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INTRODUCTION: ARIZONA VERSUS CALIFORNIA

This chapter focuses on the last phases of the socio-history of western water policy 
that have been described in the previous chapter. In the aftermath of the golden age of 
megaprojects, the Central Arizona Project (CAP) is the culmination of two social com-
ponents of the New Deal era; a great belief in the engineering skills to build up big water 
infrastructures and the politicking practices for territorial sovereignty over water in the 
West (Willey & Gottlieb, 1982). These prerequisites for success, which are key to under-
stand how the idea of Central Arizona Project came up, have deepened in the context of 
the increased economic development of the West affecting the post Second World War 
period. Furthermore, the Central Arizona Project mirrors a transitory phase towards a 
much decentralized and multi-layered decision-making process in water issues. Lastly, 
choosing to come back to the history of the CAP enables to better appreciate what is 
going on in the current context of looming water shortage in the West. In addition to 
be designed as a technical response to an excessive groundwater pumping, the Central 
Arizona Project is also the product of specific and temporary alliances between elites 
from the political, economic and administrative spheres, which have structured and still 
structure social tensions with regard to the existing drought situation.

In Arizona, support for the CAP had its origins in a struggle between individual 
states (anxious to develop their economies) for a share of the Colorado River. The 
period of the “New Deal” enabled the expansion of the economy in California, notably 
thanks to the policy of building dams to irrigate agricultural land. The completion of 
the Hoover Dam on the Colorado River in 1936 consecrated the legitimacy of the fed-
eral government’s approach to the development of the state. However, the American 
West neither begins nor ends at the Californian border, and other states had a major 
interest in controlling and exploiting the river that Reisner (1986) called the “American 
Nile”. The Arizona elites envied California’s economic prosperity, while at the same 
time accusing it of overexploiting the Colorado River (made possible by the Imperial 
Valley’s senior water rights on the river). Their struggle with California over access to 
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80 Water bankruptcy in the land of plenty

the Colorado River manifested itself in various ways depending on whether the elites 
concerned were state leaders or advocates of Arizona’s interests in Washington. When, 
in the 1930s, against the backdrop of the New Deal, the Department of the Interior 
decided to sign a contract with the Metropolitan Water District (a primarily urban 
water distributor in California) to build the Parker Dam in Arizona, the state governor 
Benjamin Baker Moeur (informed federal officers that if Arizona’s rights in the matter 
were not clearly defined he would oppose the deal (August, 1999). In effect, he con-
sidered that a dam could not be built to divert the Colorado River without the consent 
of Arizona. When the project was approved, Governor Moeur declared martial law 
on the site, bringing in the Arizona National Guard and accusing the federal govern-
ment of calling Arizona’s sovereignty into question. Since any negotiations with the 
state of Arizona were doomed to fail, the federal government took its case for building 
the Parker Dam to the Supreme Court. The dispute took an unexpected turn when 
the Supreme Court ruled in favor of Arizona, ruling that the federal government had 
failed to demonstrate that the dam had been authorized. Nonetheless, shortly after the 
verdict, Congress authorized the dam’s construction.

This conflict between Arizona and the federal government is not just one episode 
among others. Indeed, on many occasions in the 1930s Arizona used the Supreme 
Court as an arbiter to impose its sovereignty and its legal rights to the Colorado 
River. Believing that it had been poorly treated in regard to water resources (Hund-
ley, 1975: 289), Arizona refused to ratify the Colorado River Compact, designed to 
regulate water distribution between the river’s Upper and Lower States. However, 
the Supreme Court declined to uphold Arizona’s complaints about California, pre-
ferring instead to emphasize the rights of the federal government to enforce water 
policy in the watersheds of the American West. In the post-World War II context, 
the conflict between Arizona and California was still there but took a different turn. 
Shaping powerful coalitions that would not only serve their interests but also would 
meet the logic underpinning the federal government’s approach, was the main aim of 
some Arizona decision makers, who searched for being united over a project – in this 
case, the Central Arizona Project (CAP). In the next two sections, this article will see 
how these coalitions were built, have met stiff opposition, changed facing the rise of 
environmental perspectives in the 1970s, and finally resulting in political compromise 
with California and a consensus with the federal government: when the CAP arrived 
in Tucson, the conflict over the CAP shifted from interstate controversies to local 
tensions, deriving from coalitions of local elites being pitted against each other for the 
very viability of the project. In addition to a technical standpoint, this approach to 
coalitions formation thus enables to highlight the social dimension of a project, lead-
ing to make visible the multi-layered decision-making process as well as the significant 
role of the multi-positioning of professionals dealing with water issues.

1 A NEW COALITION FOR A NEW PROJECT

1.1 The CAP association

After the Second World War, the legacy of the New Deal was apparent in the way in 
which natural resources were managed. The development of the West was still envis-
aged in terms of the construction of more and more dams; the generation of electricity 
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was considered a sure fire bet in that it had helped to produce the ships and planes that 
guaranteed victory against Germany, while the creation of irrigation systems helped 
agri-business. It was in this post-New Deal, post-War context (which was favorable to 
large-scale water projects) that the CAP, initiated by the State of Arizona, took shape. 
Indeed, at the time, Arizona was experiencing unprecedented demographic growth, 
a fact that encouraged the state’s elites to find solutions to problems associated with 
the seasonal migration of significant numbers of “Snow Birds” who consumed water 
and used air-conditioning in a region in which aquifers, still the main source of water, 
were gradually drying up due to the needs of agriculture.

To ensure legitimacy of the CAP, the elites of the State of Arizona sought fed-
eral funding, which required authorization from Congress. After the ratification of 
the Colorado River Compact by Arizona in 1944, concrete initiatives were taken to 
develop a political consensus, an approach that contrasted sharply with the conflict-
ridden period of the 1930s. In 1946, the CAP Association (CAPA) was created by 
local decision-makers (farmers, bankers, lawyers, companies working in the general 
interest) who shared the belief that water from the Colorado River fundamentally 
important to the future of Arizona’s economy. From the outset, CAPA was linked 
closely to the Arizona Congressional Delegation, notably the legislative activities of 
the two Democratic Senators, Carl Hayden and Ernest McFarland, who were in favor 
of the CAP.

The CAPA was involved in setting up hearings on early legislation to authorize 
the CAP sponsored by two Arizona senators, Carl Hayden and Ernest McFarland 
to the Senate Subcommittee on Irrigation and Reclamation. In 1948, CAPA sup-
ported the creation of a state agency, the Arizona Interstate Stream Commission, the 
aim of which was to advocate in Congress and in the courts on behalf of the state’s 
claims to access to the Colorado River (Mann, 1963: 128). Wayne Akin, President of 
the CAPA, was appointed President of the Commission by Governor Osborn. This 
appeared not to be a neutral choice in that, through CAPA, Akin could count on 
the advice of the most influential local decision-makers in the state (Johnson, 1977). 
Moreover, since graduating in the 1940s, he had been a member of a group called 
the “League of 14”. Made up of two members from each of the seven states of the 
Colorado River Basin, the League’s objective was to bring together decision-makers 
in the water sector to discuss shared problems and, where possible, to resolve their 
differences.

