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PROJECT
OVERVIEW

Leveraging a vision
and a summer job into
a 1042-acre
restoration project on

tribal lands.

[40

The ‘Ahakhav

Tribal Preserve

Colorado River Indian Tribes Initiate
a Major Riparian Restoration Program

by Fred Phillips

he ‘Ahakhay Tribal preserve is lo-

cated on the lower Colorado River
south of Parker, Arizona on the Colorado
River Indian Reservation. Prior to Euro-
pean settlement in the late 1800s and early
19005, the Lower Colorado River Valley
was an ever-changing, dynamic riparian
ECOSVSTEM. The river Supl.'ﬂ'.'ll'll"\'\j Vast ¢Xx-
panses of gallery forests of cottonwood and
willow, mesquite bosques, alkali flats and
wetlands. River flows ranged from modest
winter flows of 1,000 cubic feet per second
(28.3 cubic merers per second) to 250,000
cfs (7,078 cms) between May and July. The
untamed river eroded and deposired sedi-
ment, created and displaced riparian for-
ests and wetlands, and constantly changed
its course in a never-ending cyele of dis-
ruption and mending. It provided habitat
for an abundance of birds, mammals, am-
phibians, reptiles and fish. The *Ahakhav
{pronounced aha! kav) area of the lower
Colorado was also the primary homeland
of the 'Mojave and Chemehuevi Indian
tribes. For the tribes the river was the cen-
ter of their existence, providing them with
everything they needed for their liveli-
hood. The native plants, including the
mesquite, cottonwood and willow pro-
vided the rribes with fuel and food and
with marerials they used to make shelrer,
baskets and tools, medicine, clothing and
even dyes and paints. Valued from birth
until death, wood from the mesquite was
used for cremation ceremonies. It is im-
portant that these resources be preserved
for present and future generations.

Since sertlement, dams, agriculture,
and the introduction of exotic plant spe-
cies have forever altered the lower Colo-
tado ecosystems and the traditional ways
of life that depended on the river. Dams
now restrice the life-giving floods that de-
posited rhe soil necessary for the crearion
of the forests and wetlands. Levees now
control the river and cut off historic wet-
lands and sloughs from the seasonal floods
necessary for their survival, Agriculture
and exotic plant species have replaced the
mesquite bosques and gallery forests. Back-
waters, beaches and forests that were cher-
ished by the tribes for hunting, recreation
and homesites have both diminished and
deteriorated. The southwest willow fly-
catcher, razorhack sucker and yuma clap-
per rail are endangered due 1o loss of hab-
itar. In less than one hundred years the
historic Colorade has been transformed
from a wild, meandering river to some-
thing resembling the West's largest drain-
age ditch.

Despite this, the Mojave and Che-
mehuevi tribes still occupy the valley on
the Colorado River Indian Reservation.
[hee to government relocation in the
19405, a small group of the Hopi and Nav-
ajo Indians today also live on the 225,000-
acre (90,000-ha) reservarion. For most of
the tribal members living on the reserva-
tion, cultural links ro the past are strong,
and many of the people share a sense of
biological and cultural impoverishment re-
sulting from the alterations of the river
during the past century. For many years lit-
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tle was dome about this, however. Then, in
1994, u Mojave Indian named Dennis
Patch had the vision thar it might be pos-
sible to restore part of the reservarion for
the benefit of both the tribe and the bio-
logical resources of the area. Intimately fa-
miliar with the reservation from child-
hood, and well versed with the stories of
his elders, Patch had a master’s degree in
educarion, and also a prominent position
in the tribe as a council member for the
Colorado River Indian Tribes (CRIT). He
began talking with others about a plan that
would, ashe saw it, help preserve the tribes'
cultural resources while bringing back
some of the historic biological diversity of
the area.

