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SBInet Tower #303 Soil Testing
Environmental Assessment
Summary 
The Department of Homeland Security proposes to construct a series of communication and surveillance towers across the southern border of the United States, as part of the Secure Borders Initiative Network (SBInet) to improve the security of our nation.  SBInet is a network of surveillance cameras and communications towers.  There is a need to conduct geotechnical test drilling at one of these sites in the Senita Basin of Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument.  The purpose of this environmental assessment is to examine the impacts associated with the National Park Service permitting geotechnical test hole boring and up to 100 ‘ of off-road access to one location in Senita Basin.  The permit would allow the test drilling of three holes (6 inches in diameter and 45-60 ‘ deep) to provide soil compaction information needed to  design SBInet Tower #303.  Preliminary design specifications call for the tower to be 180 ‘ tall and soil compaction information is needed for design and construction specifications for the base of the tower.  

This environmental assessment evaluates two alternatives: a no-action alternative and an action alternative.  The no-action alternative describes the current condition if no boring were conducted, and the action alternative addresses the boring of a geotechnical testing hole for the eventual construction of an SBInet tower.  

This environmental assessment has been prepared in compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) to provide the decision-making framework that 1) analyzes a reasonable range of alternatives to meet objectives of the proposal, 2) evaluates potential issues and impacts to Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument’s resources and values, and 3) identifies mitigation measures to lessen the degree or extent of these impacts.  Resource topics included in this document because the resultant impacts may be greater-than-minor include vegetation, soils/geology, and wildlife, and special status species.  All other resource topics were dismissed because the project would result in negligible or minor effects to those resources.  No major effects are anticipated as a result of this project.  Public scoping was conducted to assist with the development of this document and comments were received, mostly in support of the proposed project.
Public Comment

If you wish to comment on the environmental assessment, you may post comments online at http://parkplanning.nps.gov/orpi or mail comments to: Superintendent; Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, 10 Organ Pipe Drive, Ajo, Arizona, 85321.  
This environmental assessment will be on public review for 30 days.  Before including your address, phone number, e-mail address, or other personal identifying information in your comment, you should be aware that your entire comment – including your personal identifying information – may be made publicly available at any time.  Although you can ask us in your comment to withhold your personal identifying information from public review, we cannot guarantee that we will be able to do so. 
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PURPOSE AND NEED  
Introduction 
Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument (OPCNM or the monument) is approximately 40 miles south of the town of Ajo, Arizona.  The monument was established on April 13, 1937, to protect the life and landscape of the Sonoran Desert in southwestern Arizona. Within the national monument’s boundaries is a vast collection of Sonoran Desert plants, including the organ pipe cactus, a large cactus rarely found in the United States. The monument, which encompasses more than 330,000 acres, is also home to many animals that have adapted to extreme temperatures, intense sunlight, and little rainfall. OPCNM was designated an international biosphere reserve on October 26, 1976, and about 94% of the monument (about 312,000 acres) was designated as wilderness on November 10, 1978. The monument shares 30 miles of international border with Mexico.
The Department of Homeland Security has requested a permit to conduct test hole drilling at one location in Senita Basin, at OPCNM.  The purpose of this environmental assessment is to examine the impacts associated with permitting geotechnical test hole boring and up to 100 ‘ of off-road access to the site.  The permit would allow the test drilling of three holes (6 inches in diameter and 45-60 ‘ deep) to provide soil compaction information needed to  design SBInet Tower #303.  Preliminary design specifications call for the tower to be 180‘ tall and soil compaction information is needed for design and construction specifications for the base of the tower.  Tower #303 would be one tower in a network of communications and surveillance towers proposed by DHS to improver their communication and operations.  This environmental assessment was prepared in accordance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) of 1969, regulations of the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) (40 CFR §1508.9), and the National Park Service Director’s Order (DO)-12 (Conservation Planning, Environmental Impact Analysis, and Decision-Making). 
Background 
Since the late 1990’s, the monument has experienced an exponential increase in illegal border crossings by drug smugglers and undocumented aliens.   The Department of Homeland Security (DHS) has increased their presence by increasing the number of Border Patrol agents at their Ajo and Yuma Stations.  They have also designed infrastructure intended to help reduce illegal traffic.  DHS completed the construction of five miles of pedestrian fence at OPCNM in 2008.  The fence is intended to reduce foot and vehicle traffic in the vicinity of Lukeville, AZ, a port of entry between the US and Mexico.  DHS is in the process of finalizing plans to deploy a network of communication and surveillance towers (SBInet) across the southern border to form a ‘virtual’ fence.  These towers would provide DHS with information on the location of illegal traffic in the monument, thus enhancing their interdiction efforts.  

The DHS proposal calls for the construction of 11 towers within and adjacent to OPCNM.  In order to finalize the project design, there is a need for additional soil compaction information at Senita Basin in OPCNM.  The purpose of this proposal is to analyze the effects of NPS permitting geotechnical test boring at the Senita Basin Tower #303.  Preliminary design plans show this tower as 180' tall and there is a need for additional soil compaction information to properly design the tower base to meet all design and safety requirements. If permitted, a DHS contractor would drill three test holes six inches in diameter. Depths would range from 45-60’.  The assessment of the geotechnical drilling is being conducted separately from the assessment to construct the towers as this soils information is needed to design the tower and do the subsequent assessment of environmental effects.  
Purpose and Need
The purpose of the proposal is to permit DHS to collect soils compaction information associated with designing SBInet tower #303.  This proposal would permit the test drilling of three holes (6” diameter and 45-60’ deep) to determine soil compaction properties to design a stable foundation for the construction of the 180’ tall SBInet tower #303.  This project would also involve 75-100’ of off-road access to the drilling site.  The project is needed to accomplish the following objectives:

1. Provide soil compaction information needed to design tower #303 to meet all construction specifications and safety requirements.  

2. Provide information to design critical communications equipment, necessary for secure border operations.

3. Conduct operations in a location that minimizes impacts to park resources.  

Scoping  

Scoping is a process to identify the resources that may be affected by a project proposal, and to explore possible alternative ways of achieving the proposal while minimizing adverse impacts.  Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument conducted internal scoping with appropriate National Park Service staff on June 16, 2009.  The monument also conducted external scoping with the public,  interested/affected groups, and Native American consultation.
External scoping was initiated with the distribution of a scoping letter to inform the public of the proposal to permit geotechnical drilling at Senita Basin, and to generate input on the preparation of this environmental assessment.  The scoping letter dated June 19, 2009 was mailed to 26 addresses including: local residents, newspapers, congressional delegates, members and staff of the Tohono O’odham Nation and agency personnel in southern Arizona.  

During the 14-day scoping period two public responses were received.  One person asked that no towers be built in Senita Basin, which is outside the scope of this document.  Another person asked that we assess the impacts to vegetation and wildlife, which can be found in the Environmental Consequences chapter.  
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Impact Topics Retained For Further Analysis  

In this section and the following section on Impact Topics Dismissed from Further Analysis, the NPS takes a “hard look” at all potential impacts by considering the direct, indirect, and cumulative effects of the proposed action on the environment, along with connected and cumulative actions. 
The NPS defines “measurable” impacts as moderate or greater effects. It equates “no measurable effects” as minor or less effects. “No measurable effect” is used by the NPS in determining if impact topics may be dismissed from further evaluation an environmental document such as this one. 
In this section of the EA, NPS provides an explanation as to why some impact topics are not evaluated in more detail. Impact topics are dismissed from further evaluation in this EA if: 

· they do not exist in the analysis area, or
· they would not be affected by the proposal, or the likelihood of impacts are not reasonably expected, or 

· through the application of mitigation measures, there would be minor or less effects (i.e. no measurable effects) from the proposal, and there is little controversy on the subject or reasons to otherwise include the topic. 

