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Comment Response Matrix 
Draft Environmental Assessment 

For the Proposed SBInet Ajo-1 Tower Project Ajo Station’s Area of Responsibility 
U.S. Border Patrol, Tucson Sector 

# Comment Reviewer Response 

1

The NPS recognizes that it is the intent of Customs and Border Protection (CBP) to 
strive to minimize and reduce the level of cross border violators (CBV) and 
corresponding CBP off-road vehicle use in wilderness, in part by leveraging the 
tactical advantage of enhanced CBV detection capabilities of the proposed action and 
by planning for and using wilderness-friendly interdiction techniques when 
appropriate. The analysis repeatedly calls out indirect benefits that would result from 
enhanced detection capabilities associated with the proposed action.  The analysis 
does not, however, quantify the extent to which CBV traffic and CBP traffic can 
reasonably be expected to be reduced.  The NPS requests such a quantitative 
discussion that describes the anticipated reduction in off-road travel and the time 
frame in which these reductions are expected. 

National Park Service 
(NPS) 

Included text in resource sections indicating 
the success observed as part of similar 
operations in the Altar Valley in the Tucson 
Sector and Yuma Sector would be expected 
with the Ajo-1 project.  A reduction in illegal 
traffic could be observed within 1 year of the 
towers becoming operation and accepted by 
USBP.   Cross border violations were reduce 
by 70 and 95 percent in the Altar Valley and 
Yuma Sector, respectively.  Further, the 
enforcement zone was reduced from 45 miles 
north of the international border to 0 to 10 
miles north of the international border in the 
Altar Valley.   

2

The NPS also recognizes the need for a monitoring strategy to assess whether 
anticipated benefits to resources do, in fact, occur following project implementation.  
The NPS encourages CBP to participate in the development and implementation of 
such a strategy. Similarly, the NPS encourages CBP to set a timeline for developing 
and implementing standard operating procedures (SOP) for agents operating in 
wilderness that will help to accomplish the important project objective of resource 
benefits.   

NPS 

Added a monitoring subsection under 
Section 2.3.6 that states, “USBP in 
coordination with USFWS has developed 
monitoring strategies to monitor operations 
associated with the SBInet Ajo-1 Tower 
Project.  These strategies were developed as 
part of formal Section 7 consultation process 
pursuant to the ESA and are included as part 
of USFWS’s biological opinion (BO 
[AESO/SE 22410-F-2009-0089 and 22410-
1989-0078-R6]).  Data collected as part of 
the monitoring strategy would be used to 
monitor the success of the SBInet Ajo-1 
Tower Project.  These data are considered 
law enforcement sensitive information and 
would not be made available to the public.  
Further, USBP would continue reporting 
procedures to land managers per the 2006 
MOU (DHS 2006).” 
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U.S. Border Patrol, Tucson Sector 

# Comment Reviewer Response 

3

The analysis relies heavily on the assertion that the proposed engineering study will 
be completed and will yield mitigation measures that will be implemented.  The NPS 
requests that the analysis more fully disclose the impacts that will occur in the 
intervening time between Ajo-1 Tower Project initiation and the completion of 
anticipated future road upgrades.  The NPS also requests that CBP develop a plan and 
schedule for road upgrades so that it can understand when impacts from road-related 
activities and use will be reduced. 

NPS 

Additional analysis was added for soils 
(Section 3.3), hydrology and groundwater 
(Section 3.4), surface waters (Section 3.5), 
and floodplains to address the severity of 
impacts during the interim period between 
the completion of road activities and road 
upgrades.  A detailed road plan will be 
provided to OPCNM in 2010.  Currently, a 
schedule for road upgrades is not available. 

4

The analysis of the wilderness resource examines impacts to views from designated 
wilderness but does not account for impacts on other wilderness characteristics 
defined by the Wilderness Act, such as opportunities to experience solitude, 
unconfined recreation, and naturalness.  The NPS requests that the analysis discuss 
the impacts of the project, including both the presence of the towers and their 
monitoring functions, on such wilderness characteristics. 

NPS 

Added a discussion in Section 3.2 indicating 
the proposed project would have a long-term, 
moderate adverse affect on wilderness 
qualities such as opportunities to experience 
solitude, unconfined recreation, and 
naturalness. 

5

The analysis describes impacts to 18.8 acres of soils but fails to indicate that the 
project will consist of numerous linear road features distributed over a large 
geographic area with impacts that will be different and more difficult to mitigate than 
those on a single site.  The NPS requests that the analysis be modified to reflect this 
fact.

The NPS requests that the document be modified to indicate that the described 
erosion hazard classifications are for undisturbed soils and that BMP’s will not be 
sufficient to mitigate impacts of the access route to Tower TCA-AJO-310. 

The NPS requests that the document indicate that erosion, once triggered on Antho, 
Gilman, and Laveen soils, would progress for many decades. 

