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Can we learn to love this landscape
without killing it? Here’s how one
Arizona community found a way

By TERRY MCCARTHY TUCSON

BOBCAT REGULARLY SAUNTERS UP THE ARROYO LEADING TO PAUL

and Carolyn Zeiger’s desert property in Pima County, Ariz.,

and leaps onto the flat roof of their adobe-style house. As long

as their pet terrier, Stella, is inside, they don’t worry much.

“The bobcat jumps around up there and takes care of the

mice,” says Carolyn, 61, a clinical psychologist from Boulder,

Colo. The Zeigers also get the occasional rattlesnake on their

porch, and in the summer they have to stay indoors to avoid the midday

heat. But despite those inconveniences—and in part because of them—

they have developed a deep love of the desert in the five years since they

moved here. Twenty miles from Tucson, their house looks out on a plain

of saguaro cacti stretching to the Rincon Mountains. At night the stars

shine brightly without competition from human lighting. Paul, 68, a

semiretired software developer, gets all the hiking and bike riding he

wants, and Carolyn attends lectures to learn how to grow desert plants
in their yard. “You have to learn to adjust in the desert,” says Carolyn.

It’s an adjustment a lot of folks have been making of late. Since 1950,

the populatxon of Arlzona New Mexwo and Nevada has mcreased from

Paul and Carolyn
Zeiger live in an
| Arizona community
| where water-thirsty
| plants are forbidden




saguaro cacti, had established a small pop-
ulation in prime development land north-
west of Tucson. After the bird’s listing, house
building in the area came to a halt.

Huckelberry decided to use the owl’s
plight as the impetus to craft a comprehen-
sive conservation plan. He assembled an
unlikely coalition of developers, Realtors,
ranchers and environmentalists and drew
up a blueprint that would protect not just
the pygmy owl but a total of 55 threatened
species—while leaving room for housing de-
velopment in nonsensitive desert regions.
“We believed it was better to be at one table
rather than have a huge fight,” says Bill
Arnold, one of the county’s biggest Realtors.
“Everyone was a winner in the end.”

The Pima County board of supervisors
ratified the plan, dubbed the Sonoran Des-
ert Conservation Plan, and last year the
county proposed a $174 million bond issue
to buy up open land for conservation. The
measure passed easily, with 65% voter ap-
proval. Under the plan, the county allows
concentrated growth in designated areas
while preserving swaths of open space in
environmentally sensitive core areas in a
large ring around Tucson. That open space
preserves the characteristic desert vistas
while providing corridors for wildlife
to move around the edges of housing
areas. Huckelberry aims to preserve
263,880 acres in that way.

In addition to the plan, the coun-
ty has adopted rules governing the
exterior colors of new houses, the
amount of light that can be given off
at night and the amount of water that
can be used for gardening. In the 260-
unit Arizona Senior Academy, where
the Zeigers chose to settle, grass lawns and
water-thirsty plants like oleander are forbid-
den, there are no streetlights on the roads,
and half the land is preserved as open space
for wildlife habitat. The houses are built in
clusters of four sharing a single driveway
and auto court and are designed to be in-
conspicuous: all exterior walls must mimic
the brown and ocher tones of desert soil.

The Sonoran Desert Conservation Plan
was written to conserve the region’s bio-
diversity, but Huckelberry concedes that
even the most careful planning cannot fore-
stall all the threats that man poses to the
desert. Domestic dogs and cats, for example,
can wreak havoc on native species of birds
and small mammals. One of the main rea-
sons for the pygmy owl’s decline was pre-
dation by house cats.

An even more serious threat is posed by
buffel grass, an invasive species that was
originally imported from Kenya to feed

The desert isn’t inhospitable to
everyone. These animals thrive in it
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cattle. Adapted to being trampled by ele-
phants and capable of spreading widely with
little water, buffel grass has migrated west
from the rangelands of Texas, bringing a new
threat, fire. To conserve water, most desert
species in the Southwest grow far apart,
making it hard for fires to spread. Buffel
grass grows easily in dry soil, forming a car-
pet of dry, flammable stalks that burns very
hot after a lightning strike and can engulf
cacti, yucca, ocotillo and the paloverde trees.
“None of the native plants have fire adap-
tation. If they burn, they die,” says Tom Van
Devender, a senior research scientist at the
Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum in Tucson.
“If there is recurring fire, you get a conver-
sion from desert to savannah grassland.”

But the most fundamental limitation to
life in the desert is water, and no matter how
sensitively houses are located aboveground,
everyone is still drawing from the same pre-
cious supply of groundwater. In the long
term, overuse of groundwater means slow
death for desert plants, whose roots are un-
able to reach down far enough to sustain
them. When plants die, animals run out of
food and shelter—a process that is often no-
ticed only after it’s too late.

The idea of treating the desert gently,
pioneered by forward-thinking plan-
ners like Huckelberry, is finally
starting to catch on. “The conserva-
tion issue has just exploded,” says
Mike Chedester, education curator
for the Living Desert University in
Palm Desert, Calif. The program be-
gan only three years ago, and now he
runs 124 courses a year on desert
ecology and xericulture, or garden-
ing with desert plants. “We have
many students who come out to the desert,
buy a home prelandscaped with lawns that
need watering two or three times a day,
and after a while they realize it doesn’t
make sense.”

Carolyn Zeiger is doing her best to re-
duce the impact their home makes on the
desert. “Given the rate the desert is being
gobbled up by people like us, my feeling is
we need to put some back;” she says, stand-
ing on her porch and pointing to the plants
in her yard. “I put in native plants only—
ocotillo, Arizona rosewood, desert willow,
prickly pear. I start them with a little water,
but soon they will survive on their own.”

The desert stretches out in front of her,
the ground turning pink in the sunlight
and the distant mountains a dark shade of
blue. The desert doesn’t need much to
survive—a little moisture, not too much
disturbance, a little respect from humans.
Then it too can survive on its own. |
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