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New Mexico Field Office
824 Gold Avenue, SW
Albuquerque, NM 87102
Telephone 505-248-0118
Fax 505-248-0187

National Headquarters
1130 Seventeenth Street, NW
Washington, DC 200306-4604
Telephone: 202-682-9400
Fax: 202-682-1331
www.defenders.org

Bulviial i Bansilad: Bawmsr

August 18, 2005

Mr. Charles Fisher

Bureau of Reclamation
Albuquerque Area Office
555 Broadway NE, Suite 100
Albuquerque, NM 87102

Via Facsimile (505-462-3780) and Mail
Dear Mr. Fisher:

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments on the content and scope of
the Draft Environmental Assessment (EA) for the Rio Grande Silvery Minnow
Sanctuary. These comments are submitted on behalf of Defenders of Wildlife
(Defenders). Defenders is a national non-profit, public-interest organization with
aver 450,000 members and supporters, including over four thousand of whom
reside in New Mexico. Defenders works to preserve the integrity and diversity of
natural ecosystems, prevent the decline of native species, and restore threatened
habitats and wildlife populations. Furthermore, Defenders has a long-standing
interest in the survival and recovery of the Rio Grande silvery minnow (silvery
minnow) and the restoration of the Rio Grande. Defenders would like to provide
a few comments and questions with regard to the preferred alternative for the
sanctuary.

The Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation) proposes to build a sanctuary in the
Albuquerque Reach of the Rio Grande. Please define, for ease of reading, the
reaches as used in the Biological Opinion RPA elements (Angostura, Cochiti,
etc.) and those used in the Draft EA (Albuquerque).

The purpose of and need for the action is, for the most part, satisfaction of some
requirements of the 2003 Biological Opinion for Reclamation’s Water and River
Maintenance Operations. Specifically, the Draft EA cites RPA elements AA -
two naturalized refugium breeding and rearing facilities — and element S — 1,600
acres of restored habitat. Draft EA at 2. Please clarify in the Final EA whether
this is the first or second refugium required by the Biological Opinion. Defenders
is concerned that this is the first refugium, which was to be completed by May 31,
2003, almost three months ago, and that Reclamation has not timely implemented
the RPA elements.

Relatedly, the No Action Alternative (Draft EA at 10) paints an unrealistically
grim picture, It is not clear, as stated in the Draft EA, that RPA elements AA and
S would not be fulfilled without implementation of the proposed action. There is
a great deal of habitat restoration occurring in the Middle Rio Grande, by the
Bureau of Reclamation and others. Also, as stated above, it would appear that
RPA element AA is already unfulfilled.
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Lastly, there is inadequate description of the preferred altemnative. CEQ regulations call on
Reclamation to “[rligorously explore and objectively evaluate all reasonable alternatives, and for
alternatives which were eliminated from detailed study, briefly discuss the reasons for their
having been eliminated” and “[d]evote substantial treatment to each alternative considered in
detail including the proposed action so that reviewers may evaluate their comparative merits.”

50 C.F.R. § 1502.14, The Draft EA fails to examine the effects of the environment on the
refugium, and hence, whether this alternative is appropriate as compared to others. For example,
there is no discussion on whether existing water quality in the Riverside Drain will impact
silvery minnows and is suitable for use in the refugium.

The Dralt EA also fails to describe adequately the use of the refugium. The Draft EA states that
the initial emphasis will be on “growing out and acclimating larvae and juvenile fish.” Draft EA
at 10. These activities would include release of fish to the refugium, release from the refugium
to the river, and marking and taking data from fish in the refugium. /d. What is unknown, and
should be clarified in the Final EA, is who will be performing these activities. What kind of
Endangered Species Act (other) compliance will be needed for these activities, and by whom?

Thank you again for this opportunity to comment. Please contact me if you have any questions,

and please place me on your mailing list for a Final EA and any other information associated
with this project.

Sincerely, v

Qtaff Aftarnev
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