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March 3, 2022


Arizona Regional Airspace EIS

501 Butler Farm Rd., Suite H

Hampton, VA 23666


Re: Arizona Air Force MOA Changes


Dear Arizona Regional Airspace EIS staff:

This comment is submitted by Aldo’s Silver City Broadband, New Mexico and the Middle Gila Broadband, Arizona, which are two chapters of the Great Old Broads for Wilderness, a non-profit, all-volunteer organization led by women, that focuses on education about, and advocacy for, public lands, especially wilderness. We are part of a national organization headquartered in Durango, CO, with over forty affiliated chapters nationwide, six in Arizona and New Mexico. We believe that wilderness and public lands are a resource and a treasure for all people, the heritage of our great nation. Our grassroots organization has the mission of preserving and protecting wilderness and wild lands for future generations.


As believers in the immeasurable value of wilderness to our nation, our states, and the Earth’s climate, we believe the only acceptable alternative is Alternative 1:  No Action. We oppose Alternatives 2, 3, and 4 for the reasons we will describe below. 
1) Wilderness Character
This proposal adversely affects designated wilderness areas and wild lands. For example, a substantial portion of America’s (and the world’s) first designated wilderness – The Gila Wilderness – lies within part of the Reserve and Morenci MOA. While we think it is not appropriate to perform military training over a wilderness area that is so treasured by regional communities and visitors from afar, it would be substantially worse to increase the intensity of this training in any way. In addition to a large portion of the Gila Wilderness, the Blue Wilderness, Hells Hole and Lower San Francisco River Canyon Wilderness Study Areas would be further adversely impacted by this proposal.  There are 90 wilderness areas in Arizona, many that would be affected by this proposal.  Within the Reserve MOA, changing from NOTAM time of use to 0600 – 2200 M-F (plus other times by NOTAM) would presumably result in more training flights over the Gila National Forest and wilderness area. Lowering the supersonic authorization from 30,000 to 5,000 or 10,000 feet would have a major impact to wilderness, wildlands and other natural areas.     

According to the military’s interpretation of the Wilderness Act, “Wilderness areas shall be devoted to the public purpose of recreational, scenic, scientific, educational, conservation, and historical use.” (16-USC 1131[c.]). Chaff fragments falling to the ground and other things inherent in this proposal are not listed uses. 
Exceptional opportunities for solitude are an important part of the definition of wilderness areas under the Wilderness Act of 1964. Military training sorties are not compatible with the invaluable solitude and quiet that are key wilderness characteristics. Supersonic booms at lower altitudes would be very disruptive and out of line with the definition of wilderness.
2) Other Public Lands

