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DESERT TORTOISE COUNCIL 

3807 Sierra Highway #6-4514 
Acton, CA 93510 

www.deserttortoise.org 

eac@deserttortoise.org 

 
Via email and BLM NEPA eplanning portal 

 

June 29, 2023     

 
Attn: Tammy Pike, Nancy Favour 

Lower Sonoran Field Office 
Bureau of Land Management 

2020 E. Bell Rd. 

Phoenix, AZ 85022 
BLM_AZ_LS_AjoTravelMgmtPlan@blm.gov 

tpike@blm.gov; nfavour@blm.gov 
 

RE: Public Scoping for Ajo Travel Management Area Travel Management Plan and 

Environmental Assessment (DOI-BLM-AZ-P020-2023-0005-EA) 
 

Dear Ms. Pike and Ms. Favour, 
 

The Desert Tortoise Council (Council) is a non-profit organization comprised of hundreds of 

professionals and laypersons who share a common concern for wild desert tortoises and a 
commitment to advancing the public’s understanding of desert tortoise species. Established in 

1975 to promote conservation of tortoises in the deserts of the southwestern United States and 
Mexico, the Council routinely provides information and other forms of assistance to individuals, 

organizations, and regulatory agencies on matters potentially affecting desert tortoises within their 

geographic ranges. 
 

As of June 2022, our mailing address has changed to: 
Desert Tortoise Council 

3807 Sierra Highway #6-4514 

Acton, CA 93510. 
 

Our email address has not changed. Both addresses are provided above in our letterhead for your 
use when providing future correspondence to us. 

 

We appreciate this opportunity to provide comments on the above-referenced project. Given the 
location of the proposed project in habitats likely occupied by Sonoran desert tortoise (Gopherus 

http://www.deserttortoise.org/
mailto:BLM_AZ_LS_AjoTravelMgmtPlan@blm.gov
mailto:tpike@blm.gov
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morafkai) (synonymous with Morafka’s desert tortoise), our comments pertain to enhancing 
protection of this species during activities funded, authorized, or carried out by the Bureau of Land 

Management (BLM), which we assume will be added to the Decision Record for this project as 
needed. Please accept, carefully review, and include in the relevant project file the Council’s 

following comments and attachments for the proposed action.  

 
Description of Proposed Action 

 
According to the BLM National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) ePlanning webpage, BLM’s 

Lower Sonoran Field Office (LSFO) “proposes to designate a comprehensive network of 

motorized routes and trails for managing travel within the Ajo Travel Management Area (TMA). 
This Ajo Travel Management Area Travel Management Plan (TMP) is comprehensive in that it 

addresses access for recreational, traditional, casual, agricultural, commercial, and educational 
uses as well as access for resource management purposes. It also considers all modes and 

conditions of travel on public lands, including typical highway vehicles (low-clearance sedans and 

trucks), four-wheel drive (4WD) vehicles, motorcycles, utility terrain vehicles (UTVs), all-terrain 
vehicles (ATVs), bicycles, electric bicycles (e-bikes), equestrian, and foot travel.” 

 
BLM is requesting “feedback on whether there are additional routes that should be considered in 

this planning effort, which routes you use, what activities do these routes provide access for, if 

there are other areas you want to access, and any concerns you may have about resource impacts 
in the area. The public is encouraged to review the inventoried routes and make comments. A link 

to the inventoried routes is available on the Documents and Maps pages.” 
 

The Ajo TMA is located in western Pima County, Arizona. It is bordered on the north by Barry 

M. Goldwater Air Force Range, on the east by the Tohono Oʼodham Nation, on the south by Organ 
Pipe Cactus National Monument, and on the west by Cabeza Prieta National Wildlife Refuge 

(NWR). 
 