This initiative was perceived as having the potential to contribute to building 
a federal consensus around the CAP project. Furthermore, Wayne Akin could also 
count on Charles Carson, legal advisor to Governor Osborn and the Arizona Inter-
state Commission, and also a member of the Board of the Phoenix Chamber of Com-
merce, who had sought Akin out when the CAPA was first set up, and who later 
supported the legislative efforts of Congressmen Hayden and McFarland. This form 
of a lobbying organization is best understood if we bear in mind that in the West, 
political participation was not structured exclusively around the political parties 
(which were considered weak), but also focused on interest groups that attempted to 
influence public policy in their own particular fields (Thomas, 1991: 165). In the case 
of the promotion of the CAP in Congress, the CAPA interest group and a handful of 
Arizona politicians decided to put their differences to one side and work together, 
thus strengthening their influence to oppose California, which was both strongly 
represented and highly organized.
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Carl Hayden, Western lawmaker: from the Salt River Project to the Central 
Arizona Project

The use and distribution of water is central to the public career of Senator Carl Hayden. 
Born in Arizona in 1877, Hayden enjoyed a 57 year career as a Representative and 
Senator. After spending ten years as a local politician, he represented the new state of 
Arizona, first in the House of Representatives (1912 to 1927) and then in the Senate 
(1927 to 1969). Although famous for the part he played in developing the American 
West by means of the CAP, Carl Hayden was a product of the legendary conquest of the 
“frontier”.

Hayden’s father, Charles Trumbull Hayden, was born in Connecticut on April 4, 
1825. He was one of the pioneers who left the East to make their fortune out West. While 
working the region to the north of Salt River Valley as a manufactured product salesman, 
Hayden saw the potential of this arid and hostile territory. His ambition was to trans-
form the Salt River Valley into a canal-irrigated agricultural empire. In the mid-1870s, 
the irrigation community – based on the south bank of the Salt River – in which he lived, 
assumed a pioneering role thanks to a variety of rapidly expanding farms (grain fields, 
mills, orchards, etc.). As well as this family success, Hayden recalls that, at the time, his 
parents’ farm was repeatedly hit by drought and flooding. The farmers and businessmen 
of the Salt River Valley asked the government for aid to halt the flooding and provide 
water storage facilities. These environmental problems occurred in the context of the irri-
gation movement of the 1880s, led by its promoters, Maxwell and Smith, who organized 
meetings dedicated to the “conquest of arid America”, which Charles Hayden attended. 
Distributing tracts and magazines at conferences, Charles Hayden initiated the young 
Carl into the problems of his community and other territories of the West. His family 
spent considerable sums of money in the cause of preserving the rights of these territories, 
winning and losing cases along the way.

During his time at California’s Stanford University, one of the West’s pioneering 
academic institutions, a career in law and politics with a focus on water issues seemed 
an obvious choice to Carl: “I want to make water law a specialty not only because it is 
a new and open field where the prizes are large to the winner, but also because through 
it I can have a greater power for good and evil than at any other branch of the law. I 
know that the law of water is not taught in schools nor found in books, but that is all 
the more reason why it will be so valuable when known”. (…) “I have no fear of not 
getting along in this world. Just let me train rightly for the right thing and the result is 
not in doubt. I am going into politics – I shall make honest water laws and see that they 
are honestly executed” (August, 1999: 24). The project was somewhat delayed by the 
death of his father: he spent a number of years successfully running the family business. 
However, he did not give up politics, which he considered useful in solving local prob-
lems. Later, he gradually left his business interests to one side, starting out in politics 
at the local level, where he immediately sought aid from Washington to develop water 
distribution networks. He later started campaigning in state, and later federal elections. 
His Washington ambitions can be explained by a series of factors: Carl Hayden and 
other local leaders, aware of the economic potential of Roosevelt’s new federal policy, 
encouraged the development of water projects with a view to enticing people to move 
to /farm in arid areas. On March 4, 1903, the Salt River Project, for which he was the 
spokesman in Washington, was the first of 26 projects authorized by the Department of 
the Interior in the first decade of the national irrigation program. This successful expe-
rience was the point of departure for his political campaigns for election to Congress, 
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In the late 1950s, the Arizona’s economy had reached a turning point. With 
demographic expansion concentrated in the “Sun Corridor” (Phoenix and Tucson), 
agriculture was no longer the main source of wealth. Indeed, there was a proliferation 
of new jobs in other industries (Sheridan, 2012). In 1961, this context forced CAPA 

where he dedicated the best part of his political career to issues concerning the develop-
ment of water distribution in the West.

During the fourteen years he spent in the House of Representatives, Carl Hayden 
witnessed a transformation in American society. When he entered Congress in 1912, 
America still defined itself in terms of Jefferson’s agrarian ideal of small communities, 
and decentralization. By the time Hayden became a Senator in 1927, the Progressive 
Era was tracing out a new America that was more urban, more centralized, more 
industrialized and more secular than ever before. The development of the Colorado 
River became a major issue in the 1920s, dominating the agenda of the politicians of 
the American Southwest. Hayden was already involved, taking part in negotiations 
about the Colorado River Compact in 1922, and remaining active in the field up to 
and including the passage of the Colorado River Basin Project Act of 1968, which, 
among other things, authorized the CAP. With the development of the Colorado 
River, Hayden was confronted by other issues. Instead of advocating for an irriga-
tion project centered on a river in a single state, as had been the case of the Salt River 
Project, he was responsible for resolving the problem of how to share a river crossing 
seven states of the Southwestern United States and a part of Mexico. Hayden also had 
to resist the All American Canal project promoted by California and, along with it, 
the advocates of the Imperial Valley. While he supported a regional conception of the 
development of the river, he opposed California’s desire to obtain the exclusive right 
to access water from the Colorado River with the help of the federal government with 
the sole objective of increasing the prosperity of the Imperial Valley: “you are now 
coming to Congress asking that an extraordinary thing be done by the passage of his 
legislation and Congress must look to the development not only of the Imperial Val-
ley, but the Colorado River Valley as a whole, and that can only be fully developed 
by storage” (ibid.: 76).

Carl Hayden also fought against leaders in Arizona, particularly Governors 
Hunt and Moeur, and Senator Fred Colter, advocates of a state-based approach to 
rights concerning the development of the Colorado River. In 1923, promoting a fed-
eral approach, Hayden announced his support for the ratification of the Colorado 
River Compact. “Any fair-minded person must conclude that Arizona alone can-
not undertake the development of the great river without the consent of the United 
States, and without understanding with the other states of the Colorado River Basin, 
all of which leads to the conclusion that sooner or later the Colorado River Compact 
must be approved by the State of Arizona” (ibid.: 92). According to Hayden; the 
main partner in the development of the Colorado River was the federal government. 
In the 1940s, a change of governor in Arizona combined with increasing urbaniza-
tion within the state, created a new situation that, in turn, led to the emergence of 
a new approach to water policy. Senator Hayden introduced the first legislation for 
the CAP, a process which brought him up against Californian interests and alterna-
tive projects promoted by Arizona. Nevertheless, legislative negotiations about how 
water from the Colorado River was to be shared culminated in the authorization of 
federal funding for the CAP, crowning the Senator’s political career.
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to adopt a new approach to promoting the CAP, which recognized the demands for 
water from industry and the cities (Johnson, 1977). At the same time, the Arizona 
Interstate Stream Commission requested the Bureau of Reclamation’s local agencies 
to re-evaluate water use in areas outside the distribution zone originally designated 
for the CAP, including, notably, an extension of the aqueduct toward Tucson. As part 
of the quest for national unity in the face of Congress, the aim of the new approach 
was to demonstrate that the CAP would serve growing urban populations in Tucson 
and Phoenix, thus providing a tactical advantage in terms of undermining the valid-
ity of California’s argument, according to which the CAP was essentially intended 
for agricultural purposes. In 1966, the members of the Arizona Interstate Stream 
Commission and the CAPA joined a task force designed to support the efforts of the 
Arizona Delegation to Congress, a process that culminated in the authorization of the 
CAP in 1968.

