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Pima Natural Resource Conservation District 

Hello Cooperators! 

It’s that time again to hear from us at the Pima District.  A lot has 
been going on since the last issue including the Western and Pacific 
regional meeting of the National Association of Conservation Districts 
in Tucson this September.  This had all the Arizona districts buzzing to 
get ready.  75 guests attended the field trip to the Elk Horn ranch. In 
October, a federal Court ruled to uphold the Jaguar critical habitat 
designation in New Mexico. The District will be sponsoring an educa-
tional workshop on pond sealing November 17. With the holidays 
heading our way be safe and keep pets out of the weather. 

The NRCS office has changed its numbers to the following:  

Kristen Egen 520-989-5625 
Alisha Phipps 520-989-5630 
Brett Myers 520-989-5629 
Kristen Egen 
District Conservationist 
NRCS Tucson Field Office 

520-989-5625 
Fax 855-848-4340 
Cell: 520-471-1845 

Happy Reading! 

Becky Hightower 

Program Administrator 

tel:520-989-5625
tel:520-989-5630
tel:520-989-5629
tel:520-989-5625
tel:855-848-4340
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From the Chair: by Cindy Coping  

The Pima NRCD had the honor in September to host the Western and Pacific regional meeting of the National Association of 
Conservation Districts (NACD). Visitors came from as far as Guam, Seattle, and Hawaii to attend. A field trip took about 75 
attendees to see the erosion control project on the Elkhorn Ranch, combined with a barbecue luncheon sponsored by the 
Farm Bureau Financial Services and hosted by the King’s Anvil Ranch. We are very grateful to the Kings, Millers and our other 

partners in the Altar Valley Conservation Alliance for hosting this special educational expe-
rience. The field trip focused on results of one-rock dam projects designed to prevent or 
heal gullies, and restore the native grassland. In the photo, rocks are shown placed in a semi
-circular configuration to spread and slow water runoff and prevent gully formation. As an 
indication of success, native perennial grasses have begun growing on the upslope side of 
the rocks, restoring part of the historic grassland and further preventing soil erosion.  

Upcoming workshop 

In November, the Pima NRCD will be co-sponsoring a workshop on November 17, from 8:30 
AM-2:30 PM, the Pima NRCD is hosting a pond sealing workshop covering funding, spillway 
design, materials and various techniques. The classroom session will be held at the Pima 
County Parks and Natural Resources building on River Road.  A site visit to Marana’s El Rio 
project will follow the complimentary lunch. A flyer will soon be posted on our website blog 

at PimaNRCD.wordpress.com Please RSVP to PNRCDChair@gmail.com. 

Are Mexican wolves related to dogs? A new study conducted for the Pima NRCD says no. 

From the Chair continued from page 2: 

Last year, the Pima NRCD oversaw a study funded by multiple partners to determine whether Mexican wolves in the present 
recovery program recently descended from Native American dogs or coyotes. Interest in this study stemmed from the con-
cern first expressed by Roy McBride, who captured three of the seven “founder” wolves in Mexico. He expressed grave doubt 
that the wolves from the other two founding pairs, the Ghost Ranch and Aragon line, looked more like Mexican wolves than 
dogs. Credible biologists have strongly supported Roy McBride’s professional opinion. This debate has been ongoing ever 
since the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service decided to breed the three sets of founding wolves with each other. 

A previously published study found no relationship between the current Mexican wolves and dogs of European descent. Un-
der a contract with the Pima NRCD, a scientific team headed by Dr. Rob Roy Ramey investigated genetic data from an un-
published doctoral dissertation by Robert Fitak, which was obtained through a public records request to the University of 
Arizona. Dr. Fitak’s data was compared to Native American dog genetics. Dr. Ramey reported that his team found no relation-
ship between Mexican wolves and dogs. His report mentioned that previously published studies have found up to 11% coy-
ote in Mexican wolves, however. Dr. Ramey’s report is posted on our website at https://pimanrcd.wordpress.com/
education/ He is now submitting the report to a professional journal for peer review and publication. 

Opinion: Emotionalist NGO’s working to create a Cat-ass-trophy for Arizona wildlife.  

