Hidalgo County Public Land Advisory Committee (PLAC)
Minutes
August 5, 2015
A regularly scheduled meeting of the Hidalgo County Public Land Advisory Committee (PLAC) was
held August 5, 2015. Those in attendance: Jim Culberson, Walt Anderson, Chuck McGhee, Jimmy
Stewart, Robert Barrera, Meira Gault and Judy Keeler – PLAC members; Lionel Reyes, Matias
Buertello and Keith Zimmerman - US Border Patrol; Leticia Lister and Jack Barnitz - Las Cruces BLM;
Joseph Harris- USFS Douglas District; Bob Hill – County Manager; Marianne Stewart and Darr
Shannon - Hidalgo Commissioners, guests.
Minutes: Jimmy moved the minutes of the last meeting be approved as written, seconded by Robert.
The motion passed unanimously.
Agency Updates:
BLM: Lordsburg Playa Study - Leticia explained soil surveys are being conducted on the
Lordsburg Playa. A team has been set up to conduct these surveys including; a professor from UNM,
and employees from NM DOT and NRCS. When they are finished, the team hopes to predict when
hazardous conditions along I-10 may occur. Discussion followed on whether these conditions can be
predicted in order to prevent accidents. Jack Barnitz explained they are only doing soil testing and
setting up cameras right now. The PLAC offered some personal, historical, observations including; for
the past three years there has been a difference in the winds; treating the area, as suggested in
1994 could be an answer; treating the brush along the fringes could also be a solution; and the
possibility that vehicular traffic along the railroad could be contributing. The PLAC reminded the
agencies similar studies had been done in the past but they did not resolve the situation. Everyone
agreed climatic conditions are changing and have been for millenniums. More rainfall might resolve
the problem.
Rapid Ecosystem Assessments (REA) – Jack explained that he attended the REA training
session in Tucson. He handed out information from the meeting, stating the Madrean Archipelago
REA has been completed. Jack also brought the Executive Summary of the Final Report, dated
December 23, 2014. The report is already out for public comment. It can be found at:
http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/prog/more/Landscape_Approach/reas.html
The REAs are meant to give the agencies a snap shot picture in time of the overall landscape
conditions found on the land. The agencies will be looking at the kinds of disturbances already in
existence as baseline data. The main purpose of a REA is to provide broad-scale planning data for
future projects; i.e. large powerlines or pipelines. The Madrean REA is found generally in Arizona but
crosses state lines and includes a large segment in Hidalgo County. Boundaries of a REA are based on
hydrological flows (watersheds) and related ecosystems.
Modeling for the REAs will indicate where endangered species and species groups are located.
They will also specify change agents that might impact these species including; invasive species, fires,
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human development and climate change. The species found in the Madrean REA area include: Desert
Bighorns, Couse White-tailed Deer, Box Turtles, Black-tailed Prairie Dogs and certain grassland birds.
Flora species will also be mapped including desert grasses and woodland species. This information will
allow the agencies to develop various models that can identify the effects the change agents might
have on these species.
The Madrean climate model is available on BLM’s website. One model indicates the Madrean
community will probably expand in a northerly direction due to climate change. It will eventually
expand into the northern pinyon/pine forests. Jack explained a Madrean ecosystem is defined by oak
and juniper woodlands with grassland basins between the forested areas. All of the Bootheel is in the
Madrean REA. Discussion followed on the different characteristics of the Bootheel.
The Chihuahuan Archipelago REA will have a different set of characteristics. It is currently
under development. The Jornada Arid Research Team is leading this initiative. In the actual planning
process, these assessments will be used at the state, regional and national level to develop future
land-use plans so any planned agency projects will have the least biological impact on a species group.
In response to a question, Jack explained some species, like the white-sided jackrabbit, are limited to
a definite area. These are not included in a REA. However Couse deer, which are typically found in a
woodland area, are included in the Madrean REA.
Judy expressed her long-standing concern that as habitats are mapped for the endangered
species the ranching community will be required to manage their ranching units for particular species
not for the individual rancher’s economic well-being. Jack explained there was only one endangered
species listed in the Madrean Archipelago, the Chiricahua Leopard Frog. It was listed in the REA
because it is representative of a Madrean Ecosystem.
Douglas District USFS: Joe Harris introduced himself and explained Kevin Werner was unable
to make the meeting. Joe is with the range and watershed staff in the Douglas District. Kevin sent a
map of the recent fires and some notes. The map is of the Peloncillo Ecosystem Management Area.
Joe explained the Guadalupe Fire was the first big fire in this area. It was a very widespread fire. A
Type 2 Team with more resources, knowledge and skills was called in to help with the fire.
Helicopters were used extensively to keep the fire from pushing farther south into the
Guadalupe’s zoological zone. It didn’t burn very far into the western slope because of the thick
manzanita. The humidity levels eventually rose causing the fire to burn itself out. It was considered
a low intensity fire. A few fences were burned but for the most part it did not do a lot of damage.
When the Hog Fire started, the FS had already discussed changing their approach in order to
keep the costs lower. In this fire they protected a home but for the most part it was allowed to
burn. In response to a question about the use of fire for brush control, Joe responded that although
wildfire can be a good management tool, he’s not sure it’s the best tool.
