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SITE AND AREA ANALYSIS
PUBLIC PARTICIPATION PLAN/COMMUNITY APPROACH
This study and its associated public participation is organized around three phases. Each phase building upon the
last and needing input from the people that know the area best. Phase 1 informed the existing conditions, Phase 2
will create a vision and Phase 3 will create strategies that help implement the vision.
During Phase 1, the project first needed public input to determine the community’s perceived assets, opportunities,
and concerns for the specific master plan area. COVID19 was still a limiting factor in early 2021. In lieu of an inperson meeting, an online survey was decided to be the best way to gather this feedback. A letter was mailed to all
study area property owners and all property owners within an approximate 1,000-foot radius of the project extents.
The letter briefly explained the project and invited them to the online survey. Emails with similar content and the
survey link were sent to all known interested groups and individuals. This list of potentially interested people was
determined through some initial background research on the area, common groups that most geographies have (i.e.
Chambers of Commerce), and with the help of Santa Cruz County staff based on their previous experience and
knowledge. The survey was open between March 10 and March 24, 2021. Overall, 321 people participated in the
survey. Information gathered from the survey is spread throughout this Site and Area Analysis and the full results can
be seen in the Appendix.
To kick-off Phase 2, the second public participation opportunity will be held to solicit ideas to support the creation of a
potential vision for the master plan area. This meeting will be an in-person open house. Consultant and County staff
will be available for discussion and to present initial broad ideas that were informed by Phase 1. Anyone that
participated in the Phase 1 online survey or otherwise expressed interest will be contacted via email with the details
of the visioning meeting.
To wrap up Phase 3, the third public participation opportunity will be to evaluate the overall master plan. It will seek
feedback on the more-refined vision and the strategies to get there. It will also be in-person with consultant and
County staff facilitating discussions alongside graphics and posters with strategies.

HISTORY
With a history as deep as its grandiose name implies, Rio Rico (literally ‘Rich River’) enjoys a colorful and legendary
past. Characterized by proud native peoples, explorers on the path to riches and religion, settlers who were tough-asnails, and big-talking real estate place-makers, the Rio Rico area has known cycles of boom and bust throughout its
colorful past.
Some of the most famous Rio Rico visitors were just passing through. It was from nearby Tubac that Juan Bautista
de Anza’s traveling town of 240 men, women and children officially began their journey in 1775 after camping in
Nogales and traveling through Rio Rico on their 1,200-mile journey from present-day Mexico to what would later
become San Francisco, California.
As it was, Rio Rico’s remoteness was both an attractive highlight and a frightening challenge. It seemed that as long
as nearby presidios (and later, garrisons) were well-staffed, the community could prosper and enjoy the area’s
verdant resources and temperate climate. But when outside events called the soldiers away, settlers were often
forced to leave for more fortified places to seek safety from local indigenous tribes, some of whom were not happy
that the settlers were living in their area.
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Much later, after developers cashed in with promises of sunny, golf-filled days, and cool, star-studded nights, many
proud new landowners from the Midwest and East Coast learned they had been wined and dined into a dream that
was no more real than a desert mirage. The big plans and promises never materialized and buyers were left with
disappointment and regret while some of them pursued recourse from the developers in court.
It was not until the late twentieth century that a sizable permanent population broke through the tough experience of
the past and began to take root. While some people were lured by the impressive sales pitches of somewhat more
reputable developers, others came to fill the jobs that were spurred by the thriving maquiladora industry. And others
just came for the area’s scenic, innate tranquility.
Regardless of why they arrived, the individuals and families who now call Rio Rico home have come to stay. They
appreciate the natural beauty, the grit of past inhabitants, and most importantly, the promise of a vibrant future in a
community of diversity and richness.

