September 13, 2011

Mr. Joseph Zidron
U.S. Customs and Border Protection

Environmental Protection Specialist

24000 Avila Road, Suite 5020

Laguna Niguel, CA 92677

Re:  
Cochise County comments on the environmental assessment for the


construction and operation of the proposed New Forward Operating Base 
in the U.S. Border Patrol Douglas Station's Area of Operations, Tucson 
Sector

Dear Mr. Zidron:

Per your request as outlined in your letter dated July 29, 2011, enclosed please find Cochise County's comments on the DRAFT Environmental Assessment Report (August 2011) for the construction and operation of a proposed new forward operation base (FOB) in U.S. Border Patrol Douglas Station's Area of Operations, in the vicinity of Geronimo Trail Road between Guadalupe Canyon Road (MP 20.6) and E. Lazy J Ranch Road (MP 21.8):

1) The DRAFT Environmental Assessment (EA) simply addresses the on-site, short term environmental impacts related to the construction of the proposed facility but does address any immediate and long term off-site cumulative impacts related to the support, operation and maintenance of this facility, most importantly the impacts to Geronimo Trail Road (GTR).  GTR is the primary access roadway to the proposed FOB which is classified as an unimproved county maintained primitive roadway.  With this in mind, Cochise County strongly opposes the construction of this forward operating base if Geronimo Trail Road is not improved.  Geronimo Trail Road must be improved from a dirt primitive road to an all-weather hard surface paved roadway.
2) Cochise County strongly disagrees with Table 2-3 which stipulates that "No direct impacts would occur to the transportation system" and "No direct Socioeconomic impacts would occur".  These statements are totally incorrect as County Cochise, area residents, and travelers of GTR have been and will continue to be negatively impacted as a result of the Geronimo Trail road conditions.  Cochise County has seen a steady decline in the condition of GTR over the past several years as a direct result of increased Border Patrol enforcement activities and traffic.  The proposed FOB will do nothing but increase the traffic and hence exacerbate the continued deterioration of GTR. 

3) Cochise County strongly disagrees with the statement in Section 3.12.2.2 "Vehicle traffic at the preferred alternative site would increase slightly during construction, operation, and maintenance of the FOB, but the roads are very lightly traveled".  There are approximately 133 vehicles per day that travel along Geronimo Trail on a daily basis.  This information is based on 2010 traffic counts at MP 8 & MP 14.  In addition, approximately 68% of the traffic is directly attributed to Border Patrol enforcement activities.  The construction of the proposed FOB in the vicinity of Geronimo Trail will concentrate all of the Border Patrol enforcement activities in the San Bernardino Valley in one location thus resulting in a significant increase in traffic in and around the proposed FOB.

4) The roadway improvements along Geronimo Trail Road must be included as part of the FOB construction activities in order to be consistent with Section 5.5 (Best Management Practices) of the DRAFT EA which stipulates that "all areas with vehicle traffic will be paved or treated to reduce the potential for fugitive dust, and landscaping will be designed to prevent or lessen wind fugitive dust creation".
5) The DRAFT EA does not address the long term erosion and sedimentation effects resulting from Border Patrol vehicular traffic and enforcement activities (Off-road and Equestrian) along Geronimo Trail Road.  The construction of the proposed FOB will exacerbate and promote long term erosion if the soils are not protected by a hard all weather surface along Geronimo Trail Road. 
6) The DRAFT EA does not take into account the traffic impacts associated with the maintenance and operation of the FOB.  More specifically there will be an increase in traffic due to the logistical and supply trips required to support and sustain a dining facility, living quarters, administrative offices, equestrian facilities, communication systems, fuel station, detention facilities, armory, water supply and storage, heliport and self-contained vehicle wash station facilities.
7) The DRAFT EA does not provide specific detail as to how Customs and Border Protection estimates that approximately 12,000 annual trips along Geronimo Trail would be eliminated following the establishment of the proposed FOB.  Our cursory review indicates that there will be no net reduction in annual trips along Geronimo Trail Road. BP agents would still need to be drive their privately owned vehicles to the proposed site as Border Patrol vehicles will be now be staged at the proposed FOB.  This represents approximately 65,700 trips per year.  Our analysis contradicts the findings of the report which states that the "overall decrease in vehicular traffic from Douglas to the area of the proposed FOB would have a beneficial cumulative effect on the health and human safety of the area".
8) Geronimo Trail Road is a primitive road which is not suitable to sustain a level of service required to serve the proposed FOB.  The existing and additional Border Patrol traffic resulting from the establishment of a permanent forward operating base will cause significant detrimental impacts to Geronimo Trail.  This increase in average daily traffic exceeds the ability of the road surface to provide a suitable level of service.
9) The DRAFT EA does not address any impacts associated with the long term effects of light and noise pollution associated with the operation and maintenance of the proposed FOB, increased air pollution from helicopter take-off and landing operations in and around the proposed FOB and increased soil erosion and dust generation as a result of additional vehicular traffic on Geronimo Trail Road.  
10) The DRAFT EA does not address the environmental impacts associated with concentrating all Border Patrol enforcement activities into one single facility as compared to current operations which are currently scattered and established in semi-permanent facilities located throughout the San Bernardino Valley.

11) The DRAFT EA does not provide for any calculations for fugitive dust emissions resulting from the use of Geronimo Trail Road as the main access roadway to the proposed FOB.  In addition, fugitive dust emissions resulting from air operations in and around the proposed FOB are not included and addressed in the DRAFT EA.
In addition, as taxpayers, we remain concerned over the negative impacts GTR has on Border Patrol vehicles and equipment.  Because of the increased traffic due to enforcement activities, the road surface has deteriorated and is now not only hazardous to the motoring public, but causes increased vehicle maintenance cost to the Federal Government.  We understand that improvements to a County primitive road may not seem in line with the mission of the Customs and Border Protection, but it would seem a relatively small investment would pay dividends to the Federal Government.  Not only would improvements to GTR decrease BP vehicle maintenance and replacement costs, but also in providing a safer road for BP enforcement activities.

Cochise County supports the Border Patrol's mission and its presence in Cochise County, but also acknowledges that without improving Geronimo Trail Road it imposes a great financial burden on Cochise County.  With this in mind, Cochise County strongly opposes the construction of this forward operating base if Geronimo Trail Road is not improved with a paved hard surface.

Enclosed please find a copy a resolution from the Cochise County Board of Supervisors formally opposing this project if Geronimo Trail Road is not improved.

As always, Cochise County is prepared to partner in developing strategies that would enable our organizations to meet both of our goals.

If you have any questions or require any additional information, please feel free to contact me.

Sincerely,

Michael J. Ortega, P.E.

County Administrator

