San Pedro Riparian National Conservation Area
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San Pedro House The San Pedro riparian area, containing about 40 miles of the upper San Pedro River, was designated by Congress as a National Conservation Area (NCA) on November 18, 1988. The primary purpose for the designation is to protect and enhance the desert riparian ecosystem, a rare remnant of what was once an extensive network of similar riparian systems throughout the Southwest.

The word riparian refers to an area where plants and animals thrive because of an availability of water, either at or near the soil surface. Riparian areas are the shores of lakes and reservoirs, the banks and floodplains of intermittent or perennial (year- round) streams, rivers and springs.

Managed by the Bureau of Land Management's Tucson Field Office, the San Pedro Riparian NCA contains over 58,000 acres of public land in Cochise County, Arizona, between the international border (United States and Mexico) and St. David, Arizona. {map}

San Pedro Resources

Water

The San Pedro River enters Arizona from Sonora, Mexico, flows north between the Huachuca and Mule mountains ranges, and joins the Gila River 100 miles downstream near the town of Winkelman. The San Pedro's perennial flow, though sometimes a trickle, is a rare occurrence in the Southwest. In addition, a number of springs occur within the NCA. Water is the critical element in a riparian ecosystem. Without an adequate, continuous supply, the ecosystem would surely perish.

BLM is a key member of the Upper San Pedro Partnership, a consortium of agencies and groups working together to meet the water needs of the area and protect the resources of the San Pedro River.

Vegetation

Cottonwood Trees The San Pedro Riparian National Conservation Area, known for its extensive riparian corridor, is a composite of several vegetation communities. Fremont cottonwood and Goodding willow dominate the riparian corridor. Lesser amounts of Arizona ash and walnut, netleaf hackberry, and soapberry occur as well. Chihuahuan desert-scrub, typified by thorny species such as tarbush, creosote and acacia, characterize the uplands bordering both sides of the river, while mesquite and sacaton grass dominate the bottomland adjacent to the riparian corridor.

Wildlife

Wildlife abounds in the San Pedro Riparian NCA because of the abundant food, water and cover within and surrounding the riparian zone. The NCA supports over 350 species of birds, 80+ species of mammals, two native species and several introduced species of fish, and more than 40 species of amphibians and reptiles.

Birds -- One of the major attractions here is the internationally renowned birdlife which attracts thousands of birdwatchers from all over the world each year. Over 100 species of breeding birds and another 250+ species of migrant and wintering birds occur in this area, representing roughly half the number of known breeding species in North America. Notably, 36 species of raptors, including the gray hawk, Mississippi kite, and crested caracara can be found within the NCA. Other enticing species include the green kingfisher, northern beardless-tyrannulet and yellow-billed cuckoo.  A checklist (pdf format) of birds on the San Pedro is available.

The San Pedro Avian Resources Center is a BLM led, volunteer-based, MAPS (Monitoring Avian Producivity and Survivorship) protocol, bird banding program.  BLM Biologists are in the eighth year of banding on the San Pedro, and cooperate with banders operating at Chiricahua and Coronado NMs and in Sonora.  In addition to banding more than 6000 birds of 100 species (plus 4 additional races) they have trained dozens of biologists and volunteers from Arizona and Sonora.

javelina Mammals -- are abundant throughout the area, although some are mostly nocturnal and thus rarely seen. Include in this group are many species of rodents, several bats, mountain lions, and bobcats. Other mammals, like the white-tailed deer, mule deer, javelina, desert cottontail, and black-tailed jackrabbit, are commonly observed.

Reptiles and Amphibians -- The combination of desert and riparian habitats within the NCA creates a favorable environment for large numbers of reptiles and amphibians. The most notable of these are the Mexican garter snake, Mojave green rattlesnake, and Gila monster. More common species include the western diamondback rattlesnake, desert grassland whiptail lizard, Sonoran box turtle, and Couch's spadefoot toad.

Fish -- Historically, the San Pedro River contained 14 species of native fish. Today, these have been largely replaced by introduced species such as the common carp, yellow bullhead, and mosquitofish. Only the longfin dace and desert sucker remain from the original San Pedro populations.

Prehistoric/Historic Cultures

The NCA contains over 250 recorded prehistoric and historic sites and is likely to contain many more.

Prehistoric Cultures -- The Clovis Culture, names for a unique type of projectile called a Clovis point, were the first known human occupants in the upper San Pedro River Valley, dating back approximately 11,000 years (9000-6000 B.C.). Stone tools and weapons used by these people to butcher large mammals, such as mammoths and bison, were found with bones of their prey at the Lehner Mammoth Kill Site and Murray Springs Clovis Site. Remains of other prehistoric cultures in the NCA include the Archaic people (6000 B.C.-A.D. 1) and Mogollon, Hohokam and northern Mexico components (A.D. 1-1500).