DEMOGRAPHICS
All data provided by Elliott D. Pollack & Co. below is from ESRI 2020 unless otherwise noted.
Population
Rio Rico has an estimated 2020 population of 20,810 people, made up of 6,243 households. There are 3.33 people
per household. This is up a modest 9.7% from the 2010 Census count of 18,962 and a very dramatic 88% from the
2000 Census estimate of 11,070. Clearly there was extreme growth during the 2000’s, which tapered off after 2010.
Housing Units
Rio Rico has about 6,711 housing units, of which 69% are owner-occupied and 24% are leased (vacant housing units
are estimated at 7% of total supply). In 2010, there were 6,356 housing units and in 2000 there were 3,366. Like
population, this shows a rapid gain during the 2000’s that slowed down dramatically after 2010, likely a result of the
Great Recession.
Average Age and Households with Children
The average age in Rio Rico is 33.4, which is up from 31.3 in 2010. 55.8% of households have children (2010 data).
The average age for Arizonans is ________.
Ethnicity
85.6% of Rio Rico residents are of Hispanic origin.
Educational Attainment
17.5% of residents who are 25 and older did not finish High School. 28.1% stopped their education after obtaining a
high school diploma or a GED. 25.3% have some college, but no degree. Another 7.1% earned an Associates
Degree and 14.7% received a Bachelor’s degree. Finally, 7.3% have a graduate or professional degree.
Median Home Value
The median home value is $148,822, less than the statewide average of _________.
Average Household Income
Rio Rico’s average household income is estimated at $63,580, compared to an Arizona average of ____________.
More than half (52.2%) or all households have an income less than $50,000.
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Unemployment Rate
The 2020 unemployment rate (including the period impacted by the COVID19 pandemic) was estimated at 12.3%
Top Employment Sectors
The top five employment sectors in ranked order are: Services, Retail Trade, Wholesale Trade, Public Administration,
and Transportation/Utilities.

ENVIRONMENTAL
Greater Rio Rico
The Rio Rico area is surrounded by unparalleled views, starry night skies, and large swaths of unspoiled public
lands. This setting is attractive to residents and visitors who wish to enjoy the outdoors in the relatively mild climate
supported by the area’s elevation of about 3,200 to 4,000 feet.
There are several references in the County’s Comprehensive Plan to the trail systems of Rio Rico. New development
is encouraged to respect, expand, and link to such trails wherever possible. The most famous of these trails is the
historic Juan Bautista de Anza Trail (Anza Trail), which passes through Rio Rico near the Santa Cruz River.
The riparian environment of the Santa Cruz River valley supports cottonwoods, willows, and a strong bird population
(birdwatching). The numerous washes that lead into the river are likely to be wildlife corridors that connect the river to
the nearby mountains, National Forests, and State Park lands. While most of these tributaries exist on private land,
Sonoita Creek to the southeast of the study area enjoys protection as part of the Arizona State Park system. This
corridor of protected land extends east all the way to the Sonoita Creek Natural Area and Lake Patagonia State Park.
Large cattle ranches are still found in the area surrounding Rio Rico. Locally-produced Rio Rico agriculture is
characterized by a few small farms that produce …. Produce overall is a large industry in the area, much of the
produce arriving into Arizona from Mexico is staged in Rio Rico warehouses south of the study area before being
distributed around the state and country.

