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August 22, 2012

Ms. Jeannie Wagner-Greven 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
P.O. Box 1306 
Albuquerque, NM 87103 

RE:  Lower San Pedro Collaborative Conservation Initiative -- 60-Day Scoping Period
Dear Ms. Wagner-Grevin,
Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments regarding the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s (Service) proposal to establish a Lower San Pedro River Collaborative Conservation Initiative (initiative), a new national wildlife refuge in the Lower San Pedro River valley. As you are aware, the 60-day scoping period under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) provides for an opportunity to discuss the overall concept, provide clarification, and identify issues that should be considered both for the initiative and the proposed national wildlife refuge. 
We have invited the Service to present additional information and answer questions about the initiative to the Cochise County Public Lands Advisory Committee (PLAC) at their regular meeting on October 4.  

It is our understanding that in Cochise County, as the starting point for the planning effort, the Service has proposed the reach of the San Pedro River from the “Narrows” south of Cascabel.  The proposed refuge would then follow the river northwest to the County boundary and beyond, and extend two miles outward on both sides of the river throughout its length. Per the Service’s Planning Update #1 (June 2012), the initiative would be driven by a land-owner/land manager working group.  The Service would not take on a commanding role, but rather, work in an advisory capacity in order to, among other things, provide grant support for projects that would benefit working landscapes and conservation in the valley.  With grant opportunities and conservation easements, there is potential for economic benefit for local and regional economies and individual landowners. For example, a refuge could attract various outdoor enthusiasts who in turn would boost local economies and possibly even spawn new economic opportunities. 

A key component of the NEPA process for the initiative specifically regards establishing an acquisition boundary for the future refuge whereby the Service would work with willing property sellers to purchase lands. It is our understanding that private lands inside the refuge boundary would not be included in the refuge and would remain unburdened by any refuge regulations. 
The County would not support federal condemnation of private lands, nor any new direct and/or indirect regulatory mechanisms which would restrict property owners.  We support the landowner-driven working group approach the Service has proposed.

We are very concerned about the possible loss of local land tax base to the County if a refuge were established. However, it is our understanding that the Service has a program to pay counties annually for any lands acquired that are part of the refuge system. However, payments in lieu of taxes (PILT) made by the Service should be of fair value and meet or exceed the revenues otherwise garnered in the absence of a refuge.  

We also have concerns about the potential impacts on traditional agriculture and ranching operations and leased lands in the area. Under the initiative, however, the Service would not acquire State, BLM or Forest Service grazing leases; this policy should be fundamental and steadfast. 

Despite the aforementioned concerns we feel that the initiative provides a unique opportunity to invite landowners and other parties to the table to formulate a long-range economic and conservation vision for the lower San Pedro Valley, one that ensures that the productivity and economic viability of traditional agricultural and ranching lands is maintained or enhanced. Providing resources and technical assistance within the framework of collaboration would help to achieve these goals.  However, ultimate decision-making authority on land acquisitions should not be the sole responsibility of Service personnel, but rather, we support a collaborative, highly-inclusive approach in achieving the initiative’s goals.  A collaborative approach would ensure all parties are heard and all concerns are acknowledged, and could be a win-win situation that would help maintain the rural, unfragmented character of this area of the County by providing a measure of protection from development that could seriously threaten rural character, local economies and cultures, water availability and the viability of working landscapes.

On behalf of my fellow Board members, again, I thank you for the opportunity to comment.  We look forward to reviewing the forthcoming Draft Environmental Assessment or Environmental Impact Statement, and continued participation throughout the NEPA process for the initiative.

Sincerely,


Richard R. Searle
Chairman, Cochise County Board of Supervisors


Cc: 	Patrick G. Call, District 1 Supervisor
Ann English, District 2 Supervisor
Michael J. Ortega, County Administrator
James E. Vlahovich, Deputy County Administrator
Karen Riggs, Interim Community Development Director
Beverly Wilson, Deputy Planning Director
Public Lands Advisory Committee
Ken Salazar, Secretary, Department of the Interior
Dan Ashe, Director, United States Fish and Wildlife Service
Dr. Benjamin Tuggle, Regional Director, Southwest Region Fish and Wildlife Service
Bob Abbey, Director, Bureau of Land Management
Ray Suazo, Director, Arizona Bureau of Land Management
Redington NRCD
Winkelman NRCD
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