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The Rio Reimagined
Working together to strengthen communities, economic growth, and the Salt and
Gila Rivers’ vital ecosystem for a more inclusive and sustainable future for all.
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Senator John McCain’s ambitious vision of a Rio Reimagined was less about
a particular project than it was about a challenge for us to work together as
a community to develop a shared vision of what this river system could be.”
— JACK SELLERS Maricopa County Supervisor District 1
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Enclosed is an overview of the
progress and impact the RIO
initiative has achieved over
the last 15 months to further
advance the mission and vision
and provide a more inclusive and
sustainable river corridor for all.

Engaging Communities
and Strengthening Strategic
Partnerships
From federal designation and recognition to community volunteer
opportunities, RIO is engaging new levels of resource-based support
and action-oriented residents. This progress is resulting in meaningful
opportunities to learn about the river’s vital ecosystem and fostering
greater appreciation and support.

In late 2021, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service recognized Rio Reimagined as one of
their newest urban locations as part of the
Urban Wildlife Conservation Program. The
designation builds on the City of Phoenix’s
current Urban Bird Treaty and will highlight
best practices that engage new urban
conservation audiences, ensure access to
public land, promote sustainability, and
nurture effective, new partnerships. U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service coordinated the
first annual Urban Wildlife Conservation
Day event along the Salt River, with a
proclamation signed by Phoenix Mayor
Kate Gallego on October 9, 2021.

For the 80% of Americans who live in
cities, wildlife refuges are a beautiful escape
from urban life. The City of Phoenix is proud to
dedicate a special day in October as Urban Wildlife
Conservation Day. It’s important to remember the
natural beauty in our urban centers.”
— KATE GALLEGO
Mayor of Phoenix Proclamation, 10-9-2021
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Rio Salado river corridor
designated an Urban Wildlife
Conservation Partnership

Rio Reimagined partners celebrate Earth Day
through collaborative river clean-up event

The RIO initiative and network serves as one of many conduits
for cities to secure invaluable input on public projects from river
communities. In late 2021, the Rio Reimagined Partnership received a
briefing from the City of Phoenix Street Transportation Department
on proposed plans to improve bicycle and pedestrian access to the
Rio Salado/Salt River with a proposed bicycle and pedestrian bridge
near the 3rd Street alignment. The Street Transportation Department
is applying for a federal infrastructure grant to design and construct
the bridge and could potentially fund the bridge with up to $25 Million
Dollars. The Department is preparing to reveal preliminary design
concepts and solicit public input on proposed
conceptual renderings.

A RIO Earth Day River Clean-up has become an annual tradition
for the partnership. In April 2021, over 80 volunteers gathered to
clean-up the Salt River on Earth Day. Over 10 tons of trash was picked
up. With support from the City of Phoenix and Arizona Department
of Environmental Quality, volunteers spent hours improving the
health of the riverine ecosystem.

More information will be shared soon.
The project website is phoenix.gov/
streets/3rdStreetRioSalado. Letters
of support or specific input for this
project may be sent to the project
manager at brandy.ruark@
phoenix.gov.

Engaging Communities + Strengthening Strategic Partnerships

RIO partners join in the annual
Tres Rios Nature Festival
Rio Reimagined and Lower Gila River
Collaborative partners worked side by side
on the banks of the Gila River to share their
conservation, restoration, and recreation
mission at the City of Avondale’s outdoor Tres Rios
Nature Festival in February 2022. From kayaking and zip lines, to
Woodsy Owl, Smoky Bear and the Animal Ambassadors of Estrella
Mountain Community College, environmental entertainment
(and education) was had by all!
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Proposal for bike/pedestrian bridge
across the Rio Salado

Securing Critical
Leadership
and Support
for the Initiative

Permanent RIO Ambassador to
Urban Waters Federal Partnership advances

RIO non-profit organization
in formation

A committee was formed in late 2020 to advance
the hiring of a full-time RIO representative to
the Urban Waters Federal Partnership. Federal
funding for the position was committed in 2021
by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
and the RIO Committee has been working on
the legal, operational, and financial commitment
of local partners to establish this unique

The creation of a foundational
organization to support the long-term
success of Rio Reimagined is vital. In
recent months, corporate and foundation
leadership have banded together to
incubate a new 501c organization
dedicated to Rio Reimagined. Greater
Phoenix Leadership (GPL) is working with
municipal and tribal leadership to form
a Board of Directors for the new nonprofit and has secured funding from the
Nina Mason Pulliam Charitable Trust to
support formation and early operation.
2022 will be a pivotal year for advancing
critical organizational and leadership
support for the Rio Reimagined initiative.

regional river revitalization leader. The
Ambassador will work to secure and leverage
federal funding and technical resources from
Urban Waters on behalf of local projects
and programs, will serve as a facilitator and
convener of the Rio partnership and vision,
and will complement the ongoing work by
many RIO partners in the corridor.

It is one of the most consequential projects in
the state of Arizona today, to take meaningful
action to protect our water supply, build resilient
infrastructure and spur economic growth, that’s
what Rio Reimagined is all about.”
— GREG STANTON, U.S. Representative, Arizona’s 9th District
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Pivotal work has been done to lay the foundation
for securing the necessary support to provide
longevity and advancement of the initiative’s
long-term goals.

