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GRIP files protest of Freeport 
Emma pit water rights application

In September, GRIP filed a protest with the Office 
of the State Engineer to block a water rights trans-
fer needed by Freeport-McMoRan to construct and 
operate a new open pit at its Tyrone Mine. 

Five other protests were filed by private landown-
ers near the proposed Emma Expansion Project, 
which would be located directly south of Tyrone’s 
existing open pit operation and north of the Apache 
Mound subdivision.

The Emma Project will cover approximately 337 

acres of disturbance, including construction of an 
open pit 550 – 600 feet deep. During operations, 
the open pit will need to be dewatered since it will 
extend 200 feet below groundwater. At closure, a 
pit lake will form that will exceed state water qual-
ity standards, posing a threat to wildlife. Freeport 
has proposed to remove the water from the pit lake, 
pumping it in perpetuity to the adjacent Tyrone 
Mine for process water or treatment.

The company’s permit application with the Min-
ing and Minerals Division says it will pump water 

Asphalt emulsion spill highlights need for 
training, transparency, resources

On September 26, a truck operated by R. Marley, 
LLC overturned on State Highway 15 a few miles 
north of Pinos Altos, releasing 2,000 gallons of 
asphalt emulsion down Jaybird Canyon in the 
Gila National Forest. The accident was called in 
to 911 and the Grant County Sheriff, and State 
Police arrived on the scene, but the spill was never 
reported to the NM Environment Department. 
It was 9 days before local resident Geronimo 
Cassidy discovered the spill and alerted people on 
Facebook. NM Environment Department (NMED) 
officials in Silver City and Santa Fe were called by 
many locals. An NMED staff person was at the 
site that evening to assess the situation, and the 
trucking company was notified that it had to clean 
up the mess. At the same time, hastily organized 
community volunteers endured cold, wet, and 
muddy conditions to construct containment 
barriers and to start removing the material from 
the waterway. 

What went wrong and why wasn’t the spill 
immediately reported to NMED? GRIP, Upper 
Gila Watershed Alliance, Heart of the Gila, and 
Center for Biological Diversity sent letters to 
the Department of Public Safety, Department of 
Transportation, NMED, and the Gila National 
Forest requesting answers to reporting and 
responding failures, pushing for strong corrective 

action plans to clean up and restore the drainage, 
and recommending enforcement action against the 
trucking company for violations of the state Water 
Quality Act.

According to R. Marley’s owner, the company 
did not report the spill because they thought the 
State Police were reporting it. Because the asphalt 
material is not considered “hazardous” by the 
federal Department of Transportation, the State 
Police did not notify NMED of the spill, mistakenly 
believing that they were required to report only 
hazardous material spills. In fact, the state Water 
Quality Act requires notification of NMED by the 
operator within 24 hours of any discharge of oil 
or any “water contaminant” in such quantity that 
could be “detrimental to human health, animal or 
plant life, or property, or unreasonably interfere 
with the public welfare or the use of property.” R. 
Marley is facing enforcement action since it did not 
report the spill as it is legally required to do. State 
officials have acknowledged privately that training 
needs to take place to ensure that first responders 
know the proper protocols for spill  notification. 

The public has been frustrated with the lack of 
transparency from the state and federal agencies 
on the spill. R. Marley held a public meeting 
in October, but agencies declined to comment, 
leaving the public wondering about the agencies’ 
roles in the debacles as well as about the accuracy 
of the information they were receiving from  
the company’s contractor.  (Continued on page 2)                   Photo credit: Dylan Duvergé

from the Emma pit in perpetuity, but they are only 
asking the State Engineer for the right to pump for 
ten years. This means the mine is underestimating 
the impact its pumping will have on neighboring 
wells. The company has only modeled the impact of 
ten years of pumping, but they’ll be dewatering the 
area for centuries. Freeport should be asking the 
State Engineer for a permanent right of use.

According to GRIP’s protest, if the State Engineer 
approves the temporary request, it will effectively 
forfeit its authority to deny future renewals of the 
permit. Once the pit is created, maintaining good 
groundwater quality will require continued pump-
ing. Even if neighboring wells are being dried up, 
the State Engineer will need to grant the renewals 
to prevent widespread contamination.

GRIP’s protest also asserts the assumptions used 
in the mine’s hydrology report were flawed. Free-
port modeled the drawdown as if the area were full 
of alluvial soil. However, the aquifer in that area is 
mostly fractured rock, and water behaves very dif-
ferently in that sort of geology.

Freeport claims that it cares about its neighbors 
and that the company is “Foremost in Responsible 
Copper.” The responsible thing to do is for Free-
port to monitor nearby private wells to ensure its 
operations are not affecting them. Freeport should 
also put a plan of action in place to mitigate any 
impairment of domestic wells that may be caused 
by Emma’s operations. With water likely to be ever 
scarcer, it’s important to wildlife and people alike 
that the mine not dry up the springs in nearby 
Cherry Creek.

