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President’s Message:

Keeping the River Alive
By Sherry Sass 

After a very long time, I’ve once again 
taken on the responsibilities of FOSCR 
President. We’ve had a terrific string of 
volunteers holding this position in that 
interim, including our most recent, Scott 
Vandervoet. 

Scott has had to juggle a very busy 
business and a new baby through much 
of his tenure. Nevertheless, he has con-
sistently brought his formidable knowl-
edge of our watershed and binational 
political savvy to bear on the river’s 
most vexing problems. The entire Board 
of Directors appreciates the thoughtful-

IT’S OFFICIAL: 
THE GILA TOPMINNOW IS BACK!

 By Emily Brott and Sherry Sass

After a ten-year absence, the Gila 
topminnow, a Federally endangered fish 
species, has once again been found in 
the Santa Cruz 
River in Arizona!

N o v e m b e r  
fish surveys in 
both 2015 and 
2016 confirmed 
the enduring 
presence of 
the topminnow. 
These annual surveys are carried out by 
the Sonoran Institute (SI), Arizona Game 

and Fish Department (G&F), US Fish 
and Wildlife Service (FWS), FOSCR, 
University of Arizona, and the National 
Park Service, and assisted by students 
from the Global Community Communi-

cations Alliance. 
S c i e n t i s t s 

and local resi-
dents have ea-
gerly awaited 
the fish’s return 
since they were 
last seen in the 
early 2000s. For 

many years, surface flows had 
been so polluted that almost 

ness with which he has always made 
his decisions, and we hope he will stay 
on the Board to continue his wise coun-
sel for many more years.

Recently the river has been show-
ing encouraging signs of healing. The 
return of our federally-endangered fish, 
the Gila topminnow, speaks volumes 
about how much water quality has im-
proved since the treatment plant was 
upgraded in 2009 (see the October 
2015 issue). Then there is increas-
ing evidence of beaver re-establishing 
themselves in the upper watershed (see 
article p.4). Our river system is a robust 
and self-healing entity, as long as we re-

spect the natural processes that sustain 
it—including keeping groundwater lev-
els shallow; maintaining enough surface 
flow to maintain our aquatic ecosystem; 
and protecting our naturally functioning 
floodplain from encroachment.

How can FOSCR best help preserve 
these vital ecological processes? Fol-
lowing are some of the main issues we 
will be working on over the next year:

• Keeping up pressure to fix the 
binational sewage pipe (IOI), in-
cluding getting our short video 
completed and distributed widely 
(see article p. 3)

• Getting the message of the riv-
er’s value, as well as the need 
for its protection, out to more of 
our county residents, especially 
students. 

• Providing more volunteer oppor-
tunities to help the river

• Working more closely with ripar-
ian landowners, especially Tu-
macacori Mission National Park, 
which is already a great partner

• Working with professional con-
servation groups and others to 
secure a minimum surface flow 
to keep the river alive

This is an ambitious set of goals 
which cannot be fulfilled all in one year—
but we can make significant progress, if 
you, the reader, will help us. Please join 
FOSCR if you haven’t already 

Female Gila Top Minnow
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no fish were found between 2000 and 
2009. One of the only visible aquatic life-
forms were masses of “blood worms”, fly 
larva that can live in very polluted, low-
oxygen water.

Cleaner water is what most likely led 
to the fish’s return.  Since the $59 mil-
lion 2009 upgrade to the International 
Wastewater Treatment Plant in Rio Rico, 
water quality has improved so much that 
Doug Duncan, FWS Biologist, expected 
the topminnow to eventually come back 
to the river from its surviving populations 
in tributary headwaters or the Mexican 
reach of the river. 

“It’s rare to have a native fish spe-
cies re-appear 
and occupy its 
former habitat, so 
this rediscovery is 
significant for our 
efforts to recover 
imperiled fish 
species through-
out Arizona,” said 
Ross Timmons, G&F topminnow recov-
ery coordinator. “Without the ongoing 
monitoring of this partnership, it may 
have been some time before we realized 
they were back in this river.” 

