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Wildlife linkages are a critical part of the Sonoran Desert ecosystem.

Wildlife habitat in the Sonoran Desert is becoming increasingly fragmented by
residential and commercial development and roads. This fragmentation leads to a
loss of habitat connectivity, an essential component of healthy ecosystems. Wildlife
movement is restricted and animals become susceptible to collision with vehicles,
isolation, and even extinction. The risk to public safety also increases as more wildlife
try to cross roads. Fortunately there are projects in motion to protect and restore safe
passageways for wildlife. With thoughtful land use planning and the design and
construction of wildlife crossings for roadways, wildlife linkages in southern Arizona
can be preserved intact for generations to come.

Wildlife Preserve

A piece of land
permanently protected
from development. Typically
owned by a public agency,
such as the federal
government or the county.
Examples include national
forests, national parks, and
county preserves.

Wildlife Linkage

An area of land that connects
wildlife preserves. Often, but
not always, threatened by
urban and rural
development and roadways.
Provides crucial open space
for wildlife species to
migrate, breed, forage, and
colonize new home ranges.

Wildlife Crossing

A structure that allows
wildlife to move safely
across a roadway or other
barrier. Can range in size
from a round culvert for
small mammals and reptiles
to a vegetated bridge
constructed specifically for
wildlife movement.



Maintaining Healthy Ecosystems

The Sonoran Desert is home to an enormous variety of wildlife living in
both the forested mountain ranges and the broad desert valleys that serve
as bridges between them. Maintaining this rich biodiversity and
associated habitats will preserve the Sonoran Desert as a healthy and
vibrant ecosystem for all species. We have an obligation to protect our
native wildlife and ensure that they have adequate room to roam.

Growth at the Expense of Habitat

Southern Arizona has been undergoing unprecedented growth for

decades; as we expand our footprint, the areas in which wildlife can survive
and thrive are shrinking. Fortunately, efforts have been made to provide for
large wildlife preserves all throughout southern Arizona. From Ironwood
Forest National Monument to Catalina State Park and further along to
Cienega Creek Natural Preserve, there are dozens of preserves scattered
across this corner of the Sonoran Desert. Maintaining connectivity between
these large preserves is an urgent challenge.

Wildlife Linkages Need Protection

Wildlife crossings are the final hurdle to maintaining linkages between wildlife
preserves. Without these crossings, wildlife populations will become isolated
from one another. Isolated populations are more susceptible to extinction
than connected populations. Connectivity is necessary for wildlife to move
across the landscape as they adapt to rapidly changing habitat conditions
driven by climate change.

Frequently Asked Questions:

Do wildlife crossings work?

Yes! While wildlife crossings are relatively new to southern Arizona, they have
been very successful elsewhere. Video cameras have documented the use of
these crossings and collision rates between vehicles and animals have been
reduced dramatically when crossings are constructed.

How do animals know to use the crossings?

Crossings are designed to reflect the natural conditions and encourage use by
wildlife. Practical measures such as fencing along roadways are effective at
funneling wildlife towards crossings. Fences are typically designed with escape
routes in case wildlife do manage to pass through the fence and on to the
roadway.

Which animals use wildlife
crossings?

While wildlife crossings are
typically designed for large
mammals such as mule deer,
badger, mountain lion, bobcat,
javelina, fox, and coyote, they
will also benefit many other
wildlife species. Linkages and
crossings are important for
connecting preserves, but also
provide valuable habitat in
and of themselves for smaller
animals such as birds and
reptiles.

(Protecﬁng wildlife linkages
in southern Arizona is one of
the goals of the Coalition for

Sonoran Desert Protection.
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Through a variety of initiative

strategies, and projects, the Coalition
works to preserve open space within
wildlifellinkages.Significant barriers
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Tucson - Tortolita - Santa Catalina Mountains Wildlife Linkage

A Working
Example

Tucson Mountains to
Tortolita Mountains

Interstate 10, along with accompanying frontage
roads and a railroad track, forms a formidable
barrier to wildlife traveling between the Tucson
and Tortolita Mountains. Development within
the larger linkage area has also fragmented the
landscape and left minimal open space near I-
10. However, an abandoned railroad underpass
near Avra Valley Road — with appropriate
improvements — could be a safe crossing point
for wildlife. Local jurisdictions have discussed

These conceptual designs are artist renderings of crossing projects. The constructed crossings may differ in design from the artist renderings.

Overpass Design

above left

Looking west from the Santa
Catalina Mountains towards
the Tortolita Mountains at the
overpass site

above right

Street-level view of the planned
wildlife overpass with fencing
along State Route 77

right

Aerial view of the planned
wildlife overpass across State
Route 77

Aerlal view of planned overpass
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Aerlal view of p]a" "ned underpass

Underpass Design left toright

Looking east towards the Santa Catalina Mountains
from the Tortolita Mountains at the underpass site

Aerial view of the planned wildlife underpass across
State Route 77

expanding the underpass or constructing an

overpass at this site to allow wildlife to safely
cross 1-10. Artist renderings of both of these
options are shown below.

Although this linkage has been greatly
compromised, improvements such as an
enhanced crossing point near Avra Valley Road
and the creation of a dedicated wildlife linkage
between the Tortolita Mountains and I-10 could
dramatically improve its health. Progress has

been made by local jurisdictions toward
restoring the wildlife linkage, including the
acquisition and preservation of specific parcels
of land. Still, much work must be done before

this linkage is restored and preserved in
perpetuity.
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Bohcat tracks found January
2009 in the Avra Valley Road/I-10
underpass Sky Island Alliance

below
Looking east towards the Tortolita Mountains —
abandoned underpass and the frontage road are in
the foreground and railroad tracks can be seen on
the far side of I-10
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Underpass Design (above, renderings on left and center)
Ground-level and aerial view of expanded underpass design using the

elevated frontage roads, expansion in the width of underpass, fencing and revegetation

Overpass Design (rendering on right)

Aerial view of overpass design extending over the rail tracks, frontage roads and I-10 with fencing

Tortolita Mountains
to Santa Catalina
Mountains

Arroyo Grande is a 9,000-acre area of State Trust
Land within the Tortolita-Santa Catalina wildlife
linkage. In 2008, during the development of a
"conceptual plan” for this area by the Arizona
State Land Department (ASLD), the Coalition
successtully worked with the Town of Oro Valley,
Pima County, and the ASLD on the inclusion of
significant open space and a designated 1
kilometer (over one half mile) wide wildlife
corridor within Arroyo Grande. This wildlife
corridor, totaling over 6,000 acres, will provide
crucial open space for wildlife traveling between
the Tortolita and Santa Catalina mountains.

In 2009, the Coalition partnered with the
Arizona Department of Transportation on a
proposal to the Regional Transportation
Authority Wildlife Linkages Working Group for
$8.2 million in funding for three crossing
structures across State Route 77 (North Oracle
Road) in the Tortolita-Santa Catalina linkage.
This proposal received final approval in
December 2009. Construction is scheduled to

existing underpass with

begin in 2012-2013 on one overpass and two
underpasses specifically designed to facilitate wildlife
movement across an expanded State Route 77. We hope
this project will be a model for future wildlife crossings
in southern Arizona and beyond.



Coalition for
Sonoran Desert
Protection

300 E. University Blvd., Suite 120
Tucson, AZ 85705
520.388.9925

www.sonorandesert.org and

www.sonorandesert.org/learning-
more/wildlife-linkages

The Coalition's mission is to achieve
the long-term conservation of
biological diversity and ecological
function of the Sonoran Desert =

through comprehensive £
land-use planning. N,
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