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Conserving Water for Birds and People in Arizona 
Key Federal Programs in the 2017 Budget

Water is the lifeblood of Arizona. Its rivers, streams, 
springs, and wetlands have allowed its people and 
wildlife to prosper for millennia. Arizona is particular-
ly dependent on the Colorado River and its tributaries 
to drive the economy, irrigated agriculture, cities, and 
recreation, and sustain the birds and other wildlife of 
the state. Like Arizona’s people, birds rely on these rib-
bons of life. Here in Arizona, birds such as the Western 
Yellow-Billed Cuckoo are at risk today where rivers 
don’t have healthy flows, and these risks are expected to 
increase over the coming decades.

Now, more than fifteen years of historic drought in 
the Colorado River Basin, and a projected shortfall in 
supply in the coming decades underscore the need to 
invest in timely and collaborative solutions. Fortunately, 
there are opportunities to increase water supply reliabil-
ity for both birds and people. Achieving these solutions 
requires local, state, and federal cooperation, along with 
partners in the non-profit and private sectors. There are 
a number of federal programs that can foster coopera-
tion and provide funding and assistance to Arizona in 
order to help ensure sufficient water supplies for all that 
depend on this vital resource.

WaterSMART
The Bureau of Reclamation’s WaterSMART program 
invests in innovative, collaborative, and locally-led 
projects that conserve water across the West. Arizona 

has received numerous grants in recent years, investing 
nearly $10 million in water conservation projects that 
have saved over 11,000 acre-feet of water, from about 
$1.5 million in federal funds matched by private funds. 
These grants include a project that increased irrigation 
efficiency in the Avra Valley Irrigation District near 
Tucson. This project lined more than 3 miles of canal 
to reduce water seepage, and installed flow meters and 
efficient motors, that save a substantial amount of ener-
gy. For Fiscal Year 2017, Audubon recommends $68.1 
million in funding for the Bureau of Reclamation’s full 
WaterSMART program, including $30 million for Wa-
terSMART grants. This $10 million increase in grant 
funding over FY16 would allow for numerous addition-
al grants to be offered during the next fiscal year. 

Regional Conservation Partnership Program
The Regional Conservation Partnership Program 
(RCPP) promotes innovative conservation practices that 
improve the health of working landscapes and rivers, 
through partnership-driven regional projects. With the 
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Waterfowl at the Cibola National Wildlife Refuge, Arizona
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The Western Yellow-Billed Cuckoo depends on sufficient water 
availability for nesting habitat along Arizona’s rivers and streams.
Photo: U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Flickr CC



Join the Western Rivers Action Network! www.audubonaction.org/westernrivers

announcements of 2016 RCPP projects, the USDA and 
its partners will have invested $1.5 billion through this 
program as a result of 199 conservation projects.

The Colorado River Basin is designated as one of eight 
critical conservation areas under RCPP, and Arizona 
has benefited substantially. For 2016, the Colorado 
River Basin RCPP project is located in Arizona, with 
a total of $5.9 million in funding. The project invests 
in infrastructure improvements that conserve water as 
well as improvements to wildlife habitat, focusing on 
the San Pedro River and its tributaries. Partners plan 
to utilize conservation easements along with education 
and outreach to protect and restore this region. For 
2015, one of the Colorado River Basin’s RCPP grants 
focused on Arizona’s Verde River Valley, which is 
increasing irrigation efficiency on 1,000 acres of work-
ing lands, enhancing 6,000 acres of riparian habitat, and 
protecting 400 acres with conservation easements. 

For FY17, Audubon recommends that Congress pro-
vide $263 million for RCPP, an increase of $35.9 million 
over FY16. Recent years have seen cuts to the autho-
rized funding levels for RCPP in the Farm Bill. With 
RCPP yielding important benefits for water conserva-
tion and habitat restoration in Arizona, it is critical that 
these funding levels are restored in the FY17 budget. 

Environmental Quality Incentives Program
The Environmental Quality Incentives Program 
(EQIP) funds voluntary application of agricultural or 
other land use practices that improve the condition of 
Arizona’s natural resources. These practices include 
irrigation efficiencies that conserve and protect water 
resources, such as conversions from flood irrigation to 
more efficient drip systems as well as efficient convey-

ance that reduces water loss. From 2009-2014, EQIP 
invested $118 million in Arizona in total, which has 
benefited tens of thousands of acres by increasing irri-
gation efficiency across the state. In FY14 alone, EQIP 
provided more than $12 million in funding for assis-
tance on Arizona’s working lands.

The 2014 Farm Bill authorized a total of $1.65 billion 
for EQIP for FY16, and Audubon recommends main-
taining this level of spending for FY17. In addition to 
funding millions of dollars in irrigation efficiency proj-
ects for Arizona, EQIP is also the source for much of 
RCPP’s funding, so maintaining the program’s autho-
rized spending will realize significant benefits for the 
people and wildlife of the state. 

Lower Colorado River
Multi-Species Conservation Program
Through a network of partnerships, the Lower Colora-
do River Multi-Species Conservation Program (MSCP) 
is restoring vital habitat for vulnerable species in the 
Lower Colorado River Basin and providing assistance 
in fulfilling ESA obligations for current and future 
water diversion projects. MSCP focuses on twelve spe-
cies of birds, including Yuma Ridgway’s Rail, Western 
Yellow-Billed Cuckoo, and Arizona Bell’s Vireo.  In 
Arizona, MSCP has created seven conservation ar-
eas, including the Cibola Valley Conservation Area, 
where successful Yellow-Billed Cuckoo breeding has 
been documented in newly restored riparian habitat. 
Through FY15, nearly 3,000 acres in Arizona have been 
restored, including cottonwood-willow, marsh, and 
backwaters habitat. In 2014, the total MSCP spending 
in these seven conservation areas was more than $2.2 
million. Audubon recommends that Congress fund this 
program at $16.9 million for FY17.
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