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Report to the Planning and Zoning Commission 
Prepared by the Maricopa County Planning and Development Department 

  
 
Case: Z2016016 – Southwest Wildlife Conservation Center   

  
Meeting Date: May 5, 2016 
 
Agenda Item: 4   

 
Supervisor District: 2       
 
Applicant: Sam Coppersmith, Coppersmith Brockelman PLC  
 
Owner: Linda Searles 
   
Request: Special Use Permit (SUP) to allow for public assembly/special events 

at a private wildlife reservation in the Rural-43 zoning district 
    
Site Location: Generally located approximately 628’ west of the northwest corner 

of 156th St. and Red Bird Rd. on the north side of Red Bird Rd. 
alignment in the Rio Verde area 

   
Site Size: Approximately 10 acres 
 
Density: N/A 
 
County Island:  No 
  
County Plan: Rio Verde Foothills Area Plan (Rural Residential – 0-1 d.u./ac.) 
 
Municipal Plan: N/A 
 
Municipal Comments: N/A  
 
Support/Opposition: Staff has received a petition of over 160,000 signatures and 129 

emails in support of the SUP 
 
Recommendation: Approve with conditions 
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Project Summary: 
 
1. Sam Coppersmith, on behalf of the landowner Linda Searles, requests a Special Use 

Permit for public assembly at the Southwest Wildlife Conservation Center (the Center) in 
the Rio Verde area. The 10-acre property is zoned Rural-43, as are the vast majority of 
properties in the area. The property is accessible via 156th Street and a driveway along 
the Red Bird Road alignment. All vehicular access to the property is unpaved. 
 

2. The property was granted Agricultural Exemption status in 2015 to accommodate the 
equine and wildlife rescue operation as an ancillary use to the residential property. The 
rescue facility has been in operation since 1994. The Center rescues and rehabilitates 
wildlife that has been injured, displaced, orphaned, and provides sanctuary for animals 
that cannot be released back into the wild. 
 

3. Following a complaint from a neighboring landowner, Staff issued a violation notice 
(V201400882) in September 2014 for conducting public assembly without a use permit. 
Staff found that the owner has been conducting public programs at the Center for 
educational, conservation, and veterinary medicine activities. The center will also 
provide summer camps and programs for school children.   
 

4. The applicant was initially advised to apply for a temporary use permit as a remedy to 
the violation. For the past year, the Center has operated limited public programs under 
two Temporary Use Permits, one issued without a public hearing (TU2015014) and one 
after a hearing with the Board of Adjustment (TU2015031). After the Board of Adjustment 
hearing, staff suggested that the Center consider a Special Use Permit for a large 
assemblage of people/special events per MCZO, Article 1301.1.11. 
 

5. The Center includes the owner’s personal residence, veterinary facility, ramadas, 
storage building, and fenced pens for the animals. The SUP request does not call for 
any changes to the site.  
 

6. The property can accommodate up to 50 vehicles, and most programs have fewer 
than 50 people attending. However, programs are available only by advance 
reservation, and the Center limits the number of participants, both for specific programs 
and overall for any particular date, due to limits on staff and volunteer availability, 
respect for neighbors, and to avoid adverse impacts to animals being rescued or 
rehabilitated. To keep down dust, the owner uses a water truck to spray down adjacent 
roadways and driveways and parking areas. 
 

7. A typical event has at least one staff member for each 20 guests. Times for the 
programs vary depending on the program date. The largest programs are during the 
daylight hours, particularly those involving schoolchildren. Programs during the summer 
months generally have lower attendance than during the late fall, winter and early 
spring. 
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Various uses within site 
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8. Staff notes that the Center is not a “zoo” or a commercial operation, although the 
Center holds a zoo license from the Arizona Game and Fish Department allowing public 
agencies to drop off injured or captured animals without the requirement for separate 
licenses on an animal-by-animal basis. 
 

