ADVOCATES forthe WEST

July 21, 2020

VIA EMAIL ONLY

Anita Bilboa

Acting Utah State Director
Bureau of Land Management
440 W 200 S #500

Salt Lake City, UT 84101
abilboa@blm.gov

Noreen Walsh

Region 6 Director

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
134 Union Blvd.

Lakewood, Colorado 80228
Noreen Walsh@fws.gov

Re: Amendment of the Red Cliffs National Conservation Area Resource
Management Plan; Issuance of Incidental Take Permit; Issuance of a Highway
Right-of-Way, and Issuance of an Environmental Impact Statement to Facilitate
Development and Construction of the Northern Corridor Highway

Acting Director Bilboa and Director Walsh:

In light of the ongoing and unknown impacts of the Turkey Farm Road and
Cottonwood Trail wildfires on the Red Cliffs Desert Reserve (“Desert Reserve”), Red
Cliffs National Conservation Area (“Red Cliffs NCA”), and the threatened Mojave desert
tortoise populations and habitat, the undersigned local, regional and national
organizations respectfully request the Bureau of Land Management (“BLM”) and the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (“Service”) immediately pause their respective
environmental review processes for the Northern Corridor Highway.

On July 13, 2020, the Turkey Farm Road Fire ignited within the Desert Reserve
and Red Cliffs NCA, and the fire has currently consumed 11,994 acres within Zone 3 of
the Desert Reserve (as of July 21, 2020). It appears that the Turkey Farm Road Fire has
burned medium density tortoise habitat, with the potential for impacting high density
habitat. This area subject to this fire — within Zone 3 of the Desert Reserve — contains
the largest contiguous area of desert tortoise habitat and is home to the greatest number
of tortoises, approximating 1,181 individuals or 12.3 tortoises per square kilometer. This
population of desert tortoise has declined by nearly 31 percent between 2017-2019. At
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present, the full scope and impact of the Turkey Farm Road Fire on the threatened
Mojave desert tortoise is unknown. Importantly, Zone 3 is also the preferred location for
the Northern Corridor Highway.

On July 19, 2020, the separate Cottonwood Trail Fire spread into the Desert
Preserve and Red Cliffs NCA, and as of this morning this fire has expanded to over
3,000 acres. The Cottonwood Trail Fire is clearly visible between from Interstate 15
between MP 21 and MP 17, and it appears this fire is also entirely within Zone 3 of the
Desert Reserve. This area within the Red Cliffs NCA contains important recreational,
cultural and riparian resources, including White Reef petroglyphs; Red Cliffs Recreation
Area and Campground; Orson Adams Pioneer House; McMullin House; interpreted
Ancestral Puebloan Pit House site; dinosaur track site; They Came to Cordura heritage
public use site; Cottonwood Canyon Wilderness; Cottonwood Trailhead; portions of
Quail creek and other streams; and portions of approximately 7 trails. The Cottonwood
Trail Fire is about 35 percent contained.

Thus, in the last few days approximately 14,000 acres of the Red Cliffs NCA has
burned, with untold and potentially devastating impacts on Mojave desert tortoise
populations and habitat. It is reasonable to anticipate that these fires may cause a
mortality rate in Mojave desert tortoise of 15% or more, especially since in 2005
wildfires burned approximately 11,500 acres of the Red Cliffs NCA, killing nearly 15% of
desert tortoise population in the NCA.

In light of the current situation, we request BLM and the Service immediately
and temporarily pause preparation of all required environmental analysis and review
under the National Environmental Policy Act, 42 U.S.C. §§ 4321 et seq. (“NEPA”), the
Endangered Species Act, 16. U.S.C. §§ 1531 et seq. (“ESA”), the Federal Land Policy and
Management Act, 43 U.S.C. §§ 1701 et seq. (“FLPMA”), and the Omnibus Public Land
Management Act of 2009, P.L. 111-11, 123 STAT. 991 (March 30, 2009), regarding the
Northern Corridor Highway until the Turkey Farm Road and Cottonwood Trail wildfires
are extinguished, BLM and the Service assess and examine the full ecological impacts of
these fires and complete burned area assessments, BLM adopts Emergency
Stabilization/Burned Area Emergency Response (ES/BAER) Plans and a Burned Area
Rehabilitation (BAR) Plans, and BLM and the Service prepare and submit for public
review and comment a supplemental draft environmental impact statement and habitat
conservation plan.