Millions of acres of Federal public lands are affected by this proposal, including National Forests, BLM lands, Wilderness Areas, Wilderness Study Areas, Areas of Critical Environmental Concern, Research Natural Areas, Riparian National Conservation Areas, National Wildlife Refuges, National Monuments and Scenic and Recreational Trails.  Prominent areas impacted in New Mexico include 83 miles of the Continental Divide Trail, plus the Catwalk National Recreation Trail, Dark Sky areas near Reserve, and various river segments which are integral to the M.H. Dutch Salmon Greater Wild and Scenic River proposal.  Some of our Broadband members are particularly familiar with these outstanding wild river canyons in these areas. Our riparian monitoring group hikes and monitors portions of the San Francisco and Gila Rivers and their tributaries because of their crucial role in biodiversity, including threatened and endangered species and resilience.  Broadbands from Arizona and New Mexico have camped, hiked, and participated in environmental stewardship in many of these public lands.  
3) Wildlife 
The Air Force is proposing lowering the floor for flights over five of the MOAs and authorizing supersonic flights above 5000 feet instead of the existing 30,000 feet.  Noise impact on wildlife is well documented by many peer-reviewed wildlife studies. Decibel levels of over 40dBA have been shown to affect birds’ and other wildlife’s foraging and communication behavior essential to prey or predator detection and reproduction. (1)  The decibels produced by an F-16 start at about 75 dBA on the ground and rise to 116 dBA at peak noise emission, while F-35s are estimated to be three times louder than F-16s. Nowhere in the Air Force proposals is it stated what planes they will be flying and where.  Endangered and threatened species reside in all the existing MOAs. There are 93 endangered and threatened species along the borderlands alone.  The highly endangered Mexican gray wolf population totaled only 186 wolves in 2020. Wildlife is under serious stress with habitat changes due to climate and encroaching human presence.  The consequences of increased noise from lower flights and sonic booms would further decrease the survival capacity of many fragile species. The effect of these military exercises on these endangered and threatened species must be addressed in the Environmental Impact Statement.  
It is well documented that horses, cows, dogs and other animals can be so terrified by low-altitude flights that they may panic and harm themselves, so it is reasonable to infer that these flights will also terrify and imperil wild animals. One of our members was buzzed from behind by two very low flying jets while on a mountaintop in the Pinal Mountains in the Outlaw MOA.  She did not hear them coming as the noise arrived at the same time as the fighter jets, so to say that the jets startled her is an understatement.  This is not limited to one MOA. Aldo’s Silver City Broads have also experienced disturbance by loud military aircraft when hiking in remote areas.  How many times are wildlife buzzed during these training exercises?  We as humans can at least make sense of what is happening after our momentary terror.  Extreme and sudden high noise levels will torment our region and its wildlife if Alternative 2, 3 or 4 is adopted.  
4) Supersonic and Low Altitude Flights

This proposal would lower the supersonic level from 30,000 to as low as 5,000 in multiple MOAs. This would basically create a long path extending across dozens of towns, various tribal lands, public lands and national monuments, extending into America’s first Wilderness.  Pressure waves created by supersonic flights at 5,000 to 10,000 feet above the ground can break glass, crack plaster or cause other structural damage including damage to cultural resources. Sonic booms and extreme noise will impact wildlife, outdoor recreation economy, and quality of life for residents.     
Tombstone MOA Alternatives 2, 3, and 4 propose lowering the flight paths to 100 ft. AGL. F-16 combat training plans include an unspecified number of low altitude sorties. This area includes national forests and monuments, key sky islands which also function as wildlife corridors, a world renowned birding area near Portal which includes neotropical species, and a section of the Continental Divide Trail. Sudden loud noise from low level flights or sonic booms can also create a safety issue for hikers or others, as some of our members know from direct experience in other areas with low level flights.
5) Environmental Impacts

5a) Air Pollution:
We have concerns about air quality relative to jet exhaust and especially to deployment of chaff. This proposal will extend use of chaff to additional areas such as Tombstone MOA and lower the level in other locations such as Outlaw and Jackal MOAs. The aluminized silica bundles of chaff disperse rapidly in the air and it is possible they may be inhaled by humans and animals. Although the Environmental Impact Statement for Special Use Airspace Optimization indicates that there is no impact from chaff, this has been insufficiently researched and it is not acceptable to assume no damage will be incurred. It is possible that ingestion or inhalation of chaff fragments could be potentially detrimental to animals. In addition, effects of humans inhaling these particles has not been sufficiently studied. Airborne chaff fragments could be dispersed to areas outside their deployment, drifting to surrounding areas or falling into water sources.  
5b) Water Contamination:
The targeted MOA areas include creeks, rivers and other small water bodies that could be affected by chaff dumping. We are concerned about the ability of surface or bottom feeding waterfowl and other aquatic species to process ingested tiny strands of aluminized silica. These highly sensitive aquatic habitats are essential to the health of the region. Chaff may disperse to areas within the Apache Sitgreaves or Gila National Forests, which hold waters essential to diverse groups of native flora and fauna in the Southwest, including many vulnerable species of plants and animals, and major sources of freshwater in this part of the Southwest.  
Although the proposal implies no known impact from use of chaff, potential harm has not yet been sufficiently studied or documented. Use of chaff and flares over or immediately adjacent to highly sensitive areas such as Wilderness Areas, Wild and Scenic Rivers proposed areas, National Parks and Monuments, and other pristine natural areas are incompatible with the land use management objectives for those areas.
6) Wildfires  


