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*7 WORKING RIVERS AND WORKING LANDSCAPES: USING
SHORT-TERM WATER USE AGREEMENTS TO CONSERVE
ARIZONA’S RIPARIAN AND AGRICULTURAL HERITAGE
INTRODUCTION
Desert water--our streams and rivers, springs, ponds and pools--allows both human and natural communities to survive in the
arid Southwest. The working landscapes--farms and ranches--that span our watersheds are part of an intricate system of
natural and man-made elements that support and protect rural communities, biodiversity, cultural resources, and sweeping
western vistas. Traditionally, river systems and watersheds were maintained by a balance between natural processes and
human uses: fire, flood, and grazing herbivores. These influences provided a mosaic of “disturbances” that allowed diverse
biota to thrive in riparian habitats.1 The combined stressors of drought, climate change, and economic growth have upset this
balance. Many water conservation and restoration projects are being undertaken in Arizona with varying degrees of success.
Few of these projects take into account the importance of the symbiotic relationship between human and natural use of water
systems and riparian and river health. By incentivizing partnerships that address the needs of this symbiotic relationship, the
State of Arizona may be able to reach a condition of lasting water and landscape resilience.
Arizona’s water management regime provides few incentives for landowners to proactively conserve and manage their water
in a manner that balances natural resources with human use. Most water conservation mechanisms available require a choice
between agricultural water use and environmental flows. But ranchers, farmers, and rural landowners *8 have put water to a
beneficial use for generations and have stewarded our vast working landscapes and watersheds. Working landscapes can act
as a modern continuation of historic disturbance: “occasional trampling by livestock, or periodic disturbance of bank and
stream channels by livestock, may mimic natural forms of disturbance that recreate early successional stages favorable for
population expansion.”2 Active management can be utilized to mimic the most beneficial aspects of historic use. 3 This can be
accomplished through incentivized partnerships such as short-term water and groundwater use agreements with agricultural
landowners to protect native fish populations, surface flows, and riparian habitat.
Short-term water use agreements are private contractual agreements in which a water user agrees not to pump or divert water
for a period of time. Depending upon the needs of the particular hydrologic and ecologic system that is targeted for
conservation, an appropriate surface water or groundwater use agreement may be implemented for a term of months or for a
period of less than five years, so to not risk forfeiture of a surface water right. 4 Short-term agreements can be tailored to
mimic seasonal flood flows or provide water to help reestablish riparian vegetation. The water right or claim does not change
hands; rather, its use is temporarily contractually dedicated to a conservation purpose, allowing the continuation of
agricultural or other water uses.
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I. WORKING LANDSCAPES: A HISTORY OF AGRICULTURAL USE
Farming and ranching have been prevalent in Arizona since long before statehood. “Livestock were introduced to southern
Arizona before 1700 [,]”5 and farming and irrigated agriculture have been in place since at least 1200 B.C.6 These uses have
impacted riparian habitats in a variety of ways. Overgrazing and drought, especially at the end of the nineteenth century,
coincided with widespread range degradation and arroyo widening. 7 Grazing in riparian corridors can degrade watersheds and
lead to “increased runoff and sediment yields to riverine systems; direct consumption of seedlings of native woody species;
and trampling and damage of established individuals on floodplains.”8
*9 Historically, livestock grazed on vast expanses of grass, and they “received the majority of their nutrition from field grass
with very little supplementation from grains.”9 But as agricultural subsidies, dating back to the “Green Revolution” of the late
1960s and 1970s, reduced the price of corn, “many cattle ranchers have replaced open-range grazing with corn production
and feed their animals a mostly corn-based diet in confined feedlots.”10 This concentration of confined livestock--and thus
livestock waste--onto smaller parcels has unsurprisingly created significant water pollution impacts. 11 Nevertheless, many
grass-fed livestock operations have survived in southern Arizona where livestock are grazed in a more traditional fashion on
the open range without the need for supplemental corn or grain. Such operations “have among the lowest carbon footprints,