9. The Center operates several animal rescue and rehabilitation programs in cooperation 
with the Arizona Game and Fish Department, Bureau of Land Management, the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, accepting wildlife from 
throughout the state. 
 

10. The Center will also allow summer camps and school visits. Portable toilets will be 
provided at these events. 

 
Existing On-Site and Adjacent Zoning / Land Use: 
 
11. On-site:  Rural-43 / Single Family Residential & Conservation Center 
 North:   Rural-43 / Single Family Residential & Agricultural 
 South:  Rural-43 / Single Family Residential  
 East:  Rural-43 / Single Family Residential 
 West:  Rural-43 / Single Family Residential 
  

 
Zoning Map 
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Aerial Photo 
 

 
 

 
Utilities and Services: 
 
12. Water: Private well 

Wastewater: Private septic 
School District: Cave Creek Unified 
Fire: Rural Metro 
Police:  MCSO 
 

Adopted Plan: 
 
13. Rio Verde Foothills Area Plan: The property is designated as Rural Residential (0-1 

d.u./ac.)  
 
Public Participation Summary: 
 
14. The applicant has complied with the Maricopa County Citizen Review Process with the 

required posting of the property and notification by first class mail to adjacent property 
owners within 300’ of the subject parcel and interested parties.   
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15. Staff has received approximately 160,000 signatures through an online petition and 129 
form letters in support. One neighboring landowner filed a complaint against the 
Center in 2014 for conducting the public assemblies, which resulted in a violation case 
(V201500882). Staff has not received any additional complaints or opposition to the SUP. 
An example copy of the support form letter is attached to this report. 

 
Outstanding Concerns from Reviewing Agencies: 
 
16. N/A 
 
Background: 
 
17. October 3, 2006: Violation case V200601261 was closed with staff interpretation that the 

use on the site was a wildlife rescue and rehabilitation that is considered a private 
wildlife reservation permitted in the Rural-43 zoning district. It was noted that public 
assembly on site would be a zoo and would require a SUP. 
 

18. April 23, 2008: Case LU20080014, a request for legal non-conforming use of record, was 
administratively denied. The property owner was advised that a SUP was required for 
proper zoning entitlement, as public assembly was occurring on site.  

 
19. December 23, 2008: Violations V200801495 and V200801500 were closed based upon 

the previous decision that the private wildlife reservation with ancillary wildlife 
rehabilitation was permitted in Rural-43 but that public assembly/special events would 
require an SUP. 

 
20. May 21, 2015: Staff administratively approved LU20150079, an Agricultural Exemption for 

an equine rescue and rehabilitation service. Also, with this record and site plan, staff 
documented the private wildlife reservation (wildlife rescue and rehabilitation service) 
as an established use. 
 

Staff Analysis: 
 
21. The purpose of this SUP request is only for the public assemblies as required under Article 

1301.11.1 of the MCZO. Approval of the SUP would allow the property owner to 
continue holding public programs for educational, conservation, and veterinary 
medicine activities, including overnight camping, in addition to the equine rescue and 
wildlife rescue and rehabilitation services. 
 

22. The driveway leading into property from 156th Street is unpaved, as are all roads in the 
neighborhood. This creates concerns with excessive dust during the events. Staff 
recommends that the applicant continue to utilize a water truck along 156th Street and 
the driveway along the Red Bird Road to mitigate dust prior to each event. 
 

23. The public has been overwhelmingly supportive of the programs offered at the Center. 
An adjacent landowner filed a complaint with staff regarding the activity on the 
property, which led to the violation notice from staff. As of the writing of this report, staff 
has not received any additional complaints. 
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24. Staff believes that the Center adequately accommodates the programs by providing 
adequate space for parking and facilities for the events, provided the programs are for 
a limited number of attendees and available only by advance reservation. Staff 
recommends a few conditions for approval to ensure adequate water supply and dust 
control during the events. 
 