The implications of the endangered 
topminnow discovery extend far beyond 
Santa Cruz County. Many southwestern 
rivers and streams depend on effluent 

for continued flows. As water becomes 
scarcer in the desert southwest, the 
value of wastewater will only increase. 
“Historically, communities have dis-
charged effluent into river channels out 
of sheer convenience,” said Claire Zug-
meyer, SI ecologist and long-time coor-
dinator of the fish survey. “Upgrades to 
wastewater treatment facilities pay sub-
stantial community dividends. As rivers 
bounce back to health, they provide rich 
oases for both people and wildlife. We 
are demonstrating that effluent is a key 
solution for keeping desert rivers alive.” 

Bob Love, Tumacacori Mission Na-
tional Park Superintendent, pointed out 
that the river, which runs through the 

Park and is its only 
pub l i c l y -owned 
reach in Santa 
Cruz County, has 
recovered to “a 
state more closely 
resembling that 
encountered dur-
ing the establish-

ment of the Tumacácori mission” in the 
1700s. The river’s formidable historical 
and cultural significance has been re-
stored along with its aquatic ecosystem.

 FOSCR is delighted to find Gila top-
minnow in the river again. The ability of 
the river to support such a sensitive spe-
cies speaks volumes about the river’s 
recovery and its promise for the future. 

(and many thanks if you are current). 
And keep an eye out for volunteer op-
portunities. Some ever-present needs: 
a membership coordinator, a special 
event coordinator, and a school liaison 
that can help all the county’s students 
experience the river up close and in per-
son. You would be shocked to discover 
how many of our own children don’t 
even know we have a living river!

Only if we continue to work together 
on behalf of the Santa Cruz River will it 
continue to thrive for us into the future.

Male Gila Top Minnow

Gila Top Minnow, con’t

President’s Message, con’t.
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By Ben Lomeli and Blue Evening Star

FOSCR has hired John Dougherty 
of InvestigativeMEDIA to make a 5 
minute film about the potential for a 
catastrophic failure of the International 
Outfall Interceptor (IOI) in Nogales, Ari-
zona.   

While government officials are 
aware of the problem, the general pub-
lic has no idea that every storm that 
hits Nogales brings pressure to bear 
on this eroding, leaky sewage pipe 
that carries a daily 
volume of 9 to 14 
million gallons of 
sewage, mostly 
from Mexico, right 
through Nogales, 
Arizona to the No-
gales International 
Wastewater Treat-
ment Plant (NI-
WTP) in Rio Rico.

The IOI was 
constructed in 
1971. Its path to 
the NIWTP gen-
erally follows the 
Nogales Wash. 
Most of the IOI lies 
directly beneath 
the Wash, sepa-
rated from grinding 
flood flows only by 
the concrete-lined 
floor of the Wash 
and several feet 
of dirt. Only about half the original IOI 
pipe thickness remains due to over 40 
years of erosion from grit and sand 
carried with the sewage, as well as 
from erosive gases generated by the 
sewage itself.  

Due to upstream urbanization and 
its deteriorated condition, the IOI is 
in danger of becoming exposed and 
bursting every year, during heavy mon-
soon flood flows in the Nogales Wash.  
These high flow events have displaced 

concrete panels lining the wash floor, 
and have eaten away at the remaining 
dirt layer underneath. A series of hasty, 
patchwork repairs have cost taxpayers 
hundreds of thousands of dollars with-
out addressing the overall problem. 
Additionally, the IOI continues to leak 
raw sewage into the groundwater that 
residents rely on for drinking water.

The Nogales Wash channel and the 
IOI have outlived their useful life and 
capacity.  In their current condition, 
both are a catastrophe in the making.  

A failure of either could have devastat-
ing impacts and far reaching conse-
quences on life, property and health. 
The current plan, to leave the IOI 
where it is and simply insert a “cured-
in-place” sleeve, will only temporarily 
reduce leakage, but will not solve the 
larger problems of unfortunate align-
ment, inadequate capacity, and exces-
sive sediment flows.

The IOI must be completely repaired 
or replaced as soon as possible to pro-

FOSCR Movie in the Making: Spotlight on a 
Looming Public Health Threat in Nogales

tect residents’ health and downstream 
potable water supplies.  Issues with 
the co-aligned Union Pacific Railroad, 
which divides Nogales and creates 
hazards of its own, should also be si-
multaneously addressed with upgrad-
ing the capacity and integrity of the 
Nogales Wash to relieve flooding and 
eliminate threats of bursting the IOI. 

