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The Organ Mountains Desert Peaks Wilderness Act, S. 1689, is strong, community inspired legislation. It has been built through the hard work of many different stakeholders, and also through the guidance of good leadership—both on the local and national levels. On behalf of the New Mexico Wilderness Alliance, I am proud to endorse this important legislation that was developed over many years and with an impressive amount of public input. In my testimony, I will touch on just some of the bill's many merits.  
The most important aspect of S. 1689 is that it protects special public lands that are worthy of Wilderness designation. The magnificent Organ Mountains are the dramatic backdrop for Las Cruces, NM's second largest city. Midway up their steep slopes, you can find clear streams flowing past Ponderosa Pine trees, while far below urban life sends residents scrambling through the day. Across the Rio Grande and to the west rise the Robledo Mountains, home to the newly minted Prehistoric Trackways National Monument. This Monument celebrates Pre-Cambrian tracks that are among the most scientifically important examples in the world. The Robledos hold many other natural treasures, as attested to during a recent camping trip where hikers saw 12 mule deer within two hours of leaving their vehicle. Immediately north and west of the Robledo Mountains begins the Broad Canyon Country. Flat topped bajadas are cut by winding canyons. In places the canyons narrow, and rock walls rise on either side. Native American petroglyphs grace these hidden halls, and riparian areas where tinajas trap precious water. Farther north are the peaks of the Sierra de Las Uvas Mountains.  Containing equal measures of rolling grasslands and rugged lava rock ridges, these mountains shelter many plant and animal species and reach above 6000 feet in elevation. South of the Sierra de Las Uvas rise the Potrillo Mountains complex--a large and diverse mosaic that contains lava flows teeming with barrel cactus and soaptree yuccas, with the fresh rootings left by javelina herds following twisting grass filled draws in between jagged lava cliffs. Also in the Potrillo Mountains complex stretch a chain of cinder cone mountains. The towering summits of Mt. Cox and Mt. Riley overlook the region, towering above the symmetrical slopes of the East Potrillo Mountains.  

Most of these lands have, for decades, been classified as Wilderness Study Areas (WSAs) by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM). We must turn our gazes backward and tip our hats in appreciation for the foresight shown by BLM in Doña Ana County in the mid 1980’s, when most of the WSA’s were identified. Portions of the Potrillo Mountains, Sierra de Las Uvas Mountains, Robledo and Organ Mountains all received interim protections as WSA’s. While public lands designated as WSAs receive special management by the BLM, they do not have the gold standard of protection that Wilderness designation provides. 
Other lands included in S. 1689—Broad Canyon and the East Potrillo Mountains—do not currently enjoy interim WSA protection. Fortunately, Broad Canyon’s hidden riparian areas, sweeping grasslands, beautiful petroglyph-pocked cliffs, and stunning diversity of plant and animal species remain true to the 1964 Wilderness Act’s key criteria. The Broad Canyon Country does possess, “outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive and unconfined type of recreation…at least five thousand acres of land…[and containing] ecological, geological, or other features of scientific, educational, scenic, or historical value”, in accordance with the 1964 Wilderness Act. The craggy summits and quiet canyons in the rugged East Potrillo Mountains also meet these qualifications. Thus, both areas richly deserve the Wilderness protections now offered to them in S. 1689. 

Many citizens, some who were members of conservation organizations and others who were not, have long sought protections for Broad Canyon, the East Potrillo Mountains, and even other areas not included in S. 1689. They worked to rectify the oversights that excluded them from the original WSA interim protections.  We owe these citizens a debt of gratitude for their long hours, tireless dedication, and lasting commitment to conservation. The New Mexico Wilderness Alliance (NMWA) is proud to have played an important role in documenting and validating both the values and boundaries that furthered discussions and fine tuned map proposals for protecting Broad Canyon and the East Potrillo Mountains.  

These passionate advocates were far from the only community members interested in protecting our County's natural lands. Local sportsmen, part of a long line that stretches back to some of America's first and most important conservationists, have spent generations pursuing game or just a good photograph in local wild lands. In the spirit of cooperation, local sportsmen leaders sat down and helped develop proposals and ideas to protect vast amounts of high quality roadless habitat while also identifying sufficient vehicular access for people and even quail hunting dogs that can quickly tire during a day's hunting. These agreements took time to accomplish, but once made have held fast. To your credit, S. 1689 reflects many such community proposed compromises, and it is stronger for this fact. 
There are many groups who have worked together to build a strong foundation for S. 1689. Many of the most active share a strong service and stewardship ethic that shows itself time and again in work to restore and improve public lands. 

