Pima Natural Resource Conservation District
Pima Center for Conservation Education, Inc.
NRCS Plant Materials Center
3241 N. Romero Road
Tucson, AZ 85705
(520) 971-2962

Interstate 11 Tier 1 EIS Study Team
c/o ADOT Communications
1655 West Jackson Street, Mail Drop 126 F
Phoenix, Arizona 85007
I-11ADOTStudy@hdrinc.com
http://www.i11study.com/Arizona
RE: Tier 1 Environmental Impact Statement for Interstate 11 Corridor between Nogales and
Wickenburg, Arizona; Federal Register Vol. 81, No. 98 at 32007, et seq. (Submitted via website,
and by email) These comments supersede comments submitted earlier.
The Pima Natural Resource Conservation District (District) herein provides comments in opposition
to Corridor Alternatives C, D, E, and F, and the proposed Tucson bypass route through Avra Valley
and northwest along the edges of one National Park and two National Monuments, for the future
CanaMex Transcontinental Corridor–also known as Interstate 11.
About the Pima Natural Resource Conservation District
The Arizona State Legislature created the District in 1942 (Laws, 1941, Ch. 43, § 2). The District is
presently governed under Chapter 6 of Title 37 of the Arizona Revised Statutes. The District is
structured as a hybrid of a state agency funded under the State Lands Natural Resources Division
and as an independent local unit of Arizona government with a Board of Supervisors consisting of
both elected and Governor-appointed Supervisors. The expertise of the Pima NRCD is recognized by
Arizona statute 37-1054 (A) as follows:
“This state recognizes the special expertise of the districts in the fields of land, soil, water
and natural resources management within the boundaries of the district.”
The District works together with and represents “cooperators” who are persons having natural
resources under their control and who have each voluntarily signed an agreement to pursue soil
and water conservation efforts in cooperation with the District.
The District’s geographical boundaries roughly encompass all areas of Pima County excluding the
Yaqui and Tohono O’Odham Nations’ reservation lands. The District covers 2.14 million acres of
land in Pima County and a small area of southern Pinal County encompassing the Los Robles
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Archaeological District.
About the CanaMex Corridor
The CanaMex Corridor is part of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). Its planners
envision it will become the major trans-continental expressway for transport of goods between
ocean shipping ports in Mexico and Canada.
The proposed CanaMex Corridor will be much more than an ordinary interstate highway. It will
include not just a minimum four-lane highway but also multiple rail lines and fiber optics
installations. In contrast to the typical interstate highway width of two or three hundred feet, the
proposed CanaMex right-of-way would be 800 to 2,000 feet wide. The anticipated preferred
alternative is “expected to be 2,000 feet wide.” In other words, that decision has already been made.
This is significant because the Avra Valley is only about 10 miles wide in some places.
Impacts: Loss of District Cooperators
The District has cooperators who are primarily agricultural producers. They are scattered
throughout eastern Pima County. The District has cooperators whose homes and/or businesses
could be subject to eminent domain. Therefore, the District could lose a portion of its cooperator
base regardless whether the existing infrastructure of Interstate 10 is expanded or a new Interstate
11 route bypasses Tucson through the Avra Valley.
Environmental features of the Avra Valley
The Avra Valley presently provides habitat to a broad diversity of wildlife due to its close proximity
to the upper Sonoran Desert ecosystem, the Lower Colorado River ecosystem, the Chihuahuan
grasslands to the south in Altar Valley, and montane ecosystems in the nearby low mountain ranges.
A low pass over the Continental Divide in southern New Mexico facilitates a bird migration corridor
from the eastern states into southern Arizona, and northward through the Avra Valley.
The Avra Valley serves as an important bird migration corridor with notable “hotspots”
identified by the Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology based on thousands of submitted birdwatchers’
checklists (See ebird.org/ebird/hotspots.) These hotspots include the Avra Valley Water Treatment
Plant with 258 species; the Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum with 171 species; the Central Arizona
Project Recharge Basin with 179 species; Tucson Mountain Park with 104 species; and Saguaro
National Park West with 137 species.
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Figure 1. Rare scarlet tanager photographed in an ironwood tree on June 2, 2009 on the northwest end of the Avra Valley.