sustain the highest biodiversity, and maintain the widest range of ecological services of any food production systems on this
planet.”12
The “Green Revolution” increased America’s focus on industrialized agriculture with the development of high-yield crops
that could be harvested year round through selective breeding and hybridization. 13 A 1972 U.S. agricultural policy promoted
by Earl Butz, President Richard Nixon’s second Secretary of Agriculture, urged farmers to “plant from fencerow to
fencerow.”14 Butz’s policy highlights the government’s commitment to the “Green Revolution.” Newly resilient commodity
crops were thus planted on marginally productive soils, “which inherently lead[s] to high levels of soil erosion.”15
Domestic livestock and grazing cattle have been present along the U.S.-Mexico border region since perhaps as early as
1790-1830.16 Some long-term changes on grazing lands are clear and “[t]here is no disputing the historic contribution of
overgrazing to arroyo *10 formation, soil erosion, and vegetation change.”17 While “heavy, uncontrolled grazing can have
detrimental effects by removing too much vegetation, changing species composition, excessively compacting the soil, and
causing increased soil erosion,” well-managed grazing generally has a positive or neutral impact on rangelands. 18 Increases in
riparian vegetation over time have similarly been observed “irrespective of the presence of grazing animals.”19
The benefits to riparian systems of agricultural use, grazing in particular, have been largely ignored or misunderstood.20
Recently, however, the many and diverse values of agricultural landscapes have started to gain the acceptance of the general
public and academics alike.21 In appropriate locations, grass-fed cattle grazing can help repair degraded landscapes and
sustain diverse ecosystems.22 Agriculture and grazing allows for significant increases in soil infiltration and groundwater
recharge by increasing the quantities of carbon and organic matter in the soil. 23 Carbon sequestration is beneficial to
groundwater recharge--“the more carbon and organic matter you have retained in soils, the better your moisture-holding
capacity will be.”24 Groundwater recharge and underground storage are already priorities in Arizona. 25 An increase in the
land’s natural capacity to store water would be a welcome addition to the many recharge projects that have been and continue
to be constructed across the state. The benefits of responsible ranching and agriculture to surrounding communities and
ecological values are substantial:
*11 Ecologically, ranching as a land use is compatible with the natural heritage of the West. It keeps lands open
and stewarded, keeps human densities low, and safeguards private lands from fragmentation. Economically,
ranching provides home-grown food, pays its own way, and supports a fiscally responsible economy.
Culturally, ranching covers a time frame dating back over 400 years, one of the oldest land uses that
Euro-Americans have given the New World.26

While irresponsible ranching and agriculture can cause ecological damage, carefully planned and managed ranching and
agriculture can produce substantial benefits that can be utilized to promote watershed and riparian health.
II. RANCHING AND RIPARIAN SYSTEMS
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Management of livestock grazing on public lands takes watershed and riparian health into consideration. 27 While the fencing
and exclusion of livestock from desert watercourses has been a common management strategy, these systems have
historically been sustained by a delicate balance of disturbances. Livestock grazing or its historic equivalents--fire, flood,
grazing herbivores, Native American use, and beavers--help manage the growth of some seedling trees and grasses. If
undisturbed, this overabundance of vegetation of similar size and age can choke and straighten channels and destroy the
open-water habitat required for native species.28 A large community of trees and grasses of a similar age and size heavily
shades streams and “greatly reduces the availability of algae for herbivores” and native fish.29 The historic disturbance regime
has created a balanced system of channel maintenance and geometry. Managed grazing can mimic historic conditions and
return desert springs and river systems to an appropriate function in a new setting: 30 “the normal ecological structure and
function of desert springs depends on continual, high levels of physical disturbance by large mammals.”31
In the right circumstances, the adaptive management and experience provided by ranchers and farmers may provide particular
benefits to river systems and desert springs.32 The fencing of springs and removal of livestock from riparian areas have been