Again, take the example of the many local sportsmen organizations. The Doña Ana County Associated Sportsmen, Quail Unlimited, Southwest Consolidated Sportsmen, Wild Turkey Sportsmen's Association and New Mexico Wildlife Federation--to name a few--have literally spent tens of thousands of dollars on habitat improvement projects, while volunteering untold amounts of time. The Back Country Horsemen helped build the Soledad Canyon Trail in the proposed Organ Mountains National Conservation Area, and the NM Wilderness Alliance has worked on local erosion control projects among others. Around the community school teachers have taken classes out to Aguirre Springs, and there are numerous hiking clubs who take regular trips into proposed Wilderness areas.
The strength of S. 1689, the Organ Mountains Desert Peaks Wilderness Act are the many groups and individuals who helped craft it and now support it. We are a community that is connected to our nearby natural treasures--public lands like the Organ Mountains and Broad Canyon. Permanently protecting this connection is critical to our community's future well being. 

Harnessing the community energy and passion would never have been possible without the outstanding leadership of Senator Jeff Bingaman and his staff. To his credit, Senator Pete V. Domenici helped begin this conversation in 2004. However, Senator Bingaman and his staff have come in and completed a painstaking process of stakeholder input, on the ground verification, and boundary adjustment to reach this moment. Senator Udall and his staff also played a very positive role in finalizing the legislation. Both Senators are to be commended for their commitment to using local input in crafting this legislation. 

To be sure, conservationists have had to accept hard decisions. One such decision would release over 16,000 acres of land along the southern boundary of the West Potrillo Mountains WSA. Another would change the designation for the majority of Broad Canyon from Wilderness to NCA. However, Senator Bingaman and Senator Udall offered robust justification for the changes. On the challenges of flood control and border security we are all aware of the need for common ground, and being part of this community only makes the need for well balanced approaches more important. 
One area where we have not had to compromise is on the numerous boundary adjustments made for grazing permittes. Going back to the original 1964 Wilderness Act, and fine tuned with the release of the 1990 Congressional Grazing Guidelines, it is clear that Wilderness designation and ranching can and do coexist. We support that coexistence. 
Objections to S.1689 have been raised. Most have focused on the coexistence of Wilderness designation and ranching. On this subject, to again be perfectly clear, we support the proper application of the original Wilderness Act and the Congressional Grazing Guidelines, which work together to ensure grazing where an existing use can smoothly continue after Wilderness designation. Some other objections, focused around border security and flood control, would be proactively addressed through this legislation, and in fact help improve the current situation on the ground. It is not necessary to take up each objection in this testimony. Some objections simply eclipse the imagination, such as the once heard contention that Wilderness designation would restrict air travel to the Las Cruces airport. 

However, one other that should be addressed is the contention that Search and Rescue operations, using mechanized vehicles or helicopters, cannot take place in designated Wilderness areas. In December 2006, James Newberry, then the NM State Search and Rescue Resource Officer, clearly stated that Search and Rescue missions in response to life and limb situations in Wilderness areas could and did use mechanized vehicles in their efforts, when necessary and feasible due to terrain limitations. 
Before concluding, please allow me to briefly relate my story. It began and continues in the Land of Enchantment. I grew up with a connection to the land. My grandfather would take me hunting, wood gathering, horse-back riding and exploring on Mt. Taylor, near Grants. While attending the College of Wooster in Ohio, I began rediscovering a passion for the land and especially for taking others out into nature. After graduation, I quickly returned home. Since moving to Las Cruces, I feel incredibly fortunate to have helped lead dozens of trips into proposed Wilderness and NCA lands. The youngest participant, who was all of three months old at the time, was carried by her mother on a Mother's Day Hike into Soledad Canyon in the Organ Mountains. Our oldest participant was in her 80's, and made the trip to view the magnificent petroglyphs of Valles Canyon in the Broad Canyon Country. I have been fortunate to pursue game in S. 1689's proposed Wilderness areas and ride my horse through its sweeping grasslands. Like so many other residents and visitors alike, I love local natural treasures like the Organ Mountains, Broad Canyon, the Potrillos and the Robledos. 
Our community is ready for the Organ Mountains-Desert Peaks Wilderness Act to be passed into law. Thank you Senators for crafting this legislation and listening to the community while doing so. Thank you also for introducing it in Congress, and I look forward to thanking our entire delegation for helping pass S. 1689 on to the President. Then it can be signed into law, forever protecting some of Southern New Mexico's most magnificent public lands. 