Without better data and long-term modeling, 
we can’t really say whether or not the Emma 
pit will dry up wells and springs in the area. The 
State Engineer should demand a complete and 
scientifically rigorous application from Freeport. 
Local residents, wildlife, and our water supplies 
deserve no less.

Photo credit: USDA
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Letter from the Executive Director
GRIP begins 25th year with new staff and projects

STAFF
Allyson Siwik, Executive Director
Candice Baca, Projects Coordinator
Corina Castillo, Development and 
Comunications Associate
Beth Cable, Silver City Watershed 
Keepers Coordinator
Scott Zager, GIS Specialist

575.538.8078 office/fax
grip@gilaresources.info

CONTACT
305A North Cooper St. 
Silver City, NM 88061

BOARD OF DIRECTORS
Sally Smith, President
Harry Browne, Treasurer/Secretary
Michael Berman, Vice President 
David Rose
Eduardo Arguello 
CarolBeth Elliot

Promoting Healthy Communities by
Protecting Our Environment Since 1998

Get A GRIP is the semi-annual publication of the 
Gila Resources Information Project, a nonprofit 
organization that promotes community health by 
protecting our environment and natural resources.     

Newsletter Design, Cris Uribe. 
Get A GRIP is printed on 100% recycled paper 
using soy ink.

NMED PHONE NUMBER TO REPORT 
A SPILL/ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUE

866-428-6535
Report an Environmental 

Issue or Incident to the 
NM Environment Department

You can report an environmental concern or 
possible violation of a license, permit, or rule 
directly to NMED online at www.env.nm.gov 
>>> General >>> Report an environmental 
issue or incident, or call 866-428-6535. Please 
provide as much information as you can.

It’s been an exciting 
year for GRIP as we’ve 
welcomed new staff 
and taken on new proj-
ects, ensuring that our 
important work to pro-
tect our environment 
and natural resources 
in southwest New Mex-
ico continues.
  

Thanks to your 
support, GRIP has 

kept the pressure on to hold Freeport-McMoRan 
accountable for impacts to neighbors, groundwater 
supplies, noise, light trespass, and air quality from 
its proposed Emma Expansion Project, a new open 
pit at the Tyrone Mine. We’re pushing state agencies 
to require implementation of best management 
practices that assure protection of human health 
and safety, the environment, and wildlife. 
 

Through a successful partnership with the Town 
of Silver City and New Mexico Clean and Beautiful, 
GRIP’s Silver City Watershed Keepers have coordi-
nated the Pick It Up – Toss No Mas anti-litter cam-
paign that has engaged 400 volunteers in collection 
of trash and recyclables from Silver City’s roads and 
waterways. 
 

GRIP has also partnered with the Town of Silver 
City and other community organizations, business-
es, and state and private funders on restoring San 
Vicente Creek and revitalizing and building the cli-
mate resilience of Big Ditch Park. 

As we look to next year’s agenda and our 25th 
year, we hope you’ll join us in our efforts to protect 
our environment, communities, and water resourc-
es from a variety of challenges.
 

Allyson Siwik

Because clean water supplies are threatened by 
aridification due to climate change, it’s critical 
that GRIP continue to provide public oversight to 
protect our communities from the mining industry, 
the nation’s top water polluter. 

The Silver City Watershed Keepers will build 
upon its successful efforts to monitor and steward 
the Silver City watershed, including year two of the 
Nature Discovery Summer Camp for 4th through 
6th graders funded by the New Mexico Outdoor 
Equity Fund.

With our partners in the Gila Conservation 
Coalition, we are tracking allocation of NM Unit 
Funds to water projects in southwest New Mexico 
to ensure that funding is used for water projects 
that will build water supply resilience rather than a 
harmful diversion project. 
 

With the release of the environmental impact 
statement in fall 2023, GRIP and its conservation 
partners will be ready to respond to oppose the Air 
Force’s proposal for low-level supersonic flights 
over southwest New Mexico and southern Arizona 
that threatens our communities, local economies, 
and the Gila Wilderness.

 Read on to find out more about these projects 
and our retiring and new staff in this latest edition 
of GetAGRIP.

 Thank you for your generous support of GRIP! 
Without you, we could not do this important work.
Our very best wishes to you and yours for a safe and 
healthy holiday season!

Finally, NMED, the US Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) and the Gila National Forest held 
a meeting on November 3 that answered some of 
the public’s questions about the cleanup and plans 
for restoration. Although the presentations were 
helpful and demonstrated federal and state agency 
commitment to cleanup and restoration of Jaybird 
Canyon, it was notable that neither the Department 
of Transportation nor the State Police participated,      
despite their having been the first two agencies on 
the scene.