Impact topics that are carried forward for further analysis in this environmental assessment are listed below along with a description of the existing setting or baseline conditions (i.e. affected environment) within the project area.  This information will be used to analyze impacts against the current conditions of the project area in the Environmental Consequences chapter.

Geology and Soils 

According to the National Park Service’s 2006 Management Policies, the National Park Service will preserve and protect geologic resources and features from adverse effects of human activity, while allowing natural processes to continue (NPS 2006).  These policies also state that the National Park Service will strive to understand and preserve the soil resources of park units and to prevent, to the extent possible, the unnatural erosion, physical removal, or contamination of the soil, or its contamination of other resources.  The geology of the proposed site is composed of Quaternary and Tertiary surficial deposits.  These deposits are coarse, poorly sorted alluvial fan and terrace deposits, and wind-blown sand deposits.  Soils in the project area are on nearly level slopes of 0-2%.  
The proposed site is located on the lower bajada of Senita Basin. The surface of the bajada is a matrix of Gunsight very gravelly loam (70.9%) with torrifluvents in washes and floodplains (17.9%) and a minor amount of Harqua-Gunsight complex (7.7%). Harqua very cobbly loam is Pleistocene-aged (>10,000y) and generally is found on the higher-elevation areas (old terraces), in contrast to the low-lying Holocene-aged torrifluvents and Gunsight loam. The younger alluvium is derived primarily from the strongly alkaline Senita Basin granite. 

The proposed geotechnical drilling and access route would be located on Gunsight very gravelly loam. The determination of substrate type was based on a coarse-scale soils map; no site visit has been made by a qualified expert. Drilling is proposed to penetrate subsurface alluvial layers, which have not been studied but are probably unlike surface materials. It is probable that subsurface layers have different textures and contain mineral salts more concentrated than subsurface deposits. The site is also vulnerable to impacts caused by slight changes in surface elevations. These disturbances could cause changes in surface flow patterns that could result in changes to the vegetation that may extend to areas outside of the initial site disturbance.  

The proposed geotechnical drilling would have a measureable impact on soils and geology in the area directly impacted by the drilling and access to the site.  This topic will be analyzed in detail.  

Vegetation 

According to the National Park Service’s 2006 Management Policies, the National Park Service strives to maintain all components and processes of naturally evolving park unit ecosystems, including the natural abundance, diversity, and ecological integrity of plants (NPS 2006).  
The vegetation of the lower bajada is controlled by the substrate type, surficial age, drainage patterns and slope. The area receives rainfall runoff from the eastern Puerto Blanco Mountains and the Senita Hills (aka Sonoyta Hills). It is the distribution of this runoff that influences the vegetation of the area. 

Plant density and diversity is highest on the prevailing Holocene-aged torrifluvents and Gunsight very gravelly loam. The washes and floodplains receive summer flood flows which subsidize local precipitation and support the higher plant density. The physiognomic dominants are Olneya tesota and Carnegiea gigantea.  Other common perennials of the xeroriparian areas and floodplains include Larrea tridentata, Prosopis velutina, Justicia californica, Hyptis emoryi, Ambrosia ambrosioides, Sapium biloculare, and Calliandra microphylla. Special status species in the area include Pachycereus schottii, Solanum hindsianum, and Jatropha cinerea.
The proposed geotechnical drilling would have a minor impact on vegetation in the area directly impacted by the drilling and access to the site.  This topic will be analyzed in detail.  

Wildlife 
According to the National Park Service’s 2006 Management Policies, the National Park Service strives to maintain all components and processes of naturally evolving park unit ecosystems, including the natural abundance, diversity, and ecological integrity of animals (NPS 2006).  

Wildlife diversity within the monument is high.  Wildlife species that may frequent the vicinity of the project area include: Sonoran desert tortoise, Gila monster, javalina, mule deer, and a variety of small mammal and lizard species.  Depending on the time of year, there may be 60-200 species of birds in the vicinity of Senita Basin.  There are approximately 10 species of bats, and a wide variety of invertebrates known to inhabit this area.
During construction, human presence and noise would increase, which may disturb wildlife in the general area.  It is possible that wildlife burrows could be impacted by drilling equipment.  Construction-related noise would be temporary, and existing sound conditions would resume following construction activities.  There there may be measureable effects on wildlife, and this topic will be analyzed in detail.  

Special Status Species
The Endangered Species Act of 1973 requires examination of impacts on all federally-listed threatened, endangered, and candidate species.  Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act requires all federal agencies to consult with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to ensure that any action authorized, funded, or carried out by the agency does not jeopardize the continued existence of listed species or critical habitats.  In addition, the 2006 Management Policies and Director’s Order-77 Natural Resources Management Guidelines require the National Park Service to examine the impacts on federal candidate species, as well as state-listed threatened, endangered, candidate, rare, declining, and sensitive species (NPS 2006).  

The endangered Sonoran pronghorn (Antilocarpra americana sononriensis) lives in desertscrub habitats within the monument and on adjacent public and tribal lands.  Pronghorn inhabit broad alluvial desert valleys, bajadas, and to a lesser extent foothills in southwestern Arizona.  They are present in the Monument year-round and tend to occupy valley floor areas in winter, then move upslope into bajadas in spring and summer.  The test drilling is proposed for the area that has been determined to be important habitat for the Sonoran pronghorn. This area is part of the annual seasonal closure where no access is allowed from March 15 through July 31 to avoid impacts during their critical fawning period.

The endangered lesser long-nosed bat is present in the monument and roosts in caves and abandoned mines.  The bat does not roost in the Senita Basin area, but the Basin provides important foraging habitat for maternity colonies in the vicinity.  The bats are likely to forage there nightly from May to September.  
The cactus ferruginous pygmy owl was listed as endangered in 1997, removed from the list in 2006, and is currently a candidate species for listing.  US Fish and Wildlife Service has been petitioned to relist the owl and is conducting a status review to determine if relisting is warranted.  Currently, the pygmy owl is listed as a special status species by the Arizona Game and Fish Department.  The pygmy owl is known to be in several locations in the monument.  Senita Basin has not been surveyed for the pygmy owl, but the combination of ironwood and saguaro cacti are features of high-quality habitat for this species.
It is not anticipated that the drilling project will impact the lesser long nosed bat as drilling will not occur at night while the bat is foraging.  Sonoran pronghorns and cactus ferruginous pygmy owls could be present in the proposed project area during site entry.  Pronghorns are particularly sensitive to disturbances from humans, vehicle traffic, and construction noise.  Because there may be the potential to have measureable effects on the Sonoran pronghorn and the pygmy owl, these special status species will be analyzed in detail. 
Impact Topics Dismissed From Further Analysis  

Park Operations 

The proposed geotechnical drilling will be completed by contractors working for the Department of Homeland Security.  None of the work will be done by NPS staff, except to ensure mitigation measures are in place.  The impacts to park operations would be negligible to this impact topic has been dismissed from detailed analysis.  

Visitor Use and Experience

According to 2006 Management Policies, the enjoyment of park resources and values by people is part of the fundamental purpose of all park units (NPS 2006).  The National Park Service is committed to providing appropriate, high quality opportunities for visitors to enjoy the parks, and will maintain within the parks an atmosphere that is open, inviting, and accessible to every segment of society.  Further, the National Park Service will provide opportunities for forms of enjoyment that are uniquely suited and appropriate to the superlative natural and cultural resources found in the parks.  This area is currently closed to the public so there would be no impact to visitor use and experience from this project.  Therefore, this impact topic will not be analyzed in detail.

