenged on issues relating to land use changes and water supply diversions.
To the lessee, an industrial magnate living in Ohio, the grazing allotment loss --all 198 acres or it --
was not an acceptable decision. The local cattle producers who opposed it did so on the grounds that
it didn't fit that economic strategy designed to minimize production costs and maximize profits. Pri-

vate residents opposed to the project did so for a variety of reasons. Most justifications were cen-
tered on the idea that this public resource, water, was more theirs than the public's. The attribute
of scarcity as it applies to water in the arid environment finds people selecting for personal benefits
over public benefits. While this is understandable it points out the difficulty in shifting emphasis
on water policy at the expense of traditional practices. Presently there is little room for genuine
multiple use practices in Arizona and even less time to respond to the need for change.

Walter Firey first observed that a resource is being properly used only when it is put to a purpose
(Firey 1960). Since not all uses are compatible with one another we must distinguish good from bad uses
relative to a variety of purposes. Surface water is still looked upon as an incidental surplus of water
and plant protein available to the first human user to arrive on the site.

The fate of our wetlands is secondly a question of management and regulation. The piecemeal de-
struction of wetlands inventoried in the 1950s has resulted in a 40% loss over 120 million acres of
wetlands. Executive order 11990 (42 Fed. Reg. 26961 1977) spells out the responsibilities and regula-
tions as well as the management goals for all federal agencies involved in the decisions affecting these
landscapes. This order has special significance to the state of Arizona. Currently over eighty percent

of Arizona's lands come under some form of federal control. The Bureau of Land Management controls the
largest portion (62 %); the Forest Service (25 %), Fish and Wildlife Service (4 %), and the National Park
Service (3 %) make up the remainder. Three hundred thirty -four square miles or over 213,000 acres of
the state is inland water. Together land and water in Arizona amount to over 72.9 million acres of
territory. That is an enormous amount of land to manage. The public and private sectors that use this

land will be asked to respect and comply with any new policy decisions regarding wetlands protection.
As we all know, public response and public behavior modification will only come when people genuinely
understand why change can benefit them and their environment. The land use practices that exist here
and the fact that water is always going to be scarce tend to work against the well- intentioned goals of
wetland preservation.

Finally, there is the question of land ethics. Arizona's wetlands in a technical sense are no

longer hidden. We cannot rationalize our behavior towards them on the basis of a lack of information.
They can no longer be explained as incidental events in the landscape. Their value to wildlife, ripar-

ian life forms and the intangible values they provide for people make them real entities to all people

involved in the human environment. Ecologically wetlands are our premier performers. They are one of
the most productive, most efficient, and fastest growing ecosystems available to us. Cultural progress

has in the past promoted many changes and additions that have destroyed these wetlands. These changes

to our environment, for better or worse, are all part of our heritage and the basis of what we contrib-
ute to the future. Mankind is distinguishable from other life forms on the basis of at least two qual-
ities. One is our refined ability to anticipate future situations. A second is our ability to develop

a discriminating set of values about our world. Ethics serves to guide both these abilities. Ethics

as Aldo Leopold noted rests on the premise that the individual is a member of a community of interde-
pendent parts. Land ethics simply enlarges the boundaries of a community to include animals, plants,
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and landscapes (Leopold 1949). Arizona's wetlands, like the whoopers, are symbols of what is and what
can be. The future of Arizona's wetlands rests not so much on the amounts of water, uses, or management

activities as it does on the ethics we express towards our environment. The long -range future will be
defined by how well we modify our competitive uses so as to accommodate our natural world.
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