NPS 

Added text in Section 3.3 addressing the 
geographic extent of road impacts and 
difficulties of mitigation.  Also added 
language that erosion hazards presented are 
for undisturbed soils and Antho, Gilman, and 
Laveen soils are susceptible to erosion when 
disturbed.  Added language that erosion 
could be long-term on Antho, Gilman, and 
Laveen soils once erosion is inititated.   

6
The NPS requests that the analysis specifically discuss the impacts of Tower TCA-
AJO-310 on floodplains.  The southern section of the access route passes through 
soils that are susceptible to erosion and there are signs of floodplain instability from 
current and previous disturbances. 

NPS 

Expanded the analysis in Section 3.6 to 
discuss impacts on floodplains especially in 
the vicinity of the new road to TCA-AJO-
310. 
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7

The NPS requests that the impacts of past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future 
expansions of CBP agents working in the project area be more explicitly accounted 
for in the cumulative impacts analysis.  The NPS requests that the cumulative impacts 
analysis more thoroughly discuss the impacts of off-road and on-road CBP traffic on 
NPS resources including soils, hydrology, vegetation, wildlife and wildlife habitat, 
floodplains, and cultural resources. 

NPS 

Additional analysis regarding CBP 
operations associated with the proposed 
towers was added to soils (Section 3.3), 
hydrology (Section 3.4), vegetation (Section 
3.7), wildlife and wildlife habitat (Section 
3.8), floodplains (Section 3.6), and cultural 
resources (Section 3.10).  

8
The NPS requests that the cumulative impacts analysis be expanded to include 
discussion of cumulative impacts on wilderness and hydrology, as these topics are not 
addressed in the cumulative impacts section of the document. NPS 

Cumulative impacts associated with 
wilderness (Section 4.4.2) and hydrology 
(Section 4.4.4) has been added to the 
document.   

9

Given the size and scope of the Ajo-1 Tower Project, and its proximity to the Organ 
Pipe Cactus National Monument (OPCNM) and the sensitive species and resources 
therein, it is necessary to conduct a full Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) in 
accordance with the process established under the National Environmental Policy Act 
(NEPA).  The waiver of 36 federal laws, including NEPA, issued April 1, 2008, by 
former DHS Secretary Chertoff, applies only to barriers and roads.  Therefore, the 
Ajo-1 Tower Project and its associated infrastructure must be subject to the NEPA 
process and a full EIS must be produced. 

Defenders of Wildlife 
(DOW),  National 

Parks Conservation 
Association (NPCA), 

Sierra Club (SC) 

CBP has determined that there is insufficient 
cause for a full EIS due to the lack of 
significant impacts to any identified resource 
within the proposed project area or its region 
of influence.   

10 

The DEA of the Ajo-1 Tower Project fails to address the issue of operations, which is 
of primary importance to the mitigation of impact to the resources of OPCNM.  For 
the Ajo-1 Tower Project to function in a manner compatible with the preservation of 
these resources, it must be demonstrated that the project will allow for the reduction 
of operational impacts to the OPCNM by shifting the field of operational engagement 
elsewhere.  Operational impacts, including cross-country driving, abuse of off-road 
vehicles, disturbance of sensitive resources, etc, may be reduced if the field of 
operations is shifted beyond the bounds of the OPCNM.  Examples within the bounds 
of OPCNM include:  crossers are deterred from crossing the border at all, crossers are 
apprehended closer to the border, crossers are tracked to a location (such as a road) 
where their apprehension can occur with minimal impact to the OPCNM.  
Furthermore, successful operation of this system should reduce the overall need for 
operational manpower, specifically at the operational outpost currently located at 
Bates Well but scheduled for relocation to the Cabeza Prieta National Wildlife 
Refuge/OPCNM border. 

DOW, NPCA & SC 

Border Patrol Operations as they relate to the 
Ajo-1 Tower Project are discussed 
extensively in the Final EA (Section 2.0).  
All offsetting and conservation measures 
identified in USFWS’s BO are included in 
Section 5 of the Final EA.  Two examples 
were given to demonstrate how the project 
will allow for the reduction of operational 
impacts to the OPCNM.  These examples are 
identified as the Yuma Sector example and 
the Altar Valley example in Section 2.3.6 of 
the draft EA.  These examples were further 
added to individual resources sections per 
Comment 3.  Operational impacts are also 
identified and discussed in Section 2.3.6 
under sub-sections “ Focused Operations,” 
“Patrol Activies,” “Interdiction Activities,” 
and “Off-Road Vehicle Use.”  CBP agrees 
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10, cont. 

that the successful operation of the SBInet 
Ajo Project would reduce the need for 
operational manpower; however, technology 
is only a force multiplier, not a force 
replacement.  The Forward Operating Base 
(FOB) on the CPNWR/OPCNM border will 
continue to be staffed as long as it is 
considered necessary to meet mission goals.  

11 

Given that the proposed tower locations will be permanent in nature, it is imperative 
that the sites are carefully selected to minimize foreseeable impacts, and that further 
research is done to assess the nature of these impacts, especially in wildland settings.  
Formal consultation with the U.S Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) regarding 
impacts to threatened and endangered species is required by the Endangered Species 
Act, and should have been conducted prior to the release of a DEA. 

