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90-mile riverbed from border to Pinal County
– Santa Cruz County: 15 miles flowing
– Pima County/Tucson: 25 miles flowing

3 major wastewater treatment plants

A vital and rare wildlife corridor
– Vital migration corridor and north–south 

flyway for hundreds of species of birds and 
other native wildlife

– Critical jaguar habitat
– Threatened and endangered species: 

– Gila topminnow, Mexican Spotted Owl, 
Chiricahua Leopard Frog, Pima Pineapple 
Cactus…



• Federal public land owned or managed by 
Fish and Wildlife Service within 25 miles of 
a major city. 

• Can be co-stewarded (with Tribe or public 
entity). 

• The highest standard when it comes to 
permanent federal protection for wildlife. 

• Eligible for major federal funding. 

• A “community asset,” as determined by 
their founding purposes. Priorities are 
environmental education and nature-
based recreation.     

• Necessarily owned in fee-title by the 
federal government. 

• A water quality or quantity protection, nor 
does it impose regulations or limitations on 
upstream or downstream activities. 

• An all-encompassing land protection 
designation. Refuge status only applies to 
land directly within the refuge, not the 
broader acquisition boundary.   

• Exclusive to flora and fauna. Refuges 
maintain traditional and outdoor access.  

is: isn’t: 



Refuge designation is an administrative action. 
– Meaning: No Congressional bill needed (though one can help). 

The Biden Administration—specifically Sec. Deb Haaland—has the 
authority to designate a refuge. 

To authorize a refuge, Administration leadership must see 
community desire and acquirable land. 





Nearly 40 Justice40 census tracts within 1 mile 
of the Santa Cruz River

Pima County Santa Cruz County
White: 82.4% White: 91%
Latino: 38% Latino: 83%
Black: 4% Native American: 2%
Native American: 3.6% Black: <1%
Asian: 3% Asian <1%



Process: 
– This is a proposed map
– U.S. FWS makes final decision alongside 

community partners, including city, counties, 
and advocates 

– Proposed border is:
– ½ mile on either side of river
– Adjustable over time
– Responsive to San Xavier District Council
– Delineated to indicate geography in which 

U.S. FWS is willing to acquire land

Land acquisition being considered:
– 7,500+ acres in Santa Cruz County
– 570 acres in Pima County



Action and successes to date: 

Dec 2023: Established the Santa Cruz River Urban National Wildlife Refuge Coalition

2023+2024: Site visits from U.S. FWS and DOI leadership

April 2024: Santa Cruz County BOS unanimously pass resolution

May 2024: Pima County BOS unanimously pass proclamation

May 2024: Landscape Conservation Design submitted to U.S. FWS

June 2024: San Xavier District Council unanimously pass resolution



Next steps for the Refuge:

– October 8: City of Tucson votes on 

resolution

– Partners to encourage U.S. FWS and 

elected officials to take action

– Regional municipalities sign MOU to 

establish Urban Partnership 



NEW AND UPCOMING



Thank you for your interest and consideration

Luke Cole
Sonoran Institute

Santa Cruz River program director
LCOLE@sonoraninstitute.org
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