Despite soaring growth, Southwest uses less water 
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Given the Southwest's dizzying growth, you might think the U.S. Geological Survey is bad at math when it reports the following trends in our water use: 

 

● Arizona's groundwater pumping fell 28 percent in the last quarter of the 20th century - a difference of 476 billion gallons. 
 
● Maricopa County, home to the booming Phoenix metropolis, consumed 14 percent less water in 2000 than in 1985. 

 

● As the Southwest's population soared 250 percent from 1950 to 2000, its annual water use increased only 58 percent to 20.5 trillion gallons. 

 

But the counterintuitive figures make sense when you remember that crops continue to consume the vast majority of the Sun Belt's liquid gold. Water use down on the farm tends to overshadow other sectors. 

 

And while Arizona keeps mining water from aquifers at an unsustainable rate, the state is now relying more on the renewable - if not always generous - supply of the Colorado River. 

 

Wednesday's report by two USGS researchers in Tucson found that farms still used four-fifths of the Southwest's water in 2000, but that was down from 94 percent in 1950. 

 

In Maricopa County, the amount of irrigated farmland fell by 275 square miles, or 40 percent, between 1985 and 2000 as water-hungry fields sprouted subdivisions. 
 
Jim Klinker, executive secretary of the Arizona Farm Bureau, only has to look out the window of his office in Gilbert, southeast of Phoenix, to see the trend. 

 

"To my east is alfalfa and it's really green with all this rain," he said by phone Wednesday. "I look out the other side of the building and it's wall-to-wall stucco and tile." 

 

Klinker said his industry is adapting - growing specialty crops for niche markets, for instance - but it knows the decline is inevitable. 

 

"It's strange for the state's largest farm organization to be talking about retiring itself out of existence, but you've got to deal with reality," he said. "People are coming to live in Arizona and we have a finite water supply." 

 

Arizona officials have always expected water to move from farms to cities, and the conventional wisdom has been an acre of homes consumes less water than an acre of crops. 

 

"More of the agricultural areas are being converted to urban areas, so there's less water use," hydrologist Alice Konieczki said in explaining her study's finding that Maricopa County's overall water use dropped as its population mushroomed. 

 

But as rising land prices cause development to be increasingly dense, that assumption is no longer true, said Robert Glennon, a University of Arizona water law professor. 

 

The shift of water from crops to cities will continue, he said, as suburbs displace farms and as falling groundwater levels increase farmers' pumping costs. 

 

"Water is more valuable for other uses," he said. "Over time we'll figure out market mechanisms to transfer the water from lower-value uses to higher-value uses." 

 

Arizona farms still use more water per acre than those in California, Nevada, Utah or New Mexico, the study found. That's probably due to our arid climate and long growing season and the loss of water through unlined canals, Konieczki said. 

 

One canal that is lined is the Central Arizona Project, which pumps Colorado River water uphill 336 miles to Phoenix and Tucson. CAP and the 1980 Groundwater Management Act were both meant to shift Arizona off its unsustainable mining of groundwater, which had ravaged streamside habitat and even caused the earth to sink in spots. 

 

The 1980 act forbade new irrigated farms in many areas and forced growth in Phoenix, Tucson and elsewhere to be supported by renewable supplies, such as CAP and treated wastewater. 

 

Sharon Megdal, director of the UA's Water Resources Research Center, said declines in groundwater pumping should be expected from the 1980 act, but Arizona still has a long way to go to reach "safe yield." That's when wells pull only as much from the earth as nature replenishes each year with precipitation. 

 

Statewide figures for well pumping can also mask acute problems in rural towns that have seen their water tables fall in the drought, but can't hook up to the CAP canal, she said. 

 

"Looking at the aggregate, you may gloss over some individual areas where there are some problems," she said. 

 

Arizona and Tucson still aren't using their full share of the Colorado, but that day is coming. Even if Tucson Water uses its entire CAP allocation and people conserve more, the utility says a vast expansion in the use of treated wastewater will be needed to support a doubling of its customer base over the next 30 years. 

 

While the "law of the river" reserves a healthy share of the Colorado for Arizona, ongoing drought could spur a shortage. CAP would be first to get cut on the lower Colorado since it has the junior water right - a concession Arizona made to get California to support CAP's 1968 authorization. 

 

Arizona also faces stiff competition on the river, as the USGS study notes: Nevada's Clark County, home to Las Vegas, doubled its water use from 1985 to 2000. 

 