Agua Fria Wash
The Agua Fria Wash flows east from the mountains above the study area. It is one of the Comprehensive Plan’s
Wildlife Corridor Possibilities. It passes under the West Frontage Road and bisects the study area. From there, it
passes under I-19 and along farmland before arriving at the Santa Cruz River. Many properties near this Wash within
the study area are within the floodplain. Most affected properties still have buildable areas with portions away from
the deepest flows and the floodway. The majority of the study area south of the Wash is within a Locally Regulated
Floodplain. This designation does not have any FEMA implications, most development is still possible. Instead, this
designation provides the County an ability to apply some protections.
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LAND USE
Land use is simply the type of building or activity that exists on any piece of land. The southern half of the study area
is a collection of single-story commercial buildings serving a variety of specific uses alongside a number of vacant
lots. Some commercial examples include restaurants, general services, offices, post office, pharmacy, and a
veterinary hospital. The larger lots on the west side of W Frontage Rd are vacant as are most properties north of
Agua Fria Wash aside from one apartment complex near the far northern border of the study area. The dominant
land use surrounding the study area and throughout Rio Rico itself is single family residential homes with a swath of
industrial buildings along I-19 south of the study area.
The Santa Cruz County Zoning and Development Code, 2018 (Zoning Code) tells a property owner what uses and
building-forms are allowed on their property. There are cases when a land use is older, developed under a different
set of codes, and may be inconsistent with its current zoning designation. The Zoning Code regulates all new
development so any future development has to conform with the current Zoning Code. The Zoning Code contains a
map that sets boundaries for districts that have different regulations. The study area contains two zones, the
southern half is B-2 General Business (B-2) and the northern half is MF Multi-Family Residential Zone (MF). The
intent of the B-2 zone is to allow for a wide variety of commercial activity with more intensity than the other
commercial zone, B-1 Neighborhood Business. The intent of the MF zone is to accommodate both single and multifamily dwellings.
Existing at a broader level of policy and regulations than the Zoning Code is the Santa Cruz County Comprehensive
Plan, 2016 (Comprehensive Plan). The Comprehensive Plan serves as a guiding document and contains the
community’s overall vision for the County. It can be used to support, or not, a rezoning application and to guide
updates to other codes and regulations, including the Zoning Code. However, its guidance does not overrule the
existing law that is the Zoning Code.
The Comprehensive Plan wants new urban style development within Santa Cruz County to occur primarily in Rio
Rico. It designates the entire study area as Mixed Use. The Comprehensive Plan’s vision for the study area is to be a
vibrant mix of commercial, institutional, employment and residential activity with significant functional
interrelationships and a coherent physical design. It wants pedestrian friendly streets within commercial cores and
village centers that encourage tourists and artists. The current Zoning Code limits the interrelatedness of uses with
restrictions on residential in the exiting B-2 zone and restrictions on commercial in the existing MF zone.

Development Challenges
Most properties in the study area have not yet been developed. However, when asked about this in the March 2021
online survey, approximately two-thirds of property owners within the study area said they have been able to develop
their property the way that they would like.
Those who did say that they haven’t been able to develop their properties the way they would like cited certain
challenges, including onerous paperwork, rules that add expense, and Home Owner Association (HOA) rules. Since
there are no HOA’s in the study area, HOA challenges can be ignored for this location, but they certainly may be an
issue in other parts of Rio Rico. Other survey respondents said that the reasons they have not developed their
property include waiting for the area to mature, waiting for more pleasing or complete surrounding infrastructure, or
life just getting in the way.
In looking specifically at the Circulo Mercado area, the area east of W Frontage Rd and south of the Agua Fria Wash,
it may be that other development challenges include the extreme parcellation and disparate land ownership. These
small lots, many around 6,200 square feet and 50 feet wide, encounter development challenges related to meeting
the Zoning Code. Setbacks and required on-site parking likely limit the productive area of each parcel.
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CIRCULATION
The study area is served well for vehicular travel. Its proximity to I-19 and the Rio Rico Dr interchange allows for easy
access for most people traveling by a personal vehicle in western Santa Cruz County. Many people enjoy the lack of
traffic in Rio Rico per March 2021’s online survey. The busiest part of Rio Rico is near the south end of the study
area. It has approximately 12,000 Average Daily Trips according to 2009 traffic counts presented in the 2013 Rio
Rico Walking and Biking Study.
Rio Rico’s land use patterns necessitate a lot of vehicular travel. The distance people have to regularly travel is one
challenge for Rio Rico residents. Per March 2021’s online survey, most residents of Rio Rico travel to Nogales for
regular errands and leave the County entirely for more specialty services and entertainment. In addition to distance,
many community members commented on the lack of sidewalks, bike paths, transit, traffic lights and intersections.
These patterns add challenges for people not traveling by vehicle.
The Comprehensive Plan illustrates planned improvements for Rio Rico Dr at and near the I-19 intersection. This
should improve access to the study area for vehicles coming from the east. Another planned improvement exists for
the intersection of Rio Rico Dr/Yavapai Dr and W Frontage Rd just south of the study area.
W Frontage Rd provides access to the majority of the study area. It is an arterial roadway but it currently has a
roadway cross section as if it is a collector with only one lane in each direction. Camino Ramanote is a collector road
providing access to the study area from the west. Camino Caralampi is a collector providing access to the study area
from the southwest. Multiple other local streets connect to the western side of the study area.
There are a few local streets internal to the study area. Circulo Mercado is a local street providing access to parcels
between W Frontage Rd and I-19. Planta Ct acts as a short cul-de-sac off of Circulo Mercado a little south of the
Agua Fria Wash. It technically connects to Via Euclid street, a minimally improved local street directly adjacent to I19. Via Euclid has right of way for it to continue west across W Frontage Rd at the south end of the study area to
connect to Yavapai Dr but this area currently only has an unimproved dirt road. There are no other local roads within
the study area north of the Agua Fria Wash.
There are no dedicated bike lanes or routes adjacent to the study area. A non-motorized path exists parallel and west
of W Frontage Rd starting a couple of blocks north of the study area and continuing north. There is a plan in the near
future for this path to continue further south through most of the study area. The Rio Rico Walking and Biking Study
recommended another new multi-use path starting from the western side of the study area to continue west, roughly
along Camino Agua Fria all the way to the Coronado National Forest.
No sidewalks exist on the roads within or directly adjacent to the study area. No sidewalks exist on the residential
roads west of the study area and north of Agua Fria Wash. However, the traffic volumes are low enough on most of
these roads that walking to the study area on these roads is still feasible. Sidewalks exist along the residential roads
west of the study area and south of Agua Fria Wash. These roads would all provide a pleasant walk toward the site
area until a person had to cross W Frontage Rd.
The Anza Trail roughly follows the Santa Cruz River east of the study area. There are no trails directly adjacent to the
study area. The Anza Trail Coalition of Arizona is pursuing designation and signing of an auto route for the trail.
There is no transit service in Rio Rico. The Santa Cruz County Comprehensive Plan mentions a desire to encourage
transit service between Rio Rico and Nogales and if successful, to have it reach elsewhere in the County.
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UTILITIES
The study area has adequate water and sewer capacity per the Santa Cruz County planning and engineering staff.
They do not foresee any capacity limitations related to future growth in the area. Private utilities such as energy and
communication services also serve the study area well. These utilities are expected to be able to respond to any
future demand in the area.
There are no current stormwater challenges related to development in the study area. The study area is near the
Santa Cruz River and the Agua Fria Wash bisects the study area. Refer to the Environmental section for more
information on these natural watercourses. Any stormwater challenges related to development can be addressed
with specific site-design solutions. However, most stormwater infrastructure takes land away from other opportunities.
There are major efficiencies of scale that can be achieved when stormwater infrastructure can be consolidated and
serve a larger area at a time.

