25 March 2021
To Whom It May Concern,
I’ve read the portion of the Draft Environmental Assessment (DEA) of the Sunnyside Exploration Drilling (SED) Project which refers to the impact of the Project on Flora and Fauna in the proposal site, specifically that area located “south of the Town of Patagonia, Santa Cruz County, Arizona in all or portions of Sections 31-32, Township 22S, Range 16E, and Sections 4-6, Township 23S, Range 16E, Gila and Salt River Baseline and Meridian”. It is obvious to me from your statements about the significant impacts this project will have on Endangered Species that it will require an Environmental Impact Statement.
Humboldt Canyon which is included in the proposed exploratory drilling area is a well-known habitat for the Mexican spotted owl. The DEA points out that the owl uses this habitat for “breeding, roosting, foraging, and dispersal”. It also outlines the negative consequences of encroaching on Mexican spotted owl territory. And then, in an effort to mitigate the effects of these consequences, it side steps the results. For instance, first the study states “The Proposed Action may affect Mexican spotted owls as a result of temporarily altering the quality and quantity of habitat in the project area” followed by “however, the amount of habitat that would be affected is relatively small (7.5 acres)”.  Later it is stipulated that “the extended duration of the exploratory drilling activities (up to seven years) has the potential to result in temporary avoidance of habitats within the action area by Mexican spotted owls. Displacement of owls could leave them more vulnerable to predation due to their potential use of unfamiliar habitats”. And then it says, “However, it is more likely that owls would shift their activities within their existing home ranges to avoid areas with increased human activities”.  In both cases an effort is made in the analysis to down play the potential negative affects this project will most likely have on the Mexican spotted owl.  Once and endangered species designation is established for a species, developing mitigation measures to minimize adverse effects of a proposed action should NO LONGER be an option. The Mexican spotted owl as well as the Yellow-billed cuckoo have become endangered as a result of habitat loss and degradation due to gross human activity encroaching on their living space which is exactly what this project guarantees to pursue. When a species is designated Endangered it means their existence is tenuous and everything possible that can be done needs to be done to secure their well-being. There can be no equivocation such as, “to minimize the effect from project activities during the breeding season, no drilling activities, road construction, maintenance, or improvement would be permitted within the core area of a Mexican spotted owl PAC during the period from March 1 through August 31” This compromise will not change the fact that the exploratory drilling’s presence is invading the small patch of territory this owl requires to maintain existence. 
This project is projected to continue for 7 years. In several places in the assessment this time frame is referred to as “temporary”.  For instance, when discussing how the unnatural increase in light, 24/7, will affect sleep and how the significant increase in noise disturbance generated by drilling equipment can interfere with communication among the owls so important in the nesting ritual, it is stated that “all of the project-related impacts associated with noise and visual disturbance would be temporary and would cease following completion of the reclamation activities.” As everyone knows “temporary” is a variable term. When talking about an endangered species’ ability to reproduce a temporary decline is a serious decline and should not be tolerated.
I also want to draw attention to the cumulative impact on which this project will build. It shares a boundary with South 32, another exploratory drilling project actively making drastic impacts on the Forest. And climate change continues to fuel on going extreme drought creating prolonged and real stress on all forest inhabitants.
The above reasons make an Environmental Impact Statement essential. Requiring in depth analysis of the affects of this proposed project is reasonable when considering the potential of its negative impact.
Thank you for considering my concerns.
Sincerely,
Cynthia Berk
35 ABC Rd.
Patagonia, AZ 85624

 
   