Patch’s vision inspired Peter Nimkoff,
then CRIT Artorney General, to contact
Benjamin Frederique Samuel, then a doc-
voral candidate at Purdue University. Ni-
mkoff and Samuel had worked together on
an Alaskan Indian reservation developing
natural resource and recreation programs.
In 1994, 1 was a junior in Purdue Univer-
sity's Landscape Architecture program.
One day, after | had given a presentarion
on Native American cultures in a cross-
cultural communications class | had with

Samuel, he mentioned thar "he may have
a job for me our west." He gave me Ni-
mkoff's phone number and | called Ni-
mkoff and asked him abour the possibilicy
of working on the reservation for the sum-
mer. Peter discussed the matter with Den-
nis Patch, and then called back ro suggest
that | could come out to the reservation
and “see what happens.” With no solid job
offer, no guaranteed pay, no place to stay
anidd nothing to lose, | packed my bags and
moved o the reservation as soon as the
semester ended in May, Once | got to the
reservation (it was 128°F[53° C] thavday! )
Peter showed me around and was generous
enough to offer me his spare bedroom for
the summer (in exchange for cleaning and
cooking dinner two nights a week ).

Nexr, Peter introduced me ro Dennis.
We sat down, and Dennis filled me in on
his idea for a Tribal Preserve. Most of our
discussion oceurred inoa pickup truck as
Dennis drove me around ro visic several
sites on the reservation. We started ar Big
River, one of the largest housing develop-
ments on the reservation. Dennis de-
scribed the corronwood forest that used ro
stand where there are now housesand palm
trees. We then continued on to a series of

Dredge spoils removed from backwater of Colorado River create windrows on-site at "Ahakhay
Tribal Preserve. Graded to match contours of the site, spolls provide good medium for planting
of native species, following pin-point prescription based on high-resolution mapping of hydrol-
ogy of planting sites. Photos by Fred Phillips
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other areas where there "used to be"” wet-
lands, forests, thick brush and wilderness,
but where now we saw cotton felds, levees,
thickets of salt cedar and dying wetlands.
The rour ended ar the ' Ahakhav and Deer
lsland Backwarers (now collectively called
the ‘Ahakhav Tribal Preserve), which
Dennis had mﬂnl,alh' T.u.ggud as the area for
the preserve. The area consisted of two
original meanders of the river that had
been cut off by levees when the river was
channelized so that it could transport wa-
ter to cities and agricultural districes “more
efficiently”. The area consisted of 83 acres
(34 hectures) of open aguatic habitat, 250
acres (100 hectares) of shallow wetland in
cattails and 700-plus acres (280 hectares)
of riparian “forest” made up ar the rime
almost exclusively of salt cedar. Summa-
rizing all this, Dennis told me that his plan
was to restore the backwarers and forests
inorder to create a nature park where tribal
members could go to relax, picnic, fish,
hike, and so on without being overrun by
motorboats, motor homes, or tourists.
With all of this in mind | cleaned out the
storage room in Dennis’s office, pur to-
gether a makeshift deafting table and got
o 'P-'i'lrli.

The first step was to obtain informa-
tion on the existing habitats, land uses,
wning, access, flood-plains and plans that
the tribe had for the area. | explored what
permits we needed to do the work and what
we had ro do to ger the permits. | also spent
a great deal of time talking with Dennis
and a handful of other tribal members
about what the area uwsed to look like and
how the tribe used it. The Aha Macave
elders, Mamie Harper, in particular, gave
me a wealth of information on the area and
its importance to the tribes. | visited the
tribe’s museum to study the traditional ar-
chitecture and crafts of the tribes, dug
through the tribal planning office for maps
of the area, and searched the Colarado
River Agency Bureau of Indian Affairs of-
fice for historic photos and information. |
came up with a lor of verbal information,
some LISGS 24,000-scale topo maps, and
dredging plans the local Natural Resource
Conservation Service, then the Soil Con-
servation Service, had done in the 1980s.
Mot much to plan for restoration of 1,042
acres (417 hecrares) of land, but one thing
I did have was a lot of ideas of what the
people at CRIT wanted, Wich this in
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Figure 1. Historical and existing backwater cross-sections.

hand, | then produced a base plan of the
area, designating areas that [ thought could
be revegetated with native species. We
designated areas thart are both in the 100-
year floodplain and within 1-15 feet (3.3-
49 m) of the water table as candidates for
revegetation. Luckily, | had also found
some aerial photos showing where the old
[Dﬂﬂndl‘.‘ﬂ WETe, ﬂl'.l.d thl!ﬁd'_" plﬂ"-’i.lil‘d Hl 1‘1:]5|s
for our plans for dredging to reopen the
river channel.

