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This report gives an overview of the County’s long history in acquiring and protecting land for conservation 
purposes.  In certain instances, it mentions and incorporates by reference in-depth details provided in previous 
publications.  It also summarizes the variety of methods the County has used to acquire conservation land, 
highlights the role that the public has played, and offers a fresh perspective on the value of these efforts. 

Our land conservation efforts go back nearly 100 years to 1929 with the establishment of Tucson Mountain Park.  
Many other acquisitions followed, which are the fruit of significant investments from Pima County residents in 
terms of both financial resources and citizen participation.  These more recent acquisitions were largely possible 
because of several successful bond elections.  Even though bond dollars for conservation acquisitions are 
exhausted, staff continues to be vigilant for opportunities to secure new lands in order to continue implementing 
County plans and programs.

Currently, the portfolio of conservation acquisitions consists of approximately 250,200 acres and is comprised 
of lands owned in fee as well as lands controlled by the County via conservation easements, state and federal 
grazing leases, and other agreements (Map 1).  These lands tangibly support the vision of the Sonoran Desert 
Conservation Plan (SDCP) by:

• promoting the continuation of traditional uses including farming and ranching;

• providing new and expanding upon existing unparalleled outdoor recreational opportunities that 
underpin our ecotourism sectors; 

• protecting traditional cultural places and archaeological and historic sites that reflect thousands of years 
of human presence in this region; 

• reducing the community’s exposure to harmful flood events; and

• conserving natural habitats, riparian areas, and native wildlife species including those that are rare and 
unique.

In 2020, the Board adopted Policy C.3.20 to address protection and management of the County’s conservation 
acquisitions.

A great deal of citizen input and oversight has ensured there is a rhyme and reason to which lands the 
County pursues for acquisition.  For example, in preparation for the 1997 bond election, citizens’ and experts’ 
recommendations resulted in the identification of 256 specific eligible parcels within 18 target acquisition areas.  
The creation of the Open Space Acquisition Review Committee (OSARC) followed.  The OSARC, an independent 
expert citizen committee, refined these acquisition priorities and made recommendations to the Board of 
Supervisors (Board) on implementation of the Open Space Bond Fund Program. 

In the late 1990s, conflicts arose between development and endangered species compliance, and the County 
proactively developed the Sonoran Desert Conservation Plan to more comprehensively plan for conservation of 
vulnerable native species and our natural and cultural landscape, as well as development and economic growth. 
The SDCP and the Maeveen Marie Behan Conservation Lands System (CLS) were developed with the expertise of 
over 150 scientists, as well as a Steering Committee comprised of 80 members of the community. That Steering 
Committee recommended the County pursue voter approval for funding acquisitions of land within the CLS.

In preparation for the 2004 Conservation Acquisition Bond election, two highly respected non-governmental 
organizations with science-based expertise (The Nature Conservancy and Arizona Land and Water Trust) provided 
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recommendations on priority habitat acquisitions.  They applied goals and selection criteria to identify not-yet-
conserved lands within the CLS in eastern Pima County that warranted acquisition first.  The result targeted 
525,000 private and state trust acres eligible for habitat protection.  The full slate of eligible lands prioritized 
for acquisition under this bond program grew when the Conservation Bond Advisory Committee added other 
properties important to communities, cities, and towns (Map 2).  

Following passage of the 2004 Conservation Acquisition Bond, the Board convened the Conservation Acquisition 
Commission (CAC) comprised of eleven appointees who stepped into a similar role as the OSARC and whose 
responsibilities are enumerated in Pima County Code Title 3, Chapter 06.050.  The CAC is currently inactive 
subsequent to completing their tasks under this bond program, but can be re-activated if needed.

Citizen guidance and oversight, including participation in developing acquisition priorities as described above is 
invaluable.  There is always more land identified for acquisition than available funds can accommodate. Citizen-
based input on where to spend these limited dollars is important given that significant amounts of these funds 
are provided directly by the residents of Pima County. 