Without a better understanding of the ecological impacts of the Turkey Farm
Road and Cottonwood Trail wildfires, together with formalized and adopted plans to
protect, remediate and rehabilitate the lands subject to these wildfires, BLM and the
Service cannot adhere to their respective requirements under NEPA, FLPMA, ESA and
the Omnibus Public Land Management Act of 2009. Note, too, that it is insufficient as a
matter of law to consider this new information only in the final environmental impact
statement (EIS), as BLM asserted during its recent public meeting. Deferring the
consideration of significant new information — like the impacts of the Turkey Farm
Road and Cottonwood Trail wildfires — until the final EIS will unavoidably taint the final
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product by ignoring key baseline information needed to inform the analysis of the
affected environment and environmental consequences, and otherwise limiting
consideration of reasonable alternatives and appropriate public engagement.

In these circumstances, NEPA requires an agency to consider significant new
circumstances or information regarding the impacts of the Turkey Farm Road and
Cottonwood Trail wildfires by preparing a supplemental draft environmental impact
statement, and submitting this supplemental draft EIS for public notice and comment.
See 40 C.F.R. § 1502.9(c).

We are eager to work with you to ensure that this process can be undertaken in a
fair, open and expedited fashion; and we welcome any additional thoughts and ideas you
may have on how to structure and expedite this process. Please feel free to reach out to
us to let us know how we can help, and we look forward to hearing back from you
without delay.

Todd C. Tucci

Senior Attorney
ADVOCATES FOR THE WEST
1320 W Franklin Street

Boise, ID 83702

208.342.7024 x202
ttucci@advocateswest.org

On behalf of Conserve Southwest Utah

g

Tom Butine

Board President
Conserve Southwest Utah
321 N Mall Dr Ste B202
St. George, UT 84790
425.893.9781
board@conserveswu.org
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Danielle Murray

Senior Legal and Policy Director
Conservation Lands Foundation
835 E 2nd Ave, #314
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Durango, CO 81301

970.247.0807x102
danielle@conservationlands.org
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Kya Marienfeld

Wildlands Attorney

Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance
P.O. Box 968

Moab, UT 84532

435.259.5440
kya@suwa.org

Phil Hanceford

Conservation Director

The Wilderness Society

1660 Wynkoop Street, Suite 850
Denver, CO 80202
303.225.4636

phil hanceford@tws.org
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lleene Anderson

Senior Scientist/Public Lands Deserts Director
Center for Biological Diversity

660 S. Figueroa St., Suite 1000

Los Angeles, CA 90017

(323) 490-0223
ianderson@biologicaldiversity.org
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Vera Smith

Senior Federal Lands Policy Analyst
Defenders of Wildlife

600 17th Street, Suite 450N
Denver, CO 80202

720.943.0456
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vsmith@defenders.org

Carly Ferro

Interim Director, Utah Sierra Club
423 W 800 S Ste. A103

Salt Lake City, UT 84101
908.415.4587
Carly.Ferro@sierraclub.org
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Laura Cunningham
California Director

Western Watersheds Project
Cima, CA 92323

Mailing Address:

PO Box 70

Beatty NV 89003

775 513. 1280
lcunningham@westernwatersheds.or
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Kevin Emmerich

Co-Founder Basin and Range Watch
PO Box 70

Beatty NV 89003
emailbasinandrange @gmail.com
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Anthony Frates

Conservation co-chair

Utah Native Plant Society

P.O. Box 520041

Salt Lake City, UT 84152-0041
801.277.9240
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unps@unps.org

Freddy Dunn

Treasurer

Back Country Horsemen of Utah, Southwest Chapter
PO Box 3174 St. George UT 84770

435.862.6181

freddyvdunn@gmail.com
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Chris Gorzalski

SW Utah Broadband Leader
Great Old Broads for Wilderness
2243 W Sunbrook Dr Unit 149
St George, UT 84770
435.705.4658
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Stephen Erickson

Utah Audubon Council

Policy Advocate

P.O. Box 520867

Salt Lake City, UT 84152-0867
385.313.0608
erickson.steveli@comecast.net
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Ed LaRue

Ecosystems Advisory Committee, Chairperson
Desert Tortoise Council

4654 East Avenue S #257B

Palmdale, California 93552
eac@deserttortoise.org
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Paul Jaussi

Red Cliffs Audubon President
503.970.2413
redcliffsaudubon@gmail.com

CcC:

Greg Sheehan, BLM Utah State Director, blm ut so public room@blm.gov
Ahmed Mohsen, Color Country District Manager, amohsen@blm.gov

Keith Rigtrup, St. George Field Office Manager, krigtrup@blm.gov

Dawna Ferris-Rowley, Red Cliffs NCA Manager, d8ferris@blm.gov

Laura Romin, Deputy Field Supervisor, USFWS, laura romin@fws.gov
Gloria Tibbetts, BLM Color Country District Planning and Environmental
Coordinator, BLM UT NorthernCorridor@blm.gov

Cameron Rognan, Washington County HCP Administrator,
Cameron.Rognan@washco.utah.gov

Erik Clarke, Washington County Attorney, Eric.Clarke@wcattorney.com




