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Issue: Water

Water Management

“We have been quick to assume rights to use water but slow to recognize
obligations to preserve and protect it. .. In short, we need a water ethic—a guide to
right conduct in the face of complex decisions about natural systems we do not
and cannot fully understand.” Sandra Postel, Last Oasis: Facing Water Scarcity

Arizona is a desert; water is a scarce resource. The state’s population growth has only been possible
because of water. However, because of an inability to adequately manage water, that growth is at risk.

In 1970, the population of Arizona was under 2 million, with about half of its residents living in the
Phoenix metro area. In the ensuing five decades, the state population has grown to about 7.4 million,
with slightly more than half—4.5 million—of its residents living in Maricopa County.!

Water has powered this growth, but increasingly, the supply is inadequate. This is threatening both
urban development and agriculture. Although the per capita usage of water has steadily dropped
since 1980, the state is going to have to make some difficult tradeoffs.2

Where Arizona’s water comes from and where it goes

The two charts below show the sources of Arizona water and where it is used.? As can be seen, the
overwhelming majority—72%—of Arizona’s water is consumed by the agricultural sector.
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ARIZONA'S WATER USE BY SECTOR (2019)
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History of water management
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It’s complicated. One reason is that surface water (rivers and lakes) and groundwater (aquifers) are
managed differently. Surface water is considered to be public property, while groundwater falls
under the “reasonable use” doctrine. In fact, regulation of groundwater is non-existent for almost 80%

of the state.4

Due to over pumping, the Groundwater
Management Act (GMA) was passed in 1980. This
legislation resulted in groundwater in some locations
being managed and regulated as a “public good.”
The regions where groundwater usage is regulated
by the GMA are referred to as Active Management
Areas or AMAs. Groundwater pumping in locations
not within an Active Management Area are still
mostly unregulated. One key provision of the GMA

Arizona Groundwater is Mostly Unregulated
The vast majority of land in Arizona has no grcundwater regulatlon&That s allowed
big agricultural operations to use vast sums of ground unchecked, d i
aquifers and leaving rural communities with no\ way to monitor pumping or enforce
restrictions on usage.Only users in Active Management Areas and Irrigation Non- |
Expansion Areas are required to report groundwater usage, and only the former has |
restrictions on development in the event there isn't enough water.
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The current water situation

It’s the same old story: both groundwater (aquifers) and surface water (rivers and lakes) are
diminishing.

Arizona is seeing cutbacks, mandated by the federal government, in its allocation of Colorado River
water. Since 2022, Arizona has been seeing reductions of around 20% each year.’

Groundwater is being over pumped in those regions not subject to the constraints of the GMA, which
is crippling rural aquifers. Remember, close to 807% of the state’s groundwater is not regulated.
Without incentives to manage water usage, some very thirsty crops, like alfalfa, cotton, and nuts are
being grown.? ? In fact, out-of-state industrial growers have sucked up outsized amounts of Arizona
groundwater to grow alfalfa for cows in Saudi Arabia'®, the UAE!, or Minnesota.!? (A Saudi farm’s
long lease from the state was canceled last year.!3)

The political situation

As with most environmental issues, Democrats have been more pro-active in trying to ensure that
Arizona water supplies remain adequate over the long-term. This is a priority for Democratic
Governor Katie Hobbs, but she has been hindered by a state legislature controlled by Republicans.

One of Governor Hobbs’ first actions was to create a bipartisan Water Policy Council, with the goal of
seeking better ways to manage and conserve rural groundwater basins. One of the Council’s
recommendations was for “a more flexible and less stringent way to protect rural groundwater that it
could apply itself, or allow residents to initiate through a vote by the county board of supervisors or a
petition. ... Key to the proposal, supporters say, is that it would keep control in rural communities and
only establish stricter regulations in basins that are experiencing significant overconsumption
problems, and not just enact new statewide regulations, even in areas that don’t have overdrawn
aquifers.”™

Some Republicans refused to cooperate. Republican state senator Sine Kerr and chair of the Natural
Resources Committee quit the Water Policy Council, saying the members were ignoring farmers’
interests and the group was just “a forum to rubber stamp the progressive environmental goals of
special interest groups.” Senator Kerr is a dairy farmer. The Republican chair of the House Natural
Resources, Energy and Water Committee, Gail Griffin, has stated that she will oppose any bills
resulting from recommendations of the Water Policy Council.!6

Unlike these Republican legislators, rural residents whose wells are drying up would like to see action
on groundwater management.l” In fact, to avoid further over pumping, voters in rural Cochise
County recently approved the creation of the new Douglas Active Management Area. The state will
now be able to manage groundwater.!8

A bill (SB 1221) that would have created Basin Management Areas was introduced by Sine Kerr.
According to the sponsor, the Basin Management Areas would have been a compromise between no
regulation of rural groundwater and state-controlled Active Management Areas. However, some rural
stakeholders claimed the bill would create too much bureaucracy and would not actually result in
local control of groundwater. Travis Lingenfelter, a Republican supervisor from rural Mohave
County, said, “the [new structure] contained in the bill not only will not help rural counties and cities,
it will make it worse.”® The bill eventually died.
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Governor Hobbs vetoed?? other Republican proposals to either to increase pumping (HB 2063),2!
curb the attorney general’s power to sue corporate farmers (HB 2124),22 or allow public review and
challenge of Department of Water Resources calculations (HB 2019).23 In one veto message, Hobbs
wrote “I have consistently stated that water policy needs to be addressed in a holistic manner that
provides real solutions for the challenges we face. I look forward to continuing to work with both the
House and the Senate to craft a package of proposals that does exactly this.”?*

In other water-related actions, Governor Hobbs paused new housing developments in
groundwater-dependent areas in the Phoenix area after a study showed the groundwater supply for
new homes would not last the required 100 years.?% 26 Then Hobbs’ Water Policy Council came up
with a plan that would allow development to continue: communities would have to find new
sources of water that were not from aquifers. Potential new water sources include treated effluent
and water from rivers. If those conditions were met, development could proceed.?’

