
FUNDING STRATEGIES

Riparian Habitat 
Protection and 

Restoration 
Through 

Compensatory 
Mitigation in Pima 

County, Arizona

Riparian ecosystems provide many 
important benefits to people and 
nature, but are often negatively 
impacted by development and 
urbanization. Pima County’s Floodplain 
and Erosion Hazard Management 
Ordinance No. 2010-FC5 (the 
Ordinance) requires builders and 
developers to mitigate for 
“unavoidable” destruction of riparian 
areas. For off-site mitigation, Pima 
County Regional Flood Control District 
(the District) collects fees from building 
and development permittees prior to 
issuing a permit. The District uses the 
mitigation fees to plan, implement, 
and design projects in riparian 
ecosystems that deliver multiple 
benefits. 

PROJECT GOALS
• Oversee Ordinance compliance; collect permit fees 

and use them to fund priority mitigation projects in 
unincorporated Pima County

• Provide stormwater management and flood control 
through preservation and restoration of riparian 
ecosystems

• Meet multiple safety, ecological, economic, and 
social objectives through mitigation

KEY ISSUES ADDRESSED
Riparian ecosystems are threatened by unsustainable 
development, industrial pollution, groundwater 
withdrawal, and prolonged drought. Although the Clean 
Water Act (CWA) protects major watercourses, it does not 
necessarily cover the entire floodplain or other areas 
important for watershed function. The Ordinance provides 
an additional layer of protection that includes several 
types of riparian ecosystems. This approach promotes 
stable floodplain functioning with native vegetation that 
slows flood flows, provides erosion protection for river 
banks, and improves water quality. Projects are designed 
to support wildlife that might be stressed by urbanization, 
including invertebrates and pollinators, and to provide 
resources for migratory birds. 

Native Hay Baling

Project Location

A Rainwater Collection Basin Supporting New Plantings at Paseo de las Iglesias



PROJECT HIGHLIGHTS
Land Acquisition: The Ordinance has allowed the District 
to acquire approximately 700 acres of land with high-
quality riparian habitat.
Restoration for Multiple Benefits: Mitigation fees cover 
installation of native plants and 5 years of maintenance 
during establishment. Restoration sites provide recreation 
opportunities, improve water quality, minimize the heat 
island effect caused by urbanization, provide venues for 
environmental education, and increase property values.
Partnerships: The District’s restoration and flood control 
projects have provided opportunities to work with Army 
Corps of Engineers (ACE), the federal agency charged with 
overseeing compliance with the CWA.
Regional Planning: The Ordinance was integrated with 
other regional plans for designing conservation lands, 
and developing a Multiple Species Conservation Plan for 
compliance with the federal Endangered Species Act.  
This broader effort resulted in the Sonoran Desert 
Conservation Plan (SDCP). Covering a 2 million-acre 
planning area, SDCP seeks to maintain riparian 
ecosystems as a key component for improving habitat 
connectivity for multiple wildlife species.
Classification and Mapping of Riparian Areas: 
Riparian Classification Maps allow for clear        
definitions of riparian ecosystem types and mitigation 
standards appropriate for each type. 

Collaborators
• US Army Corps of Engineers
• Pima County Natural Resources, Parks and 

Recreation

The District’s restoration projects have been successful overall 
despite drought and heavy impacts from previous land uses. At 
Swan Wetlands, the restoration site was once a landfill. 

SUCCESS IN 
UNLIKELY 
PLACES

NEXT STEPS
• Apply to ACE for sponsorship of an in-lieu fee (ILF) 

program for mitigation under Section 404 of the 
CWA as another way to acquire funding for 
projects 

• Develop lands associated with Canoa Ranch, 
which is currently a park listed on the National 
Register of Historic Places, as an ILF mitigation 
property

PROJECT RESOURCES
For more information on this project, contact Suzanne 
Shields: Suzanne.Shields@pima.gov

For additional project resources and case studies, visit the 
Collaborative Conservation and Adaptation Strategy Toolbox:  
WWW.DESERTLCC.ORG/RESOURCE/CCAST

Flood Management , Green Space, and Recreation at Arroyo Chico

LESSONS LEARNED
Implementing the Ordinance has encouraged 
preservation of habitat by informing people of the 
value of their land. After learning about the 
Ordinance, permittees often prefer to adjust their 
plans to avoid impacts that would require mitigation. 
The combination of running the off-site mitigation 
program through the Ordinance, designing and 
implementing successful restoration projects, and 
collaborating with ACE on projects has helped the 
District prepare to develop an in-lieu fee (ILF) program 
to mitigate for impacts under Section 404 of the CWA 
within the jurisdiction of ACE. 
The Ordinance creates a regulatory framework that 
ultimately streamlines the permitting process. 
Because the Ordinance works in tandem with zoning, 
it helps create certainty that supports community 
economic growth and a strategic plan for 
accommodating increasing human populations.
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Educational Sign at Paseo de las Iglesias


