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Environmental Assessment
EA# DOI-BLM-NM-L000-2014-0164 

Dripping Springs Road and Baylor Canyon Road Improvement Project

INTRODUCTION:
The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) has conducted an environmental analysis (NEPA Number DOI-BLM-NM-L000-2014-0164) to address road improvements on Dripping Springs Road and Baylor Canyon Road in Doña Ana County.  The project would improve existing roadways, which are unimproved soft surface with substandard curves, failing drainage ways, and require frequent maintenance needs.  Approximately 4.9 miles of combined roadway would be rebuilt and improved.  In addition, the Doña Ana County (the applicant) right-of-way (ROW) (BLM Serial Number NMNM 131088) would increase from 80 feet to 100 feet.  Doña Ana County would also amend its current right-of-way (BLM Serial Number NMNM 066392) from 60 feet to 90 feet, and add remaining segments of their RS 2477 claim for Dripping Springs Road by conversion into a Federal Land Policy and Management Act ROW.  The underlying need for the proposal would be met while accomplishing the following objectives:
1. Improve public safety.
2. Improve access to public land.
3. Reduce on-going maintenance issues.
The project area is within the newly designated Organ Mountains-Desert Peaks National Monument on the west side of the Organ Mountains.  EA# DOI-BLM-NM-L000-2014-0164 is attached.  A no action alternative and two action alternatives were analyzed in the Environmental Assessment (EA).  Alternative A and Alternative B were identical with one exception: Alternative A proposed paving both Dripping Springs and Baylor Canyon Road, and Alternative B proposed to pave Dripping Springs Road and gravel Baylor Canyon Road.
FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT:
Based upon a review of the EA and the supporting documents, I have determined that the project is not a major Federal action and will not significantly affect the quality of the human environment, individually or cumulatively with other actions in the general area.  No environmental effects meet the definition of significance in context or intensity as defined in 40 CFR 1508.27 and do not exceed those effects described in the Mimbres Resource Management Plan (BLM 1993).  Therefore, an environmental impact statement is not needed.
This finding is based on the context and intensity of the project as described:
Context:  Dripping Springs and Baylor Canyon Roads are local roads within the Mesilla Valley Metropolitan Planning Organization 4-Year Plan.  Dripping Springs Road is 10 miles in length; 7.5 miles (75 percent) of the road had previously been paved.  Baylor Canyon Road is 6.6 miles in length; 4.2 miles (64 percent) had been paved or chip sealed.  The remaining 4.9 miles of unpaved roads are within the newly designated Organ Mountains-Desert Peaks National Monument, a nationally significant site known for its cultural and ecological values.  Approximately 310 vehicles use the road daily to (1) access public land, (2) as a route from the Talevera Community to US 70, or (3) as a route from University Avenue to US 70.  No private homes are accessed directly from the 4.9 miles of road proposed for improvement.
Intensity:  The following discussion is organized around the Ten Significance Criteria described in 40 CFR 1508.27 and incorporated into resources and issues considered (includes supplemental authorities Appendix 1 H-1790-1) and supplemental Instruction Memorandum, Acts, regulations and Executive Orders.
The following have been considered in evaluating intensity for this proposal:
1. Impacts may be both beneficial and adverse.  Alternatives A and B would impact resources as described in the EA.  Impacts to air quality, transportation, water resources, health and human safety, and recreation would be beneficial.  Minor impacts are expected to livestock grazing, visual resources and vegetation.  The impacts to the Area of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC), Lands and Realty, and the National Monument are neither beneficial nor adverse.  No impacts are expected on Wilderness Study Areas (WSAs), migratory birds, Special Status Species, and Environmental Justice.  Increasing the area of asphalt is expected to have adverse impacts on reptiles.  Impacts to Cultural Resources are described below in item #8.
Design features were introduced to both Alternatives that will slow traffic, enhance safety, improve water run-off, accommodate recreationists, improve bicycle safety, eliminate conflict with nesting birds, reduce impacts of noise, and accommodate livestock grazing.  None of the environmental effects discussed in detail in the EA and associated appendices are considered significant.
2. The degree to which the alternatives will affect public health or safety.  Alternatives A and B are designed to enhance public safety and either will improve the existing roadways.  Design features and environmental commitments are described in the EA (Chapter 2) and Appendix A.
3. Unique characteristics of the geographic area such as proximity to historic or cultural resources, park lands, prime farm lands, wetlands, wilderness, wild and scenic rivers, or ecologically critical areas.
The following resources are not affected because they are not present in the project area: prime farm lands, wetlands, and wild and scenic rivers.  See rationale as listed in Chapters 1.4.1, 1.4.2 and 3.1 of the EA. 
In addition, the following resources although present, would not be affected by this action for the reasons listed in Chapter 3 of the EA: Organ Franklin Mountain ACEC, Organ Mountains-Desert Peaks National Monument, Organ Mountains WSA, Organ Needles WSA and public recreational resources, Baylor Pass Trailhead, Sierra Vista Trailhead and Dripping Springs Natural Area.  This action would not create a new road, but maintains an existing one; therefore, none of these resources would be significantly impacted.  It is difficult to assess the impacts of increased visitation to the Monument and other designated areas, but it is assumed that most visitation would continue to concentrate at Dripping Springs Natural Area, Aguirre Spring Campground, and Soledad Day Use Area.  Mitigation measures to minimize impacts to these resources are also discussed in Chapter 3 of the EA. 
One historic site, eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places, will be adversely impacted by the action.  See Item 8 of this FONSI for a description of the site, impacts and preliminary mitigation measures.  The Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), BLM and State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO) will enter into a Memorandum of Agreement for mitigation of impacts to the site.  In addition, it has been determined that in accordance with Section 4(f) of the Department of Transportation Act of 1966 a Net Benefit will be realized once the mitigation measures are implemented.  See Chapter 3.14 for a list of benefits.
4. The degree to which the effects on the quality of the human environment are likely to be highly controversial scientifically.
The impacts anticipated from implementing either Alternative are not scientifically controversial.  The effects of reduced speeds and increased control on paved roads compared to soft surface (gravel) roads are well-documented.  The improvements to air quality as a result of paving gravel roads are also scientifically proven.  Enhancements to watershed function through the use of roadside ditches, engineered low-water crossings, and improved drainage are best management practices employed across the country in road improvements.  There is no controversy of the benefit to the human environment when these features are employed on poorly maintained gravel roads.
5. The degree to which the possible effects on the human environment are highly uncertain or involve unique or unknown risks. 
The effects on the human environment are well understood.  There are no predicted effects on the human environment that are considered to be highly uncertain or involve unique or unknown risks.  Improving below-standard soft roads and creating well-engineered roads with safety standards is a common practice.
6. The degree to which the action may establish a precedent for future actions with significant effects or represents a decision in principle about a future consideration. 
The actions considered in the alternatives were considered by the interdisciplinary team within the context of past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions.  Significant cumulative effects are not predicted.  A complete analysis of the direct, indirect, and cumulative effects of the alternatives is described in Chapter 3 of the EA.
7. Whether the action is related to other actions with individually insignificant but cumulatively significant impacts – which include connected actions regardless of land ownership.
The interdisciplinary team evaluated the possible actions in context of past, present and reasonably foreseeable actions.  As described in cumulative impacts (Chapter 3.23), there are no connected actions or other actions planned for the area.  A future planning process for the Organ Mountains-Desert Peaks National Monument will guide future activity in this area.