Having exhausted all legal possibilities, the State of Arizona had practically no 
chance of satisfactorily settling its differences with California in the courts (Hund-
ley, 1975: 299). Thus, Arizona had to prevail in the political arena. To have a chance 
of making their voice heard in Congress and successfully defending the CAP in the 
face of political opposition from California, the Arizona politicians and lobbyists 
had to present a united front. Within Arizona itself, water policy went through a 
radical change with the election of Sidney Osborn (Democrat) as Governor in 1940. 
Osborn signed the Colorado River Compact in 1944, validating a regional vision 
of water distribution in spite of strong opposition from the state’s utilities, as well 
as from the Arizona Highline Reclamation Association (an organization promoting 
the interests of the state and irrigation projects in each of the state’s counties and 
districts, whose president was the Democrat, Fred Tuttle Colter), and from two 
other Senators and six Congressmen (Hundley, 1975: 299). In so doing, Osborn 
distanced himself from the kind of conflicts that characterized the Arizona political 
scene in the preceding decades, in particular the tradition of systematic opposition 
established by the preceding Democratic governors, George W. P. Hunt and Benja-
min Baker Moeur.

This change in policy also reflected a growing awareness of the potential conse-
quences of long-term population growth in Arizona, particularly in and around Phoe-
nix and Tucson. Not only did this growth prefigure Arizona’s urban development in 
the following decades, it also posed the question of water supply in a state that had 
already experienced water and energy crises in the droughts of the 1930s and 1940s. 
Governor Osborn’s new political orientation, represented in Washington by Senator 
Hayden, was also part of the effort to develop the consensus needed by the State of 
Arizona to pass the CAP in Congress (August, 1999). However, in the 1960s, the 
political and legal disputes over the CAP led to the formation of new coalitions among 
the nation’s senators.

1.2  Legislative compromises and environmental 
pressures

Between the United States Supreme Court’s 1963 decision in favor of Arizona (in 
regard to sharing the Colorado River with California) and the confirmation of 
that ruling by Congress in 1968, the federal administrators and representatives of 
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the states of the Colorado River Basin began to elaborate a regional plan for the 
development of the West. While debates in Congress focused primarily on the CAP, 
a new project, the Pacific Southwest Water Plan (PSWP) was promoted in 1963 by 
the new Secretary of the Interior, Stewart Udall, appointed to the post two years 
previously by President John F. Kennedy, to whom he was close (Johnson, 2002). 
Eschewing a concept focused on state borders and, instead, promoting a regional 
approach to water needs, the objective was to unite the interests of Arizona and 
California without passively accepting the energy policy of the moment; the propo-
sition, presented by Morris Udall, Stewart’s half-brother, included the construction 
of two giant dams (Bridge Canyon and Marble Canyon) near the Grand Canyon 
National Park.

Democrat Congressman for Tucson, Morris Udall, a lawyer by training and pro-
fession, emerged as the mediator of opposing interests. For Senator Carl Hayden, 
the main advocate of the CAP, the PSWP was a competing and contradictory legisla-
tive initiative (August, 1991). The Senator regarded the PSWP as a stalling tactic on 
the part of California designed to delay the authorization of the CAP. Paul Fannin 
(Republican), elected Governor in 1958, also thought of the PSWP as “a conspiracy 
against Arizona born in California”. He defended Senator Hayden’s approach, which 
consisted of promoting the idea of the CAP in a separate legislative proposition. This 
vision was rejected by Morris Udall, who was favorable to the more regional approach 
of the CAP. However, in Arizona, the reputedly influential Arizona Republic con-
demned Udall’s future political career in Arizona by accusing him of being beholden 
to the California water lobby represented by James Carr, the Under Secretary of the 
Department of the Interior.

The administration’s preference for a regional approach to developing the Colo-
rado River (in the form of the PSWP) enabled Senator Hayden to gather support. In 
1966, the Arizona Task Force supported the legislative effort by uniting the main 
sources of expertise on water of the time (the Arizona Interstate Steam Commis-
sion, the Arizona Public Service, the CAP Association and the Salt River Project). 
Moreover, the CAP had the support of powerful allies in the Senate: Senator Henry 
Jackson (Democrat, Washington), head of the Senate Interior Committee, and Sena-
tor Clinton Anderson (Democrat, New Mexico), President of the Power and Reclama-
tion Subcommittee of the Interior Committee. In their struggle in favor of the CAP, 
these Democratic senators supported Carl Hayden against his Californian Republican 
opponents, Thomas Kuchel, member of the Senate Committee on Insular and Interior 
Affairs, and Claire Engel, who had helped torpedo the CAP project in the House of 
Representatives in 1951. In the end, the real battle for the CAP was the one waged in 
the House Interior Committee and the Irrigation and Reclamation Subcommittee. The 
latter was directed by Wayne Aspinall (Democrat, Colorado), who was very wary of 
California (and Arizona) and what he saw as their expansionist aims, and who was 
concerned that the Upper Basin States, especially Colorado, might not obtain their 
share of the water allocated to them under the Colorado River Compact. Hayden also 
clashed with John Saylor (Republican, Pennsylvania), a member of the House Interior 
Committee. Saylor, a conservationist, opposed the construction of dams included in 
the CAP; he was opposed to the continuous development of public sector electricity 
generation schemes, and his position earned him the respect of those of an ecological 
persuasion.
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In the end, the Colorado River Basin Act of 1968 authorized the projects 
supported by the representatives of different states, or a single state, either completely, 
as in the case of the CAP, or more partially, as in the case of the Pacific Southern 
Water Plan. This result, produced by a compromise between the various forces at 
play, was based on “pork barrel politics”, according to which Congressional alloca-
tion of public funds served the interests of the legislators’ constituencies rather than 
the national interest. At issue was not only the economic development of the West, 
but also political careers and reputations. This meant that everyone had to take into 
account the needs of their respective constituencies in terms of new projects and the 
allocation of sections of the Colorado River. While, for example, California lost the 
legal battle, it nevertheless obtained a guarantee of 4.4 million acre feet of water from 
the Colorado River in case of drought, which later turned out to be more than useful 
in countering the water crisis of the 2000s.

To hope to be able to ensure that their needs were met, coalitions had to find a 
point of agreement. They also had to take into account external pressures deriving, in 
particular, from environmentalists fundamentally opposed to the construction of new 
dams that may have flooded one of the jewels of the West, the Grand Canyon, and 
favorable to alternative energy sources. In the 1970s, the rise in the number of envi-
ronmentalist votes changed decision-making processes; authorization for major water 
projects was based not only on economic viability and technical reliability, but also 
increasingly reflected a new dynamic involving the reconciliation between environ-
mental protection and economic growth. Furthermore, a new legislative framework, 
the National Environmental Policy Act, had also been passed in 1970. It is certainly 
not by chance that, during this period, a number of dam construction projects were 
abandoned in favor of projects based on alternative energy sources which coincided 
with the emergence of a new generation of bureaucrats and politicians more focused 
on adapting to the emergence of values different from those of their predecessors, who 
had been motivated exclusively by economic considerations. And it is also probably 
not by chance that during this period, Congress’s authorization of federal funding for 
major water projects was accompanied by the requirement that the states meet certain 
legislative imperatives, notably with respect to the protection of their natural resources.