More discussion followed. Judy stated fire policy has evolved over time. Historically, the New
Mexico State Forestry took the lead on wildfires. They had also committed to consult with the
landowners if a wildfire broke out on their allotment. The Forest Service appears to have taken the
lead and a committee now decides how a fire should be managed. In response, Joe stated a wildfire
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can take on a life of its own. As more agencies get called in a hierarchy is established. Various
agency employees help with the logistics and determine the best approach to a wildfire. At the top of
this hierarchy is an Incident Commander (IC). This position carries a lot of responsibility but remains
a part of the larger team. Ultimately, however, the IC takes responsibility for ensuring the safety of
the firefighters, the protection of the infrastructure and all of the other details regarding the
wildfire. This includes what happens on the private lands. As a result, the Forest Service carries a
lot of liability insurance.
The Snure and Hog Fires were then discussed including; prevailing winds, fire fighter safety,
roads as fire breaks and economic impacts to stakeholders. It was recommended the PLAC pursue
this wildfire discussion with a special meeting of the PLAC with fire, range and wildlife specialists.
Leticia explained BLM’s approach to handling a wildfire are different from the Forest Service’s.
The BLM has dispatch areas. When a wildfire gets called in, the fire dispatcher will send someone out
to view the fire. Usually the first individual on the scene is the local firefighter. He makes an
assessment of the fire then determines whether other resources are needed. If others are needed,
help is sent in as backup. If the fire gets more complex, additional resources are sent in. Joe Harris
pointed out that’s why the dispatch is so important.
Joe then explained the Forest Service has an Interagency Fire Center set up in Tucson. The
Center is made up of Forest Service fire staff as well as BLM and state fire staff. These agencies
have an initial attack agreement that has been worked out between the agencies. According to Jack
Barnitz, if the wildfire starts on BLM land it could be the FS that begins the initial assessment. If it
starts on FS land it could be the BLM that starts the assessment. It all depends on who gets to the
fire first. If it’s on private or state land, the State Forestry takes the main command. On occasion a
fire team from Washington DC will be flown in to help.
On the north side of the Guadalupe Fire, Meira explained, a lot of the burn was caused by a FS
back burn. She asked who she was supposed to call if her private property was threatened by a
backfire. Discussion followed on the local fire department’s responsibility. Historically, the local fire
fighters assist with a fire on private land.
Jack explained local fire fighting has become a safety issues because the federal agencies do
not always know when the local fire fighters are on a fire. This can jeopardize everyone’s safety.
The local fire departments are now typically called out when a structure is at risk and their help is
needed to protect it. Most structures are generally found in and around towns or villages. In
response to a question about protecting structures or other private property in the more rural areas,
Jack responded that an individual should call the 911 dispatcher. More discussion followed.
Meira discussed the many fire plans that are in existence in Hidalgo County. She wanted to
know which one takes priority. After discussion, it was decided a special meeting of the PLAC would
be necessary to hash out all the different fire plans and which one should take preeminence.
Joe brought a copy of the Draft EIS and new Forest Management Plan. He explained Kevin’s
notes indicated: 1) Hidalgo County has been added as a coordinating agency in Appendix B; 2) The Final
EIS should be out by November or December 2015; and 3) Jennifer Ruyle is in charge of integrating
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all the counties’ land-use plans into the Final EIS. If the PLAC has any more questions about including
the Hidalgo Land-Use Plan into the Final Plan, they should contact Jennifer.
Joe added the Draft EA for the Travel Management Plan should be out by October. Meira
reminded Joe the PLAC had been promised by Kevin they would receive an advance copy of the Draft
EA. As a coordinating agency, the County would like an opportunity to review and comment on the plan
before it’s sent out to the public. Discussion followed.
Regarding a question about applicant status, Joe explained Kevin’s notes indicated the Forest
Service’s planning process allows an individual to apply for and be granted applicant status. However,
he could not answer for the US Fish and Wildlife Service. This question should be asked of the
Service. Applicant Status is the way an individual can submit data to the Forest Service they may
have been collected on their particular allotment. Range monitoring data or other information should
be submitted to the range specialist during the scoping stage of the NEPA process.
Meira explained she had applied for applicant status with the U.S. Wildlife Service but it was
not granted in a timely manner. As a result, she was unable to participate in the biological assessment
on her ranch.
Jack explained he had been involved in several planning processes when someone wanted to
exercise their applicant status. If an individual wants to consult with a federal agency regarding
their allotment they can apply for this status. This means the allotment holder can become a part of
the consultation process as it progresses between the federal agencies and should have access to the
data the federal agency is using in their assessment. They should also receive any e-mails between
the agencies as they regard to their particular allotment. For instance, if an agency sends their
Biological Assessment to U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the applicant should also receive a copy of
the BA. When the Service sends back their Biological Opinion, the applicant should receive this too.
Jack did not believe an environmental group could receive applicant status, but he would need to
investigate this question further. The intent of this status was to assure a stakeholder they could
have some say in the decision making process on their particular allotment. Discussion followed on
whether the U.S. Fish and Wildlife was negligent in responding to a letter that was sent to them
requesting applicant status. Joe stated Kevin’s notes indicated “this was not a Forest Service
matter”.