It seems that a lack of resources was a factor in 
deciding not to deploy the state’s clean-up contractor 
on the spill. With little money in an annual budget 
that needed to last nine more months until the next 
budget cycle, NMED decided to require R. Marley 
to do the cleanup. The company had problems 
mobilizing a sufficient number of workers to get the 
job done, and the cleanup has dragged on for weeks. 
The wettest monsoon in 37 years complicated the 
work, and rains in October hindered clean-up 
efforts and washed material downstream beyond 
the 920 yards of the initially-impacted area.

In early November, NMED estimated that 
approximately 95% of the asphalt material had been 
cleaned up. NMED and Gila National Forest staff 
inspected the site at that time and recommended 
additional clean-up tasks for Phase 1 and outlined  a 
plan for Phase 2 restoration. Additional inspections 
will take place in mid-December to evaluate R. 
Marley’s remediation efforts and determine if 
the clean-up phase is complete. Restoration work 
in Jaybird Canyon will be carried out in spring/
summer 2023.

Enforcement action and fine(s) against R. 
Marley Trucking for noncompliance with the New 

Mexico Water Quality Act could come as early as 
the end of the year pending results of the agency’s 
investigations.

GRIP and its partners will continue to advocate 
for public transparency, a rigorous cleanup, and 
bringing the watershed back to full ecological 
integrity, and training and policy changes nedeed 
to ensure this failure doesn’t happen again.

• What is the problem?
• Where is the problem located?
• When did the problem occur?
• How long has the problem been 

going on?
• What kind of materials or substances are 

involved?
• How much?
• Who is involved or caused the incident?
• Have any actions been taken already?

(Continued from page 1)
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GRIP says thank you and good luck to retiring staff

Welcome to New GRIP Staff!

Thank You to Our Funders
Lineberry Foundation 30Something Grant

NM Clean and Beautiful

Town of Silver CityNM Humanities Council

...and people 
like you!

Just Woke Up FundNew Mexico Office of
Outdoor Recreation

McCune Charitable 
Foundation

NM Environment 
Department

www.gilaresources.info

GilaResourcesInformationProject

Instagram@gilaresources vimeo.com/user18439846

It’s with mixed emotions that we say goodbye to 
GRIP staff members, Doyne Wrealli and Leigh 
Jenkins, who both retired this year. 

Doyne Wrealli retired as GRIP’s Membership and 
Program Coordinator in April. Among her many 
projects, Doyne did a fantastic job organizing the 
Wild and Scenic Film Festival and annual Gila Earth 
Day celebration, increasing participation and scope of 
the events. She helped with the Gila River Festival and 
campaigns like the opposition to the Holloman Air 
Force Base proposal. Doyne said her favorite memory 

from her years with GRIP was “defeating the Diversion! Pulling together the 
comments on the draft Environmental Impact Statement was exhausting, but 
if it helped even a little, it was worth it!” Doyne says she’ll miss the community 
engagement, because “it’s so rewarding to work with the passionate people in 
this community. I love this town!” In retirement, she looks forward to seeing 
more of the Gila.

This is the second retirement for Leigh, who is a 
former science educator. Serving as the Silver City 
Watershed Keepers Coordinator for the past three 
years, Leigh did a stellar job engaging our community 
in monitoring and stewardship of the Silver City 
Watershed. She established the Adopt-A-Stream 
Program, Get to Know Your Watershed speaker series 
and Nature Discovery Summer Camp. Leigh says 
her favorite memory was the Silver City Watershed 
Keepers Water Harvesting Bicycle Tour in which 
participants rode their bikes through downtown 
Silver City in the rain, observing some of the many 
water harvesting projects in action. Although what 

she will miss most is “working with the great staff at GRIP,” she is “looking 
forward to working on finishing the remodeling of her home, more spontaneous 
travel around the region, and time to pursue hobbies.”

Our heartfelt thanks and appreciation to Leigh and Doyne for their hard 
work and many significant contributions to GRIP, the environment, and our 
community. Very best wishes to them in their retirement! We’ll miss them!

CANDICE BACA
PROJECTS COORDINATOR

  As the GRIP Projects Coordinator, Candice 
directs the Pick It Up – Toss No Mas anti-lit-
ter campaign. She also manages volunteers for 
several GRIP and Gila Conservation Coalition 
programs. Candice was born and raised in Silver 
City and holds a Master of Business Adminis-
tration degree from Western New Mexico Uni-
versity. Candice developed professional skills in 
the area of law, marketing, and local government 
while completing her degree. Her pursuit of cre-
ating a positive impact for her community stems 

from her 9 years’ experience in healthcare as an occupational therapy as-
sistant. Candice is committed to the lifelong belief that supporting policy 
to maintain and cultivate a healthy environment is one of the most critical 
issues of our time.