shown to reduce fish habitat and the diversity of riparian vegetation.33 Studies at both Ash Meadows in *12 Nevada and
Dalhousie Springs in Australia have shown that management activities, such as the exclusion of livestock and removal of
exotic species from desert springs and surrounding habitats, have failed to adequately address declines in aquatic habitat and
native fish populations. Traditional livestock fencing is intended to protect desert riparian systems when, in fact, it can have
the opposite effect. Three small springs--Devils Hole, School Spring, and Mexican Spring--were fenced in the 1960s and
early 1970s in the Ash Meadows area. Fencing caused steep declines in aquatic habitat for two of the three springs:
School and Mexican Springs, however, were rapidly overgrown. Within a few weeks after the fencing of
Mexican Spring, growth of Scirpus and other vegetation, and the resulting transpiration,34 caused complete
drying of surface water and the extinction of pupfish. School Spring, which was somewhat larger, also became
densely overgrown. The population of pupfish was maintained, however, first by periodic manual removal of
vegetation, and subsequently by extensive habitat modification, including installation of concrete pools.35

Results in Dalhousie Springs, South Australia, have been similar. In 1985, the area around Dalhousie Springs was purchased
by the South Australia government for the creation of Witjira National Park. The park was fenced and livestock removed.
When the springs were surveyed in 2003, eighteen aquatic species had become extinct. The survey report provides that “we
attribute nearly all of these extinctions to the direct and indirect effects of the changes in vegetation due to exclusion of
livestock.”36
III. LIMITED MARKET FOR WATER RIGHTS
The open space and cultural values of agricultural lands can be protected while preserving and enhancing instream flows and
riparian habitat by incentivizing water use agreements and best management practices. Environmental water markets can be
established by directing incentives to willing landowners to encourage environmental water use transactions. Large-scale
water markets in Arizona and most western states have been slow to develop. Water is unlike more traditional property rights
and does not lend itself to streamlined transactions.37 A market requires reasonably secure property rights to function
properly.38 Water rights tend to be less secure than other property rights for a variety of reasons. 39 Water is physically difficult
to pin down; it moves and is not easily transportable. *13 Myriad externalities must be taken into consideration in order to
transfer water. Surface water and groundwater are regulated separately but are hydrologically connected. It is difficult, if not
impossible, to transfer one without impacting the other. Water transactions are regulated in order to avoid harm to third
parties who rely on return flows from water that is appropriated but not consumed. 40 While this principle of “no injury to
juniors” is clearly necessary, it makes free market trading of water more complex. Water rights within the boundaries of the
ongoing adjudications are also legally uncertain until their relative quantity and priority are finally resolved by the courts. 41
These high levels of risk are amplified by the sometimes extraordinary costs of conveyance mechanisms to physically
transport acquired water.42
Despite these many impediments, water markets are slowly emerging across the West. 43 The most common transactions are
from agricultural water use to urban water use. 44 As cities grow and agricultural uses decline in many areas, this trend is not
surprising. Urban growth needs an accompanying water supply, but there is also significant value in keeping land in
agricultural production.45 Short-term environmental water transactions can provide flows and aquifer maintenance without
sacrificing Arizona’s agricultural heritage and the habitat, groundwater recharge capacity, food security, economic benefits, 46
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and open space values it provides.47
*14 Arizona has attempted to address the balance between these seemingly competing water interests to protect riparian
areas. In 1991, Governor Rose Mofford signed Executive Order No. 91-6 that decreed the protection of riparian areas to be in
the public interest.48 Now, the policy of the State of Arizona is “[t]o actively encourage and develop management practices
that will result in maintenance of existing riparian areas and restoration of degraded riparian areas.”49 The executive order
focused on the “preservation, maintenance, and restoration of instream flows” and mitigation of future losses.50 Despite these
lofty goals, Arizona’s water law contains a variety of impediments that discourage water conservation and water markets.