The next step was to determine a site
location for the Nature Park. | asked sev-
eral tribal members where they would site
the park. At first the resules were disap-
pointing. One member said thar “all he
needed for a park was his tuck under a
mesquite tree,” showing as much interest
in a park in the thicker as my peers in In-
diana. A bic discouraged, | spent a great
deal of time that summer hiking, camping,
and canoeing the area. After much explo-
ration | found a 10-acre (4-ha) upland site
out of the floodplain. The site was acces-
sible by road, yet far enough from the hack-
water not to impact the riparian habitar,
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and it still had a few mature mesquites. It
also provided a good view of two Mojave
Sacred Mountains, which seemed appro-
priate. In the course of daily brainstorm-
ing, Dennis and | agreed on the locations
of the different aspects of the project: rev-
egetation areas, wetland restoration areas,
and the park. | then pur my arristic hand
to work and in one month creared a 30"x
80" (75 em x 200 em) color plan and a ten-
page hookler describing our ideas for the
preserve (Figures 1 and 2). We then ap-
proached the Tribal Council with the
plan. The council liked the ideas but
wanted more details. With the idea up in
the air, and out of time for the summer, |
went back to school in September to finish
Iy SETOT YEIr.

Year Two

Back in Indiana, it had been over six
months since | had heard from Dennis
when he then called 1o ask whether [ could
come out for spring break in March, to
write a grant for planting trees in the park

area. | went, | wrote, and flew back to Pur-
due. Two months later we received word
from the Bureau of Indian Affairs Wood-
lands Program thar we had been awarded
$10,000 to plant trees in two acres of the
park. At this point Dennis let me know
that he had enough money to hire two in-
terns and me for the summer ro develop a
more-detailed plan. Shortly afrerword,
Adam Perrilo, a sophomore in Landscape
Architecture, came ro my desk in the se-
nior design studio, inroduced himself and
told me that he and his girlfriend, Sonia
Mullinex, a wildlife biclogy student,
wanted jobs on the reservation. A month
later they were living in a small house on
the reservation, sleeping on an air mattress
with lawn chairs as furniture, and helping
me with the draft inal plan, We collected
100-year floodplain maps from the Bureau
of Reclamarion, land:survey informarion
from the Tribal Water Resources Depart-
ment, and examples of environmental as-
sessments and wetland restoration plans
from the Arizona Game and Fish Depart-
ment.
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Figure 2. Dredged and restored backwater cross-section.

I the course of our research that sum-
mer we ran into three people who even-
tually played key roles in the formulation
of the restoration and ecosystem-monitor-
ing plan. Bertin Anderson of the Revege-
tarion and Wildlife Management Center
came first (see accompanying story). With
more than 25 years experience with wild-
life monitoring and native plant restora-
tion on the Lower Colorado River, Bert
supplied us with information and ideas on
how we could accomplish the revegetation
aspects of the plan. Dave Wegner and John
Nagy (also a graduate of Purdue), of the
United States Bureau of Reclamarion's
Glen Canyon Environmental Studies Of-
fice were the second and third. Dave, a fish-
eries biologist, had been in charge of that
office for 13 years. His vastexperience with
the monitoring of ecosystems in the Grand
Canyon guided development of the pre-
and post-restoration ecological monitor-
ing portion of our plan. John was one of
the surveyors working on the canyon
study. On a bar napkin one night in Flag-

staff, John summarized how he thought we
could survey all the existing wetland and
aquatic habitat, formulare a dredge design,
and survey to monitor siltation and depo-
sicion of material in the backwater follow-
ing the restoration. This aftet-hours inspi-
ration soon became an integrated part of
the plan.