Many well-known NGO’s inaccurately describe themselves as “conservationist” or “environmentalist.” In reality,  however, 
they seem to pride themselves more on how many honest businesses they have shut down, and not so much on the whopping 
2% of historically listed endangered species that have actually recovered.  

Encouraged by the fact that just 113 Mexican wolves have already forced at least four or five New Mexico and Arizona ranch-
ers out of business, the Center for Biological Diversity is now suing the taxpayers in what appears to be hopes that thousands 
of Mexican wolves will someday be forced to hunt well beyond the ability of the native prey base to support them. 

Add to those thousands of new wolves at least 750 new jaguars that Defenders of Wildlife proposes importing into Arizona in 
hopes of “re”-establishing a fictional historical breeding population that never verifiably existed. Never mind the fact that, 
including the three jaguars documented in Arizona since 2011, only 25 verifiable jaguars have been recorded in the entire 
history of Arizona and New Mexico combined, no verified breeding jaguar record exists from Arizona or New Mexico, and no 
naturally occurring female jaguar has been reported from New Mexico--ever. Never mind that the archaeological and fossil 
records tell no tales of any Arizona jaguar population, either. 

i 

http://pimanrcd.wordpress.com
mailto:PNRCDChair@gmail.com
https://pimanrcd.wordpress.com/education/
https://pimanrcd.wordpress.com/education/
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From the Chair cont. from pg. 2: 

As if thousands of new wolves plus 750 new imported jaguars could do no harm to existing native wildlife or to the families 
that raise livestock to put dinner on most of our tables, the Humane Society of the U.S. is now promoting a ballot initiative to 
permanently ban all hunting of all wild cats in Arizona. Therefore, in addition to thousands of wolves and 750 additional jag-
uars that are already illegal to hunt, we can also add 313 new mountain lions and 3,731 new bobcats annually to the preda-
tors of Arizona, based on current records of hunter takes. Could any deer, rabbits, or migratory birds survive such an unnatu-
ral situation? Reality makes no difference to emotionalist NGO’s, as long as kind-hearted and well-intentioned people can still 
be fooled into parting with their hard-earned money. 

Altar Valley, Arizona – a tale of government intentions and unintended consequences 

by Jonathan DuHamel 

Altar Valley in southern Arizona has been in the news recently because of a small cactus, 

the Pima Pineapple cactus. The U.S. Fish & Wildlife service declared the cactus as an en-

dangered species on September 23, 1993, and is just now getting around to proposing a 

recovery plan. 

The Pima Pineapple cactus is a low-growing hemispherical cactus that may be found as 

single or multi-stemmed plants. Mature plants measure 4-18 inches tall and 3-7 inches 

in diameter. The spines are stout and arranged in clusters with one central hooked spine 

and 6-15 radial straight spines. Spines are originally straw colored, but become black 

with age. Flowers are yellow and the fruit is a green ellipsoid. See photos here. The flowers are pollinated 

mainly by bees. Seeds are dispersed mainly by jackrabbits and also by rodents and ants. 

The Altar Valley has a long history of cattle ranching and some ranches still occupy the northern part of the 

valley. The Altar Valley was first homesteaded by Pedro Aguirre, Jr. in 1864 as the “Buenos Ayres Ranch.” He 

had been running a stagecoach and freight line between Tucson and mines near Arivaca, Arizona and Altar, 

Sonora, Mexico. Aguirre drilled wells, built earthen dams, and created Aguirre Lake. This ensured a water 

supply for cattle in the Altar Valley. 

Between 1909 and 1985, Buenos Aires Ranch changed ownership several times. It became one of the most 

prominent and successful livestock operations in Arizona. From 1926 to 1959, the Gill family raised prize-

winning racing quarter horses. During the 1970’s and 80’s, the Victorio Land and Cattle Company specialized 

in purebred Brangus cattle, which are well suited to hot, dry climates. The ranch sold bulls and bull semen 

nationally and internationally with some bulls selling in the hundreds of thousands of dollars. 