8. The degree to which the action may adversely affect districts, sites, highways, structures, or other objects listed in or eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places or may cause loss or destruction of significant scientific, cultural, or historical resources. 
This project will adversely impact one historic site eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places.  The site is a series of 56 water control features, or check dams, likely constructed by the Civilian Conservation Corps in the late 1930s.  Total area of the check dams is approximately 24,700 square feet. 
The project would impact 21 of the 56 check dams.  Approximately 1,825 square feet of these features would be removed.  Five of the features would be completely removed by the roadway improvements.  Within the project area, these impacts represent 7.2 percent of the total features.  In the larger complex of features found throughout the valley, these impacts represent 0.6 percent of the total features present. 
In a letter dated April 20, 2015, the New Mexico SHPO concurred that the proposed project would result in an adverse effect to the check dams.  For additional information, see correspondence in Appendix B.
FHWA, BLM, and SHPO will enter into a Memorandum of Agreement for mitigation of impacts to the check dams.  Preliminary mitigation design includes interpretive signage at two pullouts.  Signage will likely include information on the check dams, as well as the work of the Civilian Conservation Corps, but final design will include input and review by FHWA, BLM, and SHPO. 
In addition, it has been determined that in accordance with Section 4(f) of the Department of Transportation Act of 1966, a Net Benefit will be realized once the mitigation measures are implemented.  See Chapter 3.14 for a list of benefits.
9. The degree to which the action may adversely affect an endangered or threatened species or its habitat that has been determined to be critical under the Endangered Species Act of 1973, or the degree to which the action may adversely affect: 1) a proposed to be listed endangered or threatened species or its habitat, or 2) a species on BLM’s sensitive species list.  
No threatened or endangered plants or animals are known to occur in the project area and so will not be affected.  BLM sensitive species and migratory birds that have potential to occur in the area would not be adversely affected.
10. Whether the action threatens a violation of a federal, state, local, or tribal law, regulation or policy imposed for the protection of the environment, where non-federal requirements are consistent with federal requirements.  
State, local, and tribal interests were given the opportunity to participate in the environmental analysis process.  The project does not violate Federal, state, local, or tribal law.  The project is consistent with applicable land management policies and programs.
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