FOSCR’s goals are to inform as 
many people as possible about this is-
sue and to create a loud, unified voice 
to plea for help from decision makers 

who hold the purse 
strings. Both fed-
eral and Mexican 
resources—and 
cooperation—are 
needed to properly 
fix this failing infra-
structure complex. 

The FOSCR 
Board of Direc-
tors made repair/
replacement of the 
IOI one of our top 
priorities in January 
2015 and decided 
a short film would 
be a good way to 
get our message 
out.  After much 
research, we con-
tracted with John 
Dougherty, a sea-
soned journalist 
and documentary 
filmmaker, in De-

cember 2015. We should be show-
ing the final product by this winter, so 
watch for viewing opportunities!

FOSCR is asking for donations and 
seeking grant money to assist in pay-
ing for the film and the film’s distribu-
tion. If you would like to contribute, you 
can do so directly on our website, fos-
craz.org.

 [To learn more about John Dough-
erty, visit investigativemedia.com.]
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Doug Duncan
US Fish & Wildlife Service

Though the Santa Cruz River is of-
ten mentioned in the popular press as 
being a historical hot spot for beaver 
in Arizona, the available information is 
spotty and contradictory on that point.  
Beavers now inhabit the Upper Santa 
Cruz River in the San Rafael Valley, 
but is this the return of the beaver to 
the Santa Cruz, or are they expanding 
their range?

No beaver speciments are in any of-
ficial colloection from the Santa Cruz 
basin. Beavers did occur in the Babo-
comari, San Pedro, and Sonora rivers.  
Anecdotal records of beaver in the San-
ta Cruz in Tucson and in the Cienega 
Creek were likely muskrat. A 1910 re-
port mentions beaver dams were in the 
Rillito River in the 1860s. Lastly, there 
is a story recorded by Sam Hughes 
that Mose Carson, the half-brother of 
explorer Kit Carson, had trapped bea-
ver in the upper Santa Cruz. There is 
no corroborating evidence for any of 

these records or for the occurrence of 
beaver in the Santa Cruz. The excava-
tion of Hohokam sites in the Tucson 
basin has also recorded no occurrence 

of beavers.
We know for sure that beaver oc-

cur on the Santa Cruz River in the San 
Rafael State Natural Area. Fresh bea-
ver sign was found in 2015 by Arizona 

Game and Fish Department biologists 
doing surveys for northern Mexican 
gartersnakes. The first report of beaver 
sign on the Santa Cruz was made by 
Trevor Hare near San Lazaro, Sonora, 
Mexico.

So, why all the excitement about 

whether or not beavers are in the San-
ta Cruz River? Well, it can be summed 
up by a quote from an article by Alex 
Riley on BBC Earth, (6 October 2016):  

“A beaver is not just an animal. It is 
an ecosystem.” Beavers, both in Eu-
rope and North America, are know as 
a “keystone species” and as ecosys-
tem engineers. A keystone species is 

one that has a disproportionally large 
impact on the ecosystem. Beaver are 
ecosystem engineers, modifying the 
aquatic habitat they live in through their 
actions of cutting trees and, expecially, 
making dams.

Research and observation has 
demonstrated that beaver dams slow 
stream flow, calm floods and reduce 
their peak flow, reduce erosion, and 
filter and capture sediments and con-
taminants. The dams slow the water 
and spread it out in the stream, in-
creasing groundwater recharge. 

Beavers were reintroduced into the 
San Pedro Riparian National Con-
servation Area in the late 1990s, and 
spread upstream into Mexico to the 
headwaters of the San Pedro River. 
The watershed divide between the up-
per San Pedro and upper Santa Cruz 
is rolling grassland, and not an impedi-
ment to a young beaver looking for a 
new home. So, to answer the question 
at the beginning of the article, beaver 
appear to be a recent addition to the 
Santa Cruz River by way of the San 
Pedro River. But we welcome them to 
the Santa Cruz.

Beavers Return (?) to the 
Santa Cruz River
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How to Report Illegal Dumping
By Blue Evening Star
FOSCR Board Member

A fellow from the San Pedro River 
region recently contacted FOSCR to 
find out where he could report illegal 
dumping. We realized that others might 
appreciate a simple guide to where to 
report illegal dumping in Southern Ari-
zona.