Scoping Comments on the  

 Proposed Ajo Travel Management Area Travel Management Plan 

and Environmental Assessment 

 
The Council learned about this proposed action from a third party. We have serious concerns about 

BLM’s unwillingness to comply with the Council’s repeated written requests to BLM that the 

Council be considered an Affected Interest for any BLM proposed action that may affect species 
of desert tortoises or their habitats and as an Affected Interest, be notified of these proposed 

actions. Since 2016, we have included this request in dozens of comment letters we have sent to 
BLM on various proposed actions that may affect tortoises that BLM analyzed NEPA and other 

public comment processes. When BLM did not comply with our requests, in 2019 we sent certified 

letters reiterating this request to BLM district managers in southern California, southern Nevada, 
western and southern Arizona, and southwestern Utah (the range of the Mojave desert tortoise and 

Sonoran desert tortoise) and several field managers. When most BLM district and field offices 
continued to not honor our request to notify us of BLM proposed actions affecting tortoise/tortoise 

habitat, we copied our comment letters with this request to the BLM state directors of these four 
states and the BLM director and assistant directors to ensure our requests were received by upper 



Desert Tortoise Council/Comments/Scoping - Ajo Travel Management Area Plan EA 3 

management. Our reasoning for this action was that upper management would then direct 
management and staff that they supervise at the state, district, and field office levels to honor the 

Council’s request, and BLM would notify the Council of proposed actions affecting 
tortoises/tortoise habitat. Apparently, our reasoning was faulty for this BLM proposed action. We 

are not sure how to communicate the Council’s request to the BLM field, district, and state offices 

in the range of tortoises to ensure the Council’s involvement in BLM’s proposed actions under 
NEPA and other public participation periods. We request BLM’s assistance in this matter to ensure 

that this and future requests made by the Council are honored by BLM. 
 

At the conclusion of this letter, we request again that the Council be considered an Affected Interest 

in this and all other actions by BLM that may affect species of tortoises in the southwestern United 
States (emphasis added). As the lead for the Ajo TMP, we kindly request that you honor our 

request, and that you communicate this information to the supervisor and the public affairs 
supervisor for your office for this and future projects funded, authorized, or carried out by BLM 

that may affect desert tortoises in the southwestern United States . 

 
Public Scoping 

Although BLM did not use the term “public scoping” in its press releases and NEPA ePlanning 
webpage for the development of the Ajo TMP and Draft EA, we consider this request for public 

input to be commensurate with the scoping phase for NEPA documents (i.e., environmental 

assessments and environmental impacts statements).  
 

Project Description 

According to the BLM’s webpage for the Ajo TMP and Draft EA 

(https://eplanning.blm.gov/eplanning-ui/project/2024282/51), the BLM “Lower Sonoran Field 

Office (LSFO) proposes to designate a comprehensive network of motorized routes and trails for 
managing travel within the Ajo Travel Management Area (TMA). This Ajo Travel Management 

Plan (TMP) is comprehensive in that it addresses access for recreational, traditional, casual, 
agricultural, commercial, and educational uses as well as access for resource management 

purposes. It also considers all modes and conditions of travel on public lands, including typical 

highway vehicles (low-clearance sedans and trucks), four-wheel drive (4WD) vehicles, 
motorcycles, utility terrain vehicles (UTVs), all-terrain vehicles (ATVs), bicycles, electric bicycles 

(e-bikes), equestrian, and foot travel.” 
 

BLM is requesting the public’s “feedback on whether there are additional routes that should be 

considered in this planning effort, which routes you use, what activities do these routes provide 
access for, if there are other areas you want to access, and any concerns you may have about 

resource impacts in the area. The public is encouraged to review the inventoried routes and make 
comments.” 

 

Define the Activities Authorized under the Ajo TMP  

The uses BLM is authorizing under the TMP are “recreational, traditional, casual, agricultural, 

commercial, and educational uses as well as access for resource management purposes.” We do 
not know what uses these terms include, especially recreational, casual, commercial, and we were 

unable to find a definition for these terms when applied to BLM managed land. Similarly, BLM 
says it “proposes to designate a comprehensive network of motorized routes and trails for 

https://eplanning.blm.gov/eplanning-ui/project/2024282/51
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managing travel within the Ajo Travel Management Area.” We are unsure whether the “trails” 
would include motorized use. 

 
The Council requests that BLM clearly define and describe the uses it is authorizing in the Ajo 

TMP and Draft EA. The Ajo TMP should state that other uses that are not described and analyzed 

in this TMP and Draft EA would not be allowed. This clear information is needed so that BLM’s 
decsionmaker and the public know what activities comprise the activities that would be allowed. 

