July 26, 2014 

Shalonda Guy
Coronado National Forest, Santa Catalina Ranger District
5700 N.  Sabino Canyon Road
Tucson, AZ  85750

Dear Deputy District Ranger Guy,

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Draft Environmental Assessment (EA) for the proposed Authorizing Helicopter Use by the Arizona Game and Fish Department in Pusch Ridge Wilderness. As you know, the Arizona Trail Association (ATA) is the nonprofit organization whose mission is to build, maintain, promote, protect and sustain the Arizona Trail as a unique encounter with the land. Over the past 20 years, we have worked tirelessly to build the Arizona Trail from a dream to reality. Since it received National Scenic Trail designation in 2009, we are proud to work alongside the United States Forest Service (USFS), the federal agency responsible for administering the trail, in the protection of the Arizona National Scenic Trail (AZNST) for a variety of trail users and future generations alike.

Since the proposed action will significantly affect the character of the Pusch Ridge Wilderness and the Arizona National Scenic Trail, we strongly recommend the No Action Alternative. We have condensed our comments into the following categories: Wilderness Character; Visitor Enjoyment & Recreation; and USFS Responsibility for Administering the AZNST.

Wilderness Character 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The Wilderness Act of 1964 (P.L. 88-577) is a brilliant piece of legislation that is intended to protect areas like Pusch Ridge. Allowing helicopter use in this area, unless it is for emergency Search & Rescue missions, is unacceptable.  In our view, the Modified Proposed Action would permit a reliance on helicopter use to artificially manage the desert bighorn sheep population.  This is incompatible with Congressionally designated wilderness which is defined as an area “untrammeled by man” and where the forces of nature are dominant.

The ATA has spent considerable resources to preserve this piece of wilderness near Tucson, including trail construction, signage, outreach and education for mountain bikers (not allowed in wilderness due to the reinterpretation of the Act in 1986) to be able to experience the AZNST without entering the Pusch Ridge Wilderness. Because of our belief in preserving the character of wilderness as defined by the Wilderness Act, we have gone to great lengths to ensure those who visit the Santa Catalina Mountains and Oracle Ridge Passages of the AZNST are able to experience this important piece of wilderness in its natural and primitive setting.

Pusch Ridge Wilderness is important for locals and visitors alike, as it’s the most accessible wilderness area near Tucson. Preserving the character of this wilderness area, 
which has become an island surrounded by human impact on nearly all sides, is a priority for the Arizona Trail Association and should also be for the USFS.





Visitor Enjoyment & Recreation
The Draft EA does not adequately address the impacts of helicopters in wilderness, especially the impacts to visitor enjoyment and recreation. While the Draft EA asserts that the duration of a helicopter’s approach, landing, and takeoff would be generally 10 minutes and the effects confined to the area around the helicopter activity, this analysis understates the impact on the wilderness experience. The distinctive noise of a helicopter can be heard from very far away and would impact those on the AZNST, many of whom travel internationally to experience one of America’s premier long-distance trails. Helicopters create a long-distance visual distraction as well, and compromise the wilderness experience that many expect when entering a federally designated wilderness area. Although the immediate impact may be limited to 10 minutes, the overall impact to the wilderness experience is profound. Over a period of 10 years, the character of the Pusch Ridge Wilderness would be seriously altered, and that would irrevocably impact the AZNST.

Since its designation as a National Scenic Trail and its completion in 2011, the AZNST has become an international destination for hikers, runners, mountain bikers and equestrians who seek to experience Arizona’s natural wonders along a remote corridor from Mexico to Utah. In fact, the trails within the Santa Catalina Mountains were specifically chosen and designated as part of the AZNST because of the Pusch Ridge Wilderness and the legislation that protects it. The area included within the proposed action includes important features of the AZNST, including Romero Pass.

Visitors expend considerable resources within the state of Arizona and within Arizona Trail Gateway Communities like Tucson and Summerhaven. Impacts to the AZNST and its corridor, either on the ground or in the air, may compromise these visitors’ experiences. This in turn may negatively affect the positive economic impact the AZNST has on the State of Arizona, and the positive reputation the ATA has worked so hard to build.

Beyond domestic and international visitors, local hikers and runners, day-users and section-hikers all stand to lose the most from the proposed action. The AZNST through Pusch Ridge Wilderness sees considerable use during the spring and autumn months, and helicopter use within this area will have a greater impact to visitor enjoyment and recreation than is addressed in the Draft EA.

USFS Responsibility for Administering the AZNST
The Draft EA fails to mention the Arizona National Scenic Trail.  As a National Scenic Trail protected by Congress and administered by the USDA Forest Service, and whose Trail Administrator works in the Coronado National Forest building in Tucson, we find this omission completely unacceptable. No other trails in southern Arizona have the same level of protection and importance as the AZNST, and since the proposed action has a serious impact to this resource, it must be properly addressed, analyzed, and included within the Draft EA.






Furthermore, the proposed action conflicts with a provision of the Forest Service Manual (Objective 2323.31) that states: Provide an environment where the forces of natural selection and survival rather than human actions determine which and what numbers of wildlife species will exist. 

Once again, the Arizona Trail Association appreciates the opportunity to comment on the proposed action. We look forward to future communications from you regarding the Draft EA and other steps we can take together in this important process. Please consider the Arizona Trail Association an interested party for all proposed actions that may impact the AZNST within the Santa Catalina Ranger District.

Respectfully,




Eric Hiser						Fred Gaudet
President, Board of Directors				Vice President of Trail Operations
Arizona Trail Association				Arizona Trail Association


cc:	Laura White, Arizona National Scenic Trail Administrator
	Matt Nelson, Executive Director, Arizona Trail Association 
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