Afrer five or six 70-hour weeks and
four “all-nighters,” we had compiled all of
our ideas and information and completed
the ‘Ahakhav Tribal Preserve Plan. The
‘Ahakhav Preserve Plan goals included:
combining local, Tribal, Stare and Federal
resources to restore and monitor viable
wetland, tiparian and aguatic communi-
ties; create a nature park with low-impact-
recreation opportunities; establish a na-
tive-plant nursery; and implement an
environmental education progmm  for
tribal members and visitors. The key to our
success in producing this plan was being
open to everyone's jdeas and comments.
We didn't reinvent any wheels. We just
asked the right questions, collected all the
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informarion and ideas thar we could, and
then sifted through all of it to come up with
aplan thar we thought was feasible,
Upon presenting the new plan to the
council and receiving approval in the form
of a tribal resolution we submitted the plan
to all the relevant agencies for review. We
then incorporated their comments into
the final plan before seeking the necessary
permits and additional funding. At theend
of the summer Sonia and Adam headed
back toschool, and [ went to work for Den-
nis again, getting the permits and funding
for the project. Obraining permits in-
cluded gerting Weldon Johnson, a Pima
Maricopa Indian and tribal archaeologist,
to perform an archaeological review of the
site. No problems there, and after the State
Historic Preservation office (SHPO) con-
curred we easily obtained SHPO approval.
ThE next E['EFI wWias cnmpi{:lmﬁ aur &c“ﬂn
7 Critical Habitat Consultations for the ra-
zorhack sucker, yuma clapper rail, and
southwestern willow flycarcher. They all
received a “may-affect-but-not-likely-to”
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status, and Secrion 7 was complete (afrer
months of waiting and a few site visits by
people from the United States Fish and
Wildlife Service). Next in line was NEPA
consultarion. After reviewing three envi-
ronmental impact statements thar had
been done on the area, we submitted our
report, which was modeled on one of them,
The Bureau of Indian Affairs granted us a
categorical exclusion, which meant that
we did not have to file an Environmental
Impact Statement. We recetved this be-
cause of the extensive detail in our plan,
and because three environmental impact
studies had been done on the area already.
Quir last and bigeest hurdle was obtaining
a wetland restoration permit from the
Army Corps of Engineers. We forwarded
all of our consultations, environmental
clearances, plans, designs and a water-use
budget to the Corps and, after one yearand
a long paper trail, we had all the permits
to carry forward the final plan,

With the permits and a solid plan in
place, our nexr priority was to locate fund-
ing. The summer of 1996 came around,
and Adam and Sonia reappeared in the
storage room office for another summer of
work. While we finalized the plan and were

chraining permits we were also putting to-
gether prant applications to the Arizona
Department of Warer Resources, Arizona
Game and Fish, Bureau of Indian Affairs,
Central Utah Completion Act Projectand
the LS, Fish and Wildlife Service.

Call it luck, but just seven months af-
ter we received our final permits we had
received over $2 million in grants and in-
kind services. In the summer of 1997 the
tribes’ in-kimd contributions exceeded
$400,000, In-kind services included work
donated by seven tribal departments: legal,
administration, landhll, fish and pame,
farms, education, and the museum, There-
after, a steady stream of grants “spike-
flowed" (the rerm used to describe the
1996 man-made flood in the Grand Can-
yon [see REMN 15(2):119-125]), and
within two and a half years we have re-
ceived more than $3.6 million for preserve
operations. Additional funding agencies
include the National Fish and Wildlife
Foundarion, Ducks Unlimired, the Lower
Colorado River Multispecies Conserva-
tion Program and the Arizona Department
of Transportation. The largest contribu-
rion ($1,128,000) came from the Arizona
Water Protection Fund. Alrogether, the

‘Ahakhav backwater and revegetation site three months after planting. Note grid of transplants
in upper left of cleared area. Isolated from the river, and no longer scoured by floods, backwaters
such as this one act like desilting ponds, gradually filling with sediment that must be removed
to allow for restoration of the backwater ecosystem.
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grants are funding restoration of narive
vegetation on 200 acres (80 hecrares), res-
toration and protecrion of wetlands and
aquatic habitar on 300 acres (120 hec-
wares), and extensive “before” and “after”
hird censusing, hydrographic surveys and
ecological menitoring. Other grants fund
habitat protection, environmental educa-
tion programs, creation of a three-mile
(4.8 km) boardwalk and hiking trail, a na-
tive plant nursery and two newly reno-
vated office trailers at the preserve park.
With all of this soft money coming in,
it was evident that we needed a stronper
foundation budger from the tribes. In 1997
we finally became an official tribal depart-
ment and began receiving operating funds,
a travel budget, and three additional sala-
ries to run the department, so that when
grants tun out we will still have funds 1o
maintain the project. We also bning in rev-
enue from our newly formed canceing ex-
peditions, gift shop and native plant nurs-
ery, With demand for these services nising,
it is our hope thar these operations will
eventually help the preserve run on s own.