The Council further requests that BLM not allow organized or competitive motorized events in the 
TMP. The long-term adverse impacts from these events to natural resources, including tortoises 

and tortoise habitat, are well documented (please see “Environmental Consequences” section and 

“Appendix A. Partial List of Research Papers on Impacts from Vehicle Use to Desert 
Ecosystems”), and do not comply with BLM’s mandate under the Federal Land Policy and 

Management Act of 1976, as amended, that “management be on the basis of multiple use and 
sustained yield” and that “the public lands be managed in a manner that will protect the quality of 

scientific, scenic, historical, ecological, environmental, air and atmospheric, water resource, and 

archeological values,” and “will provide food and habitat for fish and wildlife.” 
 

Comply with the Authorities of Land Management Entities for Adjacent Lands 

The location of the proposed action is an island of about 177,000 acres of BLM-managed land 

surrounded by lands with management directives very different than those of BLM for multiple 

use and sustained yield of resources. Under the Organic Act of 1916 and other legislation and 
policies, the NPS is charged with managing Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument to protect and 

preserve unimpaired the natural and cultural resources and values of NPS lands. The US Fish and 
Wildlife Service (USFWS) is charged with managing Cabeza Prieta NWR to conserve, manage, 

and, where appropriate, restore fish, wildlife and plant resources and their habitats (National 

Wildlife Refuge System Administration Act of 1966, as amended). The U.S. Air Force is charged 
with managing the Barry M. Goldwater Air Force Range for the military mission of air-to-air and 

air-to-ground training that use live and inert practice ordnance. The Tohono Oʼodham Nation 
governs it lands according to its constitution. 

 

Given these specific directives that differ from those of the BLM, BLM should ensure that the 
implementation and management of the Ajo TMP does not result in direct, indirect, or cumulative 

impacts to Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, Cabeza Prieta NWR, the Goldwater Range, 
and the Tohono Oʼodham Nation that do not comply with their directives for management of 

lands/resources within their jurisdictions. For example, the Ajo TMP should not designate vehicle 

routes or trails that stop at the boundary with NPS or NWR lands because they are not authorized 
to continue on these lands. Such “dead end” routes and trails would likely lead to users continuing 

onto NPS and NWR lands and adversely impacting the resources these agencies are mandated to 
protect/conserve. Another likely result is the users would continue the route/trail parallel to the 

land management boundary or in a different direction on BLM land, thereby creating additional 

unauthorized routes/trails that result in additional impacts that were not analyzed in the Draft EA 
and whose use is not authorized. 

 
Similarly, washes upstream from NPS and NWR lands should not be designated as vehicle routes 

or trails. Their use by vehicles would result in degradation of soils (e.g., compaction, erosion, etc.), 
degradation and loss of vegetation (coating plants with dust; physical damage to roots, leaves, and 
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stems/branches; crushing/destroying plants; introduction/spread of invasive plant species, 
wildfires caused by catalytic converters, etc.), that would adversely impact downstream areas on 

NPS and NWR lands.  
 

Analysis of Alternatives 

Several alternatives should be analyzed in the Ajo TMP and Draft EA including one or more 
alternatives that stress conservation of natural resources including the tortoise/tortoise habitat. 

Such an alternative would include but not be limited to eliminating redundant routes, ensuring a 
low density of authorized routes in areas in the TMA, closing routes in tortoise habitat/connectivity 

habitat, and restoring the habitat. 

 
For the No Action Alternative, the Council requests that BLM use current aerial/satellite imagery 

to identify, record on GIS, and add to the administrative record the global network of existing 
routes in the Ajo TMA. Following this remote sensing exercise, BLM should ground-truth the 

routes using statistics to determine when ground truthing is adequate to verify the accuracy of 

BLM’s map of existing routes. This is baseline data that BLM needs to help determine which 
routes are redundant or harmful to resources such as the tortoise/tortoise habitat before it can 

consider making informed management decisions on which routes should be designated as open, 
closed, or limited. We reiterate this need for several reasons including the requirement for 

cumulative effects analysis under NEPA and BLM’s commitment to manage for the tortoise in the 

Sonoran Desert Tortoise Candidate Conservation Agreement (USFWS et al. 2015). 
 