In many ways, the acquisition priorities identified in previous years informed what the priorities were for the 
2004 Conservation Acquisition Bond.  The priorities identified for the 2015 bond election carried over and built 
upon the 2004 priorities (Map 3).  Even though that bond election failed, these acquisition priorities remain 
the most current input representing community interests and expert opinion.  Therefore, staff continues to use 
these priorities when considering potential new conservation acquisitions.

As mentioned, the County uses various methods to fund conservation acquisitions.  Bonds have been the most 
successful in terms of the amount of land acquired, but other means have also been productive.  The more 
common examples are reviewed below.  However, regardless of the source of funding, acquisitions have been 
pursued only with willing sellers.

Notably, there are few recent instances where the General Fund was used to fund acquisitions.  The prevailing 
pattern is that the General Fund has not born the full cost of property acquisition.  It has instead been the 
source of grant matching funds or served to advance the funds necessary to secure a property with subsequent 
reimbursement from bond funds.

Voter-approved Bonds

The use of bond funds to support acquisition of conservation land started in earnest in 1974 with $6 million in voter-
approved bond funds that, among other acquisitions, resulted in securing 7,000 acres, facilitating the creation of 
Catalina State Park and expansion of Tucson Mountain Park.  Subsequent bonds were authorized in 1986, 1997, 
and 2004.  

The 2004 Conservation Acquisition Bond program has been the largest and most ambitious undertaking to date.  
The lion’s share of the $173 million ($164 million) was dedicated for acquisition of priority habitats and areas 
important to the community.  The remaining $10 million was allocated to prevent urban encroachment into 
the approach and departure corridors of Davis-Monthan Air Force Base; lands acquired for this purpose are 
managed differently and are excluded from further discussion.    
   
The 2004 bond program resulted in increasing the County’s conservation land holdings by a total of 172,300 
acres - 45,300 acres in fee and 127,000 acres in grazing leases.  An extensive recounting that delves deep into 
the background, public processes, and successful acquisitions associated with this bond program is available in 
the 2011 report Protecting Our Land, Water and Heritage: Pima County’s Voter-Supported Conservation Efforts.

Methods Used for Acquisition

https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/pimacounty/latest/pimacounty_az/0-0-0-682#JD_3.06.050
https://webcms.pima.gov/UserFiles/Servers/Server_6/File/Government/Office%20of%20Sustainability%20and%20Conservation/Conservation%20Sciece/sdcp%20reports/Protecting-Our-Land-Water-and-Heritage.pdf
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In 2016, following exhaustion of bond funds, the County published a booklet, This Land is Your Land - 40 Years of 
Voter-Supported Conservation summarizing the accomplishments of these four bond programs.  In total, these 
bond programs provided $230 million and acquired 70,000 acres of land that preserve opportunities for parks and 
recreation, greenbelts, open space, habitat protection, cultural and historic preservation, and flood control.

Floodprone Land Acquisition Program

The Regional Flood Control District’s (District) Floodprone Land Acquisition Program (FLAP) began in 1984 in 
response to the historic October 1983 flood.  Initially, the program focused on purchasing properties damaged 
in the 1983 flood and providing relocation assistance to flooded property owners.  Later studies of the 1983 
event revealed the need to preserve open space in the upper watersheds of major watercourses.  The broad 
floodplains in the upper watersheds were shown to slow down floodwaters and reduce flood peaks by providing 
overbank storage and allowing for infiltration.  

One of the District’s major land acquisitions involved nearly 4,000 acres located along Cienega Creek.  The 
purchase preserves important riparian habitat and continues to provide significant flood control benefits.

After the 2003 Aspen Fire, flooding occurred along the Cañada del Oro Wash in the community of Catalina 
that damaged 75 residential parcels.  As was done in 1984, the District used FLAP to purchase the damaged 
properties and provide relocation assistance.  The District now owns 260 acres of land along the Upper Cañada 
del Oro Wash, an area now known as Catalina Regional Park.  These land purchases also helped to avoid future 
flood damages that could have occurred after the Bighorn Fire in 2021, as the burned watershed produced three 
flood flows in this area during the 2021 monsoon.  

