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Save the Watermans

Problem : 

In the entire Sonoran Desert region, the Waterman Mountains are a rare example of a Paleozoic limestone uplift. A few other exceptional examples are found in the state of Sonora. Mark Dimmit, lead desert ecologist with ASDM, has observed that very similar limestone uplifts in Sonora are highly sensitive to buffelgrass infestation. Buffelgrass spreads fast and grows thickly on such soils. At one such uplift in Sonora buffelgrass enveloped the entire uplift, burned, and wiped out all living vegetation. The succulents were totally eliminated with no regrowth whatsoever.

The Waterman Mountains are an exceptionally precious resource as they are home to the endangered Nichols Turk's Head cactus, harbor relict population of Elephant and Canotia trees,  and are the southernmost range of the IFNM Desert Bighorn herd.

Buffelgrass infestation in the Watermans was reportedly started during the mitigation phase of the illegal Harlow Jones landing strip cleanup in the mid 1990s. By the early 2000s the entire landing strip was choked with buffelgrass and was spilling into adjacent drainages. Over the years, small colonies have taken root high on the slopes of the Watermans and even spilled over to the main eastern drainage. The Sierra Club has organized biannual buffelgrass “pulls” involving 15-20 volunteers since 2005 in cooperation with BLM. In August 2008 BLM paid a herbicide applicator to spray plants on the landing strip with Roundup. Already in Spring 2009 the regrowth of native vegetation around the declining sprayed buffelgrass was appreciable. However there are substantial areas around the periphery of the landing strip that are too thick to “pull” and need to be “surgically spot sprayed”.

In 2006/7, the Sonora Institute GPS mapped buffelgrass infestations, particularly in areas with high Turks Head Cactus populations. 

In March 2009, a FIF/BLM reconnaissance tour was made onto the saddle and the northern bluff of the Watermans above the landing strip site. Two very large infestations were found on the south side of the saddle. At least sixteen infestations were found on slopes to the north and northwest of the saddle, as well as in the drainage area leading up to the saddle. If those patches are allowed to continue to produce seed, we will see the Watermans engulfed in buffelgrass within the next decade with no other recourse than aerial spraying.

Solution : 

A concentrated project “Save the Watermans” was jointly agreed on by FIF and BLM, with FIF attracting volunteer labor and supervision, and BLM providing logistic and tool support. The idea is to focus eradication efforts on the Waterman mountains until we have snuffed out all chronic and incipient stands of buffelgrass. Our objective is to have the entire mountain under control by the end of 2010.

Action Plan and Progress to Date

Highly motivated, robust, “hiking condition” volunteers were recruited for Sunday events from the end of April through the middle of June. The volunteers were recruited from :

FIF members 

The Dove Mountain Hiking Clubs

The Pima County Weedwhackers

Tucson branch of the Arizona Native Plant Society

Large Group “pull” of large BG patches.

(Kickoff event with 14 persons)

April 2009

Three teams hiked in to remote patches on steep slopes and took out the buffelgrass infestations with picks and digging bars. The majority of the volunteers were in the 20-30 year old age group.

Small group “pull” of isolated patches on Waterman slopes 

(5 events with 3-7 persons per event)

April-June 2009

Small “commando” teams hiked along the slopes and drainages to systematically cover all of the slope exposures on IFNM property to the north and west of the Watermans. See map 

Backpack spot spraying of Roundup in periphery desert of Landing strip site 

(2-4 events with 3-5 persons per event)

August 2009

Surgical spot spraying in open desert to eliminate buffelgrass growing under brush and inside prickly pear patches. 

Indicated in red on map

Eastern and Southern Slopes

(6-8 events with 4-15 volunteers)

October 2009-December 2010.

Remove the large and small infestations along and above the main south drainage as well as the infestation to the west of the old mine site. Support from BLM law enforcement may be needed along Waterman road. 

Indicated in red on map.
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