Up until this point, Congress and the Bureau of Reclamation had championed 
the development of the West. The need to incorporate environmental concerns was 
expressed by a new generation of Arizona elites, including Stewart Udall, then Sec-
retary of the Interior. They were doubtless helped in this effort by their legal back-
ground and their experience as lawyers. By suggesting that, in order to support the 
CAP, the Bureau of Reclamation should become a shareholder in a coal-powered 
electricity plant, Stewart Udall managed to echo the concerns of the environmentalist 
movement (to which he had dedicated a book, The Quiet Crisis, in 1963), while at 
the same time promoting the economic ambitions of the elites of the West. Finally, 
on September 30, 1968, the Colorado River Basin Act was passed by Congress and 
signed by President Lyndon Johnson. Among other projects supported by Congress, 
it authorized the construction of the CAP. Due to the authorization of the CAP, ten-
sions between the states over the allocation of Colorado River water had been politi-
cally neutralized, and the balance of power between the fierce advocates of economic 
development, the promoters of dams, and the inveterate defenders of the environment 
had reached a new equilibrium.
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In public debates in the 1960s, the most controversial CAP legislation con-
cerned dams. The idea that an alternative source of energy was required to pump 
CAP water to central Arizona provoked a reappraisal of approaches to the project. 
These environmental concerns were promoted by the Sierra Club, whose president, 
David Brower had made a name for himself in the 1950s for his anti-dam cam-
paigns in the Grand Canyon and his promotion of coal as an alternative source of 
energy for transporting water. Moreover, the need to find an alternative to dams 
was made more urgent by the fact that, at the time, pressure for environmental 
issues to be taken into account in water projects was growing. This trend was given 
concrete form by President Johnson, whose administration set up the National 
Environmental Protection Agency in 1970 which forced federal agencies to evalu-
ate the environmental impacts of federal water projects. Having won the legislative 
battle in 1968, the advocates of the CAP had to take into consideration this new 

Stewart Udall, between the pioneer spirit and the environmental cause

Stewart Udall was born in Arizona on January 31, 1920. He spent his childhood in 
the Mormon community of St. Johns, growing up in a semi-arid milieu in which water 
management was part of basic education and irrigation seen as a way of life and a 
scientific principle. The Mormons were known at the time for their ability to transform 
previously arid areas into fertile agricultural land by building dams and small canals. 
Beyond his familiarity with water issues, the sense of justice inculcated by his mother, 
and the public service ethos associated with his father, who had been Chief Justice of the 
Arizona Supreme Court, also shaped his interests. Over the course of his professional 
career, Udall attempted to reappraise the heritage of the pioneers, reconciling it with the 
law and the democratic ideal.

After graduating with a degree from the University of Arizona in law in 1948, 
Stewart set up a law firm in Tucson with his brother Morris to fight against segrega-
tion in the city. Along with his legal activism, he harbored political ambitions. He was 
elected Vice President of the Central Committee of the Democratic Party, then Treas-
urer of the Legal Aid Association of Pima County. He was also elected three times to 
the House of Representatives in Washington D.C. When John F. Kennedy announced 
that he was running for President, Stewart was one of his most fervent supporters, 
recruiting delegates from Arizona to help him. This link with Kennedy helped him gain 
a promotion in 1961 to Secretary of the Federal Department of the Interior, managing 
65,000 employees and a budget of 800 million dollars, allocated to regional develop-
ment and water management. During the eight years that he occupied the post, he bore 
witness to the end of the Golden Age of water projects and the emergence of the envi-
ronmental movement: “I began with the idea that dams were probably a good thing…. 
I presumed that if anyone, the Corps of Engineers, the Bureau of Reclamation, wanted 
to build a dam, it was a good thing. I ended up thinking that we ought to be highly 
skeptical of any dams” (Johnson, 2002: 31). This point of view accurately reflects the 
attitude he took in negotiations over the CAP between 1963 and 1968: while ensur-
ing the adoption by Congress of the Colorado River Basin Compact authorizing the 
federal funding of the latest major water project, he also campaigned for alternative 
sources of energy to dams, thus incorporating the environmentalist cause into federal 
water policy for the first time.
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institutional framework, which allowed social groups that had previously been 
excluded from the decision-making process to express their concerns, and which 
obliged federal agencies to take notice of them. Winning battles in Congress no 
longer guaranteed local support (Ingram, 1990): it was probable that the electors 
concerned no longer systematically represented the interests of the Eastern allies of 
the federal agencies.

From the 1970s, water projects in the West were targeted by Congressmen from 
the East and Midwest, who criticized them on the grounds of regional favoritism 
and a lack of economic efficiency. At the same time, those projects were increas-
ingly unpopular with local people. President Carter attempted to shut down the CAP 
project, whose promoters were forced to adjust their position. To ensure that the 
CAP was not eliminated from the federal budget, the Senators from Arizona had 
to abandon construction work on the most controversial dams. Meanwhile, federal 
agencies were told to find alternative approaches to funding the storage of local water 
and providing flood control for the project. In addition, the implementation of the 
CAP was conditioned on Arizona’s reforming its laws in regard to the management 
of groundwater.

While the period 1940–1960 had been structured around stable coalitions 
between a few key Congressmen from the West, the Bureau of Reclamation, and 
the interests of farmers and promoters of local development who shared a desire to 
see the West prosper, the 70’s saw the emergence of new sources of influence and 
coalitions, based on an idea of politics defined by a respect for formal rules and 
the protection of the environment at a time when the American West, now increas-
ingly urbanized, was confronted with water shortages resulting from its economic 
success.

2 DELIVERING THE CAP

2.1  Regulating groundwater: federal government 
and new local leaders

While the CAP was associated with the struggle between two states, Arizona and 
California, over the Colorado River, the project was finally approved due to its posi-
tioning within the balance of power between federal authorities and local elites con-
cerning the regulation of groundwater. It is probable that the CAP obtained federal 
funding because the dominant idea among the advocates of the project was to build 
a consensus over the need for the project in the name of well-understood interests, 
namely the economic prosperity of the state, guaranteed by the development or rein-
forcement of agriculture, industry and tourism.

In Arizona, the territorial constitution of 1864 (the Howell Code), which declared 
that surface water was public property, made absolutely no mention of groundwa-
ter (Mann, 1963). In the 1930s, due to the growing efficiency of pumping mecha-
nisms, the increase in the price of cotton, and cheap electricity, groundwater was 
increasingly used for agricultural purposes. Its extensive use became a feature of the 
political debate. But it was above all the federal CAP project that triggered legislative 
action in Arizona between 1948 and 1980. The 32 years between the promulgation 
of two sets of laws regarding the CAP can be interpreted as the transition from one 
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coalition to another, a transition rendered possible by the emergence of a new political 
configuration.