Even with advances made in conservation practices for riparian protection and instream flow maintenance in Arizona, a
lasting balance between competing water interests has yet to be achieved. Short-term water leasing is a valuable tool that can
support agricultural economies and associated open space while providing incentives and a mechanism for landowners to
protect instream flows.
IV. ARIZONA WATER LAW DEVELOPMENT: IMPEDIMENTS TO BALANCED MANAGEMENT
The water law of Arizona developed, in large part, as a means to encourage mining in the arid West.51 The doctrine of prior
appropriation, which granted the highest priority rights on a river to the landowner who first puts the water to a beneficial
use, was preferred because it “provided secure title to mining and irrigation entrepreneurs desiring water for their
industries.”52 Historian Gordon Bakken summarized the impetus for the creation of the prior appropriation doctrine:
“[p]ioneer legislators and judges in the Rocky Mountain States created the law of prior appropriation to deal with this
problem of aridity.”53 For all its perceived value and potential to reward risk-takers for their investments in the development
in the West, the system struggles to equitably manage such a scarce resource in arid Arizona.
*15 Surface water and groundwater are physically and hydrologically connected by interactions between streams and
underground aquifers.54 Groundwater discharge supports surface water flows, and surface water recharges aquifers. As
groundwater levels decline, streams may be dewatered and associated riparian vegetation will die off. At common law,
groundwater “is not appropriable and may be pumped by the overlying landowner, subject to the doctrine of reasonable
use.”55 The doctrine of reasonable use is quite broad. Groundwater may be pumped for those purposes “incident to the
beneficial enjoyment of the land from which they are obtained.”56
Arizona law largely ignores the interconnection between surface water and groundwater; under the law, surface water and
groundwater are distinct and are regulated under different legal doctrines. 57 The law’s failure to recognize this connection has
led to significant declines in major river systems across the West. 58 Groundwater pumping may draw down nearby rivers and
impact riparian vegetation. The proliferation of small, private wells continues to have detrimental impacts on ecological
values across the West.59 While groundwater use within Active Management Areas (“AMAs”) is limited to the water used
between 1975 and 1980, new small non-irrigation wells with a pump capacity of less than thirty-five gallons-per-minute can
be drilled and are exempt from most of the Ground Water Management Act’s (“GMA”) limitations and restrictions on
groundwater use within AMAs.60 New low-capacity wells can be drilled inside and outside AMAs and are generally
unregulated across the state.61
Arizona law has begun to take note of the impacts groundwater pumping near rivers can have on surface water flows. 62 For
the purposes of the ongoing general adjudications of water rights, the hydrologic connection between surface water and
groundwater is being taken into consideration with respect to groundwater pumped from especially close to a river. Subflow-legally defined as the “saturated floodplain Holocene alluvium”--is water that exists at the interface of groundwater and
surface water. Within the context of the ongoing General Adjudication of Water Rights, initiated in 1974 to determine “the
extent *16 and priority of the rights of all persons to use water in any river system and source,”63 subflow is legally presumed
to be surface water subject to this adjudication.64 Users of subflow from wells located within the saturated Holocene alluvium
are thus subject to the prior appropriation system and cannot diminish the water supply available to earlier established surface
water rights in the same river system.65 While this is a positive first step in linking physical reality with legal regulation, the
subflow analysis only applies in very limited circumstances and does not fully match with the broader linkages between
groundwater and surface water.
Despite this legal disconnect between groundwater and surface water, Arizona has been progressive and forward-thinking in
many aspects of its water management. Instream flow maintenance for “wildlife, including fish”66 was recognized in 1941.67
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Instream flow for recreation was recognized as a beneficial use in 1962. 68 The Arizona Groundwater Management Act
(“GMA”) was adopted in 1980 to “conserve, protect and allocate the use of groundwater resources of the state and to provide
a framework for the comprehensive management and regulation of the withdrawal, transportation, use, conservation and
conveyance of rights to use the groundwater in [Arizona].”69 One of the major goals of the GMA is to protect Arizona’s
aquifers from groundwater overdraft in areas where groundwater pumping exceeds artificial and natural recharge. 70
A. Water as a Public Trust: Enforcement of Competing Water Interests
The prior appropriation system is generally blind to the competing public values of different beneficial uses. Surface water in
Arizona is held in trust for the state and “belong[s] to the public,”71 but almost any reasonable use will be considered equally
“beneficial” to appropriate surface water.72 Though watershed health, environmental stability, and food security clearly
provide public benefits--commonly referred to as “ecosystem services”73-- *17 difficult decisions about the hierarchy of
public values are rarely, if ever, made at the agency level.