To report illegal dumping by phone 
call: Arizona Department of Environ-
mental Quality (ADEQ’s) complaint co-
ordinator for the Southern Regional Of-
fice in Tucson.

• Roxanne Linsley at 520-628-

6716 (at her desk); Or contact 
by email at Linsley.Roxanne@
azdeq.gov

• To file a complaint through the 
ADEQ online complaint form 
go to: www.azdeq.gov/function/
compliance/complaint.html

• To bring unrecyclable trash 
to the dump: Rio Rico Land-
fill, 1500 W. Frontage Rd. Rio 
Rico, AZ 85648; 520-761-7892

• For information on recycling 
commercial or household mate-
rials go to: www.co.santa-cruz.
az.us/268/Recycling-Guide

The Sixth Annual Celebrate the River 
Student Art Contest was a huge suc-
cess! Hosted by Friends of the Santa 
Cruz River and sponsored by Global 
Community Communications Alliance, 
this year’s contest received a warm wel-
come in its new location at the Quality 
Hotel Americana in downtown Nogales, 
Arizona. 

With ten schools participating and 
over 620 submissions of art, families 

walked into the Gallery at the Americana 
Hotel on May 13th to find every square 
inch of available surface covered with 
pictures, dioramas, sculptures, posters 
and more—all on the theme of the con-
test which was: The Return of the Gila 
Topminnow to the Santa Cruz River and 
other Local Endangered Species.

Students and teachers learned all 
about the return of the Gila Topminnow 
to the Santa Cruz River—and other lo-

cal endangered species—during a pow-
er-point presentation, given by mem-
bers of Friends of the Santa Cruz River, 
in the month preceding the art contest. 
By combining science and art, students 
participating in the contest learn about 
the wildlife and plants in the rare cotton-
wood-willow gallery forest that thrives in 
the riparian zone that is the life-blood of 
the Santa Cruz Valley.

At the awards ceremony at the Amer-
icana Hotel, a 5-minute version of the 
power point presentation was given by 
Blue Evening Star of Global Community 
Communications Alliance to the crowd. 
This was followed by questions from the 
audience which were answered by Doug 
Duncan, fish biologist from the Tucson 
office of U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service. 
Also included in the presentations were 
two fantastic songs from the Cosmo 
Kids Choir, and a beautiful dance and 
poem. Both from the students of Global 
Community Communications Schools 
for Teens and Children.

A student from Desert Shadows Mid-
dle School, whose name is Jóse, was 
asked to speak and graciously agreed. 
Jóse shared what he learned about en-
dangered species and about the Santa 
Cruz River. He, like many of his school-
mates, did not know prior to becoming 
involved in the art contest, that there 
was an area of the Santa Cruz River that 
has water flowing on the surface that 
supports a healthy and vibrant riparian 
corridor that is full of plants and wildlife. 
Jóse chose to make a paper-mache 
sculpture of the endangered Pima Pine-
apple Cactus and was very excited to 
share with the audience that he plans to 
do whatever he can to protect the river 
and all the life that it brings to this re-
gion. The emcee, Mr. Ben Lomeli from 
Friends of the Santa Cruz River, did an 
awesome job of making all announce-
ments in both Spanish and English. Ben 
is a hydrologist and long-time advocate 
for all aspects of protection of 
our precious riparian habitats. 

The Sixth Annual Celebrate the 
River Student Art Contest 
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you select Friends of the Santa 
Cruz River as the organiza-

tion you want to donate 
to, everytime you shop 
at smile.amazon.com, 
Amazon will donate a 
portion of the purchase 

price of eligible purchases 
to FOSCR.

Support FOSCR when ordering 
through Amazon.com The 
AmazonSmile program 
(smile.amazon.com) 
is a simple and auto-
matic way for you to 
support FOSCR every 
time you shop at Ama-
zon at no cost to you. When 

WANT TO MAKE FOSCR VERY, VERY HAPPY?

The contest judges had a difficult time 
awarding prizes due to the quantity and 

quality of the art submissions. Three 
Best of Show cash awards were given 
to three of the participating schools, and 
students in each of the three age cat-
egories were awarded art supplies for 
1st, 2nd and 3rd place as well as eight 
Honorable Mentions. 

