








worked to keep the plundering species at bay, but the
bordering BLM land or county park or national forest
didn’t make that effort, the invaders would continue
returning. “It would be like Whack A Mole,” McCue says.

To that effort, the McDowell Sonoran Conservancy 
has embarked on a multiyear pilot project to expand 
invasive species removal to neighboring McDowell 
Mountain Regional Park. They’re training volunteers 
to identify, survey, remove and monitor invasives. 
What’s more, “we’re using the same kind of mapping
app and data sheets with the volunteers, so as we scale
that up, it’ll be the same system that all the parks use,” 
says Dr. Helen Rowe, Parsons Field Institute director 
at the McDowell Sonoran Conservancy. “Then all the 
mapping information can be centralized and shared, 
so we can all be on the same page.”

Citizen scientists can also remotely survey our natural
parks and preserves using Google Earth and inventory
the disturbed areas with bare ground. Then, Rowe 
explains, land managers can prioritize those areas to
restore by distributing native seeds and other proven 
techniques. That’s where the Garden comes to the 
rescue. “The Garden is sort of a Noah’s Ark of the plant
world,” Schutz says. “And someday instead of bringing
plants into the ark, the goal is actually having them 
leave here and go back to the wild and restore habitats
that have been lost.” 

LOVING THE LAND

In surveys, Arizonans say they love our open spaces. 
But we’re typically in a long-distance relationship with
nature. The average American spends 98 percent of
their time indoors or in transit, according to the 
Environmental Protection Agency. CAZCA wants 
people to expand that 2 percent of outdoor time so 
nature becomes a deeply important part of their lives.
But there’s a hurdle: Many people have little experience
with the great outdoors and are wary of wilderness. 

“Fundamentally, I don’t think a lot of people even know
[the preserves] exist,” Berger says. So it’s necessary to
inform them how they can access these areas, he adds. 

“[Then] it’s about people enjoying open space with a 
certain enlightenment about it. An educated public 
become educated stewards.”

Connecting people with volunteer opportunities is one
solution. The McDowell Sonoran Conservancy has 
more than 600 volunteers who lead visitors on treks
through the wilds, restore the landscape, tidy up trails,
help conduct scienti� c studies and more. “Citizen 
science and volunteerism can be such a powerful tool 
for engagement,” Rowe says. “Once they start getting 
engaged, they get passionate about all these ideas. 
People have a hunger for learning more about the 
desert and seeing what they can do.”

In addition, volunteers contributed more than 100,000
hours to Maricopa County Parks and Recreation in 2017.
The department has a full-time volunteer coordinator
who matchmakes individuals with projects that appeal
to them. CAZCA's website, MyMountainParks.org,
serves as a menu of volunteer and citizen science 
opportunities in parks and preserves throughout 
the Country. 

While the current corps of volunteers is robust, the
ROSS’s goal is to “go beyond the choir”–to inspire a 
new group of environmental friends and stewards. 
CAZCA holds conservation service days for corporate
groups, including Intel and Target. “The days I’ve 
gone to those events, everybody is happy to be there. 
It makes people feel good,” McCue says. “And when you
have a volunteer who comes out … I’m quite certain
they go home, and at the dinner table, they’re telling 
their family, and they’re gonna tell their friends, and 
it sort of has this ampli� cation effect.”

CAZCA also plans to help teachers learn to incorporate
nature play and environmental education into their 
curricula. The coalition already offers kid friendly 
conservation projects, such as creating butter� y habitat.
The Garden hosts camps and classes for kids and 
teachers, and in the next several years, it will build a 
Children and Family Garden so kids can play among 
the plants and rocks. Meanwhile, the McDowell 

Sonoran Conservancy holds children’s programs, 
including the Junior Citizen Science Festival and hikes
and talks where families can learn about everything 
from raptors to Native storytelling.
  
Recreation is also a portal to eco advocacy. Many people
couldn’t tell an ironwood from an amaranth, but they’re
intrigued by our local preserves. “So it’s important for
us to use of tradional recreation programs to introduce
people to nature.” Cardin says of the Maricopa Parks 
and Rec Department. “We’ll do a � tness hike, but as 
we’re doing that, we’ll point out some of the plants 
along the trail, and people start to get an interest ... 
We need to get people down here and then work them
through [the levels of knowledge], and then they 
become true advocates for open space.”

“People feel great attachment to place here,” McCue 
adds. “So I think if we can reach out and engage at all 
of these different layers of community, we’re going to 
be successful. And this is very lofty, but I wrote this in 
the initial Five Communities proposal: We can be a 
model city for others around the world.”

Schutz says the ROSS is a natural extension of Desert 
Botanical Garden’s visionary founding 80 years ago. 
“[Just] as our founders were starting in the ’30s, we 
–the Garden and the broader community–are just 
starting on that journey. And we can � gure it out. It 
will take hard work, ingenuity, civil discourse. It will 
take a sense of [seeing] our mutual destiny –people 
and other species–as one. And to innovate and strive 
to � nd new ways to live in harmony with each other 
and with nature. And just as our founders had to 
trust that somehow the Garden would make it in year 
one and two, we have to trust in these efforts.” 
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