Wilderness Hearing Testimony ----Jim Bates

My name is James (Jim) Bradley Bates.  I am a Las Cruces resident and have lived here since 1965.  I graduated from Las Cruces High School in 1969 and received a degree in Wildlife Science from New Mexico State University in 1973.  I received my journeyman carpenters certification from the Carpenters Union in 1978 and became a licensed General Contractor in the state of New Mexico shortly thereafter.  I have worked in the Las Cruces area as a general contractor in the building industry since that time.  

I believe I was chosen to speak towards the proposed wilderness legislation as a result of my familiarity of the areas in question over the last four decades, and also because of my involvement with many conservation and sportsmen's groups in the community and state.  I am currently the NM state chapter president for the National Wild Turkey Federation and chairman of the Mesilla Valley Longbeards chapter of NWTF.  I currently represent the NWTF on the Southwest Consolidated Sportsmen (SCS) steering committee.  I have also served as chairman of SCS.  In addition, I am on the Board of Directors of the Dona Ana County Associated Sportsmen and the Wild Turkey Sportsmen's Association and have served as president of those organizations, as well.  I have also served as chairman of the local Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation and Mule Deer Foundation banquet and fundraising committees, and have served on the banquet/fundraising committee for Ducks Unlimited.  I am a member of the local Quail Unlimited chapter and the New Mexico Wildlife Federation.  These organizations represent the interests of thousands of sportsmen and conservationists in this area and throughout the state.  
Because of my extensive involvement with these groups, I believe I have a good understanding of the issues and concerns of their members.  Hopefully, I will be able to adequately represent the prevailing attitudes and sentiments of these groups in this forum.  Make no mistake, however, by assuming that my statements and/or comments represent all sportsmen or sportsmen's groups concerned with this issue.  They do not.  Based on my personal assessment, I do believe that they represent the position of a strong majority of those sportsmen to be affected by the outcome of this process.
As previously stated, I am very familiar with the areas being considered for protection.  I have spent many days of my life exploring and recreating in these areas.  I have driven most, if not all, of the existing roads in these areas, and have hiked and/or hunted almost every "nook and cranny" to be found there.  As such, I believe I have a firm foundation for conveying information about these areas that may be of importance in the discussion of the proposed legislation.
I have also been actively involved in the process of considering the fate of the areas of concern, not only from the community discussion and debate that has taken place in the last several years, but from a much longer perspective that began almostDavid_Brooks@energy.senate.gov, &  Dara_Parker@bingaman.senate.gov
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 two decades ago with the establishment of the wilderness study areas.  The wilderness issue in question has been discussed in many conservation and sportsmen's forums well prior to that occurring in the last few years.  Those discussions included many concerns about the future designation of wilderness for these areas, and in fact, I can confidently state that the wilderness proposal, in its initial form and wording, would likely not have received support from the majority of these groups.  The fact is, though, that the process of debate and compromise that occurred during the community forums and meetings that took place has alleviated our concerns and, in turn, brought us to the point of being strong supporters of the legislation.  
From my perspective, every effort has been made to appease those individuals and groups that have participated in the process.  Very real compromises and concessions have been made.  Existing roads that were proposed to be eliminated have been left intact, both to the benefit of the ranching interests, and also to provide reasonable access to the wilderness areas for recreational users.  In reality, very few "legal" roads within the proposed boundaries will be closed, and the ones that will be closed are, in general, currently open only to those possessing off-road-vehicle type capabilities.  Once again, though, the number and length of the roads that will closed as a result of the passage of this legislation is insignificant. 
Certain off-highway vehicle (OHV) users have stated that wilderness designation will impact their recreational privileges in these areas.  The fact is that their privileges will be no more affected than those of the general public.  Knowledgeable public land users in Dona Ana County are already aware that all motorized off-road vehicle use is currently prohibited except on designated roads.  Furthermore, hundreds of miles of legal roads exist on hundreds of thousands of acres throughout the county in areas similar to those under consideration for wilderness designation,....roads that will not be impacted by this legislation.  The idea that this wilderness designation will significantly impact OHV recreational uses is unfounded.
Similarly, concern has been expressed about the ability of law enforcement officials to effectively carry out their duties as a result of potential wilderness designation, especially in the West Potrillo Wilderness complex.  My understanding of this concern is that it regards the flow of illegal traffic and activities in a generally northern direction from the Mexican border.  Currently, to my knowledge, there is only one legally designated road that runs north through the proposed wilderness complex that will be closed as a result of the legislation.  This road is a very rough, often washed-out, two-track trail that runs approximately two-thirds the length of the West Potrillo Mountains.  The southern two thirds of this jeep trail would be closed as part of the wilderness.  At this time, anybody can legally drive that road.  Therefore, law enforcement has no concrete reason to suspect illegal activity is occurring if the road is driven.  However, if that road is closed, any motorized vehicle activity on that road will be illegal and hence, cause for investigation.  The closure of that road, if anything, will make law enforcement easier, not more difficult.  Remember, there is no legal off-road vehicle use on public lands now.  Therefore, any evidence of motorized vehicle use along the southern wilderness boundary will be cause for investigation, and that investigation will be allowed to take place, as I understand it, within the provisions of the wilderness legislation.
Finally, the argument has been made that certain works for the public good and safety will be inhibited by wilderness designation for these areas. Specifically, flood control has been mentioned.  This concern is laudable, and if it indeed  a real issue, it should be addressed.  However, many of us, sportsmen or not, question the validity of this argument against wilderness, as well.  The fundamental question to be asked is, "Where are these areas of concern, and how are they impacted by wilderness designation?"  If there are real issues regarding public good and safety, let's identify and address them.  Let us not use them as a justification for condemning this wilderness legislation.
We recognize that others oppose this legislation and have had valid issues and concerns, as well.  It is unfortunate that the spirit of compromise that has worked so well to bring us to where we are today, has not been able to satisfy their misgivings with the wilderness designations.  I have personally discussed various aspects of the proposal with some of the individuals involved, and my perception is that these individuals are well-meaning folks with a general distrust of the government and its intervention into their lives.  I would submit to you that such distrust is not grounds for the dismissal of this process, this legislation, or the future well-being of these unique and fragile areas and their natural inhabitants that truly deserve the protection that this legislation will provide.
Having said that, trust is a two-edged sword.  We, as citizens, landowners, businessmen, sportsmen, and other recreational users, have put on faith in the government on the line to do what is right with these areas.  Compromises have been made and stipulations have been agreed upon in the name of good faith among all the entities involved here.  We expect these agreements to be adhered to and the rights and privileges of all the stakeholders, as designated in this wilderness legislation to be maintained in perpetuity.  
Finally, we are all aware of the growth that is occurring in this region, and we should have the vision to realize the impacts that growth will have on the area and its inhabitants, both human and otherwise.  We have been granted the wisdom, foresight, and opportunity to take measures to insure that the natural treasures that surround us, and the plant and animal communities that reside in them, will not be lost.  It has been said the wilderness designation is the "gold standard" for protecting places and insuring future generations have the opportunity to enjoy them.  Let us not waste this opportunity for gold.   