Water Resources

National Park Service policies require protection of water quality consistent with the Clean Water Act.  The purpose of the Clean Water Act is to "restore and maintain the chemical, physical, and biological integrity of the Nation's waters."  To enact this goal, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has been charged with evaluating federal actions that result in potential degradation of waters of the United States and issuing permits for actions consistent with the Clean Water Act.  The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency also has responsibility for oversight and review of permits and actions, which affect waters of the United States.  There is no surface water present in the vicinity of the proposed action.  No chemical drilling fluids would be used and the drilling spoils would immediately refill the holes preventing contamination from other sources.  Impacts to water resources would be negligible and therefore this topic is dismissed from detailed analysis.
Wetlands 

For regulatory purposes under the Clean Water Act, the term wetlands means "those areas that are inundated or saturated by surface or ground water at a frequency and duration sufficient to support, and that under normal circumstances do support, a prevalence of vegetation typically adapted for life in saturated soil conditions. Wetlands generally include swamps, marshes, bogs and similar areas."

Executive Order 11990 Protection of Wetlands requires federal agencies to avoid, where possible, adversely impacting wetlands.  Further, §404 of the Clean Water Act authorizes the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to prohibit or regulate, through a permitting process, discharge or dredged or fill material or excavation within waters of the United States.  National Park Service policies for wetlands as stated in 2006 Management Policies and Director’s Order 77-1 Wetlands Protection strive to prevent the loss or degradation of wetlands and to preserve and enhance the natural and beneficial values of wetlands.  In accordance with DO 77-1 Wetlands Protection, proposed actions that have the potential to adversely impact wetlands must be addressed in a statement of findings for wetlands.  

No wetlands are located in the project area; therefore, a statement of findings for wetlands will not be prepared and this topic is dismissed from further analysis.
Floodplains 

Executive Order 11988 Floodplain Management requires all federal agencies to avoid construction within the 100-year floodplain unless no other practicable alternative exists.  The National Park Service under 2006 Management Policies and Director’s Order 77-2 Floodplain Management will strive to preserve floodplain values and minimize hazardous floodplain conditions.  According to Director’s Order 77-2 Floodplain Management, certain construction within a 100-year floodplain requires preparation of a statement of findings for floodplains.  

The site would be accessed primarily on existing roads.  The test hole boring would involve one time off-road access to the site and no construction of new roads in floodplains.  The project area delineated for testing and boring is not within a 100-year floodplain; therefore, a statement of findings for floodplains will not be prepared and the impact topic of floodplains is dismissed from this document.  
Archeological Resources 

In addition to the National Historic Preservation Act and the National Park Service 2006 Management Policies, the National Park Service’s Director’s Order-28B Archeology affirms a long-term commitment to the appropriate investigation, documentation, preservation, interpretation, and protection of archeological resources inside units of the National Park System.  As one of the principal stewards of America's heritage, the National Park Service is charged with the preservation of the commemorative, educational, scientific, and traditional cultural values of archeological resources for the benefit and enjoyment of present and future generations.  Archeological resources are nonrenewable and irreplaceable, so it is important that all management decisions and activities throughout the National Park System reflect a commitment to the conservation of archeological resources as elements of our national heritage. 

The proposed location and associated approach road was previously surveyed in the SBInet 14 Towers Class III Survey Report.  No known archeological resources were found within the Area of Potential Effect (APE) and would result in a finding of ’no historic properties affected'. 
The ORPI staff archaeologist would examine soils removed from the bore holes to determine if any cultural artifacts are present at depths (possibly inundated by floods at some point in the past).  If during drilling previously unknown archeological resources are discovered, all work in the immediate vicinity of the discovery would be halted until the resources could be identified and documented and, if the resources cannot be preserved in situ, an appropriate mitigation strategy would be developed in consultation with the state historic preservation officer and, if appropriate, any associated tribes.
Because the project would not disturb any known archeological sites, the effect of the project on archeological resources is expected to be negligible.  Because these effects are not measureable in degree, this topic is dismissed from further analysis in this document.
Historic Structures

The National Park Service, as steward of many of America's most important cultural resources, is charged to preserve historic properties for the enjoyment of present and future generations.  According to the National Park Service’s 2006 Management Policies and Director’s Order-28 Cultural Resource Management, management decisions and activities throughout the National Park System must reflect awareness of the irreplaceable nature of these resources (NPS 2006).  The National Park Service will protect and manage cultural resources in its custody through effective research, planning, and stewardship and in accordance with these policies and guidelines. 

The proposed location and associated approach road was previously surveyed in the SBInet 14 Towers Class III Survey Report.  No known historic resources were found within the Area of Potential Effect (APE) and would result in a finding of 'no historic properties affected'.  Therefore, the topic of historic structures has been dismissed from further analysis.

Paleontological Resources

According to 2006 Management Policies, paleontological resources (fossils), including both organic and mineralized remains in body or trace form, will be protected, preserved, and managed for public education, interpretation, and scientific research (NPS 2006).  There are no known paleontological resources in the vicinity of the proposed project area.  Therefore, this topic has been dismissed from detailed analysis.  
Ethnographic Resources

National Park Service’s Director’s Order-28 Cultural Resource Management defines ethnographic resources as any site, structure, object, landscape, or natural resource feature assigned traditional legendary, religious, subsistence, or other significance in the cultural system of a group traditionally associated with it.  According to DO-28 and Executive Order 13007 on sacred sites, the National Park Service should try to preserve and protect ethnographic resources.  

In consultation with Native American tribes, ethnographic resources are not known to exist in the proposed project area.  Native American tribes traditionally associated the monument were apprised of the proposed project in a letter dated June19, 2009, and no responses were received from these tribes.  

Cultural Landscapes

According to the National Park Service’s Director’s Order-28 Cultural Resource Management Guideline, a cultural landscape is a reflection of human adaptation and use of natural resources, and is often expressed in the way land is organized and divided, patterns of settlement, land use, systems of circulation, and the types of structures that are built.  Because no contributing structures are likely present within the project area, there would be no unacceptable impacts to cultural landscapes; this topic is dismissed from further analysis in this document.  
Museum Collections 

According to Director’s Order-24 Museum Collections, the National Park Service requires the consideration of impacts on museum collections (historic artifacts, natural specimens, and archival and manuscript material), and provides further policy guidance, standards, and requirements for preserving, protecting, documenting, and providing access to, and use of, National Park Service museum collections.  There are no museum collections in this area, therefore, this topic is dismissed from further analysis in this document.
Air Quality 

The Clean Air Act of 1963 (42 U.S.C. 7401 et seq.) was established to promote the public health and welfare by protecting and enhancing the nation’s air quality.  The act establishes specific programs that provide special protection for air resources and air quality related values associated with National Park Service units.  Section 118 of the Clean Air Act requires a park unit to meet all federal, state, and local air pollution standards.  Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument is designated as a Class II air quality area under the Clean Air Act.  A Class II designation indicates the maximum allowable increase in concentrations of pollutants over baseline concentrations of sulfur dioxide and particulate matter as specified in §163 of the Clean Air Act.  Further, the Clean Air Act provides that the federal land manager has an affirmative responsibility to protect air quality related values (including visibility, plants, animals, soils, water quality, cultural resources, and visitor health) from adverse pollution impacts (EPA 2000).

Construction activities such as drilling and operating heavy equipment could result in temporary increases of vehicle exhaust, emissions, and fugitive dust in the general project area.  Any exhaust, emissions, and fugitive dust generated from construction activities would be temporary and localized and would likely dissipate rapidly.  Overall, the project could result in a negligible degradation of local air quality, and such effects would be temporary, lasting only as long as construction.  Because there would be no effects on air quality, this topic is dismissed from further analysis in this document.
Soundscape Management 

In accordance with 2006 Management Policies and Director’s Order-47 Sound Preservation and Noise Management, an important component of the National Park Service’s mission is the preservation of natural soundscapes associated with national park units (NPS 2006).  Natural soundscapes exist in the absence of human-caused sound.  The natural ambient soundscape is the aggregate of all the natural sounds that occur in park units, together with the physical capacity for transmitting natural sounds.  Natural sounds occur within and beyond the range of sounds that humans can perceive and can be transmitted through air, water, or solid materials.  The frequencies, magnitudes, and durations of human-caused sound considered acceptable varies among National Park Service units as well as potentially throughout each park unit, being generally greater in developed areas and less in undeveloped areas.

