
Over four years ago, the last piece of cement and the final scoop of dirt 
signaled the completion of the Oracle Road wildlife crossings and they 
were “opened for business.” We still have many fond memories of the 
community excitement when the crossings were completed. Animals began 
using the crossings immediately as a safe passage over and under Oracle 
Road and we all cheered when the first wildlife photos and videos emerged.  

Thank you for your incredible support of this important project! 

Since the spring of 2016, we have shared regular updates with you about 
how many animals are using the crossings, which species are being captured 
on wildlife cameras, and related projects, including: 

p Efforts to fill final gaps in the Oracle Road wildlife fencing,  

p The installation of wildlife "jump-outs" to help wildlife get safely off 
Oracle road when they accidentally circumvent the wildlife fencing,  

p Projects to remove invasive species and plant more native plants on the 
crossings, and  

Oracle Road Wildlife Crossings Continue to Provide 
Safe Passages for Wildlife 
After four years of monitoring, the Oracle Road wildlife crossings are a huge success

p Our ongoing collaboration with neighboring communities to make these 
crossings as successful as possible.  

As of April 2020, 10,843 animals have been documented using the bridge 
and underpass by motion-activated wildlife cameras managed by the 
Arizona Game and Fish Department (AGFD). There is a roughly even split 
between the bridge and underpass: 5,490 crossings at the bridge and 5,353 
crossings at the underpass. The Coalition's wildlife cameras have also 
captured over 100,000 images of animals in the crossing approach areas, 
including special appearances by 
bighorn sheep, raccoon, white-
nose coati, mountain lion, badger, 
and white-tailed deer.  We also 
tracked an increase in mule deer 
activity west of Oracle Rd after 
the crossings were finished. 
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From left: The Oracle Road wildlife bridge looking west. This bridge has provided a safe passageway for thousands of wildlife since it was finished in 2016. Photo by Frank Staub in 
partnership with Lighthawk, Inc.   A mule deer uses the Oracle Road wildlife bridge to cross Oracle Road safely and roam freely in its habitat. Photo by Arizona Game & Fish Dept. 

Over 10,000 animals 
have used the Oracle 
Road wildlife bridge 

and underpass — 
thank you!



The Coalition's mission is to protect the 
biodiversity of the Sonoran Desert in 
southern Arizona through science-based 
advocacy, education, and collaboration.  

We are grateful  for the opportunity to live 
and work on traditionally Native lands, 
including those belonging to the O'odham, 
Tohono O'odham, and Pascua Yaqui. 

Throughout the last year, the Coalition worked hard to develop our 2020 Strategic Plan. What 

exactly is a “Strategic Plan” and why do we need one? That was a question we all had when we 

began work on this plan in the Summer of 2019.  

When we understood how this plan could guide our work while embracing our core values, we 

were jazzed up and got to work!   

As an organization always striving to be our best as we work toward positive change in our 

community, this process has been instrumental in focusing and fine-tuning our work. Spending 

time on strategically thinking through our priorities and what we hope to accomplish was 

invaluable for us. 

Thank you to everyone who provided feedback on our strategic goals and to all of you who 

support this important work!  

We will continue the work we have been doing and plan to expand our work in areas that are 

needed. Some of the highlights include: 

p Keeping up the fight against construction of a 
future Interstate 11 in the Sonoran Desert. 

p Expanding our wildlife camera work to new 
project areas where future wildlife crossing 
infrastructure is warranted. 

p Working toward water policies and statutes at the 
state, regional, and local levels that promote water 
for the environment and current residents. 

p Continuing to advocate for funding for acquisition of important habitat. 

p Advocating for continued wildlife crossing infrastructure funding in the next regional 
transportation plan. 

p Committing to pursuing all our project goals through a lens of environmental stewardship 
and actively reducing our consumption of resources in all our programs.  

p Understanding our role in transforming into a more accepting, inclusive, and diverse society. 

We are proud of this work and feel energized. While this year has been trying in so many ways 

for all of us, we at the Coalition are excited about working with all of you toward a healthier 

desert and a sustainable future. 

As an organization always 
striving to be our best as 
we work toward positive 

change in our community, 
this process has been 

instrumental in focusing 
and fine-tuning our work. 
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Check out our new Strategic Plan! 
We recently finished our 2020 Strategic Plan and we’d love to share it 

with you. Head over to bit.ly/35kg0pM and check it out today! 