The District operates FLAP as a “willing seller, willing buyer” program.  Priority is for flood and erosion-damaged 
properties and riparian habitat, especially where shallow groundwater occurs.  The District evaluates each parcel 
to determine flood hazard and erosion potential using floodplain maps and studies.  Additionally, maps and 
documents developed as part of the SDCP are used to evaluate riparian habitat, habitat value for protected 
species, and cultural resource values.

Purchasing flood and erosion prone lands is a cost effective strategy to reduce future flood damage and protect 
residents.  Other benefits include preservation of the natural floodplain and flow characteristics that maintain 
and enhance riparian habitat, creating recreational opportunities, and maximizing natural groundwater recharge 
in these highly permeable areas. Through FLAP, the District has acquired over 14,000 acres of land.

Excerpted from This Land is Your Land – 40 Years of Voter-Supported Conservation, Pima County, 2016.

https://webcms.pima.gov/UserFiles/Servers/Server_6/File/Government/Natural%20Resources%20Parks%20and%20Recreation/Natural%20Resources/FINAL%20This%20Land%20is%20your%20Land.pdf
https://webcms.pima.gov/UserFiles/Servers/Server_6/File/Government/Natural%20Resources%20Parks%20and%20Recreation/Natural%20Resources/FINAL%20This%20Land%20is%20your%20Land.pdf
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Donations

Several times a year the County is approached by private entities who wish to see their property remain in 
its natural condition and who voluntarily offer to donate their fee land or grant the County a conservation 
easement.  Since 2006, these types of transactions have resulted in the addition of nearly 4,000 acres to our 
conservation holdings. Most expand upon existing parks and conservation areas.  Donations have come from 35 
different owners, some of whom have made multiple donations.

It is noteworthy that about 870 of these acres came from property owners who had other options to achieve 
compliance with the CLS but elected to donate these conservation lands to the County. More details on this are 
available in a recent report that examines implementation of the CLS between 2002 and 2021.   

While the total value of all donations to date exceeds $17 million, County costs, if there are any, are typically 
limited to paying transaction closing costs.  Donations are mutually beneficial to the donor and to the County.  
Aside from accomplishing the donor’s desire to keep their land natural and undeveloped, some donors may 
be eligible for tax benefits.  Current tax law affords tax benefits for donations to the County or other qualified 
conservation organizations.  The County benefits because costs associated with acquisition are small and 
represent a fraction of the property’s market value.

Grants

Grant opportunities are not abundant, but have facilitated significant additions to the County’s conservation 
acquisitions.  Details on several notable examples follow.  

• Arizona Preserve Initiative (API) Program.  
This state program, enacted in 1996, reclassified certain State Trust Lands for conservation.  Under the API, 
Arizona State Parks awarded grants under their Growing Smarter Matching Grant Program for acquisition of 
reclassified State Trust Land.  
 
The County received five grants between 2008 and 2014 totaling over $6.2 million.  The target properties totaled 
just over 2,700 acres with appraised acquisition costs of almost $13 million. The County relied heavily on the 
2004 bond funds to pay half of the acquisition costs as required by the grants.  Over 380 acres secured important 
cultural properties including Tumamoc Hill and a large archaeological site; the remainder increased the size of 
Tucson and Tortolita Mountain Parks. 

• Endangered Species Recovery Land Acquisition Grant Program.  
Also known as Section 6 grants, this competitive federal grant program is funded by the Land and Water 
Conservation Fund and is administered by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service).  Grant monies are 
specifically for acquisition of habitat for federal threatened and endangered species.  Applications are submitted 
to and through states and territories.  If awarded these grants require at least a 25 percent match.

Hayhook Ranch

https://webcms.pima.gov/UserFiles/Servers/Server_6/File/Government/Office%20of%20Sustainability%20and%20Conservation/Conservation%20Sciece/About%20the%20Conservation%20Lands%20System/Implementation%20of%20the%20Maeveen%20Marie%20Behan%20Conservation%20Lands%20System%202001%20-%202021.pdf
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In the early 2000s, the County partnered with the Arizona Game and Fish Department to submit two successful 
grant applications for Section 6 funding.  This resulted in the County’s acquisition and conservation of two 
properties (Lords Ranch and Hayhook Ranch) to benefit the cactus ferruginous pygmy owl that at the time was 
an endangered species.  These acquisitions added approximately 1,480 acres to our conservation lands.  Of the 
nearly $2.4 million needed to acquire both properties, the County provided roughly 64 percent (approximately 
$1,570,000) with the grants covering the remaining 36 percent (approximately $875,000).