EXISTING CHARACTER
The people of Santa Cruz County value their diverse landscapes and heritage. The existing Comprehensive Plan
presents multiple sub areas within the County and emphasizes each one’s own unique character. Rio Rico’s rural
flavor and landscape stand out as important features for its community members. March 2021’s online survey mostly
confirms the importance of Rio Rico’s landscape and rural feel. Other attributes emphasized by the community
include its safety, peacefulness, climate, and the people within the community itself.
The overwhelming number of respondents to the March 2021 online survey believe that Rio Rico is best known for its
natural landscape. Rio Rico connects with its natural environment with ample hiking, biking and birding opportunities
in its surrounding mountains and Natural Areas. The Santa Cruz River valley is perhaps its most defining physical
and cultural feature. The historic Juan Bautista de Anza Trail that travels along the Santa Cruz River stands-out
among outdoor activities for its ability to combine nature and history.
Rio Rico’s existing built environment presents some challenges to its residents according to March 2021’s online
survey. Rio Rico is primarily a residential community. Many people like their rural residential surroundings but most
people also commented on the community’s limited practical and just-for-fun amenities. People must drive a long
distance for daily needs, specialty needs, dining options, places to gather with friends, activities for children, and
almost all entertainment options.
The study area itself lacks a cohesive character. It is a mix of vacant lots and automobile-oriented commercial
operations.