Historic Cultures -- These cultures have been divided into the following three major historic periods:

Santa Cruz de Terrenate (1) Spanish Period -- Native American cultures encountered during the Spanish exploration and occupation of the Southwest (1539-1820) were Sobaipuri (part of the Upper Piman, 1430-1769) and Apache (1600-1886). Francisco Vasquez de Coronado, a general of the Spanish Army, led an expedition through the San Pedro Valley in 1540 in search of Cibola, the Seven Cities of Gold. A Jesuit, Fray Marcos de Niza, possibly the first European to see the Southwest, may have followed a similar route a year earlier. Another Jesuit, Eusebio Francisco Kino, travelled widely to norther Sonora, Mexico, and what is now the southwestern United States between 1680-1711, establishing many visitas and missions. The Presidio (fortified settlement) Santa Cruz de Terrenate was established by Spanish troops in 1775 or 1776. It was never completed and was abandoned by 1780 due to continuous Apache raids, which took the lives of more that 80 Spaniards including two commandants.

(2) Mexican Period -- Upon declaring independence from Spain in 1821, Mexicans moved into the upper San Pedro Valley to homestead and take over the large established Spanish cattle ranches. However, as with the Spanish occupation, Apache raids kept the Mexican settlers from prospering. As a result, over 60,000 cattle were roaming wild in the valley by 1851. The Mexican period ended when the area became a United States territory through the Gadsden Purchase of 1853. Many Mexican families remained in the area.

(3) American Period -- Anglo settlers from the East moved into the area in the 1850s, reestablishing cattle ranching and farming. This period also saw the rise and fall of road and railroad systems and mining towns. Silver was discovered near Tombstone in 1877, and the valley boomed for over 10 years until the mines flooded, around 1887. The ruins of some mining towns, such as Contention City, Fairbank, Emery City, Millville, and Charleston, remain today. Most Apache raiding ended in 1886 with the surrender of Geronimo and his followers. By the turn of the century, large-scale, corporate-financed cattle ranching and farming became the norm, a trend which persisted until BLM acquisition in 1986.

Recreation

The NCA offers a wide variety of high quality, dispersed recreation opportunities including birdwatching, wildlife viewing, photography, hiking, camping, seasonal hunting, horseback riding, nature study, and environmental education.  Access to the southernmost section of the San Pedro RNCA is available at the Palominas Access Area.

Visitor Rules

To protect the sensitive natural and cultural resources as well as allow for public recreational use within the San Pedro Riparian National Conservation Area, you are required to comply with the following rules:

Day Use/Overnight Camping

Overnight camping is allowed in backcountry areas, but not in parking areas. Permits are required for overnight camping and are available seven days a week from the "self service pay stations" at all visitor parking areas. The permit fee is $2.00 per person per night, and camping is limited to seven consecutive nights in any one location, unless otherwise authorized. Day use throughout the NCA is free, no permit is required. Commercial operators are required to secure special authorization prior to their planned visit. Remember to leave a clean camp. Pack it in - and - pack it out. For more information on camping, permits, and other recreation opportunities, call the Sierra Vista office at (520) 458-3559, Monday through Friday, 8:00 am to 4 pm.

Woodcutting/Campfires

Cutting of any standing tree or brush is prohibited. However, dead wood lying on the ground can be used for campfires in designated areas. We encourage you to use portable campstoves instead of open campfires.

Trapping -- Trapping is prohibited.

Firearms/Hunting -- Target shooting and "plinking" are prohibited in the entire National Conservation Area at all times. For safety reasons, all public land within one-quarter mile of developed facilities are closed to the discharge of firearms at any time during the year. In addition, the area between Charleston Road and Highway 92 is closed to the immediate possession or discharge of firearms during the entire year. Firearms possession and discharge for regulated hunting as authorized by the State of Arizona is permitted in the area north of Charleston Road and in the area south of Arizona Highway 92 to the Mexican border from September 1 to March 31. All Arizona Game and Fish Commission regulations relating to hunting and firearms use apply in this area during this period.

Bow hunting is permitted throughout the National Conservation Area during all established seasons.

Fishing is permitted throughout the NCA, subject to Arizona Game and Fish Department regulations. Adults must have a valid fishing license in their possession at all times.

Mining/Prospecting -- All forms of prospecting and mineral removal, including recreational panning and sluicing, are prohibited.

Pets

Pets must be leashed at all developed facilities and in other posted areas.

Horses

Horses are allowed within the NCA, except where posted near historic sites. Group size is recommended to be no more that 10 horses. More specific information can be obtained from the Sierra Vista office.

Vehicles

The use of vehicles and mountain bikes is permitted only on designated roads. Cross-country and off-road-vehicle travel is prohibited throughout the NCA. There are signs along all designated roads. BLM maps and brochures showing the designated roads can be obtained at parking areas and at BLM's administrative offices.

Metal Detectors

Metal detectors may not be used anywhere within the NCA. Removal of historic and prehistoric artifacts (including bottles, cans, arrowheads, pottery, bone fragments, etc.) from all public lands is illegal.

Precautions

Rattlesnakes are common throughout the NCA. Be aware of this potential danger and take precautions.

Drinking water is not available. Make sure you carry enough for your needs.

Flash floods can occur along the San Pedro River and in the side washes. Be alert to threatening weather conditions and be prepared to seek higher ground if necessary. Do not camp in washes or gullies.

Areas with quicksand are common along the San Pedro River. Hikers and horseback riders should choose river crossings carefully. Riding in the river channel is not recommended.

IN CASE OF EMERGENCY, CALL: Cochise County Sheriff's Office 1-800-362-0812, the BLM's Sierra Vista Project Office (520) 439-6400, or the BLM's Tucson Field Office (520) 258-7200.
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