• Federal Transportation Enhancement Grant via ADOT for Bar V Ranch.  
In 2004, the County received a $500,000 Federal Transportation Enhancement grant via the Arizona Department 
of Transportation to acquire a scenic easement along I-10, east of Sonoita Highway 83, including a segment of 
Davidson Canyon that connects to the Cienega Creek Natural Preserve. The grant contributed to the acquisition 
and conservation of the Bar V Ranch at this location, which now includes 1,763 acres owned by the County and 
another 12,674 acres of state grazing leases held by the County. 

Negotiated Agreements

Occasionally, the Board enters into negotiated agreements with private entities seeking to satisfy the County’s 
concerns for project-related impacts to County-owned land and environmental resources important to both 
the County and its residents.  To date, examples of such agreements include land exchanges, development 
agreements, and mitigation agreements.  These agreements have resulted in money to fund the County’s 
acquisition of conservation land or conveyance of land to the County; below are a few highlights: 

• Land Exchange with Oracle Ridge Mine 
LLC. 

In consideration of impacts to County-owned 
conservation land and the CLS related to 
reopening of its mining operation, Oracle Ridge 
Mine LLC (ORM) proposed a land exchange 
and an additional voluntary land donation.  
The Board approved this agreement in 2012 
allowing conveyance of approximately 133 acres 
of County land to ORM and conveyance to the 
County of 476 fee acres plus 7,800 acres of state 
grazing lease affiliated with the M Diamond 
Ranch.  Ultimately, the County’s net gain was 
over 8,100 acres, all held as conservation land.

• Starr Pass Environmental Enhancement Fund
In 1998, plans to develop a resort on the eastern slopes of the Tucson Mountains failed.  However, the County 
and developer worked toward innovative solutions that would allow the resort to go forward.  These discussions 
culminated in a development agreement that imposed new environmental site design standards and established 
a 20-year cash flow for the County to use at Tucson Mountain Park for the study of wildlife, park enhancements, 
and park expansion.  This environmental enhancement fund was based on calculations using two percent of 
resort revenues.  These funds started to generate in 2005 and will continue to do so until 2025. 

To date, this funding source has generated over $7 million for the County and has funded the expansion of 
Tucson Mountain Park and nearby conservation areas by 750 acres.  It has also resulted in the implementation 
of projects to augment recreational opportunities in and around the park, control the spread of invasive species, 
and support the study of species like mountain lions that are critical to the biodiversity of the Tucson Mountains 
and the Sonoran Desert.

M Diamond Ranch
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• Sierrita Pipeline LLC Mitigation and Easement Agreement
In 2014, the Board entered into this agreement in compensation for nearly 60 linear miles of impacts from 
Sierrita Pipeline’s 36-inch natural gas pipeline stretching from southwest of Tucson Mountain Park to the 
U.S.-Mexico border near Sasabe, Arizona.  Mitigation elements were structured to off-set impacts to County 
conservation land, other County-owned fee land, riparian areas, and lands within the CLS.  Among other things, 
Sierrita Pipeline was required to provide $1.0 million to the County for preservation of important habitat values 
in the CLS.  Subsequently, this funding was used to acquire the Tesoro Nueve Ranch, including 1,476 acres in fee 
and 1,800 acres of state grazing leases. 

Even though the County has been acquiring conservation land for many decades, it is worthwhile to take a 
moment and consider the benefits.  Two perspectives are informative.  First, whether these acquisitions are 
responsive to the interests of county residents; and next, whether these acquisitions are advancing the goal of 
the SDCP.