Joe explained the Forest Service developed a Peloncillo Fire Plan several years ago. It is up for
a sufficiency review. This means the agency will be looking to see if this plan still meets the
objectives as stated in the plan or if something need to be changed. They will also be reviewing it to
see if the proposed actions have been achieved. Section 18 of the NEPA authorizes the federal
agency to decide if a plan qualifies under the sufficiency review criterion. If it fits, then the Plan will
be good for another 10 years. If it does not fit, then the plan will have to go through another NEPA.
Meira explained that Bill McDonald had requested to re-burn an area that had already been
burned. She asked if this review was due to this request. Joe responded the Forest Service is
required by law to review their plans every 10 years. In response to a question about the Forest
Service’s Peloncillo Fire Plan and the Malpai Borderlands’ Fire Plan, Joe stated the Malpai’s plan was a
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separate fire plan. The only relationship between the Forest Service and Malpai Borderlands Group
was the involvement of the Malpai in the Forest Service’s initial Peloncillo Fire planning process.
Meira and Judy explained the PLAC’s involvement in the Peloncillo Fire planning process. They
held meetings with some of the leading fire and range experts working in the federal agencies and
universities at that time. The PLAC developed a Hidalgo County alternative, in cooperation, with these
experts. Then presented it to the Commission for their approval. After all the work, several
personnel changes were made in the Coronado Forest. The PLAC continued to work with the new fire
officer, Rick Kvale. However after several years, the Forest Service finalized the Peloncillo Fire Plan
without including the County’s Alternative. The Final Programmatic Fire Plan had a small reference to
the County’s Alternative but none of their objectives, including; involvement of local fire fighters,
desired future conditions or monitoring after a fire, were addressed in the Final Plan. Hidalgo County
challenged the final decision but their appeal was disregarded. Hiring a lawyer would have been very
costly so the PLAC dropped their plea. Discussion followed.
Joe assured the PLAC that vegetative monitoring is still occurring. He has a lot data from the
1950’s to compare with recent data. However, he added, monitoring on the burned areas has not been
done by the Forest Service.
Judy asked if the Forest Service knew whether there was more bush or less brush and if the
grasses are improving or declining after the burns? Joe explained this data has not been generated.
He thought the Malpai was doing some monitoring but did not know the results. Discussion followed
on whether roads can act as fire breaks and if the forest service roads are delineated in their fire
plan. Joe responded anyone wanting to discuss the Forest Service’s review on the Fire plan further
can come by the Douglas District office to visit with them.
New Mexico Game & Fish – Judy announced that Derek Theobald could not make the meeting
but planned to send Brandon Kempton. Brandon e-mailed her to say he wouldn’t be able to attend
either. Since the Border Patrol was in attendance, they were asked to address the PLAC.
US Border Patrol – Agent Flores explained the Border Patrol is making every effort to tell the
agents stay off the roads during the rainy season. He also informed the PLAC informal talks with the
US Airforce Reserve and the National Guard are ongoing regarding County Road 001. Although the
military helps foreign countries abroad with roads and infrastructure, they are not sure if it can be
done in the U.S. The New Mexico Judge Advocate General (JAG) is telling him to hold off until he
can dig for more information. Although the BP has helped local government in the past, it is being
discouraged now because it might cut into opportunities for private businesses to provide a service to
a community. In addition, the military plans their work a year in advance so a request to fix this road
may take time. Repairs to this road may have to be addressed in segments. Discussion followed on
how repairs might be expedited. In an emergency operation, FEMA, can get a job done quickly. But
heavily used county roads are is not an emergency situation. Discussion followed.
Matias Buertello explained that the Border Patrol cannot make promises. They are aware their
agents use some of the County’s roads extensively. As good neighbors, they are exploring alternatives

5

and actively searching for answers. They also realizes how much the local community helps them do
their job done more efficiently. In exchange, they want to help the communities in which they serve.
Discussion followed on the roads in the County that run across the checker-boarded land
ownership pattern and who has authority over these roads. Jack reminded everyone an Environmental
Assessment regarding the roads used by the Border Patrol is presently in process of being developed.
It is a broad-based EA that will be addressing access to the border. Discussion followed.
Open Forum Discussion
Judy reminded everyone how important it is to continue working in cooperation with the state
and federal agencies to resolve some of the issues impacting the County and their citizens.
Since the previous discussions had already included many of the topics listed under the Open
Forum, she moved on to Green Energy planning. She asked if everyone had received the articles sent
through the e-mail on green energy planning. Bob explained Dave Carbine sets on a green energy
committee recently set up by SWCOG. He is still gathering information to see what this committee is
all about. Judy stated, in her opinion, green energy will become a big issue, especially along the I-10
corridor, as the major transmission lines are completed. She suggested the County should become
more proactive in this planning process to avoid future problems between property owners. Discussion
followed.
The meeting adjourned at 5:20 p.m.
Respectfully submitted,
Judy Keeler, Assistant Secretary
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