The proposed location for the geotechnical drilling would occur in a remote area of the park not open to public access.  During boring, human-caused sounds would likely increase due to construction activities, equipment, vehicular traffic, and construction crews.  Any sounds generated from drilling would be temporary, lasting only as long as the drilling activity is generating the sounds, and would have a negligible to minor adverse impact on visitors and employees.  Because these effects are not measureable in degree, this topic is dismissed from further analysis in this document.
Lightscape Management 

In accordance with 2006 Management Policies, the National Park Service strives to preserve natural ambient lightscapes, which are natural resources and values that exist in the absence of human caused light (NPS 2006).  No drilling activities would be conducted at night and would not require supplemental lighting.  There would be no impacts, therefore this topic is dismissed from further analysis in this document.
Socioeconomics

The proposed action would neither change local and regional land use nor appreciably impact local businesses or other agencies.  There are no local businesses that conduct geotechnical drilling and the workforce would come from outside the local area.  Because the impacts to the socioeconomic environment would be negligible, this topic is dismissed.

Prime and Unique Farmlands 

The Farmland Protection Policy Act of 1981, as amended, requires federal agencies to consider adverse effects to prime and unique farmlands that would result in the conversion of these lands to non-agricultural uses.  Prime or unique farmland is classified by the U.S. Department of Agriculture's Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), and is defined as soil that particularly produces general crops such as common foods, forage, fiber, and oil seed; unique farmland produces specialty crops such as fruits, vegetables, and nuts.  According to the NRCS, the project area does not contain prime or unique farmlands (NRCS 2003).  Because there would be no effects on prime and unique farmlands, this topic is dismissed from further analysis in this document.
Indian Trust Resources 

Secretarial Order 3175 requires that any anticipated impacts to Indian trust resources from a proposed project or action by the Department of Interior agencies be explicitly addressed in environmental documents.  The federal Indian trust responsibility is a legally enforceable fiduciary obligation on the part of the United States to protect tribal lands, assets, resources, and treaty rights, and it represents a duty to carry out the mandates of federal law with respect to American Indian and Alaska Native tribes.

There are no Indian trust resources Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument.  The lands comprising the monument are not held in trust by the Secretary of the Interior for the benefit of Indians due to their status as Indians.  Because there are no Indian trust resources, this topic is dismissed from further analysis in this document.
Environmental Justice 

Executive Order 12898 General Actions to Address Environmental Justice in Minority Populations and Low‑Income Populations requires all federal agencies to incorporate environmental justice into their missions by identifying and addressing disproportionately high and adverse human health or environmental effects of their programs and policies on minorities and low‑income populations and communities.  Because the project is in a remote area, the proposed action would not have disproportionate health or environmental effects on minorities or low‑income populations or communities.  Because there would be no disproportionate effects, this topic is dismissed from further analysis in this document.

Climate Change and Sustainability

Although climatologists are unsure about the long-term results of global climate change, it is clear that the planet is experiencing a warming trend that affects ocean currents, sea levels, polar sea ice, and global weather patterns. Although these changes will likely affect winter precipitation patterns and amounts in the parks, it would be speculative to predict localized changes in temperature, precipitation, or other weather changes, in part because there are many variables that are not fully understood and there may be variables not currently defined.  The proposed drilling would not have an impact on the climate and this topic has been dismissed from detailed analysis.  
ALTERNATIVES

During June of 2009, an interdisciplinary team of National Park Service employees met to discuss the impacts of permitting geotechnical boring at the tower location in Senita Basin.  This meeting resulted in the definition of project objectives as described in the Purpose and Need, and a list of alternatives that could potentially meet these objectives.  A total of one action alternative and the no-action alternative were originally identified for this project.  DHS has identified the necessary locations where the towers must be built to meet their objectives.  One action alternative and the no-action alternative are carried forward for further evaluation in this environmental assessment.  A summary table comparing alternative components is presented at the end of this chapter.

Alternatives Carried Forward

Alternative A – No-Action 

Under this alternative, the geotechnical test hole drilling would not be permitted.  The Senita Basin tower is a critical part of the complete SBInet tower construction across the US border with Mexico.  Without this tower location the security of the southern border would continue to be at risk.
Alternative B – Permit soil testing for SBInet tower #303 

The purpose of this environmental assessment is to examine the environmental impacts associated with permitting geotechnical test hole boring and off-road access to one location in Senita Basin, at OPCNM.  The permit would allow a DHS contractor to drill three holes (6 inches in diameter and 45-60 ‘ deep) to provide soil compaction information needed to design the base for SBInet Tower #303.  Preliminary design specifications call for the tower to be 180 ‘ tall and soil compaction information is needed to design the base of the tower to meet all construction specifications and safety requirements.  Off-road travel of 75-100 ‘ will be required to access the site.  The proposed footprint of tower #303 is 150x150 ‘ and test drilling may occur anywhere within the designated footprint.
Mitigation Measures 
The following mitigation measures were developed to minimize the degree and/or severity of adverse effects and would be implemented during construction of the action alternative, as needed:   

· No columnar cacti would be disturbed.  Off-road access and the drilling site would be on areas designated by NPS to avoid impacts to columnar cacti.  
· All field activities would be conducted after July 31 and before March 15 to avoid impacts to the endangered Sonoran pronghorn.  
· Drilling will result in a greater volume of material than can be returned to the drilled hole. The excess volume will not be placed on the native desert surface, but will be immediately removed from the site. If spoil must be placed temporarily on the native surface, then the area where the spoil material will be placed will be prepared ahead of time in the following manner. The top few inches of soil (less than 6 inches) will be removed from the proposed spoil storage area, stored adjacent to the area and covered to protect from contamination. When the spoil is completely removed from the site, the surface few inches will be replaced and surface contours restored by hand raking.

· To minimize possible petrochemical leaks from construction equipment, all equipment must be in good working condition prior to accessing the site.  

· To minimize the potential for introducing invasive exotic plant species all construction equipment must be thoroughly washed prior to entering the project site.

· Contractors would be informed about special status species. Contract provisions will require the cessation of construction activities if a species were discovered in the project area, until park staff re-evaluates the project. This will allow modification of the contract for any protection measures determined necessary to protect the discovery.

· DHS would share the results of the drilling operation with the NPS. Specifically, the NPS is interested in the depth to bedrock.

· Should drilling unearth previously undiscovered cultural resources, work would stop in the area of any discovery and the monument would consult with the state historic preservation officer and the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, as necessary, according to §36 CFR 800.13, Post Review Discoveries.  In the unlikely event that human remains are discovered during construction, provisions outlined in the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (1990) would be followed.

· The National Park Service would ensure that all contractors and subcontractors are informed of the penalties for illegally collecting artifacts or intentionally damaging paleontological materials, archeological sites, or historic properties.  Contractors and subcontractors would also be instructed on procedures to follow in case previously unknown archeological resources are uncovered during construction. 

· Construction workers and supervisors would be informed about the special sensitivity of monument’s values, regulations, and appropriate housekeeping.

Alternatives Considered and Dismissed

Several tower locations were considered in discussions between monument staff and DHS, and these alternatives will be described in an environmental assessment currently being prepared by DHS to cover construction of eleven SBInet towers in the vicinity of OPCNM.  For the purposes of this analysis of permitting geotechnical drilling, there is only one location that meets the objectives of DHS and NPS regulations.  Therefore, no other alternatives were discussed and dismissed as a part of this analysis.  Please refer to the DHS environmental analysis (when it becomes available) for a more complete description of the alternatives that were dismissed as a part of the complete tower assessment analysis.
Alternative Summaries

Table 1 summarizes the major components of Alternatives A and B, and compares the ability of these alternatives to meet the project objectives (the objectives for this project are identified in the Purpose and Need chapter).  As shown in the following table, Alternative B meets each of the objectives identified for this project, while the No Action Alternative does not address all of the objectives.