Riparian Restoration

Life is funny. In February of 1996 we
hauled a -9 bulldozer to the site to destroy
exotic salt cedar stands and thus begin res-
toration of a native riparian forest, In 1997,
a fire destroyed the bulldozer. Yer, since
1996 we have cleared and replanted 124
acres ( 50 hectares) of riparian habirar. Ber-
tin W. Anderson’s Revegetation and
Wildlife Manapement Cenrer, together
with the preserve staff, does all of the rev-
egeration wark. The Preserve supplies all
of the native plant propagules, constructs
the irrigation systems and performs the
weeding and follow-up maintenance on
the site. Qur preserve foremen, Jim“Thun-
der Warnior” Doaley, a Manataka/Ouchita
Indian, and Huluna Reyes, a Chemehuevi
Indian, manages our feld staff and oversees
the Preserve's portion of the revegerarion
work, Our other field workers include four
summer youth workerss and 20 men and
women from the reservation. We experi-
enced grear short-term success with our
initial revegetation efforts. Some of the
cottonwoods  (Populs  fremomtii)  we
planted in 1996 have reached heights ex-
ceeding 30 feet (9 m), while some planted
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honey mesquite and screwbean mesquires
{ Prasopis glandulosa) have exceeded 15 feet
(4.5m).
How do you get cottonwoods, willow
and mesquite to grow an inch per day?
We are following Bert Anderson's
Nine-Step Revegetation Plan:

1. Preliminary Soil Analysis: We collect
two soil samples at one sample point per
acre (0.4 hecrare). The first sample is
taken near the surface and the other s
taken just above the water table, typi-
cally 6-8 feet (1.8-2.4 m) below the sur-
face. For each sample we determine the
sail type, pH, elecoroconductiviry, and
surface-to-water-table depth. When-
ever passible, a water sample is taken
and its pH and electroconductivity de-
termined. This analysis reveals the
range of variation for each variable
tested on a site, and allows us o esti-
mate the likelihood that a planting on
the site will be successful.

2. Propagules: We collect curtings of lo-
cal stock, treat them with Rootone, and
plant them in one-gallon pots. Potting
material consists of equal portions of
sandy soil from the revegeration area,
and vermiculite and peat moss to en-
cournge the growth of micorrhizal
fungi. Cuttings are watered daily and
kept in our native plant nursery for 8-
12 weeks betore planting.

3. Site Preparation: We clear the reve-
getation area of all salt cedar, arroweed
and exotic plant species and level the
sire with a D-9 bulldozer (or the equiv-
alent). Our clearing isselective, sparing
any valuable narive trees already on the
site. On sites that will not he revege-
rated, we leave the existing plants, typ-
ically salt cedar, mesquite, and other
species. Although salt cedar is lower in
habirar value to wildlife than nartive
vegetation, Bert believes that it pro-
vides more habitat than a site devoid of
all vegerarion.

4. Intensive Soil Sampling: We take soil
samples from ten percent of all planting
holes an 20-foor (6-m) centers augured
on a grid, and use the resulting data w
map the distribution of nutrients, salts,
soil types, pH values, and depth-to-wa-
rer-table throughout the site. We have
found thar it is best o develop our
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Carefully planned park area to provide an entry point has proved crucial to development of the
Preserve. Features include a four-acre day-use area with a visitor center, picnic tables and bar-
beque pits, canoe rentals and interpretive trails with shade trees and wildflowers.
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planting plans after we have this infor-
mation because it allows us to place spe-
cies in areas where they will grow at or
near their maximum rate, This helps
the narive species outcompete the ex-
orics and also reduces soil erosion.

. Tillage: We auger holes at least 18

inches (45 em) in diameter and 8-feet
(2.4-m) deep {or to the water tahle) in
Areas prior o rl].ﬂ'['ltlnﬂ L‘l“ringg Or pro-
pagules. This verrical rillage allows
roots to penetrate to the warer rable
rapidly.

. Irrigation System: The irrigation sys-

tem consists of commercially available
0.5-inch, black polyethylene drip tub-
ing branching from a 2-inch diameter,
black polyethylene main line. Each lat-
eral drip tube hasa filter and a ball shut-
off valve every 15-20 feet (4.5-6.0 m)
and 2-gallon, pressure-compensating
emitters. We pump from the backwater
or from a 6-inch line leading off the
Mehave Road water main.

