
L
ocated on a map, Tucson is seen as a geographic area with specific
boundaries. Those of us who actually live in Tucson know the set-
ting more intimately, beyond the one-dimensional view on the map.

We know its mountain ranges, rivers and vegetation, and we experience
its distinct sense of distance and space. And there is more. We know
Tucson as a human setting or, in other words, a home to 750,000 people.
The way we live our lives, our beliefs, activities and interests help explain
the values that also make Tucson unique.

The human way of life and the physical setting, whether human-
made or natural, are not independent of each other; instead they inter-
act. Nowhere is this more evident than in the need for water to sustain a
rich and complex urban life. Water is the beginning of such a life, but
water also can be the end of it. If a sustainable source of water is not
available, a community obviously is in dire straits.

Tucson now relies predominantly on groundwater, considered “old
water” because of its storage underground for hundreds and even thou-
sands of years. Most people realize the city cannot continue to pump
this mostly nonrenewable source of water and that other sources of water
must be utilized. This raises the important question: What must Tucson
do to ensure a sustainable water supply?

Answering this complex question requires a consideration of the
physical or environmental conditions of this desert city. Also to be con-
sidered are the social, cultural and economic values that prevail in the
area. Science and technology are tools to be used. Not to be overlooked
are the different sets of values and beliefs that also guide and motivate
human actions. The perspective must consider the past, present and fu-
ture. Obviously there are no simple solutions.

The following study charts a course among the many issues to be
considered when attempting to plan a sustainable water future for Tuc-
son. A guiding premise of the study is that identifying such a course is
the responsibility of everyone in the community, not just politicians and

those with a professional interest in water. With so much at stake,
identifying sustainable water supplies might be thought of as a quest, of
concern to literally everyone who uses water.

To do justice to the topic, the study provides a broad focus, examin-
ing many and varied issues that relate in some way to ensuring future
Tucson water supplies, including historic, hydrologic, political, eco-
nomic and technological concerns. No direct solutions are recom-
mended, but by offering a wealth of information the study intends to
demonstrate the complexity of the situation. By promoting an under-
standing of the various issues, the study will help Tucsonans make in-
formed decisions about their future water supplies.

No other issue better demonstrates the complexity involved in decid-
ing water policy than the Central Arizona Project. To use its water or
not to use it and under what conditions and circumstances are consider-
ations that have divided the community and have launched CAP as to-
day’s premier Tucson water issue. The first question is whether CAP,
which promises a renewable supply of Colorado River water, should be
part of Tucson’s sustainable water supplies. In the absence of other via-
ble alternatives, use of CAP water becomes a necessity for Tucson’s sur-
vival. Other questions about CAP water remain. How should it be
treated and how should it be distributed? Is it feasible to continue rely-
ing exclusively on groundwater for drinking water, with CAP water used
only to recharge the aquifer? Is some combination of CAP water,
groundwater and effluent viable for Tucson?

What are the implications of Tucson’s water supply to the culture
and character of the city, now and in the distant future?

This study addresses all of these questions, but it does not propose
definitive answers. Ultimately the people must decide social policy. Our
goal is to give everyone an opportunity to make well-informed decisions.
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