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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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