


Together We Thrive

Collaboration. We are convinced it’s the best way to build resilient communities in 
the West. Every team and every project at Sonoran Institute brings together people with 
diverse interests. Rather than resist our differences, we understand competing views, and 
we work through them together. When we meet with understanding and respect, we’re 
able to work together to assure that people  and wildlife live in harmony, and that clean 
water, air, and energy are assured.

We convene, we cultivate civil dialogue, and we listen.   
This is what makes Sonoran Institute unique. It is also what produces  
conservation success that endures.

Dear Friends, 

Thanks to you, this has been another year of exciting accomplishments. At the Sonoran Institute, we 
understand that people arrive at conservation from many angles: recreation, business, academia, agriculture, 
cultural heritage, and art. We believe everyone’s voice should be heard, and their values considered. This 
commitment to collaboration has been the hallmark of our approach to natural resource conservation since 
our inception in 1990, and it is the reason we succeed. 

Our work brings together people from two countries and tribal nations to improve the landscapes, 
waterways, wildlife habitat, and communities we all love. This is the story of who benefits—rural families 
in Colorado who will be less vulnerable to wildfires and drought; city dwellers in Tucson who experience less 
monsoon flooding and more shade; families from urban Mexicali who can discover a forest and learn about 
the Colorado River Delta’s renewal; hikers along the historic Anza Trail in Tubac or cyclists on The Loop in 
Tucson who enjoy a flowing, living Santa Cruz River. 

In the Colorado River Delta, where binational collaboration drives our restoration efforts, our work took 
another momentous leap forward with the signing of Minute 323 in September 2017. For the next nine 
years,  this new water-sharing agreement between the US and Mexico will support continued restoration 
and  ensure a more secure water future for Colorado River water users.

In Colorado, our Growing Water Smart workshops are bringing West Slope and Front Range communities 
together to find water management solutions. We’re excited to announce that a significant multiyear grant 
from the Colorado Water Conservation Board, a critical partner in our work, will give communities the 
assistance they need to implement the Colorado Water Plan.

 In Arizona, we are a key partner in the Central Arizona Conservation Alliance, a coalition of over 60 
organizations and municipalities. This group will soon release a Regional Open Space Strategy and Vision  to 
protect the most vital conservation priorities of Maricopa County, the fastest-growing county in the nation. 

Within our own organization, collaboration is a constant source of energy and innovation. Recently,  we 
gathered expertise from across Sonoran Institute to greatly expand our strategic plan and vision for the   
Santa Cruz River. We can’t wait to tell you more in the coming months! 

Finally, collaboration with an engaged board of directors is the foundation of success for any organization, 
and our board works hard and participates fully. We thank Chris Perez for his outstanding leadership as 
our Board Chair these past two years. With his guidance, our board has grown with great diversity of age, 
gender, geography, and professional backgrounds. 

 In this time of endless vitriol and blame in public discourse, we remain committed to an open table.  
Thanks to your support, we provide a space where everyone who has a stake in the future of the North 
American West is welcome. The positive results we see, and your loyal and generous support, reassure us 
 that we are on the right path.

Sincerely,

Message from the  CEO 
and Board Chair
COLLABORATION LEADS TO BENEFITS WE SHARE THROUGHOUT THE WEST

Stephanie Sklar
CEO

Dan B. Kimball
Board Chair



On April 6, traditional Cucapah songs mixed with the rustle 
of cottonwood leaves and the gentle streaming of water in the 
Colorado River. This ancient combination of sounds, essentially 
silenced in the Colorado River Delta for decades, signified the 
rebirth of a natural environment and cultural heritage. For 
Sonoran Institute, it also encapsulated everything we mean when 
we talk about the power and potential of collaboration.

That day, over 100 people representing the nations, 
organizations, government agencies, community leaders, and 
donors who have worked with us to restore the Delta gathered  
to celebrate the unveiling of the Laguna Grande Interpretive 
Center, and the 20 years of partnership that made it possible.

The center is housed in a small structure donated by local 
businessman and supporter, Don Ramón Santillán Perea.
Featuring beautifully handcrafted exhibits and interactive 
displays, it tells the story of the Colorado River in Mexico, 
the restoration of the Delta, the plants and animals of Laguna 
Grande, and the ways people can help with the ongoing 
restoration effort. School groups and other visitors to Laguna 
Grande will be oriented here before heading out on guided  
tours of the restoration area.

At the unveiling, Cucapah Elder, Antonia Torres, blessed the 
museum as participants gathered, and Cucapah children sang and 
danced. Guests then split into groups to view the exhibits, kayak 
on the river, and birdwatch in the ever-expanding forest.

The celebration continued the following day with a community 
tree-planting event. These events, typically drawing busloads of 
mainly high school and university students from urban Mexicali, 
have helped us plant more than 200,000 trees and restore 700 
acres. As a result, Laguna Grande is the largest and most dense 
stand of native riparian habitat along the Colorado River  
in Mexico.