Please be sure that the TMP and Draft EA explains how this route inventory was (is being) derived 
and if it has (or will be) ground-truthed. Our experience is that that washes often appear on satellite 

imagery as routes when they are natural features. Although we strongly recommend that the final 

proposed route inventory be fully ground-truthed, if that is not possible, we ask that the proposed 
network be superimposed over U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) maps to see if any of the future 

open routes are located in washes. Given the importance of washes to tortoises (Zylstra and Steidl 
2009), we ask that BLM avoid designating open or limited routes in washes. Further, we request 

that maps of the open, closed, and limited routes be displayed in maps in the Draft EA for each 

alternative. 
 

Enforcement of the TMP 

All action alternatives in the TMP/EA should include a description and analysis of the effective 

enforcement plan that BLM would implement to ensure that (1) the activities as described for each 

alternative would be implemented, unauthorized activities would be promptly halted, (2) the 
activities and their impacts to the environment are documented in BLM’s geospatial tracking 

system, and (3) the impacts are fully mitigated, preferably by the offending person(s). 
 

Affected Environment 

The Ajo TMP and Draft EA should include data on tortoise survey results in the TMA and adjacent 
areas. We presume that BLM has completed recently an inventory of tortoise abundance within 

the TMP planning area. If these field data are unavailable, we request that BLM use available 
models of tortoise presence/habitat and overlay the proposed route networks for 

comparison/overlap. We ask that BLM be conscientious about minimizing the number of routes 
in those portions of the TMP that are known or to contain higher densities of tortoises/better quality 
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of tortoise habitat/higher likelihood of tortoise use, either based on field studies (preferred) or 
models (less preferred). Failure to provide these data would indicate that BLM lacks information 

of the demographic status of the tortoise in the 177,000 acres of the Ajo TMA, and is unable to 
demonstrate that BLM is managing for the tortoise on a landscape level, as it committed to in the 

Sonoran Desert Tortoise Candidate Conservation Agreement (USFWS et al. 2015). 

 
Environmental Consequences 

In this section of the Draft EA, BLM should analyze the direct, indirect and cumulative impacts 
of all the uses that it is specifically authorizing in the Ajo TMP. This analysis is needed to comply 

with NEPA, and so BLM’s decisionmaker and the public know the direct, indirect, and cumulative 

impacts that would occur from the activities described the proposed action/alternatives, and that 
they have been analyzed adequately and accurately in the Draft EA. 

 
The presence of roads even with low vehicle use has multiple adverse effects on the desert tortoise 

and its habitats. These include the mortality, collection, vandalism, deterioration/loss of habitat 

quantity and quality, increased competition and predation (including by humans), and the loss of 
naturalness or pristine qualities, all of which should be analyzed in the Draft EA. We request that 

the Draft EA fully divulge and assess these and other impacts associated with motorized and non-
motorized vehicle use. To facilitate this request, we herein provide BLM with “Appendix A. Partial 

List of Research Papers on Impacts from Vehicle Use to Desert Ecosystems,” which is a partial 

bibliography of impacts associated with vehicle use on arid lands. We expect the authors of the 
Draft EA to familiarize themselves with this literature to better understand the direct, indirect, and 

cumulative impacts so their analysis of impacts to the tortoise/tortoise habitat, including habitat 
for connectivity, is complete in the Draft EA. This would allow BLM to make informed 

management decisions to curtail these impacts before they occur. 

 
Please include in the Draft EA the analyses the five major categories of primary road effects to the 

tortoise and other special status species: (1) wildlife mortality from collisions with vehicles; (2) 
hindrance/barrier to animal movements thereby reducing access to resources and mates; (3) 

degradation of habitat quality; (4) habitat loss caused by disturbance effects in the wider 

environment and from the physical occupation of land by the road; and (5) subdividing animal 
populations into smaller and more vulnerable fractions (Jaeger et al. 2005a, 2005b, Roedenbeck et 

al. 2007).  
 

BLM’s analysis of direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts from off-highway vehicle use (= 

vehicle use on unpaved roads and trails) to tortoises/tortoise habitat should include, but is not 
limited to, air quality, soils, nitrification, surface hydrology, climate change, vegetation, invasive 

species, and increased occurrence/intensity/size of wildfires. These impacts would include those 
from motorized and non-motorized vehicle use (e.g., impacts of mountain bikes [Lathrop 2003, 

Pickering et al. 2003, White et al. 2006, Vandeman 2014] and e-bikes). All these resource issues 

affect the tortoise either directly or indirectly. 
 