Ms. Angelo Canto, Assistant Super-
intendent of the Nogales Unified School 
District, was also asked to speak at the 
awards ceremony. Ms. Canto was one of 
the biggest supporters of this year’s art 
contest and it was her encouragement 
of schools in her district to participate 
that allowed us entry into so may class-
rooms. She spoke about the importance 
of including curricular activities that con-
nect students to their environment. 

Friends of the Santa Cruz River and 
Global Community Communications 
Alliance want to thank everyone who 
contributed to making this art contest 
a success. The reason we are doing 
this contest is to make friends with our 

neighbors and to share the beauty of 
our precious river here in Santa Cruz 
County, Arizona. We know that relation-

ships with local schools 
and families will continue 
to build, and together we 
will build greater aware-
ness of the importance of 
protecting the Santa Cruz 
River. 

 In addition to mov-
ing forward with plans to 
organize the 7th Annual 
Celebrate the River Stu-
dent Art Contest in May of 
2017, we are already see-
ing significant connections 
being made as a result of 

this contest. 

• The art teacher from Desert 

Shadows Middle School, Ms. 
Cuen, told us that she will be 
both the science teacher and 
the art teacher next year. She 
plans to include curriculum 
about this region and to take 
her students on field trips so 
they will know the names of the 
mountains that create our local 
watershed, as well as to get to 
know the Santa Cruz River. 

• Melanie Rawlins, ranger from 
the Tumacácori National Histor-
ic Park, has offered to assist by 
welcoming students to the Park 
to visit and learn about the river. 

• Natalie Brassill from The Uni-
versity of Arizona College of 
Agriculture and Life Science, 
has offered to bring her mobile 

water lab to all school field trip 
generated to visit the river so 
students can see some of the 
science that goes into protect-
ing the river. 

• Doug Duncan from U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife is asking for per-
mission to use some of the art 
for a booklet on Gila topminnow 
recovery plan, which should 
came out as a public review 
draft this year. 

Now that is really combining science 
and art!

Art Contest, con’t
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DOUBLE YOUR MEMBERSHIP $ OR OTHER DONATION
If you donate to FOSCR with Facebook’s “Fundraiser” function--our title is “Keep Our River Alive”—the 

Gates Foundation will match your contribution! But the offer’s only good until December 12, so please sign 
up soon via Facebook! Any donation of $15 or more will give you a membership for 2017. Thank you!

Would you be interested in supporting efforts of other organizations on 
issues that FOSCR believes are important to the health of the river and 
the life that depends on it? If so, check the box below and we will forward 
you action items that you may choose to respond to.

Yes, please send me links to take action!

FRIENDS OF THE SANTA CRUZ RIVER
Membership/Donation Form

Joining for the first time? GREAT!   

Already a member? Want to Renew your membership?  Inspired to Donate?
Date ______________ New ___ Renewal ___ Donation ____ 

Name ______________________________________

Address_____________________________________________

City ________________________________ State ______ Zip ____________

Telephone #___________________________ E-mail ____________________________________

Have you received “A Rambler’s Guide to the Santa Cruz River?” (Free with membership!) Yes___ No ___

Memberships: ___$5 Student   ___$15 Single ___$25 Family  
___$50 Supporting  ___$100 Sustaining   ___$500 Life Member  ____$ Other: _______ (Amount)

___Please contact me for volunteering opportunities.

Beautify Your Environment with a Portrait of the Santa Cruz River
Print of “Meditation” by artist Roy Purcell (inspired by taking a walk along 
the Santa Cruz River with Board Member Sherry Sass). 

____$25 for full color 8x10 reproduction, mounted and ready for framing

PLEASE TOTAL AMOUNTS AND ENCLOSE A CHECK MADE 
OUT TO:   FOSCR, P.O. Box 4275, Tubac, AZ  85646

If you’re not a Facebook user, you can renew or join by filling out and mailing the membership/donation form below. Or 
you can use PayPal by visiting our website at foscraz.org, clicking on “ABOUT FOSCR”, then “JOIN US”. You can select 
your level of support and pay with your credit card. Using PayPal allows you to donate annually—reminding you when it’s 
time to renew your contribution.  
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P.O. Box 4275, Tubac, AZ  85646

MONITORING ● ADVOCACY ● EDUCATION ● PARTNERSHIPS

Javalina