The Endangered Species Act was enacted to stop the extinction of species and to 
provide a “means whereby the ecosystems upon which endangered species and 
threatened species depend may be conserved . . .[and] to provide a program for the 
conservation of such endangered species and threatened species . . . “(16 U.S.C. § 
1531(b).  Section 2(c) of the ESA establishes that it is “the policy of Congress that all 
Federal departments and agencies shall seek to conserve endangered species and 
threatened species and shall utilize their authorities in furtherance of the purpose of 
this Act.” (16 U.S.C. § 1531(c)(1).  The ESA defines “conservation” to mean “the use 
of all methods and procedures which are necessary to bring any endangered species 
or threatened species to the point at which the measures provided pursuant to this Act 
are no longer necessary.” 16 U.S.C. § 1532(3). 

To ensure federal agencies fulfill the substantive purposes of the ESA section 7, the 
statute requires that they engage in consultation with the Services to “insure that any 
action authorized, funded, or carried out by such agency . . . is not likely to jeopardize 
the continued existence of any endangered species or threatened species or result in 
the adverse modification of habitat of such species . . . determined . . . to be critical . . 
.”(16 U.S.C.§ 1536(a)(2) (“section 7 consultation”). 

Section 7 consultation is required for “any action [that] may affect listed species or 

DOW, NPCA & SC 

Formal Section 7 consultation (AESO/SE 
22410-F-2009-0089 and 22410-1989-0078-
R6) was completed with USFWS and a BO 
was issued USFWS on December 9, 2009.   
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11,
cont. 

critical habitat.”  (50 C.F.R. § 402.14).  Under the ESA’s implementing regulations, 
an agency “action” means “all activities or programs of any kind authorized, funded, 
or carried out, in whole or in part, by Federal agencies in the United States or upon 
the high seas.  Examples include, but are not limited to . . .(d) actions directly or 
indirectly causing modifications to the land, water, or air.” (50 C.F.R. § 402.02).  
Through section 7 consultation, FWS determines whether a federal agency’s action is 
likely to jeopardize terrestrial species or their critical habitats.  This determination is 
made after FWS completes a biological assessment, biological opinion, or in some 
cases, both.  If the biological opinion concludes that the agency’s action is likely to 
jeopardize a species; then it may specify reasonable and prudent alternatives that will 
avoid jeopardy and allow the agency to proceed with the action. 

12 

Road improvement and maintenance should be planned and engineered for 
sustainable use in operation and maintenance of the towers, so that increased traffic 
on what are currently old ranch roads does not result in further damage at wash 
crossings, erosion and sedimentation problems. 

DOW, NPCA & SC 

In Section 2.3.4 of the Final EA, all roads 
and corridors proposed for construction, 
repair, improvement, and maintenance are 
identified.  The last sentence of the first 
paragraph of Section 2.3.4 states that “All 
authorized roads and the authorized corridor 
would be maintained to allow access for 
routine tower maintenance activities”.  
Further, SBInet  has developed a road 
construction and maintenance plan for 
authorized road and corridor segments 
associated with the SBInet Ajo-1 Tower 
Project.  The road construction and 
maintenance plan is provided on page 45 of 
the Final EA. 
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13 

Our review of the DEA has led us to conclude that it is unlawfully narrow because it 
fails to thoroughly consider any action alternatives of the various tower array 
configurations.  In addition, the DEA provides a very shallow analysis of cumulative 
and synergistic effects of the proposed action and other ongoing border security 
infrastructure projects in the project area.  The piecemeal Environmental Assessments 
completed by DHS/CBP in southern Arizona have been inadequate to assess the 
collective impacts of these related and other foreseeable federal actions.  Importantly, 
this DEA does not analyze, but rather merely mentions, the predictable redirection of 
illegal activities into adjacent lands resulting from construction of surveillance tower 
arrays; nor does it properly examine the cumulative impacts of such infrastructure 
upon sensitive species, or the impacts due to the introduction and colonization of 
invasive vegetation resulting from extensive land disturbance and construction 
activities.  We continue to argue that conducting a regional Environmental Impact 
Statement for all SBInet “tactical infrastructure” is the only appropriate course of 
action if DHS desires to comply with the National Environmental Policy Act 
(NEPA). 

DOW, NPCA & SC 

Various tower array configurations were 
considered, but eventually eliminated from 
further consideration due to reasons 
identified in Section 2.5.  Cumulative 
impacts were discussed in Section 4.0.  CBP 
disagrees with the statement that this is a 
“piecemeal EA.”  This Final EA is a 
comprehensive planning document for 
activities in the project area within the 
foreseeable future.  CBP also disagrees with 
the statement that the “draft EA does not 
analyze the predictable redirection of illegal 
activities.”  Section 2.3.6 USBP Operations, 
subsections “Illegal Traffic Patterns” and 
“Traffic Shifts” discuss the impact of using 
technology and tactical infrastructure to deter 
crossings, but it is extremely difficult to 
predict where along the border the traffic will 
move to avoid detection.  Cumulative 
impacts on sensitive species (i.e., Sonoran 
Pronghorn and lesser long-nosed bat) are 
discussed in sections 4.4.9.1 and 4.4.9.2 of 
the Final EA.  Potential impacts due to 
invasive and non-native species are also 
discussed cumulatively in Section 4.4.7.  In 
addition, mitigation measures were identified 
to protect against the spread of invasive and 
non-native species.  These measures are 
identified in Section 5.5.   
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14