Table 1 – Summary of Alternatives and How Each Alternative Meets Project Objectives

	Alternative Elements 
	Alternative A – No Action
	Alternative B – Permit Test Drilling

	Off-road access
	There would be no off-road access.
	There would be 75-100 ‘ of off-road access to the proposed site.

	Test hole drilling
	There would be no drilling.
	Three holes 6” in diameter and 45-60’ deep would be drilled.

	Project Objectives
	Meets Project Objectives?
	Meets Project Objectives?

	Provide soil compaction information
	No information would be collected
	Yes.  Test drilling would be permitted.

	Provide information needed to design critical communications towers.
	No.  Information needed to design communications towers would not be available.
	Yes.  The information needed for the design would be collected.

	Minimize impacts to park resources.
	Yes.  There would be no impacts
	Yes.  Site access and mitigation measures are designed to minimize impacts to resources.


Table 2 summarizes the anticipated environmental impacts for alternatives A and B.  Only those impact topics that have been carried forward for further analysis are included in this table.  The Environmental Consequences chapter provides a more detailed explanation of these impacts. 
Table 2 – Environmental Impact Summary by Alternative

	Impact Topic
	Alternative A – No Action
	Alternative B – Preferred Alternative

	Soils and 
Geology
	No Impact
	Test hole drilling would have a minor, localized, adverse impact on the soils and geology as the drilling will disturb surface soils and subsurface stratigraphy.

	Vegetation
	No Impact
	Site access and activities associated with drilling would have a minor, localized, adverse impact on vegetation of the access road and drilling site.  Impacts may include trampling, mortality and a loss of vigor.

	Wildlife
	No Impact
	Impacts to wildlife would be minor, localized, adverse and short-term as wildlife in the vicinity of the project area may be temporarily displaced by the drilling noise and presence of humans.

	Special Status
Species
	No Impact
	It is not known if special status species would be present on the site during project activity.  If present, the Sonoran pronghorn and/or the cactus ferruginous pygmy owl could be temporarily displaced by the drilling activities and presence of humans.  These impacts would be short-term, minor and adverse.  These species are expected to return to the site as soon as the project is complete.


Identification of the Environmentally Preferred Alternative

The environmentally preferred alternative is determined by applying the criteria suggested in the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA), which guides the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ). The CEQ provides direction that “[t]he environmentally preferable alternative is the alternative that would promote the national environmental policy as expressed in NEPA’s §101:

1.  fulfill the responsibilities of each generation as trustee of the environment for succeeding generations;

2.  assure for all generations safe, healthful, productive, and esthetically and culturally pleasing surroundings;

3.  attain the widest range of beneficial uses of the environment without degradation, risk of health or safety, or other undesirable and unintended consequences;

4.  preserve important historic, cultural and natural aspects of our national heritage and maintain, wherever possible, an environment that supports diversity and variety of individual choice;

5.  achieve a balance between population and resource use that will permit high standards of living and a wide sharing of life’s amenities; and

6.  enhance the quality of renewable resources and approach the maximum attainable recycling of depletable resources.

Alternative A, no-action, meets many of the evaluation criteria, specifically numbers 1, 4, 5 and 6.  This alternative does not provide for the need for human health and safety as described in numbers 2 and 3.  The boring is needed to ensure proper design for SBInet tower #303.  The tower in turn is designed to enhance human health and safety through border security.  

Alternative B is the environmentally preferred alternative because it best addresses these six evaluation factors.  Alternative B, Geotechnical Drilling for Tower 303 at Senita Basin, would provide a working environment for monument staff and DHS that helps meets health and safety requirements, while minimizing environmental impacts to the extent possible.  The test boring will enable DHS to collect soil compaction data needed to design Tower 303 to meet all health and safety specifications.  The eventual construction of the tower will allow for improved Border Patrol efficiency.  
ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES 
This chapter analyzes the potential environmental consequences, or impacts, that would occur as a result of implementing the proposed project.  Topics analyzed in this chapter include paleontological resources, visitor use and experience, and park operations.  Direct, indirect, and cumulative effects, are analyzed for each resource topic carried forward.  Potential impacts are described in terms of type, context, duration, and intensity.  General definitions are defined as follows, while more specific impact thresholds are given for each resource at the beginning of each resource section.
· Type describes the classification of the impact as either beneficial or adverse, direct or indirect:

· Beneficial: A positive change in the condition or appearance of the resource or a change that moves the resource toward a desired condition.

· Adverse: A change that moves the resource away from a desired condition or detracts from its appearance or condition.

· Direct: An effect that is caused by an action and occurs in the same time and place.

· Indirect: An effect that is caused by an action but is later in time or farther removed in distance, but is still reasonably foreseeable.

· Context describes the area or location in which the impact will occur.  Are the effects site-specific, local, regional, or even broader?

· Duration describes the length of time an effect will occur, either short-term or long-term:

· Short-term impacts generally last only during drilling, and the resources resume their pre-construction conditions following drilling.
· Long-term impacts last beyond the drilling period, and the resources may not resume their pre-drilling conditions for a longer period of time following construction.

· Intensity describes the degree, level, or strength of an impact.  For this analysis, intensity has been categorized into negligible, minor, moderate, and major.  Because definitions of intensity vary by resource topic, intensity definitions are provided separately for each impact topic analyzed in this environmental assessment.
Cumulative Effects
The Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations, which implement the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (42 USC 4321 et seq.), require assessment of cumulative impacts in the decision‑making process for federal projects.  Cumulative impacts are defined as "the impact on the environment which results from the incremental impact of the action when added to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions regardless of what agency (federal or non-federal) or person undertakes such other actions" (40 CFR 1508.7).  Cumulative impacts are considered for both the no-action and preferred alternative.  

Cumulative impacts were determined by combining the impacts of the preferred alternative with other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions.  Therefore, it was necessary to identify other ongoing or reasonably foreseeable future projects at Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument and, if applicable, the surrounding region.  Because the scope of this project is relatively small, the geographic and temporal scope of the cumulative analysis is similarly small.  The geographic scope for this analysis includes actions within the monument’s boundaries, while the temporal scope includes projects within a range of approximately ten years.  Given this, the following projects were identified for the purpose of conducting the cumulative effects analysis, listed from past to future:
· SBInet Tower Construction:  DHS proposes to construct a network of eleven towers in and adjacent to the monument.  Five towers are proposed on lands administered by NPS, and an additional tower is on an inholding of Arizona State Trust Lands within the legislated boundary of the monument.  Two towers are proposed on adjacent lands administered by the Bureau of Land Management, one on the US Fish and Wildlife Service Cabeza Prieta Wildlife Refuge, one on lands administered by the General Services Administration at the US Port of Entry in Lukeville, and one at the Border Patrol Ajo Station in Why, AZ.  
· Border-Related Law Enforcement Operations: Traffic on existing NPS public and administrative roads in OPCNM has changed due to NPS and DHS operations. Traffic volume—particularly heavy truck traffic—as well as traffic speed has increased. These changes have necessitated increased road maintenance, road widening and road deepening. Ongoing and cumulative impacts include changes to watersheds, increasing wildlife mortality, and an increased potential for spreading invasive plants.
· Pedestrian Fence.  DHS constructed approximately five miles of pedestrian fence along the border with Mexico.  There was substantial ground disturbance during construction of the fence, including digging five miles of 6’ deep footers and construction of additional access roads immediately adjacent to the fence.  There is recurring maintenance of the fence and the access road, and ongoing issues requiring maintenance related to drainages along the fence that involves sediment removal. Ongoing and cumulative impacts include changes in hydrology, xeroriparian vegetation, and sedimentation or erosion. 

· Off Road Travel.  There are ongoing and cumulative impacts from substantial off-road travel and associated soil disturbance by illegal activities and associated interdiction efforts.  Off-road travel for the purposes of this document includes ‘cross-country’ travel of both foot and vehicle traffic.
· Quitobaquito Pond Maintenance.  The pond started losing water in 2006.  There are ongoing efforts to reduce water loss from the pond.  There are a number of alternatives being considered and the preferred alternative may involve ground disturbing activities.  

