Southwest Organization for Sustainability (SOS)



POB 2491
Pagosa Springs, CO  81147

(970) 946-9024

www.sospagosa.org
June 28, 2012
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Sacramento District

Attention: Kara Hellige, Project Manager

1970 East 3rd Avenue, #109

Durango, CO  81301

Ms. Hellige:

On behalf of the Southwest Organization for Sustainability (SOS), this letter serves to provide comments on the proposed Wal-Mart plans to build a facility in Pagosa Springs, Colorado. For background, the SOS is a 501(c)3 environmental organization located in Pagosa Springs. The organization was founded in 2006 and now has more than 125 members dedicated to sustainability issues in Archuleta County. Specifically, our comments relate to the Clean Water Act, Section 404, wetlands permitting. We understand that the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) permitting decision will be based on and take into consideration public comments that assess impacts on endangered species, historic properties, water quality, general environmental effects, and other public interest factors. We feel our comments relate to all of these factors.

In relation to endangered species, for example, we feel it would be appropriate to conduct an environmental impact study (EIS) to determine whether the proposed Wal-Mart site provides critical habitat for migrating and resident bird and wildlife species. Perhaps the EIS could examine the site from a historic perspective as well. In addition, water quality has the potential to be affected. As you know, wetlands play a key role in human activities, biodiversity, climate, and the water cycle. These regions impact the transfer of continental freshwater to the sea and alter local weather by enhancing evaporation (Science Daily, 2012). Very few, if any, wetlands are truly ‘isolated’ from other waters. Even where wetlands, seasonal streams and other waters are not continuously connected to other surface waters, they typically have important connections to groundwater, as well as biological and chemical connections that sustain healthy conditions in other wetlands, lakes, streams and rivers. Many of these so-called ‘isolated’ waters (e.g., vernal pools, prairie potholes, playa lakes, bogs, etc.) contribute to maintaining and protecting drinking water supplies. Based on those values, the U.S. has a long-standing ‘no-net-loss’ of wetlands policy. The USACE, along with the EPA, are the primary agencies charged with achieving that goal. (Summit Daily News, 2007). It is our highest hopes that the USACE will continue this important charge and duty.

As we’re sure you are well aware, wetlands displacement and loss—large or small—is not only a national, but global concern. Wetlands loss have “serious consequences for human societies and is moving ecosystems ever closer to thresholds, or ‘tipping points,’ beyond which their services will be seriously undermined” (Berwyn, 2010, ¶2). Interior Secretary Ken Salazar stated that “Wetlands are at a tipping point” and “While we have made great strides in conserving and restoring wetlands since the 1950s, when we were losing an area equal to half the size of Rhode Island each year, we remain on a downward trend that is alarming" (Boxwell, 2011, ¶5). Participants in an international wetlands conference have issued a declaration urging recognition of the importance of wetlands (Environmental News Network, 2008). 

While they cover less than 5% of the Earth's land surface (Science Daily, 2012), a 2010 United Nations session on biodiversity reported that 50% of global wetlands have been lost (Summit Citizens, 2010). A national wetlands inventory released by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service in 2011 found that between 2004 and 2009, the lower 48 states lost a net average of 13,800 acres of wetlands a year (Boxwell, 2011). In Colorado, while covering less than 2 percent of the land, wetlands are home to 75 percent of the state’s wildlife species (Woodka, 2012).

Baylor University, in collaboration with the U.S Forest Service Rocky Mountain Research Station, has developed a model that predicts the risk of wetland habitat loss based on local wetland features and characteristics of the landscape surrounding the wetland. Perhaps this model could and should be run for the proposed Wal-Mart site in Pagosa Springs? If model results indicate severe adverse impacts, perhaps the area could be placed under the Wetlands Reserve Program (WRP). 

According to the USACE, Wal-Mart’s proposed plans would result in the permanent loss of approximately .29 acres of wetlands and temporary impact about .02 acres of water. Related to the latter and as a point-of-clarification, we respectfully request a definition of ‘temporary impact.’ As an example, does this mean that during construction they will temporarily impact? Also, what is the duration period of temporary impact (e.g., 10 months, 10 years, etc.)? Finally, we think it is important that both a definition and this length of time be delineated in the permit should the USACE grant it. 

In addition, the USACE website indicated that, “The applicant is proposing to reconfigure Phase 4 of Aspen Village” and “The impacts associated with Phase 4 Reconfiguration would result in cumulative projects impacts to 1.25 acres of waters of the U.S. (.96 acres of original impact plus .29 acre of proposed impact).” The numbers here versus those referenced in the previous paragraph are not in alignment. Is it 1.25 acres of wetlands or water (or both) being impacted? Again, please help us to better understand these distinctions. In addition, we feel it is important to clarify this in the USACE permit if it is awarded.

On a final note, should the USACE grant the Wal-Mart permit, all best management practices (BMP) for wetlands mitigation should be incorporated. Facilities of the magnitude proposed here create vast amounts of impervious surfaces. Unless BMP’s are utilized, there will be large amounts of storm water runoff and little chance for important groundwater recharge. Therefore, Wal-Mart should be required to use such things as porous asphalt and storm water collection and redirection techniques, among others.  

Thank you for the opportunity to provide public comment on this issue. If you have questions and/or would like to provide feedback we can be reached through any of the methods listed on our letterhead. Until then, we appreciate your consideration and anxiously await your decision.

Sincerely,

Denise Rue-Pastin, SOS Chair
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