Because the DEA fails to adequately disclose and analyze the proposed project’s 
anticipated effects to wildlife and natural resources, nor does it adequately assess 
reasonable alternatives and cumulative impacts from ongoing and related border 
security infrastructure projects, we conclude that a regional Environmental Impact 
Statement (EIS) that includes a lawful analysis of environmental impacts and 
alternatives is required.  The proposed federal project warrants a much more detailed 
analysis than is provided in the DEA. 

DOW, NPCA & SC 

CBP has determined that the analyses of 
wildlife (Section 3.9) and other natural 
resources (sections 3.2 [land use], 3.3 
[wilderness], 3.4 [geology and soils], 3.5 
[hydrology and groundwater], 3.6 [surface 
water and waters of the U.S.], 3.7 
[floodplains], 3.8 [vegetation], 3.10 
[protected species], and 3.12 [air quality]) 
are complete, correct, and adequate for the 
scope of this proposed project.  Alternatives 
were considered and are presented in the 
document in sections 2.3 and 2.4, and other 
border infrastructure projects were analyzed 
in cumulative impacts.  CBP has determined 
that a FONSI is the correct decision 
document resultant of this Final EA.  All 
potential impacts both adverse and beneficial 
to threatened and endangered species are 
identified in both Section 3.10 of this EA and 
in USFWS’s BO.  CBP finds that this Final 
EA completely analyzes all foreseeable 
USBP projects within the project area. 
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15

Rather than presenting a purpose and need statement that reflects the larger goal of 
improving border security, and then evaluating different means to achieve that goal, 
DHS in this case had instead defined “construction of technological infrastructure” 
itself as the goal.  The Proposed Finding of No Significant Impact states:  “Two 
alternatives were considered:  No Action Alternative, and Proposed Action 
Alternative.  Other alternatives considered but rejected and not further analyzed in 
this EA were the use of:  Unmanned air vehicles; Remote sensing satellites; 
Unattended ground sensors; Increased workforce; and Increased aerial 
reconnaissance/operations.”  However, because the DEA does not evaluate 
alternatives with various surveillance tower site locations and configurations, there is 
not an action alternative to compare the preferred alternative against.  Thus, the DEA 
has completely failed to develop or analyze the range of reasonable alternatives, 
which is required by NEPA.  We encourage DHS to consider alternative locations of 
towers proposed in and adjacent to threatened and endangered designated critical 
habitat, roadless areas, wilderness areas, known nesting sites, etc.  We appreciate the 
apparent effort to locate certain towers along existing roads and impacted areas to 
minimize the need for new road construction. 

DOW, NPCA & SC 

Alternatives were developed and are 
presented in Section 2.0 of the Final EA.  
Alternative tower sites were identified during 
the initial tower site selection process.  This 
process is described in great detail in Section 
2.2.  Table 2-1 lists potential alternate tower 
sites that were identified, but were eventually 
eliminated due to operational, technical, 
constructability, environmental, or real estate 
issues.

16

Despite an effort to catalog various DHS and other foreseeable agency projects in the 
project area, the DEA falls short of analyzing the cumulative effects of these 
projects.  In other words, the laundry list of projects catalogued does not provide the 
project proponent of the public with enough information to understand how these 
projects have additive, synergistic and cumulative impacts upon the human 
environment and the sensitive ecology of the Sonoran Desert and Sky Island 
mountain ranges where the project is proposed.  For instance, how are surveillance 
towers, in conjunction with hundreds of miles of newly constructed walls and vehicle 
barriers anticipated to impact illegal activities, habitat suitability and cross-border 
habitat connectivity, etc.?  How are surveillance towers, and the information they 
gain, anticipated to impact the location, frequency and duration of enforcement 
activities in the surrounding areas?  If the location of towers pushes traffic deeper into 
mountain and canyon country, this indirect impact will be almost immediate and have 
severe consequences for ecologically sensitive areas.  On the other hand, if 
surveillance towers and enforcement activities effectively act as deterrents to illegal 
entry, it is possible some of these impacts could be beneficial not only for security, 
but to wildlife habitat.  However, without an analysis of what can be reasonably 
anticipated, project proponents are left without sufficient information to inform their 
decision.