BETH CABLE
SILVER CITY WATERSHED KEEPERS COORDINATOR

  As the Silver City Watershed Keepers Project 
Coordinator, Beth aims to connect the 
community of Silver City with its watershed 
through working with volunteers on water 
quality sampling and educational programs in 
classrooms and out in the field, while conserving 
and preserving our precious natural resource – 
Water. Beth has a BS in Wildlife and Fisheries 
Science from Penn State University and an 
MS in Teaching and Environment and Natural 
Resources from the University of Wyoming. She 

has completed environmental assessment studies, including breeding birds, 
raptors, and rare plants for Western Ecosystems Technology, Northern 
Rockies Conservation Cooperative, Arizona Game and Fish Department, 
and Point Reyes Bird Observatory. She has also designed, developed, and 
implemented natural science curricula for elementary, middle, and high 
school students, both outdoors and through outreach programs. She has 
created water teaching toolboxes, organized the Wyoming State Science 
Fair, and taught life science to elementary education pre-service teachers. 
She also teaches yoga and has dabbled in organic farming and home health 
care. She moved to Silver City in 2021 and enjoys trail running, hiking, 
and the great outdoors.

     As the GRIP Development and Communications 
Associate, Corina manages donor relations for 
GRIP and the Gila Conservation Coalition and 
spearheads social media and promotions for 
the Gila River Festival. Born and raised in the 
Mining District, Corina has a special connection 
to the Gila and the surrounding area. She went to 
school in Arizona and graduated with a degree 
in Health Sciences from Arizona State University. 
She hopes the work she does with GRIP will 
encourage local representation from Hispanics 

and those from the Mining District in matters of conservation.

SCOTT ZAGER
GIS SPECIALIST

 A professional botanist and plant ecologist 
for over twenty-five years, Scott has surveyed 
vegetation across large, wild landscapes and has 
constructed ecological maps using a combination 
of techniques including GIS (Geographic 
Information Systems) software, remote sensing 
(air photo interpretation), and field investigation. 
As a GIS specialist for GRIP, Scott is providing 
GIS mapping and conducting biological surveys 
for GRIP’s Silver City Watershed restoration 
work. He is also creating interactive, online maps 

where local citizens can monitor sensitive environmental sites and record 
their observations in real time. Such mapping applications can potentially 
coordinate the activities of several volunteer, citizen scientists, in efforts 
to protect our environment.

CORINA CASTILLO
DEVELOPMENT AND COMMUNICATIONS ASSOCIATE
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Mogollon residents oppose Summa Silver exploration 

   Residents of Mogollon, NM have banded together 
to oppose a new mining exploration project 
just outside of their community of 15 people. 
Vancouver-based Summa Silver Corporation has 
been exploring for gold and silver on 1.44 acres of 
private land just to the west of the community. 

   Residents had no idea exploration would be 
taking place in their backyards until the surveyors 
happened to mention it to one of the locals. Because 
the exploration is considered “minimal impact” 
(since it will disturb fewer than 40 acres), the NM 
Mining Act does not require public notice or a 
public participation process, despite the fact that 
these activities can cause serious disturbance and 
degradation to the land, water, and ecosystems.

   Residents have serious concerns about the impacts 
of the exploration on their water supplies, the 
endangered Mexican Spotted Owl, roads, noise, 
night skies, and the livelihoods and quality of life for 
local community members. In response to public 

comments, State agencies have required Mexican 
Spotted Owl surveys be conducted over two years 
in compliance with best management practices and 
that the company not conduct operations during 
the owl breeding season and fledgling-dependent 
period.  

   Residents are diligently watch-dogging exploration 
activities by Summa and reporting back to state 
agencies if anything is occurring outside of the 
company’s permits. This kind of oversight is needed 
to ensure that there is accountability for actions that 
could threaten their community.

   Summa Silver is reportedly working to expand its 
explorations onto public lands in the Gila National 
Forest which could jeopardize water supplies, sacred 
sites, and Mexican Spotted Owl habitat. 

   Given the potential for significant impacts to 
endangered species and local water supplies, this 
exploration project should not be considered 
“minimal impact,” and Summa Silver should be 
required to submit a regular exploration permit 
application. Mogollon residents deserve a more 
rigorous analysis, public notice, and public 
participation for this project.

RESPONSIBLE MINING PROGRAM UPDATE
Mine-contaminated water shows up in Hanover Creek 

Photo credit: FacebookHanover Creek contaminated water.