The Arizona Department of Water Resources (“ADWR”) and its predecessors were granted broad statutory authority to
administer the Arizona Water Code.74 The ADWR acts generally as a permitting and planning agency, but it was arguably
granted greater power in both the enforcement of existing rights-- by refusing to issue new permits that infringe upon those
rights--and the protection of the public interest than it currently exercises. 75 The legislature similarly granted the ADWR
broad police powers to administer, manage, and enforce water rights in Arizona. 76 The Arizona Supreme Court recently the
legislature’s authority to balance and manage correlative water uses in the interests of the general welfare: “[t]he legislature is
free to choose between competing uses of groundwater and to modify such rights in the public interest as an exercise of its
police power.”77 Thus, lacking a specific legislative grant of power, which has not been forthcoming, such decisions might
not currently be within the purview of the ADWR.
Currently, water users and interested parties have only minimal ability to manage and balance competing water uses
themselves because private civil actions within the Gila River and Little Colorado Watersheds are precluded by the ongoing
general water rights adjudications.78 In this authority and enforcement vacuum, a private market-based approach may be
effective in protecting and restoring Arizona’s rivers and watersheds. This approach may provide significant benefits to
Arizona’s delicate desert riparian corridors without sacrificing the stewardship, food security, and economic base provided by
an interconnected system of vast working landscapes. In fact, agricultural use, when appropriately managed, may be
beneficial and necessary to the survival of and restoration of desert streams and spring systems.79 A brief overview of some of
the existing water conservation tools available in Arizona shows the need for a new way to more appropriately manage and
allocate Arizona’s water as a public trust.
*18 V. TRADITIONAL WATER CONSERVATION MECHANISMS
The protection of surface flows in Arizona has most commonly been achieved through new appropriations of water for
instream flows.80 While potentially beneficial on small, tributary streams, most large rivers are fully--if not
over--appropriated.81 Establishing a new water right with a priority date of 2010 or later might preserve an existing flow
regime, but all earlier established rights would have to be satisfied before any water claimed would be protected under the
new instream flow permit. A new appropriation for instream flow would be vulnerable within the pending adjudications. In
order to create an instream flow surface water right with an earlier priority date, applicants today can apply to sever and
transfer historic surface water rights to instream flow.82 Water rights can be severed from the land to which they are
appurtenant and transferred “to the state or its political subdivisions for use for recreation and wildlife purposes, including
fish, without losing priority theretofore established ....”83 Due to the lengthy administrative review process and lack of
precedent regarding quantity transferred and legal viability of transferred rights, the applicability and effectiveness of
severing and transferring water rights remains unclear. Arizona has recognized the benefit of instream uses of water for years,
but its “instream flow laws are progressive for appropriations but fairly restrictive for existing uses, which promotes
preservation but limits restoration, responsiveness, and options for use.”84 In essence, it is comparatively easy to make a new
appropriation for instream flow with a late priority date. But the process by which an existing, high priority, right can be
severed and transferred to instream flow is still being defined. Questions about the appropriate process, quantification, and
timeframe reduce the practical viability of a “sever and transfer” application and thus reduce current incentives to use this
conservation tool.