. Planting: We plant larger trees, such as

cottonwoad, on 20-foat (6-m) centers.
Smaller rrees, such as willow and mes-
quite, are planted on 15-foot (4.5-m)
centers, and patches of shrubs such as
sandbar willow (Salix exipua) and wolf-
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berry (Lycium spp. ), are planted on 10-
foor (3-m) centers. Slow-release fertil-
izer pellets are added to planting holes
as needed to minimize nutrient avail-
ability to weeds. Trees planted on 20-
foor centers develop 100-percent
sround cover in three to four years. We
find that planting at higher densitiesre-
sults in intraspecific competirion and is
wasteful. Rooted cutrings are approxi-
mately 15- to 20-inches (38- to 51-cm)
tall at the time of planting, and a crew
of five can plant at the rate of approxi-
mately 300 trees per day. Two-foor Tree
Pees, a tree shelter, protect outplanred
stock from browsing, slow growth of
other competing species, and increase
water-use efficiency.

. Irrigation and Weeding: Approsi-

mately 8 gallons (30 liters) of water per
day per tree are delivered through 2-gal-
lon-per-hour, pressure-compensaring
emirters for five to seven days a week for
18 weeks. Corronwood and willow are
not planted where the permanently
available warer source (water table,
perched water mable, or wet soil) is
greater than B-feet deep. Weeding s
done as needed during the imigation pe-

ricxd.
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Site of "Ahakhav Park before planting, in August 1996

A year later

9. Monitoring and Reports: We conduct
monitoring surveys when trees are
planted and continue until the irriga-
tion is halted. We monitor trees thar are
planted in the holes augurcd for soil
analysis (10 percent of planting holes)
We monitor 30 plants of each species
planted. We measure each tree from the
base of the trunk to the top of the tallest
up-stretched leaf throughout the first
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season, Ground cover (crown diame-
ter) and foliage volume is caleulated
from this measurement, and rhese
growth factors are checked to see if they
correlate with rthe variables measured
during the intensive soil sampling. We
plan to monitor less frequently during
the next five years, and to submit re-
ports at the end of the first, third, and
hfth year of the project. Average

growth during the first season is ex-
pected to be 0.5 inch (1.25 cm) perday.
We have conducted pre-revegetation
bird censuses on all of the revegetation
sites and are currently conducting post-
revegetation bird censuses. The resules
will provide an indicator of the effects
of revegetation on the riparian habitat.
We have also conducted quarterly pho-
tomonitoring on all of the revegetation
sites at two points per 30-acre (20-ha)
site,

Chur first 20-acre (8-ha) site planted in
1996 has rthus far been successful. The
overall rwo-year mortality rate is 22 per-
cent of all trees planted. We stopped irri-
gating after the first year and the trees are
now growing on their own. The 75 acres
(30 hecrares) of vegetarion we planted in
1997 is also doing well with an overall mor-
tality rate of only 8 percent.

Nursery, Wetlands,
Recreation

In 1996 we established the ‘Ahakhav Na-
tive Plant Nursery with a $10,000 grant,
Ir our first year we propagated over 20,000
native rrees and shrubs. In the summer of
1997, Tannia Garcia, 2 Navajo woman
from the Southwest Indian Polytechnic
Institute in Albuquerque, New Mexico,
took the nursery manager position at the
preserve, She not only developed a nurs-
ery-management plan, but trained our cur-
rent nursery manager Anne Torres, a Mo-
jave Indian who has been working in our
native plant nursery for more than a year.
Christina Rinderle, by coincidence an-
other Purdue graduate, is our current nurs-
ery director. The nursery supplies all the
plants for our revegetation projects as well
as other restoration projects on the Lower
Colorado River. Within just two years, the
nursery has become a source of income,
bringing in enough money from the sale of
plants to cover salaries for nursery staff,
and fund the recent expansion of the nurs-
ery (from | to 2 acres) with some funds left
aver tor other parts of the project.

Since the development of the initial
preserve plan, Dave Wegner lefr the Bu-
reau of Reclamation and established Eco-
systems Management [nremational, Ine,
{EMI). Since March of 1997, EMI in con-
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junction with Larry Stevens, an ecologist,
and Frank Protiva, a licensed surveyor and
civil engineer, has collected information
on backwater topography, substrare mate-
rial, fisheries, water quality, invertebrates
and sensitive habitar areas. We have used
this information to create a restoracion/
dredging plan that pratects sensitive hab-
itats and maximizes restoration in deteri-
oraring areas. EMI also rakes advantage of
monitoring sessions to train interested
tribal members in sampling and surveying
techniques. It's not hard to find students
interested in natural resources to do the
fish shocking or spend a day in the boat
monitoring water quality and inverte-
brates.

