 PRESERVATION DESIGNATION FOR PUBLIC LANDS IN NEW MEXICO

 Abstract:  The Precious Desert Cooperative asks that Congressman Bingaman                                        introduce legislation in Congress to set aside 2800 acres of land known as the NASA Withdrawal, adjacent to the city of Las Cruces, as public desert open park space.  Such Preserved status makes good economic and environmental sense for the state of New Mexico. An area of historic and natural significance, this desert habitat will be a boon to future generations, an island of public space between the river and mountains in a sea of cement and steel. 

PROPOSED:  Put Aside for PRESERVATION, the NASA Withdrawal, 2800 acres of Public land in Dona Ana County, New Mexico, plus an adjacent 10-acre cemetery, Potters’ Field.* 

The 2800 acres is called the NASA Withdrawal, legal definition: T23SR2E Secs 13, 24, 25 all, Sec 14N1/2 and SW1/4, and Sec 15 E1/2; the 10 acre cemetery called Potters’ Field is in Sec 10.  The land lies just north of the Bruce King Farm and Ranch Heritage Museum and continues east and south to encompass an eastern portion of Tortugas Mountain and significant portions of three major arroyos.  The Tortugas, Fillmore, and Tellbrook arroyos traverse the subject land and provide optimal, natural drainage. (See Map #1 attached.)

The NASA Withdrawal is Federal land under the supervision of the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and is currently under review for disposal.  The BLM expects to gain disposal status for the acreage and follow that with a best-use review.   The land may be traded for other BLM interests, or sold to private owners for development.  The cemetery at Potters’ Field is currently under the jurisdiction of Dona Ana County which has no plans to move graves or sell the property. (See Map #2 attached.)


The Preservation of the NASA Withdrawal as a publicly accessible native desert park makes strong economic and environmental sense.  Sustaining native habitat, open space, cultural and historic sites, and natural beauty adjacent to Las Cruces, the largest city in southern New Mexico, will attract visitors, new residents, and businesses.

Its strategic location makes the NASA Withdrawal a ”natural” hub for an open land beltway to connect existing and future trails and open space in and around the Las Cruces area. Such beltways with their paths and trails are no longer luxuries for the most forward thinking cities in the world, but commodities.  Open space beltways are extremely powerful amenities in any city having them—Eugene, Oregon, Metropolitan London, England, and Ottawa, Canada, to name a few. (See Map #3 attached.)  


The NASA Withdrawal desert land is largely pristine with some easements for utilities and several unimproved gravel roads made possible by BLM signoffs during the past few decades.  Only Dripping Springs Road runs through it around Tortugas Mountain.  Free of permanent human habitation since the 1880s, the end of the Amerindian era, the land supports abundant native animal and plant life, rare these days so close to cities. Because the land is not cemented over, it absorbs water into the aquifer beneath it, helping to replenish valuable water for Las Cruces and Dona Ana County.  Human dependency on aquifers cannot be overemphasized.
Geology proves significant on the land as beneath the surface are both a fault and a horst, an underground mountain extension of Tortugas Mountain that continues to the Dona Ana Mountains.  This gigantic rock serves as an underground dam helping to enclose underground water into two aquifers, the Mesilla and Jornada Basins. 

As an historic habitat, the NASA Withdrawal area served as a welcoming home for early nomadic peoples.  Artifacts from these people lie beneath the ground.  Today, the Ysleta Sur Indians, (from El Paso area) consider Tortugas Mountain as holy ground and annually perform ceremonies there, climbing barefoot or on hands and knees to the top.

The land can be reached by foot, bicycle, or motor vehicle in five to twenty minutes by residents throughout the county, and is used daily by naturalists, birdwatchers, hikers, walkers, bikers, residents, and tourists alike, all in search of peace of mind and scenic inspiration in our fast-paced technological world.

Retaining this nearly pristine desert will safeguard Las Cruces against uninterrupted real estate development from the Rio Grande to the Organ Mountains.  Accompanying such non-stop development are inevitable increases in air, water, noise and light pollution, so prevalent in other major southwestern desert cities located in valleys, such as Albuquerque, Phoenix, and Tucson.
In conclusion, 

The Precious Desert Cooperative recognizes that as New Mexico’s cities continue to lose individual character and yield to Generic City, USA, this 2800 acre desert area becomes exceedingly significant as just what it is—desert. We encourage congresspersons to introduce legislation directing the Bureau of Land Management to retain the NASA Withdrawal in its inventory and administer it in a category that will best designate it as Preserved.  Not doing so would be short-sighted at best.  With a Preservation designation the NASA Withdrawal land and Cemetery will become a vibrant open space island refuge in the midst of a sea of steel and concrete. (See Map #4 attached.)
ADDENDUM

Studies in the NASA Withdrawal area:

The US Geological Survey (USGS): the intake and depletion of water in aquifers, land stability.

The Dona Ana County Flood Commission: flood hazard designation.

The Bureau of Land Management (BLM): right-of-way variances, telecommunication, utilities. 

New Mexico: extension of Bruce King Farm and Ranch Heritage Museum.

New Mexico State University: archeological, astronomical, flora, fauna, land use.

Extra Territorial Zone and the Metropolitan Planning Organization: land use. 

The City of Las Cruces: annexation. 

The Citizens Task Force for Open Space Preservation: trail networks, connection corridors.

*The selection of the NASA Withdrawal and Cemetery to the New Mexico Heritage Alliance’s Most Endangered Places List, 2005, will be publicly announced in Santa Fe, March 3rd, 2005.