In 1985, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) purchased the Buenos Aires Ranch for the purpose of re-

establishing a population of the endangered Masked Bobwhite Quail. To do so, the ranch became Buenos 

Aires National Wildlife Refuge. FWS brought in pronghorn antelope and masked bobwhite quails. The quails 

promptly became food for coyotes and hawks. The effort to reestablish the quail was doomed to failure be-

cause the Altar Valley is at the very northern extreme of the quail’s habitat. They die in freezing weather 

which occurs frequently in mid-winter on the Refuge. 

As part of their effort to make Buenos Aires National Wildlife Refuge more natural, FWS abandoned wells and 

waterlines because they were “unnatural.” With the lack of water, much of the wildlife left. (More recently, FWS 

re-established some of the stock ponds.) FWS also removed all cattle from the Refuge and that had some un-

intended consequences on the pineapple cactus. 

Without grazing, the grass grew tall which made wildfires more intense and better able to kill the cactus. The 

tall grass also deterred jackrabbits, which are the principle agent of cactus seed dispersal, because the rabbit 

could not run fast and hence were more subject to predation. 

https://www.google.com/search?q=Coryphantha+scheeri+var.+robustispina&tbm=isch&tbo=u&source=univ&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj1rrHykqDWAhUC2GMKHZvVDnYQsAQILQ&biw=1435&bih=664
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 Altar Valley Continued from page 3: 

There have been many studies of the cactus, but FWS still doesn’t know how many there are scattered around 

its habitat. According to FWS the recovery plan (read it here) will cost $62,910,560. FWS says they can delist 

the cactus by the year 2046. The main recommendations of the recovery plan boil down to protecting exist-

ing habitat from human intervention, invasive species, and wildfires. In other words, restrict land usage. FWS 

also recommends acquisition of private lands to increase habitat and limit development. 

I have an alternative suggestion. In order to preserve the cactus, delist it and farm it. Buenos Aires National 

Wildlife Refuge could be used as an initial farm stock source with many plots dedicated to the cactus. FWS 

could, if the cactus were delisted, allow commercial nurseries to grow and sell the plants to people who 

would like them for their yards or gardens, something that is problematical as long as the cactus is listed as 

“endangered.” This small cactus would make a good potted plant for porches and patios. ☼ 

 

Court denies injunction against jaguar critical habitat rule 
By Cindy Coping 

On March 5, 2014, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) published its final rule designating 764,207 acres in New 
Mexico and Arizona as critical habitat for the jaguar under the Endangered Species Act (ESA). On May 20, 2015, the 
New Mexico Farm and Livestock Bureau, New Mexico Cattle Growers, and New Mexico Federal Lands Council filed suit 
in the U.S. District Court, District of New Mexico, for injunctive relief. The Pacific Legal Foundation (PLF) represented 
them. 

PLF cleverly conceded the agency’s controversial position that the “time of listing” was 1972, although the USFWS did 

not publish the listing rule until 1997. Using the 1972 listing date, they then argued that the areas designated for crit-

ical habitat were unoccupied by jaguars between 1962 and 1982, using ten years as the estimated life span of a typi-

cal jaguar in the wild, because no jaguars appeared during that period.  

The USFWS argued that, given the lack of survey effort around the time of listing, and the difficulty in detecting jagu-
ars generally, jaguars might still have been present in Units 5 and 6 at the time of listing. 

On the occupancy question Judge Gonzales ruled in favor of the Plaintiffs: 

Despite the deference owed to the Service on matters of scientific expertise, the reviewing court can-
not simply accept the truism that a particular species is elusive by nature as a substitute for con-
crete evidence to conclude that the relevant habitat was occupied at the time of listing.  

Judge Gonzales also considered whether unoccupied critical habitat units in New Mexico, Units 5 and 6, 
were “essential for the conservation of the jaguar.” If “essential,” the ESA allows the agency to designate 
them as critical habitat.  

He wrote, 

“Defendants contend that the preservation of secondary habitats as part of the conservation plan contributes to the 
jaguars’ persistence by supporting range expansion and genetic exchange… Specifically, Defendants claim that popu-
lations at the outer periphery of the jaguars’ range possess genetic and demographic diversity which allow them to 
inhabit the distinct arid environments of its secondary habitat, a key component for adaptability which ensures the 
species’ survival.  