The Draft EA should use the best available science in analyzing impacts of the proposed action to 
the tortoise/tortoise habitat and selecting open and limited routes.  
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In the Ajo TMP and Draft EA, BLM should clearly explain how these documents and the action 
alternatives comply with: 

• the Council on Environmental Quality’s (2023) “Guidance for Federal Departments and 

Agencies on Ecological Connectivity and Wildlife Corridors” 

• all applicable BLM policies, handbooks, manuals, and instructional memorandums (e.g., 

NEPA Manual, Special Status Species Manual, Mitigation Manual/Policy/Handbook, 

Sensitive Species List for Arizona Manual and Instruction Memorandum, Instruction 
Memorandum on Habitat Connectivity, etc.) 

• all relevant Executive Orders (e.g., greenhouse gas emissions, climate change, invasive 

species, etc.) 

• Arizona Game and Fish Department. 2010. Desert Tortoise Survey Guidelines for 

Environmental Consultants 

• Arizona Game and Fish Department. 2014. Guidelines for Handling Sonoran Desert 

Tortoises Encountered on Development Projects 

• Arizona Interagency Desert Tortoise Team. 2008. Recommended Standard Mitigation 

Measures for Projects in Sonoran Desert Tortoise Habitat. June 2008. 
 

As a signatory to the Sonoran Desert Candidate Conservation Agreement (USFWS et al. 2015), 

BLM committed to implementing:  
 

(1) BLM Manual 6840 (BLM 2008) that establishes specific procedures for managing the 
Sonoran desert tortoise as a BLM sensitive species, with the goal of conserving the Sonoran 

desert tortoise and its habitat on BLM-managed lands in cooperation with other agencies;  

(2) landscape level conservation measures (e.g., identifying areas of potential conflict between 
agency mission and Sonoran desert tortoise habitat and identifying and reducing or 

otherwise mitigating dispersal barriers between Sonoran desert tortoise populations, etc.); 
and  

(3) local level conservation measures (e.g., considering the effects of actions on the Sonoran 

desert tortoise during the planning process, and avoiding or minimizing impacts, or 
implementing mitigation measures to offset impacts to tortoise populations and habitat 

where practical and feasible, avoid, where practicable, or otherwise minimize or mitigate 
adverse effects of actions that could result in isolation of known Sonoran desert tortoise 

populations and/or landscape-level fragmentation of Sonoran desert tortoise habitat, etc.).  

 
These three measures are only effective if BLM knows where the direct and indirect impacts to 

the tortoise are occurring, especially at a landscape level. The Council is concerned about projects 
and management decisions that contribute to degradation and loss of tortoise habitat (including 

habitat needed for connectivity among populations) from habitat fragmentation, new or more 

frequently used road (routes and trails) that bring invasive plant species, wildfires, etc. To conduct 
an accurate regional or cumulative effects analysis and comply with the Sonoran Desert Candidate 

Conservation Agreement, BLM needs to track these and other impacts to the tortoise at a landscape 
level using a geospatial tracking system for all management actions and projects authorized, 

funded, or carried out by BLM. We request that BLM add the Ajo TMP to its geospatial tracking 

system and continuously update the implementation of this TMP in its geospatial tracking system. 
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In the Sonoran Desert Candidate Conservation Agreement, BLM says, that through [its] Resource 
Management Plans (RMPs), BLM managers are directed to “[a]void, minimize or mitigate impacts 

associated with all BLM authorized activities including mineral material sales, rights-of-way, 
recreational use, travel management, and livestock grazing through project design and 

modifications to allowable uses in order to achieve Sonoran desert tortoise management 

objectives” (USFWS et al. 2015). BLM should explain and analyze in the Ajo TMP and Draft EA, 
how it will mitigate (avoid, minimize, and/or compensate) direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts 

associated with this TMP at a local and landscape level to achieve Sonoran desert management 
objectives. 

 

Mitigation and Monitoring 

As a mitigation measure, we strongly recommend that areas that provide habitat for the tortoise, 

including linkage habitat for connectivity between populations, routes and trails for vehicle use be 
closed. If this is not possible, the density and spacing of routes should not occur above the level 

recommended by scientific studies and these routes be designated as “limited” and closed 

seasonally during the active season for the tortoise. 
 