In the 1940s, the Department of the Interior had declared that the CAP would 
only be approved if the State of Arizona committed to a legislative plan to restrict 
agricultural irrigation methods involving the pumping of groundwater. Under the 
aegis of Governor Osborn, the Groundwater Code was passed in Arizona in 1948. 
The Code forbade the expansion of agriculture that was irrigated using groundwater 
without resolving existing problems regarding the pumping of water or the quantity 
of water allocated to landowners, or resolving the issue of the overexploitation of 
groundwater. In spite of federal pressure, the successive governors of Arizona were 
confronted by strong opposition within their state from mining companies, farm-
ers and city governments which were unhappy about rigorous legislation and who 
claimed exceptional rights to administer their own water. This coalition had every 
chance of success in a context in which the Arizona Supreme Court swayed between 
contradictory decisions (groundwater as public property versus rules governing the 
use of groundwater according to the needs of landowners). Legislators were con-
strained to a “policing role”, which created a legislative impasse because of a lack of 
political unity regarding the issue. Although he had supported the CAP as a Congress-
men a few years before, Governor McFarland (Democrat), elected in 1954, intro-
duced no legislation on the subject (Mann, 1963), as if he were somehow echoing 
dominant interests that had little time for federal grievances.

However, the more support the CAP gained in Washington, the more the local 
decision-makers were obliged to legislate the use of groundwater. This development 
threatened the very existence of the project. In the context of the 1970s, increasing 
criticism of major projects, especially in regard to their impact on the environment 
and their prohibitive cost, was enough to call federal funding into question. Moreo-
ver, the continuing urbanization of Phoenix and Tucson exacerbated competition for 
water among farmers, mining companies and cities. A coalition of new local elites 
encouraged the State of Arizona to change its policy on groundwater, which was the 
sine qua non for the CAP to benefit from federal funding. This change was, doubt-
less, also rendered possible by the fact that states in the federal system were becoming 
increasingly influential in terms of controlling and implementing water policies at a 
time when federal funding was increasingly hard to obtain as policies announcing the 
end of the Welfare State were introduced. These structural transformations affect-
ing political power in Washington, where the beliefs of the dominant coalition were 
undermined by the environmentalist cause and the all-conquering advances made 
by neoliberalism, created the preconditions for a realignment of existing coalitions 
within the field of a local power configuration that was itself characterized by new 
urban paradigm.

The Critical Groundwater Code, promulgated in 1948 under the aegis of 
Governor Osborn, did not address the issue of supplying the two cities with water. 
In the late 1960s and early 1970s, differences persisted in approaches to the ques-
tion. While the pumping of groundwater was generally limited to the area covered 
by a single supplier, the resource was sometimes pumped beyond these parameters 
to urban areas for both industrial and domestic uses. This kind of water distribu-
tion created tensions that were resolved between 1969 and 1974 in a series of 
legal cases brought against the City of Tucson and decided by the Supreme Court 
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of Arizona. Tucson was also forbidden to transport groundwater from wells in 
the Avra and Alter Valleys, designated as critical areas. For the Arizona Supreme 
Court, property rights in groundwater were linked exclusively to rights of use. 
Those rights were limited to “reasonable use” and were not associated with owner-
ship of the resource.

The issue was not limited to Tucson, and other disagreements between local 
farmers and mining companies soon emerged. In 1976, the Farmers Investment Com-
pany (FICO), a large pecan producer located in the Santa Cruz Valley to the south of 
Tucson, brought a case against the copper mining company Anamax that was ulti-
mately decided by the Arizona Supreme Court. This case has often been considered 
the trigger for the Groundwater Management Act of 1980. In effect, the problem was 
that several mining companies to the south of Tucson pumped water from an area 
considered as critical (Sahuarita-Continental Critical Groundwater Area), and trans-
ported it to their own sites outside that perimeter. FICO, which owned nearly 7,000 
acres of farmland, located in that area, took the view that the mining companies 
were not respecting the law and had broken rules governing the use of water when it 
transport the water beyond authorized areas. The mining companies argued, on the 
contrary, that it was necessary to precisely define the area from which the water was 
pumped, since the water they used came from the same aquifer as the water used by 
the farmers.

The mining companies also claimed that pumping groundwater did not cause 
aquifers to diminish as long as the water was used and replaced. The City of Tucson 
also got involved in the controversy, claiming that FICO and the mining companies 
were polluting the groundwater in the basin from which the city extracted most of 
its water. The mining companies countered that, contrary to law, the City of Tucson 
transported groundwater a long way from its basin of origin. Citing rights of use, the 
Arizona Supreme Court found in favor of FICO and against the mining companies, 
but nevertheless ruled that it was incumbent on the legislature to define rights based 
on economic interests and decide whether it was in the interest of the state to encour-
age mining to the detriment of agriculture. It was based on this ruling that the mining 
companies and the City of Tucson formed a coalition against the farmers with a view 
to encouraging the legislature to undertake a legal reform of regulations governing the 
transportation and use of groundwater.

In the past, the mining companies and FICO had often clashed in Tucson over 
water management, but it seemed that interests had evolved (Connall, 1982). Mining 
companies and City Hall both wanted to change the law governing the transportation 
of groundwater. For example, the monopolistic position of farmers (who consumed 
89% of water supplies) encouraged City Hall to take a conservationist stance. On the 
other hand, farmers criticized the mining firms and the cities as being openly hostile 
to agriculture. During the arduous negotiations, organized with a view to resolving 
these problems, each party was represented by a different lawyer: agriculture by Jon 
Kyl (the Salt River Project’s lawyer), Mark Wilmer (lawyer for FICO), and Brock Ellis 
(a lawyer from Phoenix). The mining companies were represented by James Johnson 
and James Bush (from Phoenix), and Thomas Chandler (from Tucson). Furthermore, 
the spokesmen for the cities were Jack DeBolske, Director of the League of Arizona 
Cities and Towns, and Bill Stevens, a Phoenix lawyer.
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Mark Wilmer, lawyer for Arizona against California

Mark Bernard Wilmer was born in July 1903 in Wisconsin. Son of a farmer, he grew 
up in the small town of East Troy, essentially a community of farmers, dairy workers 
and shopkeepers. Attracted to literature and to the new, increasingly urban America, the 
embryonic growth of which he saw every morning on his way to Burlington College, 
he developed a genuine desire for mobility, encouraged by his father, who wanted him 
to continue his university studies. In 1926, he gained a place at the College of Law at 
the Georgetown University in Washington D.C. Two years after graduating in 1929, he 
qualified for the State Bar of Arizona in May 1931.

In the early days of his career in Phoenix, his first legal case concerned disputes 
between the Roosevelt Water Conservation District and the Salt River Project. He 
did not yet know that water would become an important part of his legal career. 
Indeed, the complex problematic of regional rights, going beyond the merely local 
framework, placed him at the center of the political, environmental and legal his-
tory of the West in the 20th century. At the time, the dispute between Arizona and 
California was only just beginning, and he was still to establish a professional repu-
tation. In the 1930s, his legal portfolio was essentially made up of criminal cases. 
He was a litigator. The skills he displayed in the local courts impressed the region’s 
more politically-minded judges. He was invited by the County Attorney of Maricopa 
County and the Attorney General of the State of Arizona to help them in their work. 
During this period, he met Frank L. Snell, a well-known, well established attorney, a 
graduate of Kansas School of Law, based in downtown Phoenix, with whom he set 
up the Snell and Wilmer Law Firm.