· Facilities Maintenance.  There are a number of ongoing facilities maintenance projects that involve minimal ground disturbance such as: installation of gates along park administrative site roads, reconstruction of picnic ramadas, rehabilitation of the campground dump station, and culvert replacement. 

· Facilities Construction.  There are two new office buildings proposed for construction adjacent to the maintenance facility.  One would house law enforcement operations and the other the resource division.  This construction would involve new ground disturbance, but it would be in the existing administrative site boundaries.  

Soils and Geology
Intensity Level Definitions

Impact intensities for soils were derived from the available soils information and park staff observations of the effects on soils from past activities.
Negligible: The impact is at the lowest levels of detection and causes very little or no physical disturbance /removal, compaction, unnatural erosion, when compared with current conditions.

Minor: The impact is slight but detectable in some areas, with few perceptible effects of physical disturbance/removal, compaction, or unnatural erosion of soils.

Moderate:  The impact is readily apparent in some areas and has measurable effects of physical disturbance/removal, compaction, or unnatural erosion of soils.

Major:
The impact is readily apparent in several areas and has severe effects of physical disturbance/removal, compaction, or unnatural erosion of soils.

Impacts of Alternative A (No-Action Alternative)

The no-action alternative would result in no impacts to the soil and geology resources of the monument.  There would be no off-road travel to access the site and no test boring.  

Cumulative Effects:   All of the projects listed under the cumulative effects section would adversely impact soils.  Impacts from Quitobaquito Pond maintenance, Facilities maintenance and facilities construction are negligible in the context of ongoing activities as all are limited to small areas and are within or immediately adjacent to previously disturbed sites.  The construction and maintenance of the pedestrian fence and associated border road, the proposed SBInet towers, the continued Off-Road Travel, and Border-Related Law Enforcement Activities identified in the cumulative scenario are adversely affecting the soil resource.  These impacts are widespread across the monument and on lands adjacent to the monument.  The impacts include: removal of soil, soil surface disturbance, soil compaction, disturbance of the soil crust, hydrological changes, and wind and water soil erosion and deposition.  Ongoing activities are having a moderate to major impact on the soil resource.  There would be no additional impact to the soil and geology resources from the no action alternative.  Because there is a negligible effect to the soil and bedrock geology resources under this alternative, it would not incrementally add to the overall cumulative effect.  

Conclusion:  The no-action alternative would result in no impacts to the soil and geology resources because no test boring would be conducted.  As such, this alternative would not contribute to any cumulative disturbance of soil and geology resources, when considered with other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions.
Impacts of Alternative B (Preferred Alternative)

The preferred alternative would result in minor, adverse, and localized impacts to the soil and geology resources.  Soil resources would be impacted along the 75-100 foot off-road access route and on the drilling area (no more than 150x150 ‘ within proposed tower site).  There would be short-term, localized, minor adverse impacts to the soil resources.  Off-road travel and the boring site would be designated by NPS staff to minimize impacts to the soils.  There would be minor, short-term, adverse impacts to the soils as there would be soil surface disturbance on the proposed tower site, and on the off-road access area.  The soil surface material would be spread on the boring holes to return the appearance to pre-boring conditions and disturbances on the site and access road would be obliterated as much as possible.

Geologic resources would be impacted on three test hole borings six inches in diameter and 45-60‘ deep.  The impacts to geologic resources would be long-term, localized, adverse and minor.  The original stratigraphy of alluvial materials would be disrupted, however, the extent of the disturbance is minimal.  The drilling spoils would immediately be used to refill the holes, excess spoil will be removed from the site, and no chemical drilling fluids would be used, thus preventing contamination of the site.  

Cumulative Effects: The cumulative impacts would be similar to those described under the no action alternative.  Although there is a minor impact to the soil and geology resources on the proposed project site and access corridor, these impacts are localized to a very small area and the disturbances would be obliterated following the drilling.  The impacts from the preferred alternative would be negligible in the context of the overall cumulative effect.

Conclusion:  The preferred alternative, if mitigation recommendations are carried out, would result in minor, localized impacts to the soil and geology resources on the drilling site and access corridor.  Because these impacts are restricted to a relatively small area, contributions to any cumulative effects to soil and geology resources would be negligible when considered with other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions.  

Vegetation
Intensity Level Definitions

Available information on known vegetation in the project area was compiled. Information from field studies of vegetation associations, plant types, and exotic species were recorded.  Predictions about short- and long-term site impacts were based on previous studies of vegetation impacts in the monument.  The thresholds for this impact assessment are as follows:

Negligible: No native vegetation would be affected or some individual native plants could be affected in localized areas. The abundance or distribution of vegetation would not be affected or slightly affected. Ecological processes and biological productivity would not be affected.

Minor: The alternative would affect the abundance or distribution of individual plants in a localized area, but would not affect the viability of local or regional populations or associated communities. Mitigation to offset adverse effects, such as revegetation and weed control would be necessary and would be effective.

Moderate: The alternative would affect some individual native plants communities and the loss or disturbance of vegetation would be readily noticeable and measurable. Ecological and biological productivity would be disrupted in the disturbed area. Mitigation to offset adverse effects, such as revegetation and weed control would be necessary and would likely be successful.

Major: The alternative would have a considerable effect on native plant populations and affect a relatively large area. Mitigation measures to offset the adverse effects would be required, extensive, and success of the mitigation measures would not be guaranteed.

Impacts of Alternative A (No-Action Alternative)

No boring or off-road access would be conducted. The no-action alternative would result in no impacts to the vegetation at the Monument.    

Cumulative Effects: All of the projects listed under the cumulative effects section would adversely impact the vegetation resources of the monument.  Impacts from Quitobaquito Pond maintenance, facilities maintenance and facilities construction are negligible in the context of ongoing activities, as all are within or immediately adjacent to previously disturbed areas, and would be designed to minimize the loss of vegetation.  The construction and maintenance of the pedestrian fence and associated border road, the proposed SBInet towers, the continued off-road travel and border-related law enforcement activities identified in the cumulative scenario are adversely affecting the vegetation.  These impacts are widespread across the monument and on lands adjacent to the monument.  The impacts include: removal of vegetation, disturbance of vegetation that can result in a loss of vigor or mortality, and the eventual loss of or change in vegetation associated with hydrologic changes and soil erosion, deposition and compaction.  Ongoing activities are having a moderate to major impact on the vegetation resource.  There would be no additional impact to vegetation from the no action alternative.  Because there is a no impact to vegetation under this alternative, it would not incrementally add to the overall cumulative effect.  

Conclusion:  The no-action alternative would not result in impacts to the vegetation resources because no test boring would be conducted.  As such, this alternative would not contribute to any cumulative disturbance of vegetation, when considered with other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions.
Impacts of Alternative B (Preferred Alternative)

The preferred alternative would result in minor, adverse, short-term localized impacts to vegetation resources.  Vegetation would be impacted along the 75-100 foot off-road access route and on the drilling area (no more than 150x150 ‘ within proposed tower site).  Off-road travel and the boring site would be designated by NPS staff to minimize impacts to plants and soils and no columnar cacti would be disturbed.  There would be minor impacts to the vegetation as there would be vegetation removal on the three drilling sites, and disturbance to vegetation from associated drilling equipment on the tower site and along the off-road access corridor.  The site soil surface material would be spread on the boring holes and disturbances on the site and access road would be obliterated as much as possible, allowing natural revegetation of the site in the absence of additional site disturbance.  

Cumulative Effects: The cumulative effects to vegetation are similar to those described for the no action alternative.  Although there are minor direct and indirect impacts on vegetation in the proposed project site and access corridor, these impacts are localized to a very small area and therefore, these additional impacts would be negligible in the context of the overall cumulative effect.