Federal leadership
visits RIO to discuss
infrastructure and
resiliency
In the last 6 months, two cabinet-level
members of the Biden Administration have
visited Rio Reimagined to discuss investment in
infrastructure and community resiliency.
In September 2021, U.S. EPA Administrator
Michael Regan, U.S. Senator Mark Kelly, U.S.
Representative Greg Stanton were joined
Securing Critical Leadership and Support for the Initiative

by Gila River Indian Community Governor
Stephen Roe Lewis and local mayors to discuss
Rio Reimagined’s role in improving the quality
of the state’s water systems and boosting
economic opportunities across the Valley.
Senator Kelly and Representative Stanton
remain strong proponents of brownfield
redevelopment to help states, tribes, and
local communities assess, safely clean up, and
sustainably reuse contaminated properties
along the river. U.S. Senator Kyrsten Sinema
and Representative Stanton sponsored
the bi-partisan 2021 Urban Waters Federal
Partnership Act, which authorizes the Urban

In February 2022, U.S. Secretary of the Interior
Deb Haaland and Assistant Secretary Tanya
Truillo celebrated the 10th Anniversary of
the Urban Waters Federal Partnership with
a Rio Reimagined roundtable meeting with
U.S. Senator Sinema, U.S. Representatives
Stanton and Tom O’Halleran, Gila River
Indian Community Governor Lewis and RIO
partners. Discussion centered on the necessary
investment of infrastructure to support
sustainable water supplies for people and the
environment. Phoenix Mayor Gallego and
District 7 Councilmember Yassamin
Ansari provided a tour of the Rio Salado
restoration project and Audubon Arizona
hosted the event.
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Waters Federal Partnership Program, and
provides additional funding and support to
20 federal projects, including Rio Reimagined.

Catalyzing Economic
Growth and Inclusion

These are important investments,
because as we look towards
the future, we want one where
there’s more equity, lifting up, and
empowering communities especially
along this river that has been
neglected for too many years…”

RIO Partners join urban waters
collaborative on water equity
and climate resilience

RIO partners receive federal
funding for RIO youth conservation
workforce pilot

River Network, the national non-profit
organization dedicated to healthy urban
waterways, invited Rio Reimagined to
participate in a new 2021-22 collaborative
focused on strategies for improving
climate resilience through community-led
engagement and projects. Two of our local
non-profit partners, Chicanos Por La Causa
(CPLC) and Neuro Strategies, were selected
to represent Rio Reimagined in a oneyear program along with two other Urban
Waters locations in Missouri/Kansas and
Washington state. This effort is part of the
larger Urban Waters Learning Network, a
valuable component of RIO’s affiliation with
Urban Waters Federal Partnership.

A group of public/private RIO partners have
been selected for federal grant funding through
the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation
(NFWF) to develop a workforce development
program that educates and exposes students
to natural resource professions, and provides
cultural awareness training. The pilot will
begin with students in the Buckeye Union High
School District and if successful, could spur
the creation of a RIO youth conservation corps
designed, coordinated, and led by students.
Arizona Sustainability Alliance,
the partner lead, has secured
private funding to help
support the pilot and
is finalizing scope and
timeline with federal
partners.

For more information on River Network and
its important work in urban communities:
rivernetwork.org

— MARK KELLY
U.S. Senator for Arizona
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National and local networks are creating opportunities for RIO partners to compare and
enhance strategies for climate resilience, and to create unique workforce development
programs for natural resource and stewardship professions.

Planning
Sustainably for
Long-Term Impact
Community heat action team
identifies heat champions
and plants 250 trees in west
Mesa community

This heat mitigation project began with modest
public funding, prompting private sector support,
and successfully persevered due to strong nonprofit and community coordination by Unlimited
Potential, Great Communities CDC and Arizona
Sustainability Alliance (AZSA).

Working together to identify
key areas in critical need of shade
and cooling in west Mesa, Arizona:

300

residents

15

social services
organizations

9

Mesa city parks

Top photo by Melissa McCann; bottom photo by Cecilia Riviere

Supported by a two-year USDA Forest
Service and Arizona State Forestry and
Fire Management grant (scheduled to end
Spring 2022) the program was designed to
increase urban tree canopy in socially and
heat vulnerable neighborhoods along the
Salt River. ‘Heat champions’ were identified in
impacted neighborhoods to vocalize real and
present challenges, and serve as catalysts for
community-led solutions to address extreme
heat and climate change.

8

faith-based
organizations

24

local businesses

12

Mesa public schools
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Western reach of RIO advances strategic
planning for Lower Gila River

—HALEY PAUL
Policy Director,
Audubon Southwest

Bottom photo courtesy HNTB; top photo by Candace Porth

Members of the Lower Gila River Collaborative (LGRC) led by Arizona
Game and Fish Department, Maricopa County Flood Control District
and Audubon Southwest, received a 2-year planning grant from the
Network for Landscape Conservation to support development of a
strategic plan for the collaborative. LGRC member Nichole Engelmann
of U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has joined a national cohort to receive
specialized training on best practices of effective collaboratives focused
on natural resource restoration and conservation. More about the LGRC
is available on their website.

Trails, educational
opportunities, habitat,
and now, the Valley
Metro light rail extension
demonstrate how continued
investments support longterm community and
environmental vitality.”

Planning Sustainably for Long-Term Impact

RIO REIMAGINED Impact Update Spring 2022 • 9

Making an Impact Together
RIO’s expanding partnership of organizations continues to advance
the initiative’s mission and leverage a network of dedicated
volunteers and resources for the river’s revitalization.

$2M+

federal and state
grant funding
since 2018

300+

40+

public, non-profit, private
and community-based
organizations engaged
in RIO events, projects,
and grants

trees, shrubs, and gardens planted in lower income,
heat vulnerable neighborhoods including 10 public
schools and 6 public parks

volunteers contributed 1,000+
hours annually on behalf of
riverine communities

100+

youth volunteers
participated in river
conservation work

Join us at a RIO Partnership meeting or an
event near you. For more information or
for regular updates on RIO’s progress,
email us at info@rioreimagined.com

5 Fortune 500 and 18 local

businesses donated resources, time, and financial support
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200+

MAKE AN IMPACT