   Mine-contaminated water from the Cobre mine 
has discharged into Hanover Creek. The turquoise-
blue precipitate showed up in a quarter-mile stretch 
of Hanover Creek on the east side of Hanover 
Mountain, where active mining has been going on 
since July 2018. After local residents posted photos 
to Facebook, GRIP contacted state agencies and 
Freeport-McMoRan to alert them to the problem. 
NM Environment Department (NMED) staff 
conducted an inspection and tested water quality. 
The working hypothesis is that underground 
adits have filled with water from heavy rains in 
September and October. The acidic mine-impacted 
water is discharging at the base of Hanover 
Mountain, where it seems to be co-mingling with 
the more neutral water of Hanover Creek. The 
sharp reduction in acidity causes dissolved metals 

to precipitate out, forming a solid coating along 
the creek bed. Freeport and NMED have agreed 
to interim actions to protect Hanover Creek and 
groundwater quality. Sumps have been constructed 
to collect impacted water. Flow rate and chemistry 
data are being collected in order to develop a plan 
for properly managing the polluted water. 

   The fact that this situation was not anticipated 
raises questions about the accuracy of Freeport’s 
groundwater model for the Cobre Mine. As the 
next five-year discharge permit and reclamation 
plan review for the Cobre Mine kicks off, GRIP 
will focus its attention on the groundwater model 
and adequate containment of contaminated 
groundwater. 

FREEPORT-MCMORAN COMMUNITY 
INFORMATION AND GRIEVANCE LINE

877-629-2609
24 hours a day/7 days a week 

in English or Spanish
Call to report any issue you see related to 

Freeport mining operations.

Freeport proposes financial 
assurance for Little Rock Mine
   As the last step in the permitting process for the 
Little Rock Mine, Freeport has proposed a surety 
bond of $8.9 million in financial assurance to cover 
the cost of reclamation and long-term monitoring 
of the mine once it ceases operations. The financial 

assurance is intended to meet requirements of the 
Mining Act, state Water Quality Act, and federal 
Bureau of Land Management rules. GRIP is pleased 
that Freeport has proposed this secure form of 
financial assurance rather than a very risky Third 
Party Guarantee that pushes the liability risk for 
cleanup onto the public should Freeport go bankrupt.

Malone Bronco Exploration in 
Burro Mts completed, for now

   Bronco Creek Exploration Co. completed in May its 
exploration for copper, lead, zinc, gold, and silver on 
the west side of Knight Peak in the Burro Mountains 
in the Gila National Forest. Exploration took place at 
5 of the 12 locations approved on the west side for 
drilling. Bore holes were plugged and drill pads were 
reclaimed. MMD completed its inspection in June. 
The company is evaluating the core samples and may 
renew its permit if it decides to drill at three locations 
on the east side of Knight Peak. Based on public 
comments, the Forest Service and the state MMD 
modified the company’s operating plan, requiring 
relocation of proposed drill sites out of drainages and 
reducing overland routes. No application for permit 
renewal has been filed as of press time.

Photo credit: Trbpearson, 2008

Photo credit: Dennis O’Keefe

As a new unit of the Tyrone Mine, the proposed 
Emma open pit must be designed and operated 
using the most appropriate technology and best 
management practices according to the New 
Mexico Mining Act. GRIP’s public comments to 
the Mining and Minerals Division as part of the 
August public hearing on Freeport’s mine permit 
application demonstrated how the company’s 
proposal does not meet these requirements. 
The company fails to propose monitoring and 
mitigation plans to minimize impacts to neighbors 
in the areas of groundwater supply, lighting, noise 
and vibration, and air quality. The reclamation 
cost estimate is significantly underestimated and 
is inadequate to cover the long-term monitoring, 
maintenance, and operations costs of the open 
pit. The company’s current grievance mechanism 
does not provide sufficient accountability to the 
community and needs to be strengthened. 

   Freeport is now responding to agency and public 
comments. The draft water quality discharge permit 
has not been released yet, as NMED continues to 
have questions about the groundwater modeling. 

   Freeport’s new marketing tagline is “Foremost 
In Responsible Copper.” We’re not seeing that 
commitment reflected in the Emma proposal.The 
company must address community concerns and 
amend its application so that it meets industry 
standards.

Tyrone Emma Expansion 
Project does not meet industry 
best management practices
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TAKE ACTION

The Gila National Forest is accepting public 
comment on its proposal to remove feral cattle 
that are degrading fish and wildlife habitat in 
the Gila Wilderness.  Submit your comments 
in support of the Gila National Forest’s plan to 
remove feral cattle from the Gila Wilderness 
using lethal methods.

The Gila National Forest estimates that there 
are between 50-150 feral cattle remaining in 
the Gila Wilderness – America’s first wilder-
ness area. The cattle have caused damage to 
riparian areas by overgrazing and trampling 
streambanks causing erosion, dramatically 
degrading water quality and destroying fish 
and wildlife habitat, including habitat for 
threatened and endangered species.

There have been many attempts to round up 
this reproducing herd over the last 40 years 
and it will take a concerted effort to solve this 
problem once and for all. Lethal methods are 
necessary to successfully remove feral cattle 
from the remote and rugged wilderness. 
 
