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aricopa County, the fourth most
populous and fastest growing county

in the United States,” has a desert
food system facing unique challenges. Home to
over 4.5 million residents, including a portion of
the Gila River Indian Community (GRIC), the
region faces daunting land, water, and
development challenges. While municipal water
rights are high priority and have an ensured
supply for the next 100+ years, agricultural water
availability is subject to a different future.

Recognizing local food production as a priority
for land and water use is imperative to safeguard

community health and local food security. In light
of increasing pressures on community farmers,
the Maricopa County Food System Coalition
(MarCo) has prepared this agricultural water brief
to highlight key findings from the 2019
Comprehensive Regional Food Assessment? and

summarize preliminary findings from the 2019

report, 'Local Food in the Sonoran Desert: How
Water And Land Influence Production'.3 The

purpose is to educate and empower Coalition
members and civic leaders to be informed
advocates of urban agriculture and a strong local
food system.

Figure 1. Regional map of South Central Arizona, depicting regional surface waterways, county

and GRIC boundaries, and overlapping Active Management Areas (AMAs).

1 United States Census Bureau. March 20206. Most of the Counties with the Largest Population Gains Since 2010 are in Texas.

Retrieved from https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2020

op-estimates-county-metro.html 2 Maricopa County Food

System Coalition. 2019. A comprehensive food assessment for Maricopa County: A desert food system facing unique challenges.

Retrieved from https://marcofoodcoalition.org/assessment-2020

3 Falvo, G. 2019. Local Food In The Sonoran Desert: How Water 2

And Land Influence Production. Retrieved from https://grantfalvo.wixsite.com/sonorandesertreport
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The Lay of the Land:

A Brief History

Maricopa County spans the confluence of multiple
watersheds, including those of the Agua Fria, Gila,
Salt, and Verde Rivers. The timeline on the right
highlights key events that have influenced the
present-day agricultural water landscape. It is
important to also consider the central role
indigenous peoples play in this history.

As early as 300 BCE, the Hohokam peoples began to
establish robust agricultural operations across the
region, constructing a network of over 500 miles of
irrigation canals by hand. This network became the
foundation of the modern-day canal system that
serves the region. They were succeeded by the
Akimel O'odham (“river people”) who thrived as an
agriculturally based community intimately
connected with the waterways.4

Over the next few centuries, the Akimel O'odham
(Pima) continued to thrive and allied with the
Piipaash (Maricopa) tribe, with whom they shared
space, resources, and continued to develop
irrigation systems for agriculture. Following the
Gadsden Purchase in 1854, American settlers
arrived and developed structures to divert much of
the water of the Gila River that supported native
agriculture, leading to a loss of self-sufficiency and
mass starvation. This drove a group to migrate 30
miles north to the Salt River for survival. By 1883,
the Akimel O'odham and Piipaash were confined to
the Gila River Indian Community and Salt River
Pima-Maricopa Indian Community reservations.5

4 Gila River Indian Community. 20067. Animal O0'Odham - Pee Posh:

Our Community Our Future. Retrieved from: http://gilariver.org/
pdfs/exec/GRIC-PressKitMagazine-FALL20807.pdf 5 Gila River Indian
Community. 2007.
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CAP Water

Farmers that have land in the service district recognize that
access to SRP gives their land a high value, as do developers and
land speculators.

Within the CAP system, water is distributed to users based on a
priority scheme. Native American communities and municipal and
industrial customers have high priority. Agricultural users are part
of the lowest priority category of excess water, or water not
ordered under long-term CAP-contracts.

The Colorado River Basin Drought Contingency Plan (DCP) was
adopted in 2019 in response to the high likelihood of impending
water shortages at Lake Mead. When activated, the DCP places
limits on water allocated to Arizona agriculture. This cut will
amount to 21.3% of Arizona's CAP water and 11.4% of Arizona's
total Colorado River water allocation. This will increase the cost of
agricultural water for some Maricopa County farmers (by
approximately 21-28%)'° and will disproportionately impact
growers with access to less water, fewer entitlements, and
insufficient capital to afford CAP water. Native American
communities such as the Gila River Indian Community will not
experience these early water cutbacks as they share higher-
priority CAP supplies and have received water settlements from
the federal government.”

Though historically a renewable and reliable source for water, a
study of the potential effects of climate change-induced
temperature and precipitation regimes projects that the Salt and
Verde watersheds will yield substantially less runoff than they
historically have by mid-century, largely due to increased
evapotranspiration due to an increase in temperature.'*

The DCP will become increasingly restrictive as the water level
in Lake Mead continues to drop. This problem is likely to get
worse given warming climate trends. Severe drought conditions
and rapid evaporation have contributed to the declining water
supply at Lake Mead. Continued drought conditions are
expected to occur in the coming decades, and streamflow on
the Colorado river is projected to decrease over the next
century. Estimates of the exact decrease vary dramatically from
less than 10% to 45%."
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Food for Thought

Water is one of the most critical resources for food production. However, a
number of threats to water access will ultimately limit Maricopa County’s
capacity to increase urban farming and sustain local agriculture. As the
population grows and environmental factors such as climate change and
drought reduce water availability, agriculture must compete with urban
development — which uses considerably less water than farmland - to hold on to
the water and land it needs. Both of these resources are regulated in favor of
urban development.

Since 1980, water use in Arizona has decreased as a result of retiring agricultural
lands, conservation efforts of farmers and municipalities, and the increased use
of reclaimed water.22 While managing our precious water resources is vital in
face of this continued growth, losing the county’s farms entirely would have
grave consequences for our community’s health, environment, and local
economy. If we wish to preserve our diverse agricultural heritage and grow a
food system that is healthy, equitable, sustainable, and thriving, decision makers
will need to take steps to prioritize both water and land for food production to

serve local markets.

MarCo identifies the following opportunities to address threats to water access
for farms in Maricopa County. In this process, it is imperative to uphold tribal
water rights and recognize tribal sovereignty in making decisions for water use.
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