Between 1940 and 1950, Snell & Wilmer became one of the largest law firms in 
the American West. Later, it provided a wide range of services and expertise and con-
siderable resources to its clients, with 400 lawyers in six offices in Arizona, California, 
Nevada, Colorado and Utah. Due to its size, the firm helped to shape Arizona’s politi-
cal and economic agenda. And when Governor McFarland of Arizona, at a time when 
the legal battle against California seemed to have been lost, went in search of the best 
litigator in the state, the Association of the Bar of Arizona and the legal community as a 
whole recommended Mark Wilmer. In 1957, at the height of a remarkable legal career, 
Wilmer accepted the challenge of defending Arizona’s case against California, which he 
did until the Supreme Court delivered its decision in 1963. By accepting the case, Wilmer 
entered a world defined by water (or the lack of it), as well as by culture and tradition. 
He familiarized himself with the legal case, the rulings of the courts, and cross-border 
conflicts, imbibing as much information on the state’s most valuable resource as he could 
and defining his relationship with those against whom he applied his defensive strategy 
on behalf of Arizona against California.

The legal heritage of Spain and Mexico that gives primacy to prior appropriation 
(see supra chapter 4: 46) was not exclusively applicable to Arizona and did not only 
govern local water supplies. Wilmer quickly realized that this legal doctrine was an 
issue for the states of the West who coveted the Colorado River, leading to serious dis-
putes, notably between Arizona and California, whose explosive growth at the begin-
ning of the 20th century constituted a regional threat in terms of rights to the Colorado 
River. He discovered the degree to which California was capable of influencing the 
water policies of the West; indeed, the Imperial Irrigation District was one of Wilmer’s 
most powerful legal adversaries. In 1911, Phil Swing, Imperial Valley’s lawyer, who 
later converted his legal influence into a seat in the House of Representatives, along 
with the real estate developer, Mark Rose, set up the Imperial Irrigation District (IID) 
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Legislative activity was encouraged above all by debates about the CAP taking 
place at the same time in Washington. In effect, the environmental impacts of the pro-
ject were increasingly being called into question, and the existence of the project itself 
was threatened by the Carter administration on the grounds of costs. To ensure that it 
was not deprived of all federal funding, the government posed a precondition (relayed 
by the Secretary of the Interior of the time) that the State of Arizona had to introduce 
a new legal framework for regulating the management of groundwater. Faced with 
an impasse in negotiations at the local level, the Democratic Governor of the time, 

which lobbied Congress and the Secretary of the Interior to develop water projects 
(notably, the All American Canal). This was part of a race to acquire as many prior 
rights to the Colorado River as possible for California. The coalition between the (IID) 
and the federal department set alarm bells ringing in the Arizona congressional delega-
tion and alerted other states with an interest in the river. Meanwhile, the City of Los 
Angeles attempted to secure increasing volumes of water to fulfill needs associated with 
its rapidly expanding population. Like Arizona, the Upper Basin States – Wyoming, 
Utah, Colorado and New Mexico – saw Southern California, with its urban centers 
and agricultural users, as a threat to their future development. Prior appropriation had 
to be fought.

As Mark Wilmer discovered in the Congress archives, the tensions between 
California and the other states of the West were at the origin of legal actions, which led 
to the promulgation of the Colorado River Compact of 1922, and the Boulder Canyon 
Act of 1928. During this period, the Governors of Arizona were strongly opposed to 
this legislation, which they regarded as being overly favorable to California. They took 
legal action defending state rights to the water of the Colorado River against the federal 
government and the Golden State. Forty years later, however, Wilmer used the legislation 
as a guideline in his legal strategy in favor of Arizona at the Supreme Court. In spite of 
the fact that it sanctioned the construction of the Hoover Dam, the legislation abrogated 
the principle of prior appropriation and provided an annual allocation of water from the 
Lower Colorado River Basin as follows: California, 4.4 million acre-feet; Arizona, 
2.8 million acre-feet; Nevada, 300, 000 acre-feet.

The Law of the River included legislation passed by Congress. The laws, exclusively 
concerned with the distribution of water from the Colorado River, excluding its tribu-
taries, provided the keystone of Mark Wilmer’s legal defense system. Wilmer attempted 
to convince the Supreme Court by using arguments derived from legislative history and 
previous debates. California, which denied Arizona any legal right over the Colorado 
River, took the position that the desert state already benefitted from water from its tribu-
taries (the Gila River and the Salt River). California’s lawyer, Northcutt “Mike” Ely 
based his case on legal history, citing the Supreme Court’s decision of January 5, 1922, 
on a dispute between Wyoming and Colorado concerning a tributary of the Colorado 
River applying the priority rule to rivers running through two states. Finally, on June 3, 
1963, the Supreme Court validated Mark Wilmer’s strategy: “We are persuaded by the 
legislative history as a whole that the Act was not intended to give California any claim 
to share in the tributary waters of the Lower Basin States. […] Where Congress has 
exercised its constitutional power over waters courts have no power to substitute their 
own notions of “equitable apportionment” for the apportionment chosen by Congress” 
(August, 1999: 89).
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Bruce Babbitt, who was from the West (see supra chapter 4: 53–54), assisted by the 
Republican Senator, Stan Turley, introduced a new dynamic by serving as a mediator 
between the cities, the mining companies and farmers, a commitment that was doubt-
less linked to his university career (he had graduated from Harvard Law School) and 
professional background (as a former Attorney General), combining law and politics, 
both of which were useful in reconciling a respect for the law while at the same time 
taking local issues into account.

These negotiations were based on a new belief in the need to seriously legislate 
groundwater in order to guarantee that the CAP was financed. They culminated in the 
promulgation, in 1980, of the Groundwater Management Act, which limited rights to 
use groundwater in four areas (Phoenix, Tucson, Prescott and Pinal County), referred 
to as “Active Management Areas”.1 In the end, the CAP did not lose its federal fund-
ing. It should be noted that realty promoters, the Chamber of Commerce, and pri-
vate water companies were not invited to the negotiating table (Connall, 1982), even 
though the urban development of the region – particularly the sale of properties – 
appeared to be a decisive factor.

Consensus was actively sought at the local level: FICO provided its support; 
decision-makers in Tucson attempted to maintain a belief in the necessity of the 
project – City Hall voted on funding for the CAP Association on several occasions – 
and the Chamber of Commerce lobbied in favor of the CAP (Dames and Moore Inc., 
1995). However, at the same time, two agrarian economists from the University of 
Arizona broke rank by rendering public the fact that farmers in Arizona were finan-
cially unable to buy CAP water. While they were later forced to leave their university 
positions, their actions nevertheless marked the emergence of local protest against the 
CAP project.