Twenty different wildlife species have used the crossings, including 
11 species at the bridge and 19 species at the underpass. An additional 
six wildlife species have been documented near the structures but not 
successfully using them yet. Some less common species to use the 
crossings include a white-nosed coati, a white-tailed deer, gray fox, and 
American badger. However, over 98% of crossings are by four wildlife 
species: mule deer, javelina, bobcat, and coyote. Total crossings at each 
structure have increased year upon year since construction finished, 
meaning that each year more wildlife are using the wildlife crossings.  

Mule deer are the most common species to use both wildlife crossings. 
Since deer are often an issue for motorist safety, this is a huge win for 
both wildlife and people.  

Along with documenting wildlife using the Oracle Road wildlife 
bridge and underpass, post-construction monitoring has also 
included: 

p Roadkill surveys to identify breaches in fencing, evaluate the 
effectiveness of having some of the wildlife fencing pulled back from 
the road, and establish the effectiveness of the fencing for small 
animals,  

p Tracking the movements of nearby Sonoran Desert tortoises using 
GPS transmitters, and  

p Collaring 20 mule deer within the larger Catalina–Tortolita 
Mountains wildlife linkage to track their movements and use of the 
wildlife crossings. Two mule deer bucks have been documented 
using the crossings many times.  

What does the future hold for continued monitoring of the Oracle Road 
wildlife crossings? In February 2020, AGFD was granted permission 
to continue monitoring the crossings through 2026 to allow for 
longer-term data collection. This is fantastic news and we look forward 
to sharing more data and updates from us, AGFD, and our other project 
partners in the years ahead.   

Thank you for your continued support of restoring Sonoran Desert 
wildlife linkages!  

Want to learn more about the Oracle Road wildlife crossings? Head over 
to our website at sonorandesert.org and navigate under the “Our Work” 
tab for a wealth of information. You can also access the latest AGFD 
Monitoring report on the crossings at: bit.ly/2Zos99r.

Oracle Road Wildlife Crossings continued

From left: A family of javelinas make their way safely from east to west through the Oracle Road wildlife underpass. Photo by Arizona Game and Fish Department. The Oracle Road 
wildlife underpass provides a safe crossing point for thousands of local wildlife under this six-lane divided highway. Photo by Frank Staub in partnership with Lighthawk, Inc.

Volunteer Spotlight: Rob Wisler 
2019–2020 Intern gathers data on I-11 proposal 
and assists with wildlife camera program

When did you fall in love with the Sonoran 
Desert? I suspect your answer and mine are 
the same — you fell in love the first time 
you wandered into it. For me, this was in 
early April 2009 on my first visit to Tucson. 
There’s something so transfixing about all 
of it: the majestic, arborescent saguaro; the 
fascinating varieties of chollas; the stately 
ocotillo; and the incredible biodiversity in 
terms of wildlife. 

I’ve always been a preservationist, but that value has greatly expanded every 
time I’ve stepped onto a trail here. This was the driving factor in me pursuing 
an internship with the Coalition. I was brought on board to take on the 
discovery of records related to the proposed Interstate 11 project, which would 
run through — and destroy — the Avra Valley as it exists today. I wrote several 
Freedom of Information Act requests to multiple stakeholders in the process, 
a sometimes arduous and frustrating task but also a greatly rewarding one. 
Though I-11 was my main focus, I also got to work on (and get a crash course 
in) Pima County’s Sonoran Desert Conservation Plan, Maeveen Marie Behan 
Conservation Lands System, and the Multi-Species Conservation Plan. Finally, 
I was able to get my hands dirty in the field while helping install cameras. 

The Sonoran Desert is an incredibly beautiful, timeless place, as best 
exemplified by its ancient saguaros, but it is not invulnerable. Buffelgrass and 
other invasive species and continued, mindless sprawl are immediate, serious 
threats in many places. Further, climate change threatens not just the Sonoran 
Desert, but landscapes across the planet. But I am not resigned to defeat in the 
face of these — there are so many organizations in addition to the Coalition 
fighting these threats, too numerous to name, who are making a difference.  

I hope to stay connected with the Coalition and even provide help, if the need 
arises, particularly with regards to I-11. I’m proud of the work I was able to do 
that has brought important facts about I-11 into the light and I’m proud to 
have been part of an organization that is so committed to protecting the 
Sonoran Desert and its biodiversity. 