Responsiveness to Residents’ Interests

There is ample evidence this is the case. County residents clearly made their wishes known with their approval of 
the 1974, 1986, 1997, and 2004 bond elections that provided the funds to acquire conservation land. Additionally, 
they provided essential guidance and oversight on what lands were eligible for acquisition; many of which the 
County subsequently acquired.

County residents are also accruing a diversity of benefits presented more thoroughly in the 2016 booklet 
mentioned previously (This Land is Your Land - 40 Years of Voter-Supported Conservation) and summarized below.

Water Quality and Quantity – County conservation 
acquisitions protect rivers and creeks, replenish groundwater, 
and reduce stormwater pollutants and flood damages.

Outdoor Recreation and Health – Opportunities to 
participate in activities such as hiking, biking, horseback 
riding, birding, hunting, and visiting cultural and historic 
sites promote healthy living, which can mitigate rising 
health care costs.

Tourism, Jobs, and Economic Development – Visitation and 
participation in outdoor activities on County conservation 
lands contribute to our local economy, support jobs and 
retail sales, and generate tax revenue.

Increased Home Values – Evidence shows that the value of 
homes adjacent to and near conservation land are positively 
affected by that proximity and that the benefit increases as 
the distance to conserved land decreases.  

County conservation acquisitions are also generating financial and health-related advantages for county residents.  
The Regional Flood Control District recently relied on these lands to secure a new rating under the National Flood 
Insurance Program that reduces flood insurance premiums by 35 percent for those county residents who need 
flood insurance.  As reported to the Board, this will save approximately $1.6 million per year in flood insurance 
costs.  

Benefits of Acquiring Conservation Land

https://webcms.pima.gov/UserFiles/Servers/Server_6/File/Government/Natural%20Resources%20Parks%20and%20Recreation/Natural%20Resources/FINAL%20This%20Land%20is%20your%20Land.pdf
https://webcms.pima.gov/UserFiles/Servers/Server_6/File/Government/Administration/CHHmemosFor%20Web/2022/March/March%2022,%202022%20-%20Pima%20County%20Regional%20Flood%20Control%20District%E2%80%99s%20Community%20Rating%20System%20Upgrade.pdf
https://webcms.pima.gov/UserFiles/Servers/Server_6/File/Government/Natural%20Resources%20Parks%20and%20Recreation/Natural%20Resources/FINAL%20This%20Land%20is%20your%20Land.pdf
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Our conservation holdings, especially larger ones, also support healthy landscapes and native ecosystems 
important to sustainability and community resilience. These undeveloped areas help buffer the community 
from heat island effects and support biological functions that improve our air quality.  Through the process of 
respiration, plants sequester carbon dioxide and produce oxygen as a by-product.  The synergistic effect of such 
functions assist in our capacity to reduce greenhouse gases.

Advancing the SDCP

The goal of the SDCP is to strike balance between conserving our natural and cultural heritage and sustaining 
a vibrant economy.  In addition to the community benefits discussed above, other aspects that speak to the 
protection of biological and cultural resources shed light on the contributions that our conservation acquisitions 
make toward that goal.

• CLS Objectives
The CLS represents the biological goal of the SDCP and identifies those lands that are important to maintaining the 
biological diversity of this region.  By adhering to identified acquisition targets that were enormously influenced by 
the CLS, the over 250,000 acres of conservation acquisitions have done much to fulfill CLS objectives of landscape 
connectivity and natural open space goals.  

Nearly all these conservation acquisitions lie within the CLS. When added to other natural areas such as the 
Coronado National Forest, Ironwood Forest National Monument, and Saguaro National Park, a very connected 
landscape results that facilitates wildlife movement through the region.  This is vital for the persistence of healthy 
and diverse wildlife populations.  Certain of our acquisitions are also critical in maintaining the functionality of 
specific movement locations.  For example, acquisitions in the Oro Valley area in the Big Wash and on either side 
of the wildlife crossing structures on Highway 77 have been instrumental in the success of this impressive Regional 
Transportation Authority project, which was also funded by a voter-approved bond in 2006.  Completed in 2016, 
these crossings now facilitate the safe crossings of numerous wildlife species without posing traffic risks.  So far, 
23 different species, including one mountain lion, are known to use these structures, with more than 16,600 
successful crossings. 