The 2024 legislative session ended without meaningful progress on water issues.

While efforts to manage waters may be stalling at the state level, U.S. Senator Mark Kelly is working
on water and drought mitigation issues. In the Inflation Reduction Act, passed with no Republican
votes, Kelly spearheaded funding “which will help Arizona and Colorado River basin states mitigate
climate-driven drought.” He was instrumental in the passage of the bipartisan Water Resources Act,
“which authorizes up to $200 million for water infrastructure projects in Arizona, provides the Army
Corps with new authorities to carry out drought-related projects, and will keep Arizonans safe from
floods by authorizing the Army Corps to work with counties to repair aging dams which protect
communities, airports, and military installations from stormwater floods.”?8

Conclusion

History has shown that Democrats are better stewards of the environment. Water issues are no
different. Arizona needs new tools ensuring conservation and future access to groundwater.
Democrats can do this. Few Republicans want to try.2°

Further reading

https://groundwater.stanford.edu/dashboard/arizona.html#chapter-2

https://insideclimatenews.org/news/19122023/rural-arizona-decades-without-groundwater-
regulations/

https://grist.org/agriculture/arizona-fondomonte-farm-saudi-alfalfa-groundwater-lease/

Uhttps://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/AZPOP
2 https://www.arizonawaterfacts.com/water-your-facts

3 https://www.arizonawaterfacts.com/water-your-
facts#:~:text=Colorado%20River%20Water,annually%200f%20Colorado%20River%20water

4 https://insideclimatenews.org/news/19122023/rural-arizona-decades-without-groundwater-regulations/
% https://groundwater.stanford.edu/dashboard/arizona.html

5 https://insideclimatenews.org/news/19122023/rural-arizona-decades-without-groundwater-regulations/
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7 https://www.wbaltv.com/article/colorado-river-water-cuts-
2024/61892313#:~:text=The%20cuts%20announced%20Thursday’%20are,hit’%20hardest%20by%20those%20c
uts

8 https://www.uidaho.edu/-/media/Uldaho-Responsive/Files/cals/centers/Kimberly/forage/Alfalfa-
Irrigation-Facts-2013.pdf
https://www.pressdemocrat.com/article/specialsections/these-are-the-california-crops-that-use-the-most-
water/

9 https://www.pressdemocrat.com/article/specialsections/these-are-the-california-crops-that-use-the-
most-water/

10 https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/in-drought-stricken-arizona-fresh-scrutiny-of-saudi-arabia-
owned-farms-water-use

I https://pbs.org/newshour/world/arizona-alfalfa-farmers-clash-with-foreign-firms-over-water-use

12 https://www.hcn.org/issues/53-8/agriculture-a-mega-dairy-is-transforming-arizonas-aquifer-and-
farming-lifestyles/
18 https://www.nytimes.com/2023/10/03/climate/arizona-saudi-arabia-alfalfa-groundwater.html

1 https://insideclimatenews.org/news/19122023/rural-arizona-decades-without-groundwater-regulations/
15 https://azfreenews.com/2023/10/sen-kerr-resigns-from-hobbs-water-council/

16 https://insideclimatenews.org/news/19122023/rural-arizona-decades-without-groundwater-regulations/
7 https://www.Kjzz.org/2024-03-04/content-1873111-some-cochise-county-residents-blame-rep-gail-
griffin-blocking-groundwater

18 https://www.waterforarizona.com/2022/11/16/the-arizona-legislature-refused-to-address-rural-
groundwater-issues-cochise-residents-took-matters-into-their-own-hands-in-douglas-they-won/

19 https://www .kjzz.org/2024-03-01/content-1872879-groundwater-protection-bill-advancing-az-capitol-

faces-opposition-rural-stakeholders

20 https://www kjzz.org/2024-03-04/content-1873115-here-are-all-bills-arizona-gov-katie-hobbs-vetoed-
2024

2L https://www.sierraclub.org/sites/default/files/2024-
04/240412a_Sierra_Club_AZ_Legislative_Update_15.pdf

22 https://www.kawc.org/news/2024-05-01/hobbs-veto-blocks-effort-to-strip-ag-mayes-of-groundwater-
authority

28 https://www.kjzz.org/2024-03-04/content-1873115-here-are-all-bills-arizona-gov-katie-hobbs-vetoed-
2024

24 https://www.azleg.gov/govlettr/56leg/2r/hb2027.pdf
25 https://www.washingtonpost.com/climate-environment/2023/06/01/phoenix-water-shortage-

population-growth/

26 https://www.nytimes.com/2023/06/01/climate/arizona-phoenix-permits-housing-water.html

2 https://www kjzz.org/2024-01-17/content-1868596-hobbs-proposes-new-groundwater-use-rules-
housing-development

28 https://www.kelly.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/inflation-reduction-act-includes-4-billion-
secured-by-sen-kelly-western-senators-to-combat-drought-%ef’%bf’xbc/

29 https://www.kjzz.org/2024-05-17/content-1880288-water-fighting-partisanship-increases-arizona-
politics-groundwater-drops
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