Restoration of shallow, emergent wet-
lands and fisheries is an important part of
the overall restoration plan for the pre-
serve. Most of this work will be carried out
in backwaters in areas where the river his-
torically supported extensive emergent
wetlands, alkalai flats and aquatic habitat.
In the decades since the river was chan-
nelized and the backwaters cut off, these
areas have sedimented and succeeded into
solid stands of cateails, which eventually
will become salt cedar thickerts, leaving
virtually no productive fisheries and a less
productive marsh. At this point rerouting
the river to reestablish full flow through
the backwaters is impossible because of the
dams and levees that restrict annual flooed-
ing and the original river channel flows, It
is, however, possible to reestablish and
manage water flows and optimum hydro-
logical conditions in the backwaters. This
would create improved fisheries habitar,
and through a series of warer-conrrol seruc-
tures would allow us to flood low areas ad-
jacent to the backwarers, expanding the
shallow, emergent marsh habitar. Dredg-
ing and wetland restoration is now under-
way on 100 acres (40 hectares) in the
‘Ahakhav backwarer at the preserve. Dur-
ing the summer of 1996, we removed more
than 228,000 vd* {173,000 m*) of material
from the sedimented, anacrobic backwa-
ters of the preserve. At the confluence and
mouth of the backwarters we will construce
water-control structures thar will allow us
to seasonally flood an additional 25 acres
(10 hectares) of shallow, emergent marsh
and low-lying revegetation areas adjacent
the ‘Ahakhav backwater, These structures

Not all about biology and numbers, the ‘Ahakhav project is aimed at enhancing human use of
the natural landscape, and is attracting growing numbers of visitors. Here Navajo Nataani
McCabe works with participants in the *Ahakhav day camp.

will also restore regular water levels and
flow, thus improving water quality, fisher-
ies habitat, and protecting the backwater
from the heavy jet-ski and motor boar traf-
fic that uses the backwater year-round.

Twelve months of ighting thick cat-
tails, anaerobic muck, and extreme tem-
peratures should yield restored emergent
marsh, improved fisheries and a better ap-
preciation of how to manage water flow
and levels. Mapping and monitoring once
restoration construction has been com-
pleted should quantify successes and short-
comings. It should also produce informa-
tion that will be valuable in planning
future wetland restoration projects in the
Southwest.

People Power

We're not all about biology and numbers,
though. ‘Ahakhav has gradually generated
great interest in wilderness recreation on
the Colorado River Indian Reservation.
We managed o borrow enough tents and
sleeping bags, and gather enough food and
volunteers for our first camping trip to the
Grand Canyon in October, 1996. A year
later, after submitting grant applications,
receiving more tribal funds and increasing
volunteer participation, our outdoor rec-
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reationfeducation program  has  really
taken off. Patagonia, CRIT, One Sport,
Kelty, Demeri Boats, Canviness Paddles,
Partners Sreel, Qurdoor Research, Wilder-
ness Systems, and even the US, Army
have penerously donated outdoor gear,
Our hand-me-downs have been replaced
with a full armay of mafts/canoes, boats, kay-
aks, tents, sleeping bags, stoves, backpacks,
binoculars and other gear necessary for the
program.

In two years we've hosted more than
2,000 yourhs and adults in our programs.
Participants include tribal members, youth
groups, disabled children, local schools,
colleges and  universities, foreign-ex-
change students, Rotary groups, and a
Mexican conservation group with which
we canoed the Caolormdo River Delta in
Mexico last spring. Activities include ca-
noe and camping trips, interpretive hikes,
a summer day-camp, cookouts, trail days,
rree planting and canoeing and rafting
trips. campouts, and environmental edu-
cation activities. Our preserve staff also
serve as river guides and chaperonesduring
the trips. Last winter we hired John Squire,
landscape architect and certified river
guide, to train us in river guiding, and have
since sel up our canoeing adventures pro-
gram. Adults from the tribal communiry
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also donate time to help out with all of our
trips. Foreign-exchange students, tribal el-
ders, local professionals and an army of kids
routinely gather for our weekend canoe
trips.