Written comments should be submitted by 
January 9th and addressed to: 

Gila National Forest
Attn: Planning Program
3005 E. Camino del Bosque
Silver City, NM 88061 

Or via email: 
comments-southwestern-gila@usda.gov

Air Force Proposal for Low-level Supersonic Airspace 
Threatens Southern Arizona and Southwest New Mexico

   Just when we thought we’d never hear from the 
Air Force again after the Holloman Air Force Base 
airspace expansion was derailed in 2021, the Air 
Force proposed in January an expansion of super-
sonic airspace over southern Arizona and southwest 
New Mexico. Led by GRIP and its partners in the 
Peaceful Gila Skies coalition, conservation groups in 
New Mexico and Arizona quickly banded together 
to assess the potential impacts of the proposal on 
tribes, communities, and public lands and to mount 
a coordinated opposition.  

   Thirty-four organizations in New Mexico and Ari-
zona submitted comments to the Air Force in March 
expressing their serious concerns with its proposal 
to authorize fighter jet maneuvers as low as 100 feet 
above ground level (AGL) and supersonic flights 
as low as 5,000 feet AGL in southern Arizona and 
southwest New Mexico.

   The Air Force’s proposal will cause extreme noise 
and sonic booms above rural and tribal communi-
ties, some of the Southwest’s most fragile sky-island 
ecosystems, and beloved wilderness areas and na-
tional monuments. The Air Force has not provided 
the public with enough information to evaluate its 
proposal, nor has it justified why it’s needed.
 
  Federal public lands in Arizona and New Mexico 
that could be affected by the Air Force proposal in-

Tell the Forest Service you 
support feral cattle removal 

in the Gila Wilderness

by January 9th, 2023

More information is available at 
www.gilaconservation.org

Healthy Rivers Update

Photo credit: Dennis O’Keefe

clude four National Forests (Gila, Apache-Sitgreaves, 
Tonto, Coronado), 12 US Forest Service Wilderness 
Areas, three US Forest Service Wilderness Study 
Areas, 18 Bureau of Land Management (BLM) Wil-
derness Areas, nine BLM Wilderness Study Areas, 
22 BLM Areas of Critical Environmental Concern 
(ACEC), four BLM Research Natural Areas (RNA), 
one BLM Riparian National Conservation Area 
(Gila Box), four National Wildlife Refuges (Buenos 
Aires, Leslie Canyon, San Bernardino, and Bill Wil-
liams River), and two National Monuments (Chir-
icahua National Monument and Organ Pipe Cactus 
National Monument). Additionally, 83 miles of the 
Continental Divide National Scenic Trail and the 
Catwalk National Recreation Trail could be impact-
ed.
 
   The conservation groups argued that the Air Force 
has not made the case for the need for these severe 
airspace modifications. Given the serious harms the 
proposal will cause to communities, local econo-
mies, the environment and wildlife, the groups sup-
port the no action alternative.

   A draft Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) is 
expected in Fall of 2023, with a final EIS released 
in 2024. Stay tuned for updates from GRIP and the 
Peaceful Gila Skies coalition. More information is 
available at www.arizonaregionalairspaceeis.com 
and peacefulgilaskies.com.

Photo credit: U.S. Air Force

   With passage last year of HB200, the New Mexico 
Water Trust Board (WTB) now serves a consultative 
role to the Interstate Stream Commission (ISC) 
under the Arizona Water Settlements Act (AWSA) 
to vet projects for funding through the NM Unit 
Fund. As of July, there is $85.6M in the fund that 
can be used on water supply projects in southwest 
New Mexico. The ISC is negotiating with the 
Bureau of Reclamation for $20 - $26 million more 
owed to the state under the AWSA.

The Water Trust Board and Interstate Stream 
Commission are currently developing policies
and procedures for the project application and 
evaluation process. With our partners in the Gila 
Conservation Coalition, we are working with 
members of the Water Trust Board, local decision 
makers, and the Office of the State Engineer to come 
up with an approach to fund water projects that 
build water supply resilience while also protecting 
the Gila River.

   GRIP has been supporting efforts to further 
passage of the M.H. Dutch Salmon Greater Gila 
Wild and Scenic Rivers Act that would designate 
nearly 450 miles of the Gila and San Francisco 
Rivers as Wild and Scenic.  The bill passed the 
Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee 
earlier this year.

 
  We also organized the successful 18th annual 
Gila River Festival that drew approximately 1000 
attendees to four days of field trips, presentations, 
the Fort Sill Apache Tribe Fire Dancers, and a Gila 
River blessing, all focused on celebrating the many 
ways in which water and the Gila River connect us. 
A huge thanks to all the volunteers, sponsors, field 
trip leaders and presenters who helped us this year. 

