
a living river
THE SANTA CRUZ RIVER FROM MEXICO TO MARANA

Luke Cole PhD, Director, Santa Cruz River program

Charlie Alolkoy



Julius Schlosburg

The Santa Cruz River, from Mexico to Marana, is a living flowing 

river and the foundation of community health and prosperity.



We are working to establish an Urban Wildlife Refuge for 

the Santa Cruz River in Tucson!



Who is behind the program?

– Dept. of Interior || U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service || Urban Wildlife 

Conservation Program

What does an Urban Wildlife Refuge do?

– Engages urban communities to strengthen conservation.

– Establishes a federally recognized refuge within 25 miles of an 

urban center.

– Focuses on boosting populations subject to environmental 

injustice.



How do we create an Urban Wildlife Refuge?

– U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has created 8 standards of 

excellence.

– Applicants must demonstrate how a potential UWR would 

meet those standards.



Urban Wildlife Refuge standards of excellence

1. Know and relate to the community (demographics).

2. Connect urban people with nature through meaningful 

engagement.

3. Build partnerships.

4. Be a community asset.

5. Ensure adequate long-term resources.

6. Provide equitable access.

7. Ensure visitors feel safe and comfortable.

8. Model sustainability for the surrounding community.



How is SI working to create an 

Urban Wildlife Refuge?

Over past year:

– Met with partners to build interest;

– Explored the refuge extent;

– Assessed and mapped Tucson’s urban river corridor for 

demographics and ideal HQ;

– Created a proposal for the regional and national U.S. Fish 

and Wildlife Service.





What comes next?

Current phase: Continued stakeholder and resident 

engagement 

– Socialize the idea of a Tucson Urban Wildlife Refuge

– Elected and appointed officials

– Academia

– Impactful NGOs and orgs like MPNA

– Tohono O’odham Nation

– State/regional/federal agencies

– No properties identified as yet



SonoranInstitute.org

🔍: Living River Tucson



SonoranInstitute.org

🔍: Living River Nogales

https://sonoraninstitute.org/resource/living-river-nogales-amado-2021-water-year/
https://sonoraninstitute.org/resource/living-river-nogales-amado-2021-water-year/


February 25, 2023 Santa Cruz River Trash Cleanup

2 hours 2,000 lbs 25–50 vols

2 hours 7,000 lbs 110 vols
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