The location was within 2 miles of the CanaMex Corridor study area boundary. Another scarlet tanager was spotted the
same location in 2013.

About Tourism in the Avra Valley
Commercial tourist attractions in the Avra Valley include two or three western dude ranches,
steakhouses, Old Tucson Studios, and the Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum. Within 30 miles, as the
crow flies, is the Kitt Peak National Astronomical Observatory.
About Avra Valley residents
According to the 2010 U.S. census, approximately 6,000 people reside in about 2,000 households in
a 22 square mile area in the Avra Valley. One eighth of Avra Valley residents are retirees, slightly
less than 1/8 are military veterans, and 1/4 are persons under the age of 18. Four-fifths of the
housing is owner-occupied.
With homes in Avra Valley available for under $250,000 and median household income around
$45,000, residents have chosen the Avra Valley as an affordable place to live in relative peace and
quiet. It is dotted with small-acreage farms with easy access to jobs, public services and commercial
outlets in Tucson within a 45-minute drive.
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Environmental impacts
We have been told, but have not confirmed, that the proposed Tucson bypass would force 47 Avra
Valley and Picture Rocks families from their homes to make room for the CanaMex
Corridor. Regardless of how many families are displaced, it is reasonable to assume the increases in
noise, light pollution, and air pollution associated with the CanaMex Corridor could significantly
degrade the quality of life that was originally sought by every family or resident living in the
northern end of Avra Valley.
The noise and pollution from the proposed Avra Valley route for the CanaMex Corridor would also
negatively impact the quality and availability of outdoor recreation opportunities within a 45minute drive from Tucson.
A scientific study is necessary, prior to approval of this proposed route, to determine whether the
increase in air pollution (exhaust products of internal combustion) would contaminate or negatively
impact the Central Avra Valley Storage and Recovery Project (CAVSARP.
The proposed Avra valley route would degrade the native wildlife habitats that were set aside for
protection in the Saguaro National Park West, Tucson Mountain Park, Ironwood Forest National
Monument, and the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation’s Central Arizona Project wildlife mitigation
preserve.
Rural tourist attractions including the Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum and Old Tucson would
become urban islands and thereby be degraded in quality and the ability to continue present
offerings. This will negatively impact Pima County’s tourism industry. Due to increased traffic noise,
Old Tucson Studios might never be restored to a viable movie filming location.
The Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum currently hosts “Creatures of the Night” and “Astronomy Night”
shows almost weekly on cool summer nights. The proposed CanaMex segment directly bordering
the museum grounds would destroy the serene rural desert ambiance, disrupt natural wildlife
ecosystems in the area, and could thereby negatively impact this major Tucson area tourist
destination.
As already demonstrated, southern Arizona is also a tourism destination for its dark, starry nights.
Light pollution introduced by the proposed CanaMex Corridor segment through Avra Valley would
negatively impact the Kitt Peak National Observatory.
The Ironwood Forest National Monument on the north end of the Avra Valley is a destination for
stargazers. A residential subdivision on the northern boundary of the monument, Silverbell Estates,
was built decades ago specifically to attract stargazers. Its streets are all named for astronomical
objects.
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When the comet Hayakutake appeared in 1996, it was invisible east of Gates Pass. In the darkness of
the Ironwood Forest National Monument on the north end of Avra Valley and within two miles of
the proposed CanaMex Corridor study area, however, the comet and its spectacular 80-degree tail
were seen in their full glory–an almost frightening sight.
Light and noise pollution may also negatively impact nocturnal wildlife that depend on the Brawley,
Los Robles and Santa Cruz watersheds in the Avra Valley, although we are unaware of specific
studies investigating that possibility. We are likewise unaware of any studies that have investigated
the impacts of light pollution on local flora such as the night-blooming “Queen of the Night” cactus.
We do not rule out the possibility that significant harm can occur. The EIS must address this issue.
Local Sentiment
In 1996, Pima County voters approved an open space bond that facilitated the purchase of 7,300
acres of land. In 2004, Pima County voters approved the Sonoran Desert Conservation Plan (SDCP)
and its accompanying $174 million bond package to preserve 47,000 additional acres of open space
and the county’s cattle ranching heritage.
The voters passed the SDCP bond with full knowledge that the increased debt would force them to
pay significantly higher property taxes than the residents of any of the other 14 counties in Arizona.