ECONOMY
Programs and Incentives
Like those in other Arizona counties, existing and future Rio Rico businesses may have access to various economic
development programs administered by the AZ Commerce Authority which are geared toward retaining, expanding
and attracting entrepreneurs, capital investment, and jobs around the state. Some federal programs and grants may
also be available.
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In addition, if the County Board of Supervisors so designates it, Arizona State Statutes allow for the creation of a
“County Infill Incentive District.” Such districts can be designated in locations where three or more of the following
criteria apply: 1) There are large numbers of vacant or old structures, 2 There are large numbers of vacant or
underused parcels of small or inappropriate size, 3) There are large numbers of parcels or buildings where nuisances
exist or occur, 4) There is high occurrence of crime, and 5) There is a continuing decline in population.
If a County Infill Incentive District is declared, the County must also adopt an infill incentive plan to encourage
redevelopment in the district. The plan can include voluntary incentives including:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Expedited zoning or rezoning procedures.
Expedited processing of plans and proposals.
Waivers of county and county improvement district fees and assessments for development activities.
Waivers of development standards and procedural requirements.

Other options the County has to encourage development include the ability to purchase and consolidate properties,
to mitigate floodplain issues through physical improvements and/or FEMA LOMR/CLOMR processes, to update the
applicable development standards through a zoning process (i.e. Planned Area Development), to improve multimodel access to properties through upgrades to adjacent streets, sidewalks, trails and mass transit availability, and
to leverage and enhance existing economic development efforts and partnerships through branding and marketing.

Retail Market Study
A market study was commissioned by Santa Cruz County to evaluate the retail sector of greater Rio Rico (including
Tumacacori and Tubac) to identify gaps in the current retail offerings. The study’s author, Elliott D. Pollack & Co.,
utilized two methodologies to determine the retail needs for Rio Rico. First, they compared the Rio Rico area with a
similar market to see how they compared in terms of the number of retail businesses per household, and second,
they evaluated Rio Rico consumer spending (demand) against Rio Rico retail sales (supply). Both approaches
returned similar results, as described below.
The first approach compared the Rio Rico area with the more developed, yet similar, market of the Sahuarita/Green
Valley region. The analysis looked at the number of retail businesses per household in Rio Rico versus the number of
businesses per household in the comparison area. The results of this analysis suggest that there are 25 retail and
consumer service categories that are underrepresented in the Rio Rico area compared to the Sahuarita area. The
largest gaps include the food and restaurant sector (limited-service restaurants, coffee shops, donut shops, juice
bars, etc.), followed by health care (doctor’s offices, dentists, urgent care, pharmacy, child care), shopping
(convenience stores, sporting goods, discount clothing, dollar store, thrift store, pet store, and hardware store)
financial (ATMS, commercial banks, credit unions), consumer services (nail salons, beauty supply, and massage
therapy), and automotive categories (body shop and car wash).
The second approach taken within the market study evaluated consumer spending (demand) versus retail sales
(supply) in Rio Rico to see if there were any unmet needs. In other words, were Rio Rico residents having to shop
outside of the local area to satisfy their needs? The analysis concluded that there clearly are retail gaps in nearly
every retail category, and that the gaps in some of the categories are likely large enough to successfully sustain one
or more new businesses if they chose to locate in Rio Rico. Those retail sectors include: restaurants, smaller format
sporting goods stores, clothing stores, and accessory stores, health and personal care stores, a hardware store, and
an automotive parts store.
In synthesizing both of the above approaches, it appears that additional businesses in the following retail categories
are needed and supportable in the Greater Rio Rico area: restaurants, health care services, smaller format retail
stores including sporting goods, clothing, and hardware, and personal consumer services.
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Finally, the market study also looked at population trends in Rio Rico and determined that there should be sufficient
growth in the number of households between now and 2040 to support additional retail space—in addition to the
opportunities that already exist due to the gaps identified above. All of these factors seem to justify efforts to expand
retail offerings in Rio Rico and should give courage to policy makers and business owners seeking to remedy the
unmet demand.

AREA AND CHARACTER TRENDS
Rio Rico is one of the few areas of Santa Cruz County experiencing growth. Because of its desirability, there is an
expectation for continued growth. The Arizona Office of Economic Opportunity expects Rio Rico to grow from over
21,000 people today to approximately 24,000 within the next ten years. While residential growth continues to happen,
there is a common sentiment that there is a lot of unmet potential within Rio Rico’s non-residential areas. The
Comprehensive Plan expresses some of these desired amenities to include centers of culture, walkable town centers
and improved links to hiking trails. The responses from March 2021’s online survey express a desire for their
community to be known as clean, family friendly, to have useful green spaces, and to have a range of quality
amenities that help it create its own identity.
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