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managed by the Nature Conservancy, bring as much as $16.9 million in tourist spending to 
the area each year and generate up to 590 jobs in southern Arizona.

The San Pedro, however, is an endangered resource, fed by an aquifer that also provides 
water for towns and farms in the surrounding area. The riparian area is subject to stress 
from a variety of factors, and the river’s flow is greatly diminished; now only about 22 miles 
flow year-round.

But that challenge has spurred another public-private partnership, this time between  
15 different entities, including the BLM, other federal, state and local agencies, an investor-
owned water utility and local environmental groups. The Upper San Pedro Partnership is work-
ing to balance the demands for water in the area while halting the drawdown of the aquifer. 
“The partnership is to save the river,” says Rekshynskyj, “utilizing a whole range of methods.”

There are many reasons to treasure the San Pedro. The river, one of the few in the United 
States to flow from south to north, has the last stretches of perennial stream in Arizona. 
Once there were several such rivers, but as the state’s population has swelled and demand 
for water has increased, all but the San Pedro have become intermittent. 

The river supports a remarkably rich ecosystem, including towering cottonwoods, bushy 
mesquites and wild sunflowers. More than 350 bird species either nest in or migrate 
through the corridor. Animal life proliferates; there are more than 25 species of bats alone, 
along with beaver, whitetail deer, bobcats and the occasional mountain lion. The river is 
even home to the white-nosed coati, a tropical relative of the raccoon found as far south  
as Argentina.

Humans have been part of the ecosystem for at least 13,000 years. The Friends lead 
cultural tours to four different locations: Fairbank; Murray Springs, a site inhabited by the 
late Ice Age Clovis people; the remains of the Presidio Santa Cruz de Terrenate, a Spanish 
fort established in 1776; and the Millville/Petroglyph Trail, which takes in Native American 
rock carvings and the ruins of several silver mills built during a 19th-century mining boom. 
“San Pedro has always been known as a birding place,” says Chris Long, “but we also want 
people to know it as a place of history.”

That history is ongoing, and the Friends of the San Pedro River are an important part of the 
current chapter. The benefits of the partnerships they have forged are manifold: economic, 
educational and environmental. But in the end, the organization’s members seem equally 
driven by a different measure of worth. “There’s just value in beauty,” Chris Long says, 
standing beside the river. “You walk these trails, you’ve got the water, you’ve got the birds 
singing, the cottonwoods. It’s just a beautiful place.” n n n

“There’s just value in beauty. You walk these trails,  
you’ve got the water, you’ve got the birds singing,  

the cottonwoods. It’s just a beautiful place.”

- Chris Long, president of the Friends of the San Pedro River
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