Conclusion:  The preferred alternative would result in minor, localized impacts to vegetation on the drilling site and access corridor.  Because these impacts are restricted to a relatively small area, contributions to any cumulative effects to vegetation resources would be negligible when considered with other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions. 
Wildlife 
Intensity Level Definitions

Available information on known wildlife was compiled.  Predictions about short- and long-term site impacts were based on existing data from the monument.  The thresholds for this impact assessment are as follows:

Negligible: Wildlife would not be affected or the effects would be at or below the level of detection, and the changes would be so slight that they would not be of any measurable or perceptible consequence to wildlife populations.

Minor: Effects to wildlife species would be detectable, although the effects would be localized, and would be small and of little consequence to the species' population. Mitigation measures, if needed to offset adverse effects, would be simple and successful.

Moderate: Effects to wildlife would be readily detectable, long-term and localized, with consequences at the population level. Mitigation measures, if needed to offset adverse effects, would be extensive and likely successful.


Major: Effects to wildlife would be obvious, long-term, and would have substantial consequences to wild-life populations in the region. Extensive mitigation measures would be needed to offset any adverse effects and their success would not be guaranteed.

Impacts of Alternative A (No-Action Alternative)

No boring or off-road access would be conducted. The no-action alternative would result in no impacts to wildlife of the monument.    

Cumulative Effects: The projects listed under the cumulative effects section could adversely impact the wildlife resources of the monument, except for Quitobaquito Pond maintenance.  Pond maintenance is designed to improve aquatic species habitat, and to maintain a dependable water source for all wildlife species.  Impacts from facilities maintenance and facilities construction are negligible, as all are within or immediately adjacent to previously disturbed areas and wildlife in these areas are adapted to disturbance.  The construction and maintenance of the pedestrian fence and associated border road, the proposed SBInet towers, the continued off-road travel identified in the cumulative scenario are adversely affecting wildlife.  These impacts are widespread across the monument and on lands adjacent to the monument.  The impacts include: harassment, loss of habitat, direct mortality from vehicles, the inability to access water sources, water resource contamination due to the presence of people, and the inability to manage water sources due to safety concerns.   Ongoing activities are having a moderate to major impact on wildlife resources.  There would be no additional impact to wildlife from the no action alternative.  Because there is no impact under this alternative, it would not incrementally add to the overall cumulative effect.  

Conclusion:  The no-action alternative would not result in impacts to wildlife because no test boring would be conducted.  As such, this alternative would not contribute to any cumulative disturbance of wildlife, when considered with other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions.  

Impacts of Alternative B (Preferred Alternative)

The preferred alternative would result in minor, adverse, short-term, localized impacts to wildlife. Wildlife in the vicinity of Senita Basin and on the project area would be impacted during boring activities.  Wildlife in the vicinity would likely leave the area while boring activities are present, but are expected to return following completion of the project.  Wildlife habitat such as burrows could be impacted on the drilling site and access road, and wildlife species could reconstruct these burrows or relocate to adjacent undisturbed sites.  No mortality of any wildlife species is expected as a result of this project.  

Cumulative Effects: The cumulative effects to wildlife species would be similar to those described for the no action alternative.  There would be a minor impact to wildlife on and adjacent to the proposed project site and access corridor.  However, impacts from the proposal would be localized to a very small area and therefore, these additional impacts would be negligible in the context of the overall cumulative effect.

Conclusion:  The preferred alternative would result in minor, localized impacts to wildlife in the areas on and adjacent to the drilling site and access corridor.  Because access and drilling impacts are restricted to a relatively small area for a short time period, contributions to any cumulative effects to wildlife resources would be negligible when considered with other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions.  

Special Status Species

Intensity Level Definitions

Available information on known special status species was compiled.  Predictions about short- and long-term site impacts were based on existing data from the monument.  The thresholds for this impact assessment are as follows:

Negligible:  Impacts would result in a change to a population or individuals of a species of special concern, but the change would be well within the range of natural fluctuations.

Minor: An action that would affect a few individuals of a species of special concern or have very localized impacts upon their habitat. The change would have barely perceptible consequences to the species or habitat function. Sufficient habitat would remain functional to maintain species viability.  Impacts would be outside of critical reproduction periods.  Mitigation measures, if needed to offset adverse effects, would be simple and successful.

Moderate: An action that would cause measurable effects on: (1) a relatively small percentage of the species population, (2) the existing dynamics between multiple species (e.g., predator-prey, herbivore-forage, vegetation structure-wildlife breeding habitat), or (3) a relatively large habitat area or important habitat attributes. A population or habitat might deviate from normal levels under existing conditions, but would remain indefinitely viable within the park unit.  Response to disturbance by some individuals could be expected, with some negative impacts to feeding, reproduction, or other factors impacting population levels.  Mitigation measures, if needed to offset adverse effects, could be extensive, but would likely be successful.

Major: An action that would have drastic consequences for a species population, dynamics between multiple species, or almost all available unique habitat. A population or its habitat would be altered from normal levels under existing conditions, and the species would be at risk of extirpation from the park unit. Frequent responses to disturbance by some individuals would be expected, with negative impacts to feeding, reproduction, or other factors resulting in a decrease in population levels.  Extensive mitigation measures would be needed to offset any adverse effects and their success would not be guaranteed.

Impacts of Alternative A (No-Action Alternative)

No boring or off-road access would be conducted. The no-action alternative would result in no impacts to special status species of the monument.    

Cumulative Effects: The projects listed under the cumulative effects section would adversely impact some special status species of the monument, except for Quitobaquito Pond maintenance.  Pond maintenance is designed to improve aquatic species habitat primarily for the endangered Quitobaquito pupfish and the rare Sonoyta mud turtle, and to maintain a dependable water source for all wildlife species.  Impacts from facilities maintenance and facilities construction are negligible, as all are within or immediately adjacent to previously disturbed areas and there are no known special status near the proposed project area.  The construction and maintenance of the pedestrian fence and associated border road, the proposed SBInet towers, and the continued off-road travel, and border-related law enforcement operations identified in the cumulative scenario are adversely affecting special status species.  These cumulative impacts are widespread across the monument and on lands adjacent to the monument.  Many of these disturbances are occurring in or adjacent to habitat for special status species including: the critically endangered Sonoran pronghorn, the endangered lesser long-nosed bat, and the recently delisted cactus ferruginous pygmy owl.  The impacts include: harassment, loss of habitat, human presence at night, and loss of forage species.  Ongoing activities are having a major impact on the Sonoran pronghorn, and minor to moderate impacts on the lesser long nosed bat and cactus ferruginous pygmy owl.  There would be no additional impact to special status species from the no action alternative.  Because there is no impact under this alternative, it would not incrementally add to the overall cumulative effect.  

Conclusion:  The no-action alternative would not result in impacts to special status species because no test boring would be conducted.  As such, this alternative would not contribute to any cumulative disturbance of these species, when considered with other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions.  

Impacts of Alternative B (Preferred Alternative)

The preferred alternative could result in minor, adverse, short-term, localized impacts to the Sonoran pronghorn and the cactus ferruginous pygmy owl if they are present in the vicinity of the proposed drill site at the time of entry. If present, pronghorns and pygmy owls would likely leave the area while boring activities are present, but are expected to return following completion of the project.  No entry to the proposed tower site would be allowed between March 15 and July 31 in order to avoid harassment of the Sonoran pronghorn during their critical fawning season.  The lesser long-nosed bat would not be impacted by the preferred alternative as they are present in the area at night when no project activities would be conducted.  No mortality of any special status species would result from implementation this project.  

Cumulative Effects: The cumulative effects of the preferred alternative would be similar to the impacts of the no action alternatives.  There could be a minor impact to special status species (i.e. the Sonoran pronghorn) if they happen to be present in the vicinity of the tower site during drilling activities.  The pronghorn would be temporarily displaced and could return to the area following drilling.  These potential impacts would be localized to a very small area and therefore, would be negligible in the context of the overall cumulative effect.