On this day, 150 volunteers from the local community, including 
family members of our staff, joined in to celebrate the efforts of 
our 25 field employees.

Teamwork!

Together We Inspire
CELEBRATING LAGUNA GRANDE’S NEW INTERPRETIVE CENTER

 TOGETHER WE THRIVE

“The farmer from the Mexicali and San Luis valleys owes his life to the Colorado River, 
and I think the least we can do is give something back; it deserves that and much more. 
That is why our company supports Sonoran Institute’s restoration efforts, and has 
donated the building for the Laguna Grande Interpretive Center.” 
 — Don Ramón Santillán Perea, President of NH3 Servicios

Mexicali Fluye for a Green City

Everyone deserves healthy landscapes. By working with 

Mexicali neighbors and partners, we’re helping children walk 

to school without having to cut through mounds of garbage, 

and have transformed dumping sites into green corridors 

and parks. Our Mexicali Fluye program removed 5,500 tons 

of solid waste and 1,760 tires from 3.25 km of neglected 

agricultural drains.

New Binational Agreement 
 Expands Restoration

After restoring 700 acres of riparian habitat in the 

 Colorado River Delta, we are setting our sights beyond 

 the river channel. Minute 323, signed in September 2017, 

expanded our scope to include the estuary and surrounding 

wetlands. With partners, we will restore an additional 1,300 

acres of habitat in the next five years. 

Family Saturdays at Laguna Grande 

Offered six times a year, this program brings families to the 

Laguna Grande Restoration Area for a day of fun education, 

with activities like birdwatching and kayaking. Often with 

multiple generations traveling an hour from urban Mexicali, 

these families work together and with others, building 

community and strengthening bonds while learning about  

the Colorado River. 



“Sonoran Institute brings a strong and much-needed voice for river conservation.   
Together, the artist, government, and non-profit can use our respective skills to highlight   
the environmental, economic, and cultural benefits of this amazing community asset.” 
 — Brian Powell, biologist, Pima County

 TOGETHER WE THRIVE

The Gila topminnow are back in the Santa Cruz River! In November 2017, during an annual fish survey with our partners in the 
Tucson stretch of the river, a researcher saw some small fish flitting around in the shallow water near the bank and asked the crew 
to stop and identify them. Hardly expecting it, we had just rediscovered the federally endangered Gila topminnow, marking the first 
time the species had been recorded here in over 70 years.

Celebrating the topminnow’s return has inspired our staff to find creative ways to raise awareness of the river and the many ways a 
healthy river benefits the community. We teamed up with Pima County and Tucson artist Kimi Eisele on a unique approach: a public 
art project. For anyone biking, walking, or pushing a stroller on The Loop multi-use path that runs along the river in the Tucson 
area, these tiny fish are now part of their journey. Stenciled images of topminnow “swim” along the pavement to tell the story of this 
fish and its remarkable return. 

To inaugurate the artwork, we invited the community to participate in activities such as crafting topminnow costumes and gathering 
for a picnic dinner near the river. Public response has been enthusiastic, and locals are using these fun and informal events to tell 
us their ideas for improving the river and to ask questions about the fish and water. With time, new art pieces will appear in urban 
locations to continue drawing people to the flowing river and abundant habitat it supports so close to the city.

While the art project is new, our partnership with Pima County is longstanding. Since 2012, we have collaborated on the  
Living River reports that have tracked the improving health of the river in that area following the county’s significant wastewater 
treatment plant upgrades. The improved water quality has made it possible to see species of fish returning, lush vegetation maturing, 
and more people enjoying the river. We are now working with Pima County to promote water security for the river to help make 
these improvements permanent.

Together We Revive
THE ART OF A LIVING RIVER

Award-winning Reports 
Illustrate River Health

In February, the Living River reports received the 

National Association of Clean Water Agencies’ 

2018 Environmental Achievement Award for Public 

Information and Education. The report series 

demonstrates the benefits of improved water 

quality to the community, and has influenced 

public consciousness about the Santa Cruz River’s 

transition from an environmental liability to a 

community amenity.

Rain Garden to  
Address Flooding

Monsoon rains flood the area around New Hope/

Nueva Esperanza United Methodist Church,

making streets dangerous for children walking  

to school and drivers in the Elvira neighborhood. 

With funding from Royal Bank of Canada, we

collaborated with the church, Watershed

Management Group, and neighbors to reduce

flooding by creating a garden that channels

floodwater to basins supporting native plants.

Identifying Critical Conservation
Needs in Maricopa County

Hundreds of stakeholders from across the region 

joined in a visioning process identifying the Gila River 

and 31 conservation opportunity areas throughout 

Maricopa County. The Regional Open Space Strategy 

and Vision, performed through collaboration with 

the Central Arizona Conservation Alliance, outlines a 

regional approach to protect the most vital places in 

America’s fastest-growing county.