2.2  Urban development, conflicts over water 
and the realignment of coalitions

The arrival of the CAP in Tucson illustrates the fact that if a city in Arizona wanted 
water, it had to buy it from water transport infrastructure projects and not only 
pump groundwater. The event marked a new stage in water policy: “the farmers got 
established in the central part of the state because of the Salt River Project. The cities 
grew up in the middle of the farmland. The real estate interests, the money people 
– they are all in Phoenix and Scottsdale and Tucson. They didn’t want to move. So 
we’re going to move the river to them. At any cost.” (Reisner, 1986: 305). Evidently, 
the urban factor was not new. From the 1920s onward, the spatial expansion of 
American cities had been promoted by coalitions of developers keen to boost the real 
estate market, helped in this not only by the growth of the automotive industry, but 
also by policies designed to subsidize consumption and by federal support for social 
housing (Gonzales, 2009; Wiley and Gottlieb, 1982). What changed was the political 
influence of the cities on the coalitions formed around water issues. Responsibility for 
water distribution, which had initially been guaranteed by private companies in the 

1  Active Management Areas & Irrigation non-expansion areas: http://www.azwater.gov/AzDWR/
WaterManagement/AMAs/
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late 19th century passed, in the 1920s, to public administrations run by city mayors 
whose goal was to extend the network and guarantee quality. After the Second World 
War, the growing needs of the cities meant that other sources of supply were required, 
a situation that relied on federal aid. Thus, in 1946, while, at a time when ground-
water was increasingly being used to supply expanding cities – mainly Phoenix and 
Tucson (Kupel, 2003: 153), the Central Arizona Project Association was founded. 
To the degree that drawing off water destined for agricultural purposes, especially in 
regard to the Salt River Project serving Phoenix, was a delicate strategy, local politi-
cians became fervent advocates of the CAP, in spite of federal norms and pressure 
exerted by environmentalist movements.

The Groundwater Management Act of 1980 (GMA) reorganized the distribu-
tion of water in several zones referred to as Active Management Areas (AMA), not 
only instituting an innovative style of managing groundwater based on basins, but 
also introducing limits to the expansion of irrigation. However, the system was dif-
ficult to implement: each city located in one of the zones had to use CAP water for 
a period of 100 years. Later, the introduction of the Central Arizona Groundwater 
Replenishment Districts (CAGRD) gave real estate developers the chance to intro-
duce subdivisions in places in which there were no direct connections to CAP water 
(Valdez Diaz, 1996; Blomquist et al., 2001: 662). Another measure introduced by the 
Groundwater Management Act of 1980 was the creation of the Arizona Department 
of Water Resources (ADWR) to replace the Arizona Water Commission. This ensem-
ble of institutional and economic measures, introduced by the State of Arizona and its 
governor, Bruce Babbitt, encouraged the Department of the Interior and the Bureau 
of Reclamation to make the CAP one of its priorities in the 1980s (Colby & Jacobs, 
2007). These new approaches to water management help to explain how the arrival 
of CAP water in Tucson marked a displacement of conflicts at the city level and why 
it did so much to reshape local political coalitions.

In 1989, construction work started on a CAP processing plant in Tucson, as well 
as on the Clearwell Reservoir, designed to stock water treated with a mixture of ozone 
and chloramines, a process considered by some as at best experimental, but by others 
as “progressive” (Kupel, 2003: 193). CAP water was finally delivered on October 5, 
1992, but numerous problems came to light over the next few years. In the first few 
months, leaks were detected in the pipes, and the press reported complaints against the 
“water mafias” and corrupt bureaucrats who swamped their fellow citizens with toxic 
substances from the Colorado River. Among the opponents of the CAP water deliv-
ered by Tucson Water throughout the 1990s, Richard Wiersma was the spokesman of 
the Citizens Voice to Restore and Replenish Quality Water. “In 1992, disaster struck 
Tucson. The water utility began serving chemically treated CAP water to half its cus-
tomers, and the switchboards lit up with complaints almost immediately. This brown, 
foul tasting, highly corrosive water destroyed plumbing and appliances. It killed pets 
and plants, and caused rashes and allergic reactions in people” (Wiersma, 1995: 1).

When CAP water arrived in Tucson, it destroyed pipes and flooded private homes. 
In 1995, 20,500 complaints were made against Tucson Water due to leaks (Dames 
& Moore Inc., 1995: xvii). Popular trust in the city’s leaders was rapidly eroded and 
strong opposition emerged. For example, Bob Beaudry became one of the most vehe-
ment activists and critics of the use Tucson Water made of CAP water. Moreover, the 
water’s brown color, which was due to a slightly acid PH and corroded pipes (Dames & 
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Moore Inc., 1995: vii), added to the local people’s dissatisfaction with to the political 
leaders. It should be noted that, at the time, Tucson’s infrastructure system was one 
of the oldest in the state (Dames & Moore Inc., 1995; Kupel, 2006; Colby & Jacobs, 
2007). The lack of maintenance of this infrastructure was at the root of most of the 
damage caused by CAP water and had triggered a high degree of mistrust of the state 
and the federal government, a mistrust which informed their oppositional strategies.

Between October 1992 and October 1993, Tucson City Council was led by the 
Democrat Molly McKasson, of Ward 6. It was in City Hall that a number of coali-
tions promoting water quality in Tucson emerged, among them Citizens for Water 
Protection, headed by Molly McKasson; Citizens Voice to Restore and Replenish 
Quality Water, whose president was Richard Wiersma; as well as lobbies headed 
by Ed Moore, the Republican Supervisor of Pima County, Bob Beaudry, the Tucson 
entrepreneur and car salesman, and Gerald “Jerry” Juliani, who promoted the idea of 
holding a referendum on water quality. These coalitions acted against a Pro-Develop-
ment Coalition centered on Jim Click, the local car salesman, Chuck Freitas, Director 
of the Safe and Sensible Water Committee, and the Southern Arizona Leadership 
Council. These campaigns in favor of water quality in Tucson resulted in a number of 
decisions being taken by City Hall in October 1993, including the withdrawal of CAP 
water from the city’s pipes, and limiting CAP water to the west of the city, since the 
majority of complaints had been made by residents of the east (Editors, 1995; Pitman, 
1997; Kupel, 2003), who were excluded from the supply zone. In this context, Mike 
Tubbs, the head of Tucson Water, resigned.

By 1994, most of the administrative agencies had become aware of the situa-
tion in Tucson. Reports indicate that most difficulties caused by CAP water derived 
from obsolete infrastructure, mostly in the east of the city. CAP water was entirely 
dissolving the solid material (Kupel, 2003) produced by corrosion in the pipes, thus 
causing major damage. Anxious to keep the federal government out of the dispute by 
respecting provisions of the Safe Drinking Water Act (SDWA) and other legislation 
in the field, the Arizona Department of Environmental Quality (ADEQ), an admin-
istrative agency authorized by the Environmental Protection Agency to apply the 
SDWA, levied a fine of 400,000 dollars against Tucson Water in November 1994 on 
the grounds of having failed to respect drinking water quality regulations by testing 
wells inadequately. In a declaration made after the fine was announced, the ADEQ 
attempted to reassure those concerned, claiming that the CAP situation was under 
control (Newman 1994). Furthermore, Tucson Water adjusted its prices in an attempt 
to compensate for the fact that the water was brown and contaminated (Moore, 1995; 
Kupel, 2003: 194). Tucson Water, then directed by John S. Jones, was forced to stop 
using CAP water due to maintenance issues associated with draining the canal (New-
man, 1994: 1; Kupel, 2003: 194). Then, still in 1994, Tucson Water appointed a new 
president and vice president.