DOW, NPCA & SC 
CBP feels the cumulative analysis complete 
and provides decision makers with adequate 
information. 
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17 

Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument (OPCNM) was established by Presidential 
Proclamation in 1937 to preserve approximately 330,689 acres of Sonoran Desert for 
the public interest.  In 1978, 312,600 acres of the monument was designated as 
wilderness by Congress.  The National Park Service has recently described their 
strategic purpose at OPCNM “is to manage the monument in accordance with the 
National Park Service Organic Act and to: 

Perpetuate for future generations a representative sample of the natural and 
cultural resources of the Sonoran Desert and provide for public 
understanding, safe use, and enjoyment of the same. 
Serve as a natural laboratory for understanding and managing the Sonoran 
Desert ecosystem. 
Serve as a baseline indicator against which environmental changes can be 
identified. 
Preserve for future use and enjoyment the character and values of the 
designated wilderness. 
Preserve objects of historic and scientific interest including Historic 
Landmarks. 
Prohibit the taking, injuring, or destroying of any park feature and 
establishment of homesteads. 
Allow for the cactus fruit harvest by O’odham nation. 
Provide for a public water reserve at Quitobaquito. 
Manage a 60-ft right of way along the international boundary.” (NPS 2007) 

The National Park Service Organic Act mandates that NPS “shall promote and 
regulate the use of the Federal areas known as national parks, monuments, and 
reservations hereinafter specified by such means and measures as conform to the 
fundamental purpose of the said parks, monuments, and reservations, which purpose 
is to conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and the wild life therein 
and to provide for the enjoyment of the same in such a manner and by such means as 
will leave them unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations.” (16 U.S.C. 1 2 
3, and 4). 

An Environmental Assessment is inadequate to inform federal decision-makers of the 
impacts of a project as significant as this tower project on the resources of a National 
Monument—another reason why a full Environmental Impact Statement should be 
prepared. 

DOW, NPCA & SC 

Decision makers from the Department of the 
Interior, the National Park Service, and local 
representatives from the OPCNM have been 
involved and included in the planning of this 
project.  These decision makers have 
reviewed all versions of the EA.  CBP and 
DOI have determined that through the 
successful deployment of the SBInet 
technology, the effectiveness of USBP 
agents would increase, thus improving the 
protection of the natural and cultural 
resources of the project area.  CBP has 
determined that through the analyses 
presented in this Final EA, a FONSI is the 
correct and appropriate decision document 
for this proposed project.  An EIS is not 
necessary for the SBInet Ajo 1 Project.   
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18 

Despite the importance of the large project area to a diversity of plants and other 
organisms, the DEA’s analysis of potential impacts to them by construction of the 
proposed surveillance towers and supporting infrastructure is insufficient.  This is in 
part because DHS has chosen to conduct a lesser Environmental Assessment instead 
of beginning with a more thorough Environmental Impact Statement.  This is 
especially apparent with respect to the DEA’s analysis of impacts on special status 
species, including species listed as threatened or endangered pursuant to the 
Endangered Species Act (“ESA”). 

By its nature, the impact of the proposed project will extend well beyond the confines 
of the footprint of the surveillance towers and supporting access infrastructure.  First, 
the predictable redirection of illegal activities away from the towers is discussed, but 
not analyzed.  Second, an increase of enforcement activities within the visible range 
of the surveillance towers in response to the realtime information they obtain is 
discussed, but not analyzed.  Third, the long-term impacts and disturbance from 
noise, lights, maintenance, and interdiction activities upon wildlife and habitat quality 
briefly discussed, but not analyzed.  The fact that all of these impacts have been noted 
in the DEA, but not analyzed so as to provide the project proponent or the public 
sufficient quantitative information regarding the nature and severity of such impacts, 
is further evidence that the DEA is insufficient and should have triggered and 
Environmental Impact Statement to be conducted.  Expediency simply cannot be 
equated with compliance. 

DOW, NPCA & SC 

CBP disagrees with the statement that the 
analyses of potential impacts on plants and 
other organisms and especially special status 
species, including those listed as threatened 
or endangered are insufficient.  CBP has 
completed formal Section 7 consultation with 
USFWS (AESO/SE 22410-F-2009-0089 and 
22410-1989-0078-R6) and USFWS issued a 
BO on December 9, 2009.  The Action Area 
in the USFWS’s BO includes the entire range 
of the Sonoran pronghorn.  For instance, 
impacts to pronghorn habitat quality caused 
by generator noise are discussed in the Noise 
section of the final EA (Section 3.13). 
Generator noise would be abated to 35 dBA 
at a distance of 492 feet from the generator 
(page 143).  In addition, conservation 
measures are identified in USFWS’s BO to 
reduce generator noise to 35 dBA at a 
distance of 492 feet from the generator/noise 
source (Section 5.7, subsection “Sonoran 
Pronghorn”).   

19 

The Sonoran pronghorn (Antilocapra americana sonoriensis) is one of the most endangered 
land mammals in North America.  The historic range of the Sonoran pronghorn is well within 
the DEA project area.  While the current range of the extant population in the U.S. lies to the 
west of the project area, there is indeed potential pronghorn habitat and the potential for 
pronghorn to expand their range into the project area as the extant pronghorn population 
recovers in numbers.  Therefore, formal consultation with the USFWS is necessary.  Pronghorn 
are particularly sensitive to human disturbance, including noise and activity associated with 
maintenance vehicles, military aircraft and machines such as generators that will be used to 
power the surveillance towers.  A study conducted from 1994-1998 found that “In general, 
pronghorn used areas with lower levels of noise (<45 decibels [db]) more than expected and 
areas with higher levels (>55 dB) less than expected” (Landon et al. 2003). 

