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Water in the west: We know we need it, we know it’s a precious 
commodity; we know lots of people keep track of it. But how 
do we get to information that can help us manage it in a 

sustainable manner? 
In Arizona, diverse agencies, researchers and institutions gather, 

archive and present water-related information independently. The 
United States Geological Survey and the Arizona Department of Water 
Resources (ADWR) produce the greatest amount of water-related data 
but many other organizations generate, store and manipulate data 
about precipitation, wells, water resources, water quality, and riparian 
areas. The Salt River Project, the Central Arizona Project, the Bureau 
of Reclamation, counties, cities, universities, federal land management 
agencies and non-governmental entities such as The Nature 
Conservancy and individual citizens all produce facts, figures and 
numbers that they store in databases located in many different places 
and often on individual computers. Data are not shared even among 
researchers and within agencies let alone widely disseminated for use 
by landowners or the general public. 

One of the most common concerns from individuals and professionals 
about water is the lack of hydrologic information or lack of access to 
hydrologic information. When these data become easily accessible, 
people can use and even combine the information sets available to 
produce new methods for solving ever more complex problems. A real 
need exists for a one-stop information resource. The easiest place to 
build this is on the Internet using web services, which are used to locate 
data and transform them into formats required by a particular user. 

Rural Arizonans can benefit more than most people from easy and 
comprehensive web access to information about water in Arizona. 
They can benefit indirectly from research at universities that improves 
understanding, quality and sources. They can benefit directly by being 
informed about wells, drought and flood events that can affect their land 
and information that leads to more sustainable practices.

Established in 2006, the Arizona Water Institute (AWI) is a consortium 
of the three state universities (Arizona State University, Northern Arizona 
University and the University of Arizona) in partnership with three state 
agencies (Commerce, Environmental Quality and Water Resources). 
AWI’s mission is to provide access to hydrologic information, to 
support communities and to develop technologies to promote water 
sustainability. One project that promotes all three aspects of its mission 
is the Arizona Hydrologic Information System (AHIS).

AHIS is one of the priority projects for AWI. AHIS is a one-stop 
resource that provides user-friendly access to water-related data. 
AHIS development began as one of AWI’s four first year projects and 
continues as an ongoing effort of AWI in partnership with agencies, 
researchers and water-related centers – AHIS is an important long-term 
investment. 

The initial product of AHIS was the website, ArizonaWater, www.
arizonawater.org—a site developed with the Water Sustainability 
Program at the University of Arizona. This site is designed to help 
Arizonans more easily locate information about the state’s water 
demands, supplies, quality and research. Anyone can go to the site and 
search the database for faculty and staff experts, research facilities, 
degree programs and short courses, and water centers on the three 
state campuses. The site also links to other water-related organizations 
such as governmental agencies, tribal entities, nongovernmental 
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organizations, private firms and professional organizations. Visitors to 
the site can sort the data by regions, scientific disciplines, organization 
types, schools and other mechanisms to narrow down searches to 
provide the most useful results.

The second product developed with ADWR, the US Geological 
Survey and the University of Arizona’s Sustainability of semi-Arid 
Hydrology and Riparian Areas (SAHRA) is ArizonaWells, the access 
system for the ADWR wells databases found at www.sahra.arizona.edu/
wells/. This site is designed to help homeowners, water professionals 
and state agency workers locate well information more easily. Site 
visitors can find well locations, water level, ownership and water quality 
information found in government databases.

AHIS programmers and scientists continue to develop products for 
the public, government and researchers. Working with a growing list of 
local, regional, national and even international partners at universities, 
governmental and non-governmental groups, AWI partnerships 
and collaborations are expanding the database accessibility and 
developing new services for AHIS. Current work includes accessing 
ground- and surface water quality data from the Arizona Department 
of Environmental Quality. Plans to establish a framework to build 
knowledge, analyze complex environmental changes and address 

water management questions are underway for the southwest US—a 
region facing long-term drought and climate change impacts. AWI is also 
working with national organizations to incorporate the Arizona data and 
interfaces into national systems. In the coming year, the AHIS team will 
develop a central web portal through which state agencies, researchers, 
private sector partners and the public will be able to easily share data 
and acquire water-related data. Portals present information from diverse 
sources in a unified way. All these efforts will serve Arizona water users 
and managers, as well as researchers. 

AHIS offers “one-stop shopping” for water-related data for the full 
range of users, from the public to water professionals to academic 
researchers. AHIS enables agencies, academic institutions, 
policymakers, consultants, researchers and others access to catalogs 
for data discovery and real-time connections to appropriately prepared 
data. It is designed to work easily and comprehensively for users 
to benefit their water use, management and research for a more 
sustainable future. 

Visit the Arizona Water Institute website at www.azwaterinstitute.org 
for ongoing developments. AHIS is developing its own web portal for 
launch in 2008.