Wildfires, water scarcity, flooding, extreme weather. For 
communities in the West, some of these threats are immediate, 
some are looming. Some are happening right now. The need 
to respond to today’s emergencies makes it difficult to take the 
time to develop a comprehensive plan to prepare for future 
climate change impacts. Whose responsibility is it, and how do 
communities know where to focus their resources? The issues 
are very complex and cross over traditional departmental and 
jurisdictional lines. But the cost of not adequately preparing could 
be devastating to property, local economies, and human lives. 

That’s why we developed the Resilient Communities Workshop 
as part of our joint program with long-time partner, the Lincoln 
Institute of Land Policy. In February, leadership teams from 
three communities in Colorado—Eagle and Archuleta counties 
and the City of Arvada—gathered for training designed to 
provide the knowledge and tools necessary to build their 
community’s resilience.  

No conference calls, no webinars. At these workshops, each team 
 works together to come to a consensus on the biggest risks facing 
their community. Next, they identify the places most vulnerable, 
ideally down to the neighborhood and street level, and explore 
how to address these threats. At the end of the three-day 
workshop, the teams leave with a short-term plan ready to begin 
implementing when they get home. 

Collaboration is built into the program. Teams are encouraged to 
bring a diversity of representatives, including a mixture of elected 
officials, technical staff, nonprofit and business organizations, 
and city and county officials. This broadens perspective and 
expertise, and also helps secure buy-in for the plan once back in 
their own organizations. Participants leave not only with a plan 
but also with a list of contacts ready to help them succeed. 

An expanding network of leaders trained in resiliency means 
municipalities can better manage water supplies, homes are more 
protected from wildfire, insurance and repair costs are lower, and 
industries better understand drought and fire. Communities are 
stronger, and people are safer.

Together 
We Respond
BUILDING RESILIENT COMMUNITIES

 TOGETHER WE THRIVE

“We really appreciate the spirit of innovation and collaboration that   
Sonoran Institute promotes. Talking with your peers and being together 
 physically, in the same room, for three days is so valuable. And I see that   
face-to-face contact less and less. It really benefited us.”
 — Enessa Janes, community resilience coordinator, City of Arvada, CO

Resilience Tools at the Ready
Community planners and developers have new online resources 

to plan for extreme weather events, align development with future 

water supplies, and evaluate readiness for a range of possible 

futures in the face of climate change. See the tools at resilientwest.

org, a website we launched in 2017 with our partner, the Lincoln 

Institute of Land Policy. 

Fulfilling Colorado’s State Water Plan
Through our Growing Water Smart workshops we trained  

over 40 community representatives and impacted the lives  

of close to 500,000 Coloradans in the last year. We hope to  

assist 24 communities by 2019, covering more than 20% of  

the state’s population.

Expenses

Water and Ecosystem Restoration:  $ 716,844

Climate Resilience:  $ 528,947

Sonoran Institute México:  $ 686,150

Sustainable Landscapes and Communities:  $ 626,088

Fundraising:  $ 271,584

Administration:  $ 457,975

Expenses Total:  $3,287,588

Financial Summary
FY 2018: JULY 1, 2017 – JUNE 30, 2018

Revenue
Contributions:  $ 1,072,418

Foundation Grants:  $ 649,070

Government Grants:  $ 201,150

Contract Income:  $ 1,101,204

Other Income:  $ 198,032

Revenue Total: $3,221,874

Reporting based on unaudited FY18 results. The Sonoran Institute is audited annually by Keegan, Linscott & Kennon, PC. and a copy of the audit is 
posted on our website as soon as it becomes available. *In addition, resources for FY18 include estimated net assets of $669,775 carried forward from 
previous years and restricted for use in future fiscal years.



Thank You
With your support the Sonoran Institute made positive change.  
Our community-based approach benefits people throughout the  
North American West with a more sustainable future.

The Sonoran Institute is grateful to all our donors for their support. Please note, this list reflects 
contributions for the period July 1, 2017 through June 30, 2018. We apologize for any errors or omissions.
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Our Mission
 
The Sonoran Institute’s mission is to connect people and communities with the natural 
resources that nourish and sustain them. We work at the nexus of commerce, community,  
and conservation to help people in the North American West build the communities they 
want to live in while preserving the values which brought them here. We envision a West 
where civil dialogue and collaboration are hallmarks of decision making, where people  
and wildlife live in harmony, and where clean water, air, and energy are assured.

Where We Work
COLORADO RIVER BASIN  |  DESERT SOUTHWEST  |  ROCKY MOUNTAINS

All photos ©Bill Hatcher/Sonoran Institute, 2018 
except: p. 8 by Lucas Ludwig and Natasha Miller
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