Programs like these are as vital to the
Preserve as water is to life—without it we
would die. Projects that allow direct par-
ticipation by the community in planning
and carrying out the restoration have
given the preserve a life of its own. People
are always amazed at the progress of the
project when they visit, especially when
they see that a tree they planted at six
inches has grown to a height of 25 feet in
two years. Everyone's ideas, energy, and
support for the project have helped us suc-
ceed.

Ahakhav park has also been a great
staging ground for all of our activities and
events, The park facilities include a four-
acre (1.6-ha), grassy day-use area with pic-
nic tables, barbecue pits, interpretive trails
and shade trees and wildflowers. Opening
day on October 19, 1996 brought 500 peo-
ple together for the park's dedication. We
celebrated with traditional dancing and
singing and words of wisdom and encour-
agement from tribal councilmen and el-
ders. Then the kids and canoes hit the wa-
ter before feasting on two hundred pounds
of “pitted"” beef. We now have an annual
fall gathering to celebrate the opening of
the preserve. Last spring we also had our
first youth cultural festival, organized by
Stuart Harper, a Mojave Indian and pro-
bation officer, and Ruthanne Henry, a Ca-
nadian landscape architect.

Clur current office staff of four and field
staff of 21 is now located ar our new Pre-
serve office and visitor center at the park
site—Sonia and Adam are gone, they
graduated and married each other in the
summer of 1997, The additional space isa
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welcome change. Future plans for the pre-
serve facilities include sites for primitive
camping, an amphitheater, and three ad-
ditional miles of interpretive trails.

Benearh rraditional mesquire bosques
and cottonwood forests, the Preserve is
serving as a cultural classroom. Our natural
science educator, Terry Shaffer, a wildlife
biologist by training, has hosted over 5,000
youth and adults in our environmental
education programs. Not only do school
groups visit the preserve on a weekly basis,
but Terry also visits all of the local schools
weekly to help with lectures and environ-
mental activities, The whole preserve staff
joins in when we host large groups for tours
of the project.

Conclusion

Our success ar the Preserve has not been
without sacrifice. We experienced grear
challenge in changing the landscape of
1,042 -acres of tribal land. | can remember
when people and agencies would often say
things like "It will never happen,” “That
land is pristine, why would you change it
and "Good luck, you are going to need it."
Folitical opinions also presented opposi-
tion, some voting sessions for monies vital
for the Preserve infrastructure (salaries, a
skeleton operating budget necessary to
continue, resolutions for permits) were
won by narrow margins at times. We
worked long hours to meet grant applica-
tion and permit deadlines. Our field staff
has worked three summers on revegetation
projects and park construction in tempera-
tures exceeding 125° F. There is truth to
the old phrase “the squeaky wheel gets the
grease.” Persistence, optimism, and more
than three years of commitment by count-
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less individuals has paved the path to
where we stand roday.

We have worked hard here, and we
have been very lucky. Dennis Parch's vi-
sion for the Preserve has presented us with
a bigger picture than just the ‘Ahakhav
Tribal Preserve. In my opinion all of the
talking and planning that has gone full cir-
cle time and time again between agencies
and tribes will not make a difference.
Working together, getting our hands in the
dirt and restoring the roots of our com-
munities, cultures and ecosystems will be
the only way to bring about real change.
Systematic destruction can only be coun-
tered with systematic restoration. No dam
or levee can contain the spirit a commu-
nity can have. So far, hundreds of people
and millions of dollars have come together
in behalf of just 400 acres, and | often won-
der what it might take to restore the whole
lower Colorado River region. Grant fund-
ing remains unpredictable, fleeting.
Budget cuts keep coming. | don’t know
what the future holds. But we will keep
doing our small part for the Lower Colo-
rado.

EkfkE

The other nighe 1 walked through the
‘Ahakhav. The smell had changed; it's
cooler than it used ro be here. Our two-
year-old cottonwoods towered 35 feer
above me. It is amazing what can be done
when a community comes together and
takes action as a whole. Let the historic
culrural visions continue to guide us.

Fred Phillips is project adminiserator for the ‘Ahak-
hav Trihal Preserve, Route | Box 23b, Parker, AZ
85344, Phone 3520-669-2664, Fax 520-669-
2425, Email: hyahokahe@riveom. net
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