We also strongly recommend that the TMP provide the management option for BLM to close all 
non-paved routes and trails during fire season to substantially reduce or eliminate the likelihood 

of human-caused wildfires in the Ajo TMA from fire sources such as catalytic converters, 

shooting, smoking, using fireworks, etc. The Sonoran desert and tortoise are not adapted to wildfire 
and the natural restoration time for lost soils and vegetation will take decades or long, if at all 

because of climate change and invasive plant species (Abella 2010). 
 

The Ajo TMP and Draft EA should include appropriate mitigation and monitoring plans for all 

direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts to the tortoise and its habitats; the mitigation and 
monitoring plan should use the best available science with a commitment to implement the 

mitigation commensurate with impacts to the tortoise and its habitats. Mitigation and monitoring 
should include a fully-developed raven management plan; weed management plan; fire 

management plan; compensation plan for the degradation and loss of tortoise habitat that includes 

protection of the acquired, improved, and restored habitat in perpetuity for the tortoise from future 
development and human use; a plan to develop and implement an effective education program; a 

plan for effective law enforcement to prevent route proliferation (if not included in the description 
of the project) and habitat restoration plan for closed routes. These plans should be part of the TMP 

and Draft EA so that the public has an opportunity to provide input on the various plans 

 
These mitigation and monitoring plans should include an implementation schedule that is tied to 

key actions associated with route designation, signing open routes, and restoration phases of the 
project so that mitigation occurs concurrently with or in advance of the impacts. The Council has 

found that installing bright red Carsonite signs on closed routes is not effective; in fact, some routes 

that would not have otherwise been obvious are subject to use because of these signs. The Council 
prefers that closed routes be physically eradicated using vertical mulching and other techniques 

that eliminate the routes, and that the TMP has a schedule and process for closing routes. We also 
ask that the BLM prioritize the closure of routes based on tortoise densities derived from field 

studies or modelling. The plans should specify success criteria, include a monitoring plan to collect 
data to determine whether success criteria have been met, and identify actions that would be 
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required if the mitigation measures do not meet the success criteria. Specific remedial measures, 
such as increased law enforcement, enhanced education, closure of problematic routes, etc. should 

be included in the plan. 
 

Cumulative Impacts Analysis 

Please see Grand Canyon Trust v. F.A.A., 290 F.3d 339, 345-46 (D.C. Cir. 2002) in which the 
court decided that agencies must analyze the cumulative impacts of actions in environmental 

assessments.  
 

In the cumulative effects analysis of the Draft EA, please ensure that the CEQs “Considering 

Cumulative Effects under the National Environmental Policy Act” (1997) is followed, including 
the eight principles, when analyzing cumulative effects of the proposed action to the affected 

resource issues. This CEQ document is referred to in BLM’s National Environmental Policy Act 
Handbook (BLM 2008). CEQ (1997) states, “Determining the cumulative environmental 

consequences of an action requires delineating the cause-and-effect relationships between the 

multiple actions and the resources, ecosystems, and human communities of concern. The range of 
actions that must be considered includes not only the project proposal but all connected and similar 

actions that could contribute to cumulative effects.” The analysis “must describe the response of 
the resource to this environmental change.” Cumulative impact analysis should “address the 

sustainability of resources, ecosystems, and human communities.”  

 
CEQ’s guidance on how to analyze cumulative environmental consequences, which contains eight 

principles listed below: 
 

1. Cumulative effects are caused by the aggregate of past, present, and reasonable future 

actions.  

The effects of a proposed action on a given resource, ecosystem, and human community, 

include the present and future effects added to the effects that have taken place in the past. 
Such cumulative effects must also be added to the effects (past, present, and future) caused by 

all other actions that affect the same resource.  

 
2. Cumulative effects are the total effect, including both direct and indirect effects, on a 

given resource, ecosystem, and human community of all actions taken, no matter who 

(federal, non-federal, or private) has taken the actions.  

Individual effects from disparate activities may add up or interact to cause additional effects 

not apparent when looking at the individual effect at one time. The additional effects 
contributed by actions unrelated to the proposed action must be included in the analysis of 

cumulative effects.  
 

3. Cumulative effects need to be analyzed in terms of the specific resource, ecosystem, 

and human community being affected.  