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Groundwater regulations present a different set of conservation challenges. Groundwater conservation is addressed
tangentially by the GMA. The GMA was focused on conserving Arizona’s groundwater resources for the people of the State
who are “dependant in whole or in part upon groundwater basins for their water supply ....”85 The GMA was adopted to
address extensive groundwater mining that had begun to cause significant *19 subsidence86 and was threatening Arizona’s
long-term water supply. It contained many aggressive goals, one of which was for three of the four initial AMAs to reach
“safe yield,” a balancing of groundwater withdrawals with recharge, 87 by 2025.88 It seems increasingly unlikely that the state
will meet this goal by 2025.89 While groundwater mining has slowed significantly in many areas, some of Arizona’s most
critical riparian zones continue to be affected by dropping water tables. 90
For all its successes, the existing water management regime in Arizona provides few incentives for landowners to
independently conserve their water. Water conservation for instream flows and riparian protection can be achieved through
market-based agreements that balance the water needs of landowners with the environment. Ranchers and farmers have put
water to beneficial uses for generations and are the stewards of our vast working landscapes and watersheds. By incentivizing
partnerships with willing landowners, Arizona’s rural water resources can be balanced between communities, conservation,
and rural agriculture, and rural agriculture can be maintained as security against sprawl and further groundwater mining.
VI. SHORT TERM WATER LEASING: WORKING LANDSCAPES IN BALANCE WITH WORKING RIVERS
In the absence of reliable mechanisms for water conservation on a grand scale, short-term water use agreements with willing
landowners can support hydrologic balance and resiliency. Water use agreements avoid the inherent administrative and
legislative delays of most existing water conservation mechanisms. Water use agreements are private contractual agreements
wherein water users agree to modify their water use for a specified period of time. Environmental water use agreements can
be tailored to compensate water *20 users for their dedication of all or a portion of a water right to an environmental
purpose-- such as instream flow--on a monthly, seasonal, or annual basis. So long as the agreement runs for less than the
statutory five-year forfeiture period, surface water users should not run the risk of forfeiting their water right for non-use.91
Short-term environmental water use agreements may also take the form of groundwater forbearance agreements. In such an
agreement, a landowner would be compensated to pump less water for a period of time in order to allow groundwater levels
to rise either to provide surface base flows in nearby rivers or to support riparian vegetation. A short-term contractual water
management program can function within the ever-growing water market systems that have begun to take shape in Arizona
while directing water towards the protection of agricultural economies and wildlife habitat.
Short-term or split-season agreement programs have emerged in recent years as an increasingly viable option to protect
streamflows and riparian habitat. In 2000, the Oregon Water Trust (now the Freshwater Trust) entered into a short-term,
annual agreement with the owners of the Austin Ranch, Pat and Hedy Voigt, along the Middle Fork John Day River. 92 The
owners were compensated for shortening their irrigation season each year and allowing the water to remain in the stream.
After five years, a concurrent habitat monitoring program established to “evaluate the biological effectiveness” of this water
use agreement found clear habitat benefits.93 The split-season water use agreement has since been made permanent through a
voluntary agreement--the ranchers shorten their irrigation season by 40% in exchange for compensation from the Bonneville
Power Administration through the Columbia Basin Water Transactions Program and the United States Bureau of
Reclamation. The ranchers have maintained their cattle operation, and their split season agreement benefits a seventy-mile
reach of the Middle Fork John Day River, supporting salmon, steelhead, and bull trout. 94 The ranchers seem pleased with the
results: “[w]e’ll still be able to run close to the same number of cattle and irrigate, yet we’re putting a significant amount of
water back instream during critical flow times.”95
Similar programs are being proposed across the West. Agricultural lands have over time become valuable habitats and, in
some locations, irrigated agriculture has created critical wetlands. 96 These agricultural lands and “wetlands have become
productive habitats that *21 support species, particularly migrating waterfowl and shorebirds, and provide valuable
recreational opportunities.”97 In order to retain the habitats provided by agricultural lands while also increasing instream
flows, academics in Wyoming have suggested a short-term water use agreement program to use existing irrigation rights to
balance the water needs of these two uses.98 The Laramie Basin in southeastern Wyoming, a subbasin of the Platte River, is