   Organized in 1984 to protect the free flow of the 
Gila and San Francisco Rivers and the wilderness 
characteristics of the Gila and Aldo Leopold 
Wilderness areas, the Gila Conservation Coalition 
(GCC) is a partnership of three organizations - 
Gila Resources Information Project, Upper Gila 
Watershed Alliance, and Center for Biological 
Diversity - that promote conservation of the Upper 
Gila River Basin and surrounding lands.
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Building Climate Resilient Greenways in Silver City
   Climate change is bringing about a hotter, drier 
climate in our area, along with more frequent ex-
treme precipitation events, reduced streamflow, and 
increased fire risk. These conditions are impacting 
our riparian ecosystems, local parks, and trail sys-
tem. Building resilience is critical for adaptation of 
greenways to climate change impacts, resulting in 
healthy ecosystems and reduced fire risk while con-
serving water and saving on maintenance costs.   

  In partnership with the Town of Silver City and a 
broad group of local organizations, youth, business-
es, and volunteers, GRIP is implementing projects 
in San Vicente Creek and Big Ditch Park to stop 
erosion on steep slopes, access roads, and stream-
banks to prevent soil loss and to improve water 
quality; remove non-native, invasive trees to reduce 
fire risk and benefit riparian habitat; and re-estab-
lish drought tolerant, native vegetation that is bene-
ficial to wildlife and pollinators.

Big Ditch Park Revitalization San Vicente Creek River 
Stewardship Project

   With grants from New Mexico Clean and Beau-
tiful, the 30something group, and Lineberry Foun-
dation, GRIP and its partners are revitalizing Big 
Ditch Park by fixing infrastructure and drainage 
problems, stopping erosion on steep slopes, and 
building new pollinator gardens throughout the 
park. The project has enhanced the visitor experi-
ence by creating beautiful and welcoming spaces 
with the installation of six picnic tables, plantings, 
and artistic fencing and signage. Other improve-
ments include new light posts installed by the Town 
and Silver City MainStreet with funding from Free-
port-McMoRan and a new accessibility ramp con-
structed by the Town. The Town also funded safe-
ty pruning done by Southwest Tree Solutions to 
remove dead limbs that posed a safety problem to 
park users. Still to come are planters and additional 
signage and native plantings.

   Kudos and huge thanks to: the YCC crews and 
NM Clean and Beautiful Youth Interns who did all 
the hard work building the juniper rain gardens, 

With funding from the NM Environment 
Department River Stewardship Program, GRIP 
has partnered with the Town of Silver City, Stream 
Dynamics, Gila WoodNet and Lone Mountain 
Natives to address water quality impairments and 
threats to riparian habitat in San Vicente Creek by: 
redesigning sewer access routes and constructing 
grade control structures that will assist the Town in 
conducting its routine sewer line maintenance to 
prevent future sewage leaks; removing non-native 
trees to protect legacy cottonwoods and other native 
trees and reduce riparian fire risk by planting native 
trees, grasses, and wildflowers to restore the San 
Vicente Creek riparian corridor and stabilize stream 
banks; reducing nutrient loads by constructing 
water harvesting earthworks and check dams; and 
improving stream geometry and floodplain access 
by induced stream meandering and grade control 
structures. The project area includes Town of Silver 
City property (including Town of Silver City Street 
grid right-of-way), private property owned by three 
different private property owners, and easements 
held by the Town which encompass 25 acres of 
riparian corridor and 1.09 stream miles from 
the Highway 90 Bridge to Mobile Drive. GRIP is 
managing the project and Steam Dynamics and Gila 
WoodNet are conducting work on the ground, with 
plant material supplied by Lone Mountain Natives.

rock terraces and plantings; Tricia Hurley (Lone 
Mountain Natives and YCC Garden Crew Leader); 
Jon Bjornstad (YCC Trails Crew Leader); three Aldo 
Leopold Charter School YCC Crews; Silver High 
Garden Crew; Zion Lopez (intern); and NM Clean 
and Beautiful Youth Interns (juniper pole rain gar-
dens). Thank you to Van Clothier, Martha Egnal, 
and the crew at Stream Dynamics for fixing drain-
age issues and creating rainwater harvesting features 
and to Toxtli Sanchez and Jon Bjornstad for fixing 
the stone walls in various places in Big Ditch Park. 
We are grateful to Denise Friedrick for her beautiful 
metal panels with images of San Vicente Creek flora 
and fauna that invite people to visit Big Ditch Park 
by the Co-op. Thank you to Bob Schiowitz of the 
Trails and Open Space Advisory Committee for his 
help with the installation of the picnic tables, and to 
Silver City Watershed Keepers volunteers for their 
help with weeding and planting. Big thank yous 
to The 30something grant program, New Mexico 
Clean and Beautiful, the Lineberry Foundation, and 
the Town of Silver City for providing the funding to 
implement this project.

Martha Egnal of Stream Dynamics digs holes for willow whips

ALCS YCC garden and trail crews work on various projects in Big Ditch Park, including planting drought-tolerant, 
pollinator-friendly natives in rainwater harvesting basins and gardens.