Conclusion:  The preferred alternative could result in minor, localized impacts to the Sonoran pronghorn and cactus ferruginous pygmy owl if they are present in the vicinity during entry and drilling at the proposed tower site.  No impacts to the lesser long-nosed bat are anticipated as a result of this project.  Because access and drilling impacts are restricted to a relatively small area for a short time period, contributions to any cumulative effects to special status species would be negligible when considered with other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions.  

Unacceptable Impacts, Impairment, and Appropriate Use

Impairment and Conservation of Park Resources and Values

National Park Service’s Management Policies, 2006 require analysis of potential effects to determine whether or not actions would impair park resources.  The fundamental purpose of the national park system, established by the Organic Act and reaffirmed by the General Authorities Act, as amended, begins with a mandate to conserve park resources and values. National Park Service managers must always seek ways to avoid, or to minimize to the greatest degree practicable, adversely impacting park resources and values. 

An impact to any park resource or value may, but does not necessarily, constitute an impairment, but an impact would be more likely to constitute an impairment when there is a major or severe adverse effect upon a resource or value whose conservation is: 

· necessary to fulfill specific purposes identified in the establishing legislation or proclamation of the park; 

· key to the natural or cultural integrity of the park; or 

· identified as a goal in the park’s general management plan or other relevant NPS planning documents. 

The NPS’ threshold for considering whether there could be an impairment is based on major, adverse (or in other words, significant adverse) effects. This EA identifies less than major effects for all resource topics.  Guided by this analysis and the Superintendent’s professional judgment, there would be no impairment of park resources and values from implementation of either alternative. 

Unacceptable Impacts  
The NPS must prevent any activities that would impair park resources and values. The impact threshold at which impairment occurs is not always readily apparent. Therefore, the Service will apply a standard that offers greater assurance that impairment will not occur. The Service will do this by avoiding impacts that it determines to be unacceptable. These are impacts that fall short of impairment, but are still not acceptable within a particular park’s environment. To determine if unacceptable impacts could occur to the resources and values of the parks, the impacts of proposed actions in this environmental assessment were evaluated based on park research on resources, and compared to the guidance on unacceptable impacts provided in Management Policies 1.4.7.1 that defines unacceptable impacts as impacts that, individually or cumulatively, would:
· Be inconsistent with a park’s purposes or values, or 

· Impede the attainment of a park’s desired future conditions for natural and cultural resources as identified through the park’s planning process, or 

· Create an unsafe or unhealthful environment for visitors or employees, or 

· Diminish opportunities for current or future generations to enjoy, learn about, or be inspired by park resources or values, or 

· Unreasonably interfere with: 

o Park programs or activities, or 

o An appropriate use, or 

o The atmosphere of peace and tranquility, or the natural soundscape maintained in wilderness and natural, historic, or commemorative locations within the park. 

o NPS concessioner or contractor operations or services. 

Unacceptable Impacts Determination

Would any of the alternatives result in impacts that, individually or cumulatively, be inconsistent with the park’s purpose or values?

No alternatives would result in impacts that, individually or cumulatively, are inconsistent with the park’s purposes or values.  Alternative B, (preferred), the boring of test holes and associated access road, would result in very localized impacts on soils, vegetation and wildlife.  Alternative A (no action) would have no impacts on resources.  

Would any alternatives result in impacts that, individually or cumulatively, would impede the attainment of the park’s desired future conditions for natural and cultural resources as identified through the park’s planning process?

Alternative A (no action) or Alternative B (preferred) would not impede the attainment of the park’s desired future conditions as identified in the park’s General Management Plan or other planning documents.  The park would continue to strive to protect the park as a representative sample of natural and cultural resources of the Sonoran desert without interference or conflicts from the goals of or the alternatives in this environmental assessment.  Testing for the proposed site is also outside of wilderness, so no immediate impacts to designate wilderness would occur from the preferred alternative.  
Would any alternatives result in impacts that, individually or cumulatively, would create an unsafe or unhealthful environment for visitors or employees?
The area subject to soils testing is currently closed to the public due to potential safety concerns related to illegal border crossings by drug smugglers and undocumented aliens.  Alternative A (no action) or Alternative B (preferred) would have no impacts on park visitors.  Actions proposed in alternative B would be closely monitored to ensure the safety of NPS employees and contractors.  
Would any of the alternatives result in impacts that, individually or cumulatively, would diminish opportunities for current or future generations to enjoy, learn about, or be inspired by park resources or values? 

Alternative A (no action) or Alternative B (preferred) would not interfere or diminish opportunities for current or future generations to enjoy, learn about, or be inspired by park resources or values.  The area that the proposal is located is closed to the public, and activities associated with constructing an access road or conducting soil testing would not be noticeable by the public.

Would any alternatives result in impacts that, individually or cumulatively, would unreasonably interfere with 1) park programs or activities, 2) an appropriate use, 3) the atmosphere of peace and tranquility, or the natural soundscape maintained in wilderness and natural, historic, or commemorative locations within the park, or 4) NPS concessioner or contractor operations or services?

Alternative A (no action) or Alternative B (preferred) would not unreasonably interfere with any park programs or activities, or an appropriate use in the park.  Regardless of the alternative, the Senita Basin area is currently closed to the public.  If the area reopens, the preferred alternative would be complete and any resource impacts would be mitigated.    Any noise-related impacts associated with boring test holes would be short-term, lasting only as long as construction.  Additionally, no alternatives would affect concessioner or contract operations as none exist in the park.

Appropriate Use

Section 1.5 of Management Policies (2006), “Appropriate Use of the Parks,” directs that the National Park Service must ensure that park uses that are allowed would not cause impairment of, or unacceptable impacts on, park resources and values. A new form of park use may be allowed within a park only after a determination has been made in the professional judgment of the park manager that it will not result in unacceptable impacts.  

Section 8.1.2 of Management Policies (2006), Process for Determining Appropriate Uses, provides evaluation factors for determining appropriate uses. All proposals for park uses are evaluated for”:

· consistency with applicable laws, executive orders, regulations, and policies; 

· consistency with existing plans for public use and resource management; 

· actual and potential effects on park resources and values; 

· total costs to the Service; and 

· whether the public interest will be served. 

Testing soil stability for SBInet tower placement is in the best interest of the public and of our nation’s security.  The long term goals associated with tower placement is to reduce illegal entry into the United States on park lands, and reduce impacts associated with illegal entry.  Testing associated with tower placement would not result in added costs to the service, and is not inconsistent with any of park visitor and/or resource management plans.  Therefore, the NPS has determined that the proposed action of soils testing is an appropriate use. 
Consultation and Coordination

Agency Consultation

In accordance with the Endangered Species Act, the National Park Service contacted the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) and Arizona Game and Fish Department regarding this proposal.  The monument determined that there is “no effect” to threatened or endangered species and no consultation is required with FWS.
The project area was surveyed and it was determined that no cultural properties are in the area of potential effect and this resulting in “no historic properties affected” and this project is covered under the programmatic agreement with the Arizona State Office of Historic Preservation.  
Native American Consultation

Members and staff of the Tohono O’odham Tribe were contacted at the beginning of this project to determine if they wanted to be involved in the environmental compliance process.  None of the tribal members contacted responded to the initial scoping.  
Environmental Assessment Review and List of Recipients
The environmental assessment will be released for public review in July 2009 and is subject to a 30-day public comment period. To inform the public of the availability of the environmental assessment, the National Park Service will publish and distribute a letter or press release to various agencies, tribes, and members of the public on the monument’s mailing list, as well as place an ad in the local newspaper.  Copies of the document will also be available for review at the monument’s visitor center and on the internet at http://parkplanning.nps.gov/orpi.  The public is encouraged to submit their comments on this website during the review period.
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Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, Ajo, Arizona:
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