The CLS identifies and classifies land relative to its importance for biological diversity, and includes all lands within 
Pima County regardless of ownership and jurisdictional boundaries except for the Tohono O’odham Nation and 
Pascua Yaqui Tribal Lands (Map 4).  CLS Conservation Guidelines define seven categories of land and specify 
quantifiable landscape conservation goals for four of them.  These landscape conservation goals identify a specific 
target acreage of land to be conserved within each of these four categories.  The table below expresses in acres 
the target landscape goal of each category.

CLS Category Total Category 
Acres

Landscape Goal 
Percentage

Landscape Goal 
Total Acres

Important Riparian Areas 158,178 95% 150,269

Biological Core Management Areas 899,915 80% 719,932

Special Species Management Areas 1,385,131 80% 1,108,105

Multiple Use Management Areas 1,912,804 66.66% 1,275,075
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The graph below breaks down the collective progress as of April 2022 in achieving the CLS landscape goals and 
specifically shows the current contribution that County conservation lands make.  All Conservation Lands include 
County conservation lands plus other lands in the region set aside for conservation (federal public lands, state 
parks, and some private holdings) (Map 5).  Remarkably, at least 44 percent or more of each CLS landscape goal 
has been achieved with three of the four exceeding 50 percent.

• Cultural and Heritage Conservation 
Indigenous peoples have a long history in our region and, aside from oral traditions and written materials, 
the land preserves the evidence of who was here and how they lived and interacted with their environments.  
Lands in our Sonoran Desert region and the tangible evidence therein have told us about the lives and day-to-
day community of all the people residing in this area over at least the last 12,000 years. Considered ancestral 
places by the Tohono O’odham, Pascua Yaqui, Hopi, and other tribal nations, we have learned that indigenous 
people were initially hunter-gatherers, later lived in villages communally and farmed floodplains with extensive 
irrigation canals.  Spanish missionaries profoundly affected indigenous communities bringing European crops 
and livestock and new religious practices and beliefs. Territorial military and civilian settlements transformed 
population centers and Mexican vaqueros and cattle ranchers of yesterday and today have all influenced our 
sense of place.  

There is little question that the County’s conservation acquisitions do much to preserve our cultural heritage.  
In 1997 and 2004, voters passed the first County historic preservation bonds, which allowed for specific 
acquisitions of cultural and historic properties.  They include discrete properties with specific importance such 
as Tumamoc Hill, Los Morteros, and Canoa Ranch as well as other properties with representative value like 
Cienega Creek Natural Preserve, A7 Ranch, Hay Hook Ranch, and Tucson Mountain Park.  These acquisitions 
along with other County conservation lands and ranches were instrumental in demonstrating how the cultural 
and natural landscapes intersect to create a unique place in telling the nation’s story.  This resulted in the recent 
Congressional designation of the  Santa Cruz Valley National Heritage Area signed into law in 2019.   

Currently, uses on many acquisitions promote current cultural interests such as continued practice of tribal 
rights and traditions, outdoor recreation, ranching, and management of natural resources to improve ecological 
conditions.  Collection of plants for tribal ceremonies, construction of trail parks, outdoor education classes, 
restoration of historic structures and interpretation amenities, ranch education, removal of invasive species, and 
inventory of native species are common examples of such uses.

6%

5%

13%

12%

53%

52%

64%

44%

Multi-use
Management Area

Special Species
Management Area

Biological Core
Management Area

Important
Riparian Area

Progress Towards Conservation Goals

County Conservation Lands All Conservation Lands Conservation Goal

https://santacruzheritage.org/
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The County employs a remarkably unique 
approach aimed at keeping working ranches as a 
part of the landscape.  Of the 250,200 acres of 
County conservation land, more than 200,000 
acres are part of working ranches.  The County 
owns and operates fifteen working cattle ranches 
(including one farm) which are comprised of 
fee land plus state and federal grazing leases.  
The Natural Resources Parks and Recreation 
Department manages these ranches via Ranch 
Management Agreements with local private-
sector ranchers and farmers, some of whom are 
the same families who previously owned the 
ranch. These on-the-ground managers oversee 
the livestock or farm operations and provide land 
stewardship for the ranch properties on a daily basis.   Adherence to the County’s Rangeland Management 
Standards and Guidelines ensure the land and resources are managed sustainably.  This approach preserves 
family ties to the land, creates ranching and farming opportunities for new generation ranchers and farmers, and 
ensures that working landscapes remain free from residential and commercial development. 