If such institutional dysfunctions occurred, it is because the majestic Colorado River 
was simply too powerful for Tucson’s aging infrastructure. The temporary closure of 
the CAP enabled the coalitions headed by Molly McKasson and Richard Wiersma to 
lobby the city government on behalf of the Citizens Water Protection Initiative (Propo-
sition 200). The proposition, which achieved a 57% majority among the city’s voters 
(Chesnick, 1999: 4; Kupel 2003: 194), was voted through the legislative system in the 
form of the Water Consumer Protection Act (WCPA). The Act outlawed chloramines 
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and ozone, which Tucson Water had previously added to the supply. Mention was 
made of the fact that, unless the company could ensure that the quality of its water 
was as high as that of groundwater, the law would be subjected to another vote in five 
years (Valdez Diaz, 1996; Kupel, 2003). In the end, Tucson City Hall proved to be the 
main link between local people and government bureaucracy. From the outset, Michael 
Brown, Mayor of Tucson, Molly McKasson, city councilor, and Michael Tubbs, head 
of Tucson Water, organized task forces to study the CAP and examine social responses 
to it (Dames & Moore Inc., 1995: 10). In fact, in 1994, the City of Tucson hired a 
consulting firm (Dames & Moore Inc.) to find solutions to the city’s water problems.

In 1994, McKasson and Wiersma began to collect signatures supporting the Water 
Consumer Protection Act initiative in view of the 1995 vote in City Hall. Among the 
opponents of the CAP, Gerald “Jerry” Juliani can be considered as “the Pro-Prop 200 
Group’s researcher”. From 1993 to 1999, he wrote a number of articles for local papers 
arguing that protective measures should be introduced on behalf of water consumers, 
as did other members of the Water Consumer Protection Coalition. Between 1997 and 
1999, he was spokesman for the Pure Water Coalition (Nitzel, 1999: 1). On the other 
side of the fence, a Pro-Development/Pro-CAP coalition began to take shape in 1997. It 
included the Southern Arizona Leadership Council (SALC), a group criticized for being 
“a Republican aristocracy made up exclusively of white men”, but which represented 
local business leaders anxious to defend strong values and contribute to the develop-
ment of urban areas. The SALC made substantial contributions to causes that they 
believed would aid economic growth and urban development, including 1997’s Propo-
sition 200, which advocated a return to CAP water for Tucson. Thus, Bob Beaudry 

Molly McKasson and the Water Consumer Protection Coalition

In Molly McKasson’s family, an interest in local politics was cultivated from one gen-
eration to the next. In an interview with the Pima County Oral History Project, Molly 
recalled that her mother had become politically active as a protestor of the Vietnam 
War. She encouraged her daughter to remain faithful to her values, but always to 
be willing to change her opinions in line with any new knowledge she acquired. In 
the 1990s, Molly McKasson focused on improving the quality of life of Tucson’s 
citizens by promoting initiatives like the WCPA. Furthermore, thanks to the political 
and social satires she delivered in Tucson theaters, and by attending political rallies 
in Phoenix, she was able to better define her beliefs and make important political 
contacts.

In 1991, five different associations in the city supported Molly McKasson in her 
campaign to become councilor for Ward 6. At the time, she was in the process of emerg-
ing as a public figure in the theater and writing articles for the local papers. The fact that 
she was not a career politician was one of the factors that enabled her to gain support. 
As McKasson recalled in her interview with the Pima County Oral History Project, “in 
1993, the pipes broke and a firestorm of anger was created and people felt ignored. 
Growth was on the front burner and quality of life on the back” (McKasson, 2011). She 
claimed that development and planning initiatives did not take long-term concerns into 
account. In Tucson, greater emphasis was placed on growth and urban development 
than on increasing living standards.
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and Jim Click, rival car salesmen, clashed throughout the 1990s over water quality and 
CAP-based legislation, using their financial resources to support their initiatives until 
a decision was finally taken in late 1999 to reinstate CAP water. From the beginning, 
Jim Click played a central role in the Tucson dispute. He started out his career in Los 
Angeles, working at a car dealership before buying his own in Tucson. He was a gener-
ous donor to numerous political organizations, citizen movements, the University of 
Arizona, and various causes involving health and welfare (Press release, 2014).

In 1997, Proposition 200 was approved by a 59% majority. The SALC then became 
actively involved in supporting Proposition 201 (1999). Jim Click came out against 
the Coalition for Adequate Water Supply, making a contribution of 30,000 dollars. 
Another local entrepreneur, Karl Eller, president of the Circle K convenience market 
chain, made total contributions of 25,000 dollars to the 1997 and 1999 campaigns 
(Beaudry, 1999). Closely involved in the world of business and politics in the state 
for decades, he played a pivotal role in encouraging the Phoenix Suns NBA franchise 
to come to Arizona. Meanwhile, the University of Arizona recognized his efforts by 
appending his name to the School of Management and the name of his wife to the cam-
pus-based Dance Studio (Wang, 2012). It is reported that the Pro-Development Coali-
tion spent over 1 million dollars bringing CAP water to Tucson (Davis, 1999: 3). In 
1999, Tucson Water’s “Ambassador Program” was designed to instill new faith in the 
CAP. A number of homes on East Fourth Street, between Craycroft Road and Wilmot 
Road, were supplied with a mixture of groundwater and CAP water (Chesnick, 1999). 
The Pro-Development Coalition distributed bottles of this mixture at football games 
and in shopping malls to enable the people of Tucson to form their own opinions.

According to the SALC, the 1999 vote proved a great success with the election of 
Bob Walkup, who defeated Molly McKasson to become Mayor of Tucson. This was 
one of the “clear signs” that strong leadership was emerging in Tucson’s business com-
munity (Southern Arizona Leadership Council, 2014). The SALC stated that this this 
did not represent “a business community that seeks unfettered growth and development 
… but a business community that, for once, saw that it needed to be involved in creating 
Tucson’s future.” The new mayor, Bob Walkup, a retired aerospace executive, declared 
that “water is our No. 1 problem … the vitality of our community demands a solid, 
long-term water policy and everybody knows this” (Davis, 1993: 3). In 1999, Mitch 
Basefsky, now spokesman for the CAP, but previously spokesman for Tucson Water, 
added that “the majority in this community were willing to accept CAP water. They 
understood this was an alternate resource that we had to make use of in order to sustain 
our environment” (Chesnick, 1999: 2). The CAP was supposed to solve the problem of 
the overexploitation of groundwater and the risk of shortages that it involved (McKas-
son & Devine, 1998). Instead, it seems to have generated additional tensions between 
economic leaders, citizen organizations, local politicians and Tucson Water.

3 CONCLUSION: COALITIONS AND DECISION MAKING

The history of water policies draws many lessons for a sociological analysis with regard 
to environmental issues. First of all, history shows us that water policies implemented 
in the West are the product of specific and temporary coalitions between economic 
elites and elites from the political and administrative spheres, who regard any water 
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use project as the engine for economic development. Second, this conception of water 
use has to do with a territorial structure of political power in which state interests 
are crucial to shaping the very type of projects likely to be implemented and selecting 
their location. Third, the way in which water policy has been structured is specific 
in a sense that its organization is part of a multi-layer institutional framework, from 
which policy responsibilities are divided into different management bodies, ranging 
from a federal level to a municipal one. Furthermore the high cost of water megapro-
jects such as the CAP tends to dictate not only the shape of management policies but 
also the strategies to be adopted in the face of the lasting drought situation affecting 
the American West for many years. In fact, local authorities that bear the burden of 
paying the building cost of such a megaproject have no choice but to honor that debt 
through a water intensive sale to users who depend on surface water. Indeed, increas-
ing the amount of water sold brings broader benefits for the federal reimbursement, 
which pushes local decision makers towards leading change or innovation through a 
headlong rush into unbridled urban sprawl and economic growth.
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