The USFWS has expressed serious concern with regard to the potential adverse impacts from 
new surveillance towers in the region, particularly from the disturbance associated with tower 
generator noise, and from disturbance associated with regular maintenance activities.  In fact, a 
letter sent from USFWS Regional Director Benjamin Tuggle to Executive Director of SBI 
Gregory Giddens, stated unequivocally that the anticipated disturbance associated with 
proposed towers—in particular noise and disturbance – could potentially extirpate Sonoran 

DOW, NPCA & SC 

Formal Section 7 consultation (AESO/SE 
22410-F-2009-0089 and 22410-1989-0078-
R6) has been completed with USFWS and 
USFWS issued a BO on December 9, 2009.   
The indirect effect of generator noise was 
addressed in the Final EA and CBP will 
mitigating noise to 35 dBA at 492 feet to 
minimize impacts to Sonoran pronghorn 
beyond that distance. 
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19,
cont. 

pronghorn from the Cabeza Prieta NWR.  The letter, dated April 4, 2008, states: 

“I write to express my serious concerns that the project as proposed may significantly 
impair the likelihood of both the recovery and survival of the Sonoran pronghorn 
(pronghorn) . . .On March 24, 2008, we hosted an interagency meeting to discuss the 
planned SBINet project and potential impacts to pronghorn.  In attendance were resource 
specialists representing a wide array of State and Federal agencies.  Those in attendance 
are the most knowledgeable individuals in pronghorn biology and recovery.  All of the 
participants agreed the CBP proposal would result in significant adverse effects to 
pronghorn.  The group determined the project would result in significant adverse effects to 
pronghorn.  The group determined the project would result in lower recruitment of 
pronghorn fawns in the area and over time, may ultimately lead to the eventual extinction 
of the species”. 

While we recognize this letter was in reference to a different proposed SBInet surveillance 
tower project centered in occupied pronghorn habitat located just west of the Ajo 1 proposed 
project on the Cabeza Prieta NWR, it nonetheless demonstrates the potential for long-term 
adverse impacts to pronghorn and the propensity for such projects to reduce the suitability of 
habitat for Sonoran pronghorn.  However, as noted above, the Ajo 1 proposed project is in 
historic Sonoran pronghorn habitat, and is a connected action to both the Tucson West Project 
and future SBInet project planned on the Cabeza Prieta NWR. 

Lastly, indirect effects due to tower avoidance by undocumented migrants and smugglers and 
the concomitant interdiction activities could result in additional disturbance to this species.  
Neither the direct nor indirect effects upon the Sonoran pronghorn are sufficiently analyzed in 
the DEA.  For instance, what is the anticipated distance from which direct effects caused by 
generator noise is anticipated to degrade pronghorn habitat quality?
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Therefore, we urge DHS to assess the potential impact of proposed tower and 
infrastructure development, maintenance and associated interdiction activities upon 
this imperiled species in conjunction with the USFWS and the AZGFD. 

Research conducted on the Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument (OPCNM) 
illustrates the disruptive effects of the border related activities to pygmy-owls at 
numerous occupied sites at OPCNM (Snyder 2005, Table 1). Snyder (2005) states 
that the most notable issue at OPCNM “is the increasing drug smuggling, illegal 
immigrants and law enforcement activity which results in much greater human 
disturbance to the birds”.  The National Park Service (NPS) believes “that cactus 
ferruginous pygmy-owls within the monument have been subject to repeated 
disturbance events and some critical habitat degraded as a result of a long-term 
drought and impacts associated with illegal migration, drug smuggling, and law 
enforcement interdiction efforts” (Snyder 2005).  The Biological Assessment for the 

DOW, NPCA & SC 

Cactus ferruginous pygmy owl is not a 
Federally listed species.  If the species 
becomes listed as threatened or endangered, 
Section 7 consultation with USFWS will be 
re-initiated to determine the severity of 
impacts to this species and what if any 
offsetting or conservation measures should 
be employed to avoid such impacts. 
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vehicle barrier at OPCNM states that, with so many roads sprouting up due to border 
issues, “. . . crosscountry travel has physically damaged three recently-occupied 
territories of the endangered cactus ferruginous pygmy-owl.” 

The potential for the proposed project, including ongoing maintenance, to impact this 
species and their habitat long-term is a strong likelihood, and as such should not be 
omitted from the DEA or EIS.  Surveys for pygmy-owls should be conducted in the 
vicinity prior to any construction activities commencing.  (Please see discussion 
under Lesser long-nosed bat section for potential radio frequency and electromagnetic 
radiation impacts to birds.) 
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The potential impact of towers for strikes and of radar and electromagnetic 
frequencies emitted by surveillance and communications towers upon bats and 
avifauna is only superficially discussed, but not analyzed in the DEA, despite this 
concern being raised in previous comments (see Defenders of Wildlife comments on 
Tucson West Project DEA).  The potential impact of bird strikes on communication 
towers and other vertical obstructions is well established in the scientific literature, 
yet there is no mention of any of these studies in the DEA, more or less any analysis 
of the anticipated level of impact, species anticipated to be impacted, etc. 

