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Current Answers to Common Questions from Visitors to Sabino Canyon 
 
 

 
Flora and Fauna—(Adapted in part from the Southern Arizona Nature Almanac). The 
plentiful rains in early January have brought several glimpses of white on our peaks. 
But, strangely, white is the first color of spring in the Canyon and its desert 
surroundings. From the first fluttering of white-winged butterflies to the white petals of 
desert chicory, desert onions, ajo lilies, prickly poppies, and many others, the white 
color—often very subtly—peeks from behind granite boulders, muscles its way through 
sandy soil and shines like miniature lanterns along trails and roads.  These wings and 
petals of white, first seen in early to mid-February, herald the arrival of spring to the low 
walls and floors of Sabino Canyon.  Remarkably, however, the flowers of the brittle bush 
continue their yellow showing, and some globe mallow and desert poppies can be seen 
as well. A green carpet is already visible where soil is richer in riparian areas.  As the 
days of the month advance, other colors will begin to abound: pale pink fairy duster, 
fuchsia penstemon, yellow desert groundsel and evening primroses and purple 
verbenas. Pending more rain in February, the already substantial winter rains offer 
some optimism that the spring will bring a colorful show of wildflowers. The cottonwood 
and sycamore trees remain bare, but will soon exhibit a green haze which signals the 
coming of spring. With our lengthening days, the desert creatures become busy and 
active.  After a few warm days, lizards are out lounging in the sun.  Hummingbirds are 
on the scene, eagerly awaiting spring’s first flowers while they set up their nests and 
begin breeding.  And at night, the incessant thrice-asked question “who-who-WHO” is 
posed by the great horned owl, which also begins nesting in February. 
 
Weather—For many Tucsonans, sunrise on New Year’s Day revealed a glistening 
coating of snow.  Some saw another white coating the following day, and over an inch of 
precipitation fell in the first week of January.  Temperatures for the month generally 
hovered above average, but didn’t approach the days over 80 degrees of last year. 
February temperatures average 68 degrees maximum and 40 degrees minimum, and 
an average rainfall of .63 inches.  With several days of rain expected to usher in 
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February, perhaps we will move a step closer to a spring of brilliant wildflowers. 
 
Sabino Creek—The Creek has flowed continuously throughout January, and has 
gradually diminished after reaching a peak flow of 800 cubic feet per second (cfs) on 
January.  At month-end, a flow of 4 cfs brought a pleasing cascade, but with no flooding 
of bridges.  With more rain forecasted, walkers should inquire at the Visitor Center for 
current water conditions. 
 
Trail Information—Pending updated information after the shutdown, it is understood  
that all trails are open in the Sabino Canyon Recreation Area and nearby foothills.    
 
Repairs and Renovations—No repairs or re-routings have been announced or planned  
at this time. The Canyon Road is open to all authorized traffic (e.g., bicycles and walkers)  
to its end at mile point 3.8 at Stop 9. The Shuttle remains out of service until further notice,  
although new driver training is underway as well as the installation of pay stations.  
Hopefully, these steps indicate the resumption of the Shuttle is imminent! 
 
 
Wildlife Sightings—No mountain lion sightings were reported during January. 
 
Bighorn Sheep Report—Our Bighorn Sheep Coordinator, Gary Youngling, offers this 
historical note from the January 2014 Tucson Weekly: Desert bighorn sheep have 
roamed the American Southwest for tens of thousands of years—from what is now 
Mexico into Arizona and Nevada, through southern New Mexico and western Texas.  In 
the 1800s, large populations lived in nearly all the mountainous regions of Arizona. As 
settlers moved in, the number of bighorns declined. Two national wildlife refuges—Kofa 
and Cabeza Prieta—were established in 1939, providing 1.5 million acres in 
southwestern Arizona for the bighorn sheep as well as other wildlife. About 900 
bighorns still live in these two refuges. By the early 1990s, however, their range 
elsewhere in the state had been reduced to the Grand Canyon and a few other remote 
areas. Today, the desert bighorn sheep again occupy many of their historical sites in 
Arizona because of relocation projects implemented by Arizona Game and Fish. More 
than 5,000 sheep now live throughout the state. 
The lambing season is in progress, continuing through April 30, and the sheep are 
sensitive to intrusion into the their designated management areas. The Rams Rangers 
are stepping up their presence at the trailheads and parking lots of Pima and Ventana 
Canyons and Pontatoc Ridge, to educate the public and thwart dog walking.  Volunteers 
for the Rams Rangers are always welcome during this busy period.  Contact Gary at 
garyyoungling@yahoo.com. 
 
Question of the Month— As in past years, Coatis are being seen frequently in the 
Canyon area, recently near the Dam.  We are very fortunate that SCVP and SCVN 
member David Dean provide us with a multi-faceted explanation of the Coatis: “White-
nosed Coatis (Nasua narica) are one of three members of the raccoon family found in 



 

 

the Sabino Canyon Recreation Area (the other two are the raccoon and ringtail).  Coatis 
are primarily a tropical animal and we are at the northern-most extent of their range here 
in Arizona.  The adult males live solitary lives outside of the breeding season and are 
called coatimundis.  The adult females and juveniles live in bands or troops.  Coatis are 
omnivores, eating a variety of plant material as well as insects, lizards, and small 
rodents.  Unlike the other two members of the raccoon family, coatis are active during 
the day, and at least in the Canyon, don’t seem to mind the presence of people.  Hence, 
visitors often report seeing them, especially along the Canyon road and the Dam area.” 
Here is a photo which heralds the second facet of David’s explanation… 
 

 
 
 
but for a very special treat, click onto this link: 
 
https://www.dropbox.com/s/7mmb2pwqvh2d03i/Coatis%20-%20Male%20%26%20Band.mp4?dl=0 
 
Other— 
---SCVP members deserve special praise for “going the extra mile” during the 
government shutdown.  For all practical purposes, visitors to the Canyon incurred no 
inconvenience, due to the dedication and diligence of our members.  Thanks also to the 
Forest Service employees who were present on their own time to collect trash and clean 
restrooms. 
---Maps are running low and the re-order is in the works, but with indefinite timing.  Until 
a new order arrives, visitors should be encouraged to use their phone cams or come 
into the Visitor Center to get a single map.  Finally, ask visitors to return their map inside 
the Visitor Center at the end of their visit if they don’t need it in the future. 
---Numerous programs are going on, including Friday Flower Talks, Bird Walks, 
Geology Walks, and slow paced guided hikes during February.  See: 
https://sabinonaturalists.org/calendar/. 

The Sabino Canyon Volunteer Naturalists website – www.sabinonaturalists.org- has  
some information and links that may be helpful to patrol members.  Further information  
on Sabino Creek waterflow and precipitation can be found at : 



 

 

http://waterdata.usgs.gov/az/nwis/uv?09484000 
 
Questions, comments or suggestions:  Contact Warren Icke at icke63@gmail.com.  Thanks to contributors Maryann 
Albano, Gary Youngling, Marty Horowitz, Bob Turcotte, David Dean, Marylee Peterson, Jane Battaglia, Lauren 
Mathon, and the Southern Arizona Nature Almanac. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


