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River classroom teaches rafters about Verde

by Diane Raab
Staff Writer

What better way to learn about water re-
sources and issues surrounding the Verde
River watershed than in a floating classroom?

Ten residents and two visitors from Quebec
gathered in the day-use area park in Camp
Verde just off the Verde River bridge early
Wednesday moming.

After donning helmets and floatation, grab-
bing a paddle and hiking down to the river, the
rafters listened to John Parsons explain the
watershed and the issues surrounding it.

Parsons is the supervisor of the National
Resources Conservation District and director
of the Conservation Education Center. He cre-
ated the concept of the floating classroom to
increase public awareness of the fragility of
the Verde River and its tributary watershed,

“There’s a great void in public understand-
ing of what makes this a great watershed,”

Parsons said.
“We’re not trying to take sides or anything,
We want to facilitate cooperation and consen-

The Salt River Project in Phoenix is a mem-
ber of the watershed association. The project
claims the rights to the water in the Verde
River for Phoenix water consumers.

Parsons said the Salt River Project is not an
adversary, and this is an example of coopera-
tion between diverse groups and interests.

Paddlers received one day notice of the
nine-mile tour. The river rose just enough to
allow the rafts to pass.

“You are lucky to be on the river today,”
Parsons told the assemblage.,

In 1996, the river never rose enough to ac-
commodate a raft. On Wednesday, March 12,
the river was flowing at about 600 cubic feet
per second, -

The water level was expected to drop below
rafting levels by the weekend, but as of Friday
was still flowing steadily, Parsons said.

The informational float trips are free to the
public, funded by grants that Parsons obtained.

“This year represents the first time we've
had*an-adequate budget and widespread fund-
ing to really promote it,” Parsons said.

“In the old days, it was beg, borrow and

The Verde River is 156 miles long, and
rafters paddled what Parsons calls “one of the
better sections of riparian habitat on the river.”

Guide Elson Miles is a 25-year resident of
Flagstaff. He pointed out the white cliffs
looming, white because of a highly concen-
trated salt deposit.

Old cottonwood trees lined the banks, cov-
ered in mistletoe. The base of several
sycamore trees had been nibbled by beaver
teeth. An occasional house appeared on the
banks.

Jim Moreland is an avid birder from Clark-
dale. He knows the Verde River from the
shore, having spent hours with his binoculars.
The first bird he spotted was a great blue
heron, followed by a kingfisher and a family
of wood ducks.

High water flows in 1993 had scoured the
river flats, and debris remains clogged in the
upper branches of the trees and bushes along
the banks of the river.

Marge Reuten lives in Sedona, and is
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Parsons’ organization is concemned about whether
the river will go dry or there will be enough water
resources {0 sustain the future,

“We ali know growth and development are
inevitable, and we all know more people equals
mote water needs. We love the river ... we all have
to work together (o realize we don'’t have an unlimit-
ed resource.”
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He said in the 1980s, when he first started these
trips, there were many so-called experts who had
never stood on the banks of the Verde River or
dipped their hands in the cool water. He took thesc
©Xperts to the river for an authentic experience.

Now, the trips are available to the general public,
to encourage public involvement in the various
agencies and processes regarding the river,

Moreland, the avid birder, spotted an osprey, a gila
woodpecker and a flicker. High in a sycamore, two
great blue herons roosted, making a grand silhouette
against the blue sky.

At the take-out spot, Beasley Flats, the two rafts of
people compared notes on the trip.

Cottonwood resident Peggy Lemanski said the tr p
taught her a lot. _

“Inever had any idea how marvelous this area is. |
had no idea the Verde River was this large and had -
this many tributaries. I didn’t know there were prob-
lems with preserving it,” Lemanski said.

Her husband, Jerry Lemanski, said he wanted to
return when the water was shallow to wade across
and explore the indigenous ruins in the rocks,

For whatever reason people go to the river,
whether it is to float in a raft, dangle their toes in the
walter or cast a line hoping for a fish, the flowing
water will always remain a critical resource, vital to
human, plant and animal life alike,
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