Animals, such as migratory birds, bats, and certain fish and insects that are strongly 
dependent on magnetic fields for orientation or migration are likely to be 
disproportionately impacted by EMF radiation.  Nichols and Racry (2007) 
demonstrated that bat activity is reduced in habitats exposed to electromagnetic 
radiation when compared with matched sites where no such radiation can be detected: 
“Bat activity was significantly reduced in habitats exposed to an EMF strength of 
greater than 2 v/m when compared to matched sites registering EMF levels of zero.  
The reduction in bat activity was not significantly different at lower levels of EMF 
strength within 400 m of the radar.”  Certain electromagnetic frequencies have been 
documented to irritate bat’s nervous systems, interfere with communicating and 
flying – such applications are being considered for applications to deter bats away 
from areas where conflicts with aviation and wind turbines exist (Nichols and Racey 
2007) and have also been used in “pest control” applications.  It is clear that the best 
available science was not thoroughly investigated with regard to this impact in the 
DEA. 

DOW, NPCA & SC 

Additional information discussing the 
potential affects of EMF radiation on 
migratory birds and bats was added in 
Sections  3.9.2.2 (second paragraph) and 
3.10.4.2 (lesser long-nosed bat) in the Final 
EA.
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Lastly, potential indirect effects upon the endangered desert pupfish, and species 
petitioned for listing under the ESA (i.e. Acuna cactus and Sonoita mud turtle) – and 
the habitats that sustain them – are not analyzed in the DEA.  Indirect impacts of 
greatest concern relate to the potential for the presence of towers to redirect illegal 
traffic and enforcement activities into new areas. 

DOW, NPCA & SC 

Although illegal traffic may move in 
response to USBP activities, they can not be 
quantified because USBP does not know 
where illegal traffic may move.     
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Assuming the project moves forward, we strongly support the mitigation measures 
for the Sonoran pronghorn and the lesser long-nose bat as described in the draft 
finding of no significant impact.  Additional mitigation measure should be considered 
to dampen the noise level from generators to reduce impacts to sensitive species and 
the wilderness characteristics of the monument. 

DOW, NPCA & SC 

All of the mitigation measures, conservation 
measures, and off-setting measures identified 
in the Final EA and FONSI will be used, as 
the majority of these measures are also 
identified in USFWS’s BO.  Included in 
these measures are noise reduction measures 
as identified in sections 3.13.2.2 (Long-Term 
Noise Emission from Tower Operations) and 
5.7, subsection “Sonoran Pronghorn.”  These 
measures were identified and developed in 
coordination with affected Department of 
Interior agencies and land managers.   
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While the nature of the impacts of remote surveillance towers are likely to be less for 
terrestrial species than tactical infrastructure such as border walls, there are numerous 
potential impacts of the proposed Ajo-1 Tower Project that have been ignored, or 
only briefly mentioned, and may disproportionately impact species of flight.  The 
potential environmental impacts, both direct and indirect, of the proposed action are 
significant enough both in scale and in terms of their ecologically-sensitive locations, 
to merit a regional Environmental Impact Statement with alternatives that include 
various tower array locations and configurations.  The minimalist approach DHS has 
taken, to conduct piecemeal EAs with FONSIs on projects to build extensive 
mileages of border walls vehicle barriers, patrol and access roads, and surveillance 
towers is unacceptable and is not only in violation of NEPA, it had undermined 
DHS’/CBP’s own ability to comprehend the full magnitude and nature of its 
numerous actions upon the human environment. 

DOW, NPCA & SC 

CBP has determined that the analyses of 
wildlife (Section 3.9) are complete, correct, 
and adequate for the scope of this proposed 
project.  This Final EA is a comprehensive 
planning document for activities in the 
project area within the foreseeable future.  
CBP has determined that a FONSI is the 
correct decision document resultant of this 
Final EA.   
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We urge a formal Section 7 Consultation be initiated to assess, minimize and offset 
impacts to all of the threatened and endangered species that will potentially be 
impacted.  Many of the conservation/mitigation measures identified in the DEA 
appear to be salient.  However, formal consultation with the USFWS will likely 
identify other important measures that have not yet been considered in the DEA. 

DOW, NPCA & SC 

Formal Section 7 consultation (AESO/SE 
22410-F-2009-0089 and 22410-1989-0078-
R6) has been completed and USFWS issued 
a BO on December 9, 2009.   
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Surveillance infrastructure comes with its own set of potential impacts, both direct 
and indirect, which must be properly assessed and mitigated for.  We continue to see 
the potential for remote surveillance towers to capture information identifying 
wildlife of conservation concern.  This potential benefit to science and wildlife 
conservation was not addressed in the DEA.  We hope that if detected, such 
information will be shared with wildlife management agencies, researchers and 
concerned non-governmental organizations.  Such information is valuable in building 
our collective understanding of the occurrence, distribution and movements of 
wildlife in the remote borderlands region. 