dominated by beef cattle production. While permanent water transfer proposals “are often met with resistance from the
agricultural community,”99 short-term use agreements may be more palatable for agricultural landowners. Landowners will be
able to retain the productive use of their lands while voluntarily “contributing water during two or three nonconsecutive
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irrigation seasons over a 10-year contract period.”100 In return, landowners will be offered financial incentives that may be
used to increase the efficiency of their water use or delivery system, if necessary. 101
The general principles put into practice in Oregon, which are also proposed in Wyoming, could be applied in Arizona with
some modifications. The formalization of the split season use agreement into a perpetual instream flow agreement similar to
the Austin Ranch in Oregon would be difficult to achieve in Arizona until more clarity emerges from Arizona’s
administrative review process for severing and transferring nonconsumptive water rights. One of the major incentives that
can be offered to landowners to participate in instream flow agreements is also absent in Arizona. Surface water saved
through increased efficiency projects in Arizona may be subject to forfeiture if it is not applied to its previously designated
beneficial use (generally irrigation, domestic, or stock watering) at least once every five years. 102 Put simply, surface water
saved through increased efficiency in Arizona cannot be permanently put to other uses with its existing priority date--it may
be at risk of forfeiture. Some states expressly exempt conserved water from forfeiture to encourage increased efficiency. 103
Others, like Oregon,104 Washington,105 Montana,106 and New Mexico107 have adopted programs that allow conserved water to
be transferred or applied *22 instream to encourage efficiency and conservation.108 Arizona does not exempt conserved water
from forfeiture. Nor has it created an efficiency incentive program. Short-term use agreements that require beneficial use at
least once every five years remain a viable tool as they avoid the forfeiture problems that could arise with a long-term
transfer. Water also remains concurrently available for agriculture, thus protecting the economic bases of many rural
communities.
Rotating short-term water use agreements in critical locations can prevent the loss of agricultural livelihoods and the myriad
benefits they provide while meeting the particular ecological needs of a system or region. Such agreements can be completed
outside the administrative system so long as third-party rights are respected. Agreements can be individually tailored to the
needs of the landowner and the ecological system and can be responsive to droughts and floods. The perpetuation of
agricultural use provides food security and preserves many of the last remnants of Arizona’s iconic cottonwood-willow
riparian forests. By working with willing landowners to achieve conservation results outside of the existing legal and
administrative systems, Arizona’s water can be managed to secure a more balanced and resilient future. To meet its
conservation goals,109 Arizona need not make the traditional zero-sum choice between agriculture and the environment.
Through short-term water use agreements with willing landowners, Arizona can preserve the respective benefits of both 110
through the perpetuation of a balanced system of healthy, working rivers--rivers that provide for both human and
environmental needs--flowing beside working landscapes.
CONCLUSION
There are limited options to restore and conserve instream flows, riparian corridors, and effective floodplains in Arizona.
Questions remain about the current practical value of surface water conservation tools such as the “sever and transfer” of high
priority water rights. Also, groundwater regulations provide only tangential conservation mechanisms to address the
groundwater-dependent rivers, springs, and riparian systems in Arizona. On the other hand, flexible short-term water use
agreements offer a new set of tools to work directly with willing landowners. Agricultural lands provide food, fiber,
economic livelihoods, biodiversity, and safeguards against further sprawl. As these various benefits become increasingly
evident, the value of short-term water use agreements increases as a means to retain agricultural landscapes while preserving
and restoring riparian habitat and instream flows. A wider array of practical approaches may be viable when more clarity
emerges in the *23 existing surface water and groundwater conservation processes. Until that time, short-term water use
agreements and forbearance agreements provide market-based opportunities that can be tailored to fit the particular needs of
ecosystems and landowners. Policies that encourage and streamline short-term contractual water management programs
should be promoted to meet the needs of agriculture and the environment. The balance between human and environmental
water uses is fundamental if Arizona is to continue to flourish in the desert Southwest.
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