PLF’s opening brief had conceded that the agency considers Units 5 and 6 “secondary” jaguar habitat. The PLF ar-
gued, “The area’s importance to the jaguar is only “marginal” and “secondary” to the jaguar’s primary habitat—
lowland wet communities, including swampy savannas or tropical rain forests—across Central and South America.”  

The PLF failed to point out that not one naturally occurring female has ever been reported from New Mexico. Without 
females, Units 5 and 6 are incapable of providing “genetic and demographic diversity.” 

In contrast, during the public comment period, several writers provided ample, fully cited scientific analyses showing 
that Units 5 and 6 do not even measure up to the agency’s standards for “secondary” habitat, in which “little” or no 
breeding may occur. They fit neatly instead into the agency’s description of the lower category of “peripheral” habi-
tat, fit only for sporadic non-breeding dispersers.” 

https://ecos.fws.gov/docs/recovery_plan/Pima%20pineapple%20cactus%20Draft%20Recovery%20Plan%202017%20R2.pdf
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Jaguar ruling cont.  

Dr. Rabinowitz, the renowned jaguar recovery expert, had commented that no peripheral “population” exists in the 
United States. He called the agency’s discussion of peripheral populations, “a distraction.”  

After reviewing the arguments presented by both sides, Judge Gonzales concluded,  

While this breeding population [in Sonora] arguably plays a larger part in the species’ adaptability to secondary habi-
tats, it is not the reviewing Court’s role to reevaluate de novo the importance of the designated critical habitat. Rather, 
the Service’s designation of Units 5 and 6 is based on analysis of relevant data and rationally connected to evidence 
demonstrating the importance of preserving populations in the secondary habitat at the edge of the jaguars’ northern 
range. This Court concludes the decision is neither arbitrary nor capricious and defers to the Service’s scientific determi-
nation that critical habitat designation in the American southwest is critical for range connectivity to adjacent habita-
ble land in Mexico.  

Pond Sealing Educational Workshop 
November 17, 2017 

Sponsored by:  

Pima Natural Resource Conservation District  
Pima Center for Conservation Education, Inc. 

USDA-NRCS 

Seepage Control, Inc. 

Altar Valley Conservation Alliance 

Pima County Natural Resources Parks and Recreation Department 

Pima County Flood Control 

Arizona Land and Water Trust 

SACPA  

Location: Pima County Natural Resources Parks and Recreation Bldg. 

3500 West River Road, Tucson, Arizona 

Please RSVP to (520) 971-2962 (leave a message if no answer) -or-  email PNRCDchair@gmail.com 

Agenda 

8:30 AM Sign-in and coffee 

9:00 AM Cindy Coping, Chair, Pima NRCD, “ Welcome and Introductions” 

9:05  Lou Catallini, NRCS Supervisory Area Engineer, “Proper pond design and sealing materials for NRCS projects”  

9:20-9:30 Kristen Egen, NRCS District Conservationist ,“NRCS Payment Rates” 

9:35-11:00 Seepage Control presentations, Q&A 

Elizabeth Martin, Seepage Control, Inc., Introductory presentation  

Ron Ciardella, Seepage Control, Inc. VP of Field Operations,“Sealing Reid Park ponds” 

10 Minute break 

11:00-Noon Colby Friar, Pima County Flood Control, “Liners Used at Agua Caliente Park” 

12:00-1:00 pm  Sack lunch provided (sandwiches, chips, cookies, soft drinks) 

Move over to El Rio Preserve (10190 N Coachline Boulevard, Marana, AZ—approx. 15-minute drive) 

1 pm- Site visit-El Rio Preserve (10190 N Coachline Boulevard, Marana, AZ) 

1:00-1:30 PM Janine Spencer, Town of Marana “Overview of El Rio Project and Riparian Restoration Plan” 

1:30-2:30 Ron Ciardella, Seepage Control, Inc., Site Treatment, questions  


