Tombstone’s 130-year water odyssey

By Justin Sayers
The Tombstone Epitaph

In the desert, water is life. It
can be troubling for a town like
Tombstone to rely mainly on a
130-year-old pipeline desper-
ately in need of repairs.

“It is an engmeenng wonder
because it’s lasted about 130
years plus,” Tombstone Mayor
Stephen Schmidt said.

Tombstone moved closer to
beginning repairs on the sys-
tem early last month. On Nov.
5, Tombstone residents voted to
issue and sell bonds to provide
the town with up to S1 million
to be used to improve the city’s
water system. It was approved
with 213 of 408 voters approv-
ing.

According to the ballot,
“These bonds will be issued as
General Obligation Bonds and
the issuance of these bonds will
result in a property tax increase
sufficient to pay the annual debt
service on bonds, unless the
governing body provides for

yment from other sources.”

While Schmidt isn’t sure
when the city will see the mon-
ey from the bonds, the passing
of the ballot measure will po-

tentially be the start of needed
repairs to the water system. The
city is dealing with temporary
repairs made in 2011 after the
Monument Fire in the Corona-
do National Forest.

Regardless, the S1 million
from the bonds won’t nearly be
enough to pay to fix everything,
as the current water system is in
worse shape than it was before
an earlier fire in 1977, Schmidt
said. Parts of the water system
are slowly becoming unusable.

T-':e To~mnstone Epitaph
The 26-mile-long pipeline ruptured in a 2011 wildfire and
the city has had to make patchworks repairs.

Tombstone, which still relies
primarily on gravity-fed spring
water, originally got water
through a pipeline from Syca-
more Springs, located about
eight miles north of the city,
in the late 1870s, according
to Schmidt. But there wasn’t
enough water to supply the
town long-term.

“That’s probably one of the
reasons the town had 110 bars
back then, cause there was no
water to drink,” Schmidt said.

At issue is a dispute between
Tombstone and the U.S. Forest
Service over the city’s right to
make repairs to its water pipe-
line. Tombstone is claiming
it has the right to make emer-
gency repairs to its water pipe-
line, based on an interpretation
of the 10th Amendment, which
addresses the balances between
federal and state powers and is
often invoked in matters involv-
ing certain claims of sovereign-
ty over federally owned land,
especially in the West.

The US. Forest Service is
arguing that the government
has the duty to restrict intru-
sive activity on federal land. So
the government has sought to
block necessary repair work on
the Tombstone pipeline involv-
ing heavy machinery, including
motorized vehicles.

In 1881, the Huachuca Wa-
ter Company built the current
26-mile-long, 7-inch pipeline
to bring water to the Huachuca
Mountains. The engineer who
built the system had worked for
Standard Oil, so he had back-
ground with oil pipelines.

“It was kind of an enginee-
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