DOW, NPCA & SC 

Any pronghorn or other significant wildlife 
sightings captured by the surveillance 
technology will be shared with USFWS, 
AZGFD, and OPCNM. 
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(2310)

Mr. David C. Guzewich 
Director, Environmental Planning and Real Estate Center
Facilities Management and Engineering 
Border Patrol Program Management Office 
1300 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW, Room 7.2C 
Washington, DC  20229

Subject: Draft Environmental Assessment for the Proposed SBInet Ajo-1 Tower
Project, September 2009

The National Park Service (NPS) has reviewed the Department of Homeland Security’s Draft 
Environmental Assessment for the proposed SBInet Ajo-1 Tower Project and respectfully submits the 
comments below, organized by subject.   

Indirect benefits of enhanced detection – The NPS recognizes that it is the intent of Customs and 
Border Protection (CBP) to strive to minimize and reduce the level of cross border violators (CBV) and 
corresponding CBP off-road vehicle use in wilderness, in part by leveraging the tactical advantage of 
enhanced CBV detection capabilities of the proposed action and by planning for and using wilderness-
friendly interdiction techniques when appropriate. The analysis repeatedly calls out indirect benefits that 
would result from enhanced detection capabilities associated with the proposed action.  The analysis does 
not, however, quantify the extent to which CBV traffic and CBP traffic can reasonably be expected to be 
reduced.  The NPS requests such a quantitative discussion that describes the anticipated reduction in off-
road travel and the time frame in which these reductions are expected.   

The NPS also recognizes the need for a monitoring strategy to assess whether anticipated benefits to 
resources do, in fact, occur following project implementation.  The NPS encourages CBP to participate in 
the development and implementation of such a strategy. Similarly, the NPS encourages CBP to set a 
timeline for developing and implementing standard operating procedures (SOP) for agents operating in 
wilderness that will help to accomplish the important project objective of resource benefits.  

Engineering study – The analysis relies heavily on the assertion that the proposed engineering study will 
be completed and will yield mitigation measures that will be implemented.  The NPS requests that the 
analysis more fully disclose the impacts that will occur in the intervening time between Ajo-1 Tower 
Project initiation and the completion of anticipated future road upgrades.  The NPS also requests that CBP 
develop a plan and schedule for road upgrades so that it can understand when impacts from road-related 
activities and use will be reduced. 
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creation, and naturalness.  The NPS 
quests that the analysis discuss the impacts of the project, including both the presence of the towers and 

d features distributed over a large geographic area with impacts 
at will be different and more difficult to mitigate than those on a single site. The NPS requests that the 

 document be modified to indicate that described erosion hazard classifications 
re for undisturbed soils and that BMPs will not be sufficient to mitigate impacts of the access route to 

he NPS requests that the document indicate that erosion, once triggered on Antho, Gilman, and Laveen 

oodplains – The document states that road construction or improvements will cross 69 washes.  The 
ns.

O-310 on 
oodplains.  The southern section of the access route passes through soils that are susceptible to erosion 

nalysis more thoroughly 
iscuss the impacts of off-road and on-road CBP traffic on NPS resources including soils, hydrology, 

 that the cumulative impacts analysis be expanded to include discussion of cumulative 
pacts on wilderness and hydrology, as these topics are not addressed in the cumulative impacts section 

 you have any questions regarding the above comments or require clarification, please contact Thomas 
lanagan of my staff at (303) 969-2691. 

c:

NPS – IMR (Snyder, Joss, Girard) 
BLM (Pedrick) 

Wilderness – The analysis of the wilderness resource examines impacts to views from designated 
wilderness but does not account for impacts on other wilderness characteristics defined by the Wilderness 
Act, such as opportunities to experience solitude, unconfined re
re
their monitoring functions, on such wilderness characteristics. 

Soils and Geology – The analysis describes impacts to 18.8 acres of soils but fails to indicate that the 
project will consist of numerous linear roa
th
analysis be modified to reflect this fact.   

The NPS requests that the
a
Tower TCA-AJO-310.

T
soils, would progress for many decades. 

F
NPS requests that the analysis more clearly describe the impacts to these drainages and floodplai

The NPS requests that the analysis specifically discuss the impacts of Tower TCA-AJ
fl
and there are signs of floodplain instability from current and previous disturbances.

Cumulative impacts – The NPS requests that the impacts of past, present, and reasonably foreseeable 
future expansions of CBP agents working in the project area be more explicitly accounted for in the 
cumulative impacts analysis.  The NPS requests that the cumulative impacts a
d
vegetation, wildlife and wildlife habitat, floodplains, and cultural resources.  

The NPS requests
im
of the document. 

If
F

/s/ Tammy Whittington 

C NPS - ORPI (Baiza, Sturm) 
 NPS – EQD (Flanagan)


































