To Rick Goshen
Sierra Vista Ranger District

4070 S Avenida Saracino

Hereford, AZ 85615

Date: October 19, 2019

Dear Mr. Goshen,

I herewith submit my comments on Sunnyside Exploratory Drilling Project, # 55719.

I am Stephen Basila, proud owner of Autumn Sage Vineyards, located in Elgin, Arizona. This vineyard was started in 2013 and today we already produce well recognized products and the beautiful wine tasting room we added is frequented by locals and visitors to the area. Our vineyard covers 16 acres which do not only require the full attention of me but also of our staff that takes care of the grounds, harvesting, bottling and tasting room. 
Among the most important reasons we started the vineyard is the fact that this area is well known for its excellent soil, mild weather and access to ground water. It also features impressive mountain sceneries which through the ages have created a habitat for many unique species. This bio-diversity is very apparent in the neighboring Patagonia Mountains so that, together with the vineyards, many visitors from around the world are attracted to this part of Arizona. Project 55719, together with the already ongoing mineral extraction in the Patagonia Mountains, is going to threaten all of that in a significant way and for that reason the NFS should request a detailed Environmental Impact Study (EIS) in order to assess objectively the expected damage to the environment and the businesses in this area.
Included in the EIS should be the effect of heavy truck traffic on what today are still designated “Scenic Byways”, ie Route 83 and Route 82. These are the only access routes to the mountains and vineyards and blockage by endless rows of slow trucks, as well as the noise and pollution that comes with that, will essentially isolate this area from the rest of Arizona.  Together with the destruction of nearby mountains, the area will slide into what is known for many mining towns, a “bust” cycle. That cycle will last a very long time, probably forever just because of the irreversible damage caused by extracting ores from thousands of acres. At the same time, the boom cycle is only temporary, as many mining areas have experienced already. Businesses like that of me and the many other vineyards in this area simply do not co-exist with nearby drilling and mining activities. 
To emphasize some of the reasons why that is the case, I will comment below on some of the aspects described in Project 55719. I conclude that the impact of the Project on the environment and businesses of this area is significant and therefore requires a full Environmental Impact Study (EIS) as described by NEPA.
· To start with, the Project mentions that one of the water sources it needs for the planned drilling operations is from a “confirmed” location in or nearby Sonoita. The daily volume of nearly 15,000 gallons is significant compared to what others already extract from the same source, ie ground water. I and other current users of ground water will not have the means to compete with foreign, multinational companies to fight the resulting lowering of ground water levels by drilling even deeper wells. Many businesses will disappear.                                                                                                                                                            Next to threatening the livelihood of taxpaying citizens, lowering ground water levels will have a devastating effect on vegetation like the oak forests the area is known for. Together with the onslaught on the Patagonia Mountains, already set in motion by the Hermosa Project, the cumulative negative effect on tourism will be significant and, as a consequence, future expansion of a thriving, nature driven economy will be replaced by a temporary one that destroys the environment in perpetuity. A detailed EIS is required to assess these effects and stop further threats on the environment and economy.
· Of equal concern is the statement in the Project that most “likely”, drilling will not intersect aquifers, all based on “current knowledge”.  However, neighboring mining operations already use aquifers for their operations while earlier drillings in the Project area have shown their presence as well. Since aquifers are the lifelines for civilization as we know it today and supply water to basins in a wide area, chances are that disturbances in the Patagonia Mountains can have dire consequences to the quality and quantity of ground water in neighboring towns and cities, specifically Sonoita and Elgin.                                                                                                                                                                Climate change induced droughts and soaring demands already have led to capping supplies of Central Arizona Project water from the Colorado River watersheds, to the Tucson region. Projects ultimately aiming at extracting millions of gallons of water per day should therefore be judged on the basis of social-economic urgency.  Project 55179 is no exception and therefore requires an EIS that clearly assesses the risks involved with current drilling plans in addition to what is already ongoing and is in preparation.

· Project 55179 mentions the presence of endangered species but does not quote the opinion of the agency responsible for the management of the corresponding habitats, ie the US Fish and Wildlife Service. The assessment is urgently required as the Patagonia Mountains and surrounding areas are part of a unique, very large ecological system, the Madrean Sky Islands, which should be kept as pristine as possible to preserve critical habitats of several endangered species.                                                                                                                                                         Needless to say that this preservation will guarantee that eco-tourism to this area can flourish further. Cattle and vineyard businesses are relatively low impact activities, do not disturb landscapes like the Project is going to do, and most business owners are already implementing measures that avoid or reduce environmental impacts, including those on wildlife. The requested EIS should make a comprehensive inventory of all aspects of threats to wildlife habitats using the expertise of the US Fish and Wildlife Service, and properly include the cumulative effect of existing activities (eg the Hermosa Project) and the ones proposed in Project 55719. 

· The drilling activities proposed in Project 55719 mention the possibility of contamination of stream and soils from overflowing or flood induced destruction of sumps where toxic drilling fluids are collected. This risk will add contamination to already “impaired” streams and soils as a result of similar activities in the past. Impairments stretch from the Project area all the way to Sonoita Creek and Lake Patagonia, both of which have become important recreational destinations that serve the local population as well as visitors to the region. Also, this watershed joins that of the Santa Cruz River which, in turn, is an important supplier of water to the Tucson ground water basin. The cumulative effect of the Sunnyside Project and its neighboring Hermosa Project is reason enough to stop anymore disturbances that clearly have the risk of aggravating the level of impairment.                                                                                                                            Another source of contamination is soil disturbance that comes along with drill pad and road (re)constructions. Erosion induced leaching of metals is known to cause so-called background levels of toxic metals in streams and soils as well as vegetation that can be part of the food chain of live stock and thus humans.                                                                                                                Further impairments are therefore highly undesired not only because of public health concerns with respect to the local population but also as a distracter to eco-tourism; Once the area is known by the public as “contaminated forever”, products from the local cattle and wine industry will become “suspicious” and less desired by the public.                                                                              The requested EIS therefore needs to carefully analyze the long term cumulative effects of existing and future impairment inducing drilling activities on the quality of life as well as the future of local businesses.  Since water streams transport contamination over wide areas, this analysis should include the complete region affected and not only the Project area.
I hope the above comments are taken seriously as the future of the Patagonia/Sonoita/Elgin region is at stake. More destruction of the Patagonia Mountains has an additional detrimental effect on the quality of life and the long term economic health of this and neighboring regions. I therefore look forward to read that the requested EIS shows Project 55719 is not recommended by the National Forest Service to proceed. 
Sincerely,

Stephen Basila
90 Elgin Road
Elgin Arizona 85611

Phone 602-376-3782