The way we engage with our conservation lands and what we allow to happen there leaves behind on-the-
ground evidence of our culture and values for future generations to reflect upon.  Preserving these lands and 
landscapes honors those who came before and is a priority of the County and County residents.
  

• Balancing Economic Development and Conservation
This is the prime directive of SDCP, and the County has enacted many initiatives to further this balance since 
launching the SDCP in 1998.  The contributions and benefits of these actions to the SDCP are even more substantial 
when examined en masse rather than as individual actions.  However, a good example of an individual significant 
undertaking is the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s 2016 authorization of Incidental Take Permit No. TE84356A-O 
and the County’s subsequent implementation of the Multi Species Conservation Plan (MSCP).  This permit and 
terms of the MSCP are valid for 30 years, currently expected to terminate in 2046.   

The MSCP facilitates development by easing the regulatory requirements of the federal Endangered Species Act 
and mandates that for every project covered under the plan, lands are to be conserved in perpetuity for the 
protection of natural resources important for the conservation of native and rare species.   County and District 
construction projects, plus certain private development projects authorized by Pima County Development 
Services Department, can avail themselves of MSCP benefits.  In keeping with the MSCP, subsequent to initiation 
of project construction, the County provides the requisite mitigation land and resource management to offset 
the impacts of the project.   

Our conservation acquisition portfolio is a vital component of the MSCP.  This portfolio is the cache of land, or 
mitigation bank, used to fulfill the MSCP mitigation obligations.  In the first six years of implementation, just over 
730 public and private projects have benefitted from the regulatory relief offered by the MSCP, which required 
approximately 6,610 acres of our conservation acquisitions to provide the necessary mitigation.

Previous estimates suggest our mitigation bank will accommodate nearly all of our mitigation needs, but that 
some additional land may be necessary in the future, the cost of which is being incorporated into the County’s 
Integrated Infrastructure Plan.  Most other communities that have similar species conservation plans do not have 
a readily available cache of land to provide mitigation such as Pima County.  By having a well-stocked mitigation 
bank, projects are able to achieve compliance with the Endangered Species Act without any delays.

Buckelew Farm

https://webcms.pima.gov/UserFiles/Servers/Server_6/File/Government/Office%20of%20Sustainability%20and%20Conservation/Conservation%20Sciece/SDCP%20in%202020%20-%20Diagram_website.pdf
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The County has a long history of acquiring conservation land to benefit the residents of Pima County.  The 
majority of these lands are the direct result of the County executing locally led and designed plans and programs 
informed by science, shaped by considerable community input, and which include measurable targets.  Along 
the way, processes and procedures were created to ensure transparency and accountability in the determination 
of acquisition priorities.  

A variety of funding mechanisms have been used, but the largest share of the County’s conservation acquisitions 
have been financed by voter-approved bonds.  Even though funds from these voter-approved bonds have been 
exhausted, the County continues to acquire conservation land pursuant to our plans and programs, albeit at a 
lesser frequency and with fewer financial resources. 

Our conservation lands provide a wide range of benefits to the residents of Pima County.  Some benefits are 
experienced personally like tax and flood insurance advantages, jobs, and outdoor recreation opportunities. 
Others are experienced communally like greenhouse gas reduction, watershed health, and sense of place.    

Significantly, our conservation land acquisitions are important to the community’s economic development.  Not 
only are these acquisitions an investment in the region’s recreation and tourism industries, they are also an 
essential element in our ability to provide relief from certain regulatory requirements for public and private 
development. This is the kind of balance envisioned by the SDCP, whereby conservation equates to economic 
growth and prosperity of our community.

Summary
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