25. Approval of this case would discontinue the need for further Temporary Use Permits and 
will close violation case V20140882. However, during the 20-year duration of this use 
permit, staff will require a status update at the end of 2 years beginning from the BOS 
approval date. Staff shall determine if additional status updates are necessary. 
 

Recommendation: 
 
26. Staff recommends the Commission motion for approval with conditions ‘a’ – ‘i’ of 

Z2016016: 
 

Provided the following conditions are met:  
 
a. Development of the site shall be in substantial conformance with “Land Use 

Map”, consisting of 1 full-size sheet, dated February 18, 2016 and stamped 
received March 8, 2016, except as modified by the following conditions. 

 
b. Development of the site shall be in conformance with the Narrative Report 

entitled “Southwest Wildlife Conservation Center”, consisting of 7 pages 
(including title page) stamped received March 8, 2016, except as modified by 
the following conditions. 

 
c. This Special Use Permit shall expire 20 years from the date of approval by the 

Board of Supervisors or after termination of use for a period of 90 or more 
consecutive days, whichever occurs first.  

 
d. The applicant/owner shall submit a written report outlining the status of the 

development at the end of 2 years from the date of approval by the Board of 
Supervisors. The status report shall be reviewed by staff to determine whether the 
Special Use Permit remains in compliance with the approved conditions, and/or 
whether additional status reports will be necessary.  

 
e. Applicant shall utilize a water truck or sprayer to control dust along 156th Street, 

between Red Bird Road and Rio Verde Drive, and along the private driveway 
providing access to the site from 156th Street, or some other method acceptable 
to Maricopa County Department of Air Quality, as necessary for all public 
assembly events. 

 
f. Noncompliance with any Maricopa County Regulation shall be grounds for 

initiating a revocation of this Special Use Permit as set forth in the Maricopa 
County Zoning Ordinance.  

 
g. The property owner/s and their successors waive claim for diminution in value if 

the County takes action to rescind approval due to noncompliance with 
conditions.  
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h. The granting of this change in use of the property has been at the request of the 

applicant, with the consent of the landowner.  The granting of this approval 
allows the property to enjoy uses in excess of those permitted by the zoning 
existing on the date of application, subject to conditions.  In the event of the 
failure to comply with any condition, and at the time of expiration of the Special 
Use Permit, the property shall revert to the zoning that existed on the date of 
application.  It is, therefore, stipulated and agreed that either revocation due to 
the failure to comply with any conditions, or the expiration of the Special Use 
Permit, does not reduce any rights that existed on the date of application to use, 
divide, sell or possess the property and that there would be no diminution in 
value of the property from the value it held on the date of application due to 
such revocation or expiration of the Special Use Permit.  The Special Use Permit 
enhances the value of the property above its value as of the date the Special 
Use Permit is granted and reverting to the prior zoning results in the same value of 
the property as if the Special Use Permit had never been granted. 
 

i. Unless a public water system is approved by the Maricopa County Environmental 
Services Department, all public assembly or special events shall be limited to a 
maximum of 50 attendees on site at any given time. Bottled water shall be 
provided for all assembly/events with 25 or more attendees. The applicant may 
hold up to 3 special events in any calendar year which exceed 50 attendees, up 
to a maximum of 100 attendees, so long as appropriate measures are taken for 
off-site parking, circulation, and dust control.  Any assembly/event in excess of 
these limits requires a temporary use permit. 
 

 
 
Presented by: Farhad Tavassoli, AICP, CFM 
Reviewed by: Matthew Holm, AICP, Planning Supervisor 
  
Attachments: Case Map (1 page) 
 Vicinity Map (1 page) 
 Land Use Plan (1 page) 
 Narrative Report (7 pages) 
 Engineering comments (1 page) 
 MCESD Comments (1 page) 
 One example (of 129) of a form letter of support (1 page) 
 Letter of support from AZ Game & Fish Dept. (2 pages) 
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