Environmental effects are often evaluated from the perspective of the proposed action. 

Analyzing cumulative effects requires focusing on the resources, ecosystem, and human 
community that may be affected and developing an adequate understanding of how the 

resources are susceptible to effects.  
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4. It is not practical to analyze the cumulative effects of an action on the universe; the list 

of environmental effects must focus on those that are truly meaningful.  

For cumulative effects analysis to help the decision maker and inform interested parties, it must 
be limited through scoping to effects that can be evaluated meaningfully. The boundaries for 

evaluating cumulative effects should be expanded to the point at which the resource is no 

longer affected significantly or the effects are no longer of interest to the affected parties. 
  

5. Cumulative effects on a given resource, ecosystem, and human community are rarely 

aligned with political or administrative boundaries.  

Resources are typically demarcated according to agency responsibilities, county lines, grazing 

allotments, or other administrative boundaries. Because natural and sociocultural resources are 
not usually so aligned, each political entity actually manages only a piece of the affected 

resource or ecosystem. Cumulative effects analysis on natural systems must use natural 
ecological boundaries and analysis of human communities must use actual sociocultural 

boundaries to ensure including all effects.  

 
6. Cumulative effects may result from the accumulation of similar effects or the 

synergistic interaction of different effects.  

Repeated actions may cause effects to build up through simple addition (more and more of the 

same type of effect), and the same or different actions may produce effects that interact to 

produce cumulative effects greater than the sum of the effects.  
 

7. Cumulative effects may last for many years beyond the life of the action that caused 

the effects.  

Some actions cause damage lasting far longer than the life of the action itself (e.g., acid mine 

damage, radioactive waste contamination, species extinctions). Cumulative effects analysis 
needs to apply the best science and forecasting techniques to assess potential catastrophic 

consequences in the future.  
 

8. Each affected resource, ecosystem, and human community must be analyzed in terms 

of its capacity to accommodate additional effects, based on its own time and space 

parameters.  

Analysts tend to think in terms of how the resource, ecosystem, and human community will be 
modified given the action’s development needs. The most effective cumulative effects analysis 

focuses on what is needed to ensure long-term productivity or sustainability of each resource 

impacted by the proposed action including herbivores and omnivores. 
 

Note that CEQ recognizes that synergistic and interactive impacts as well as cumulative impacts 
should be analyzed in the NEPA document for each resource issue. For the tortoise, principles 5 

through 8 are especially important and should be addressed specifically in the Draft EA. 

 
We request that the Draft EA include (1) these eight principles in its analysis of cumulative impacts 

for the resource issues identified in the NEPA document, and (2) effective science-based 
mitigation, monitoring, and adaptive management that protects the tortoise/tortoise habitat from 

the impacts of authorized uses under the Ajo TMP.  
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In addition, we request that BLM add the Ajo TMP and its impacts to a BLM database and 
geospatial tracking system for special status species, including Sonoran desert tortoises, that track 

cumulative impacts (e.g., surface disturbance, paved and unpaved routes, linear projects, invasive 
species occurrence, herbicide /pesticide use, wildfires, etc.), management decisions, and 

effectiveness of mitigation for each project. Without such a tracking system, BLM is unable to 

analyze cumulative impacts to special status species (e.g., desert tortoises) with any degree of 
confidence. 

 
We appreciate this opportunity to provide comments on this proposed action and trust they will 

help protect tortoises during any resulting authorized activities. Herein, we reiterate that the Desert 

Tortoise Council wants to be identified as an Affected Interest for this and all other projects funded, 
authorized, or carried out by the BLM that may affect species of desert tortoises, and that any 

subsequent environmental documentation for this project is provided to us at the contact 
information listed above. Additionally, we ask that you respond in an email that you have received 

this comment letter so we can be sure our concerns have been registered with the appropriate 

personnel and office for this project. 
 

Respectfully, 

 
Edward L. LaRue, Jr., M.S. 

Desert Tortoise Council, Ecosystems Advisory Committee, Chairperson 

 
Attachment: Appendix A. Partial List of Research Papers on Impacts from Vehicle Use to Desert 

Ecosystems 
 

Cc: Raymond Suazo, Arizona State Director, Bureau of Land Management, rsuazo@blm.gov; 

azstatedirector@blm.gov 
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