Thank you Rob for all you contributed to protecting the Sonoran Desert during 
your internship!  



Migrating birds depend upon riparian habitat more than any other type of 
habitat in Arizona. One such habitat area is the recently improved and 
expanded 104-acre El Rio Preserve in Marana located along the western bank 
of the Santa Cruz River. To date, over 240 species of birds have been 
identified at the Preserve, including blue grosbeak, grey hawk, peregrine 
falcon, white-faced ibis, osprey, belted kingfisher, Bell’s vireo, Inca dove, and 

hooded orioles. In addition to 
the Preserve’s role in providing 
bird habitat, the Preserve also 
serves as a link between the 
Tortolita Mountains and the 
Tucson Mountains, allowing 
wildlife to access water and 
move about.  

Improvements at El Rio Preserve have been a collaborative effort. The Town 
of Marana dedicated funding for design and implementation of riparian 
restoration. The Arizona State Forestry Department wrote a plan that focuses 
on invasive species. Pima County and Marana extended the Loop Trail and 
constructed a parking lot with a ramada. Former University of Arizona 
graduate student Alex Stoicof designed a preliminary landscape plan. 
Marana has constructed a viewing deck, a water fountain, toilet, and 
interpretive signs, and planted native landscaping. 

Environmental education is also an important element of the El Rio 
Preserve. UA Professor Michael Bogan has led a damselfly and dragonfly 
viewing field trip. Classes of Marana students have toured the site. Boy 
Scouts have put up bee boards and bird boxes for kestrels and brown-crested 
flycatchers. 

Tucson Audubon Society supplied plants and members helped plant a 
pollinator garden at the entrance to the Preserve. Bat Conservation 
International provided agaves and helped volunteers plant them. This past 
spring, the pollinator garden was in full bloom, with butterflies, 
hummingbirds, and bees enjoying the gaillardia, penstemon, native salvias, 
desert marigolds, and other flowers. 

Currently, more improvements are underway. Pima County Flood Control 
District is almost finished with constructing new bank protection, which 

will allow overflow connectivity with the Santa Cruz River during large rain 
events. All areas of disturbance will be hydroseeded with native vegetation.  

Also this fall, Marana also has plans to construct a connection to purchase 
water from the Cortaro-Marana Irrigation District and create a permanent 
pond approximately five acres in size.  

The Friends of El Rio Preserve group has been formed to include neighbors 
and a diverse group of members from other environmental organizations. 
Friends of El Rio Preserve’s mission is “to promote wildlife habitat and 
connectivity in this beautiful, diverse natural area, so residents of all ages 
and interests can enjoy this urban oasis.”  

Come visit El Rio Preserve once construction work is completed — you will 
be surprised at this lush natural site in the heart of the Sonoran Desert. 

To learn more about Friends of El Rio Preserve, contact Kathy at 
matproject@msn.com or Janine at janines07@comcast.net.

El Rio Preserve Benefits Local Wildlife and People 
Increased riparian habitat and Friends group point to a bright future 
by Janine Spencer-Glasson, Friends of El Rio Preserve

The El Rio Preserve links 
the Tortolita and Tucson 
Mountains and provides 

habitat for local and 
migrating birds.

From left: The West Lake of the El Rio Preserve. Photo by Janine Spencer-Glasson. An Indigo Bunting enjoys the view of the El 
Rio Preserve. Photo by Andrew Core. The pollinator garden in bloom at the El Rio Preserve. Photo by Janine Spencer-Glasson. 

Impact Briefs
Tangerine Road Wildlife Underpasses 
Did you know that there are five wildlife underpasses that traverse 
Tangerine Road? These wildlife underpasses were finished in 2018 
and the Arizona Game and Fish Department is now in the middle of 
a post-construction monitoring study of the underpasses. As of April 
2020, 5,996 animals have used these underpasses, including 23 
different wildlife species. Species of note include a gila monster and 
a mountain lion!  

Vulnerable Wildlife Species in Pima County 
Community partners around Pima County have been hard at work in 
recent months protecting various vulnerable wildlife species. This 
includes proactive work to protect species potentially impacted by 
the Bighorn Fire. Lowland leopard frogs were rescued and relocated 
from Edgar, Buehman, and Bullock canyons this past summer. The 
endangered Gila chub was also relocated away from Sabino Canyon 
this past spring. 
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