They also understood that future high-paying job opportunities in mining and home construction
would forever be destroyed. The citizens of Pima County knowingly chose to make these sacrifices
in order to preserve wildlife habitat and open spaces from the irreversible impacts of development.
The proposed CanaMex segment through the Avra Valley therefore violates the values of the Pima
County residents, at least those who cared enough to vote, and is incompatible, both ecologically
and from a quality of life perspective, with a rural setting. In addition, rural lands that had been
eligible for zoning changes in trade for ESA Section 10 permit mitigation may no longer qualify.
Cost
According to ADOT’s own numbers, double decking Interstate 10 through Tucson would save $2
billion versus the cost of creating a 56-mile section of interstate highway through the Avra Valley.
Other significant impacts may occur as a consequence
The CanaMex corridor will significantly reduce what little remains of private lands in Pima County.
How much more of its tax base can Pima County afford to lose without dramatically increasing
property taxes—again?
The Ironwood Forest National Monument designation is presently under Presidential review and
may be repealed. If this occurs, environmental impacts from the CanaMex Corridor segment through
Avra Valley will not be mitigated by the presence of the National Monument.
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In fact, should the proposed CanaMex segment through the Avra Valley be approved, the Monument
status may be repealed specifically to facilitate a straighter, faster and significantly less costly
CanaMex Corridor. The same impacts would likely occur if the Sonoran Desert National Monument
is repealed, and for the same reasons.
If either National Monument designation is repealed and replaced with the CanaMex Corridor, it is
likely the area or areas currently in National Monument status would be targeted for rapid
commercial development. The open pit Silverbell copper mine could also be significantly expanded.
Commercial development projects in areas currently designated as National Monuments would, of
course, rapidly increase the tax base and significantly improve overall economic conditions in Pima
County. The supply of domestic minerals such as copper would be more secure, which would in turn
enhance national security.
On the other hand, the price would be lost quality of life, loss of high quality species habitat, loss of
migratory species habitat, and potentially more species being listed as endangered.
Problems with Segments E and F
Corridor segment F traverses highly eroded and highly erodible portions of the Santa Cruz River
and Brawley wash. The erosion, unstable soils and shifting streambed will present cost and
reliability nightmares as the stream channel floods, deepens, widens, and continues head-cutting
southward.
Moreover, Segment F touches the Los Robles Archaeological District, which is the northern tip of
our District. The area is on the Register of Historic Landmarks and the site of a well-developed
Hohokam village.
Construction activities alone will cause destruction of surface artifacts of the archaeological site and
will expose important petroglyph sites to damaging air pollution in addition to new theft and
vandalism.
In addition, Segment F will destroy the historical site of a century-old ranch and a one-room school,
and destroy the historic home and force the eviction of the fourth generation ranching family that
descended from Jack was, an important local historical cattleman and one the key people who
founded the famous Tucson Rodeo and parade in 1925.
Moreover, the site was used as a Union Buffalo Soldier camp during the Civil War. It is also the site
of the historic copper smelting ghost town of Sasco and the historic Atchison Topeka and Santa Fe
railroad line that transported copper ore and people between Sasco and the Silverbell mine from
1906 to 1932.
In addition, an important riparian bird migration corridor would be severely degraded or destroyed
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in the Santa Cruz, Brawley, and Los Robles watersheds.
Request for process inclusion
The planning process and this public comment period were insufficiently publicized. The core
information and key facts to consider seem buried under piles of trivial documentation—certainly
not easy to find on the ADOT website.
We have numerous District cooperators who are at risk of losing their homes, heritage and
livelihoods, and yet were never contacted by ADOT. We request that they be contacted by ADOT
through certified mail, and the comment period be reopened for no less than 90 days to give them
an opportunity to know what plans are being laid for their futures. We assert that letting people
know that their lives may be entirely uprooted would be the very minimal amount of courtesy
ADOT ought to extend. The mainstream news media also failed to communicate adequately
throughout this process.
We request that ADOT ensure the directly affected local citizens and the District be fully informed of
any new process developments, opportunities for coordination between the District and ADOT, and
public comment period announcements.
Sincerely,
Cindy Coping
Chair, Pima Natural Resource Conservation District
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