The Air Force proposes lowering the altitude for releasing flares in the Tombstone, Outlaw, Jackal, Bagdad and Gladden MOA’s.  We know that flares can cause fires.  There is a high probability that the Telegraph Fire, which burned 180,000+ acres outside of Superior Arizona in the Sonoran desert, was started due to a flare reaching the ground. (2)  This was at the current 3000 foot above ground level in the Outlaw MOA, not the proposed 2000 AGL.  It was human caused with a point of origin in an area that would have been hard for a person to get to, and maneuvers were confirmed over the area that day.  In 2015, the U.S. Department of Interior, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and Oregon’s Department of Fish and Wildlife all warned of potential wildfire risk from flare use, citing many species that could be threatened by loss of habitat from wildfire. All three agencies asked that the Air National Guard restrict its use of flares during periods of “high” fire danger, rather than just during “extreme” fire danger.  The fire danger in our Arizona and New Mexico MOAs is high for most of the year. (3)   The potential for wildfires is year-round with the danger only decreasing during a rainy monsoon season.  


No discussion of Wildfire would be complete without talking about the effect of climate change on our lands.  The Southwest, in particular Southern Arizona, is in the worst drought in 1200 years. (4)  This has led to a prevalence of large acreage fires in recent years.  The Telegraph Fire demonstrates how difficult these wildland fires are to extinguish, as well as how problematic it is to protect people and property in the path of these blazes.  There are extremely limited resources for fighting fires in remote areas.  Access to the mountainous terrain in these areas is extremely difficult for firefighters and dangerous due to canyons and conditions that contribute to erratic fire behavior.  Lowering the altitude for releasing flares will significantly increase the risk of catastrophic wildfires. 
7)  Local and State Economy
This proposal conflicts with the state of New Mexico’s major push to emphasize outdoor recreation as an important tool for diversifying the economy, including areas within this proposal. The state is investing substantial funds into outdoor recreation and folks such as hikers on the Continental Divide Trail and many other areas, hunters, and fishermen would be impacted by factors such as lower flight altitudes, supersonic activities, etc.  More military training overflights, supersonic booms, flares and chaff are at odds with this outdoor recreation initiative and would impact the region’s economy.  The same is true for the Arizona economy. In 2017 outdoor recreation generated more than 21 billion dollars for the State in consumer spending. (5)    
Other Comments
The proposal does not state the number of military aircraft that will train within the targeted MOAs, or the type of aircraft. It does not include the frequency of training flights over these areas or the time of day / night. This should be included in order to evaluate the impacts. 
Conclusion 

The Air Force states they need to address existing and future training deficiencies due to existing airspace limitations.  The Air Force has not provided sufficient data to show why the proposed action is required.  With the advanced virtual and technical options available that simulate flights, geography, conditions and combat, why are these changes needed?  The astronauts train in a simulated environment only, yet perform flawlessly when sent to space.  There is a difference between wanting something and needing it.  The health of the environment, human communities and wildlife must take priority over inconvenience.  Needs must be balanced with equally important concerns. 


More intricate scheduling and coordination focusing on the existing areas such as Barry M. Goldwater Range should occur instead, relative to the additional impacts inherent to Alternatives 2, 3, and 4. We think that the Air Force would excel with such planning, scheduling, and organization. Because of the damaging impacts to our public lands and wilderness areas, we oppose Alternatives 2, 3, and 4 and only support Alternative 1. 

 

Sincerely,

J.V. Connors & Marcia Stout, Coleaders

Great Old Broads for Wilderness, Aldo's Silver City Broadband 

12 Shale Dr. 

Silver City, NM, 88061

Roz Switzer, Leader

Great Old Broads for Wilderness, Middle Gila Broadband

Florence, AZ

switzerroz@gmail.com
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