Artistic fencing at Co-op entrance to Big Ditch Park by 
Denise Friedrick with installation help by Peter Valentine, 
Andrew Ashford, and Professor Bill Norris.

Crew enjoys lunch after installing picnic tables in Big Ditch 
Park  with assistance from Trails and Open Space Advisory 
Committee Chairman Bob Schiowitz.

   To date, we have finished pre-project stream, 
fuel load and botanical surveys. Stream Dynamics 
has planted 654 willow whips to stabilize stream 
banks in the riparian corridor. Non-native tree 
removal and construction of grade controls and 
bank stabilization features will occur in January and 
February 2023. If you’d like to get involved, we’ll be 
scheduling volunteer planting days in the spring to 
plant additional willows, cottonwoods and native 
plants. Contact the Silver City Watershed Keepers 
at 575.538.8078 if you’re interested.
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Kids Discover Nature at SCWK Summer Camp

Photo credit: SCWKKids experience the Mimbres River and San Vicente Creek during SCWK summer camp

Volunteers Keep Silver City Clean and Beautiful
   Since October 2021, 400 volunteers have pitched in to keep Silver City clean 
and beautiful as part of the Town’s Pick It Up-Toss No Mas anti-litter campaign. 
The first year of the partnership between GRIP’s Silver City Watershed Keepers 
and the Town of Silver City brought community members, organizations, and 
local businesses together to clean up our waterways and roadways and raise 
awareness about littering.

 Volunteers, including eight organizations, seven student groups, nine 
businesses, and seven teams, contributed more than 850 volunteer hours and 
collected over 9,100 pounds of trash and recycling from Highways 180 and 90, 
San Vicente Creek, Big Ditch Park, and downtown. Our marketing campaign 
through newspaper, radio, and social media advertising reached thousands of 
people in Grant County, spreading the word about clean-up efforts and helping 
to build pride in our community.

   Join us for the Pick It Up-Toss No Mas Volunteer Appreciation Day on January 
21, 2023 at 1 pm at the Silco Theater. We’ll be recognizing volunteers, recruiting 
new volunteers, and having a free showing of the Disney favorite “WALL-E” 
about the adventures of the robot WALL-E, who cleans up the littered Earth of 
the future, one piece of garbage at a time.

  Get involved in monthly cleanup events on the third Saturday of the month 
at Gough Park parking lot from 9 am - noon. The program supplies trash bags, 
gloves, safety vests, trash pickers, and snacks to participants. Community 
members also have the option to organize their own neighborhood cleanup with 
Pick It Up-Toss No Mas providing the supplies and trash disposal. Individuals, 
businesses and organizations can also adopt a stretch of roadway or waterway 
and clean up their adopted area on a more regular basis.

  Pick It Up-Toss No Mas community cleanups are partially funded by grants 
from New Mexico Clean and Beautiful and the Town of Silver City and are 
sponsored by Silver City Watershed Keepers, Silver City MainStreet, Silver City 
Recycles, SWNMACT, New Mexico Department of Transportation’s Toss No 
Mas Program, Southwest Solid Waste Authority, Silver City-Grant Co. Chamber 
of Commerce, and Silver City Trails and Open Space Advisory Committee.

This past June, 40 kids joined the Silver City 
Watershed Keepers (SCWK) in its first ever Nature 
Discovery Summer Camp. The 4th through 6th 
grade students, representing schools in the Silver 
and Cobre Consolidated School Districts, spent 
a week exploring some of the most amazing and 
beautiful sites in the Grant County area, all the 
while learning about science, conservation, and 
local history. Funded by the New Mexico Outdoor 
Equity Fund and Lineberry Foundation, the unique 
opportunity was offered free of charge to local 
youth, with snacks, lunches, and transportation 
provided, ensuring equitable access for all.

   The camp was conceived of and implemented by 
retired SCWK coordinator Leigh Jenkins and was 
intended to give local students an opportunity to 
learn about the fascinating ecology and intriguing 
cultural history right in their backyards. For many 
students, the exploration camp was the first time 
they had ever been to some of our most iconic 
sites, such as the Gila River,, or Mimbres Culture 
Heritage Site. “These students are our future leaders, 
teachers, and citizens of Grant County. Providing 
kids with the chance to learn about the natural and 
cultural heritage of this area early-on will instill an 
appreciation for our community for the rest of their 
lives,” Jenkins said.

   Camp days jam-packed with exciting activities 
were led by SCWK coordinator and Camp Director 
Leigh Jenkins, Assistant Director Emerson “Indi” 
Blake and youth interns, including WNMU student 
Yen Chu and Aldo Leopold Charter School students 
Willow Sprague-Robinson and Sophiana Reed. 

   Each morning, group yoga and stretching circles 
with instructor Cate Bradley prepared students 
for the busy day ahead. Students equipped with 
binoculars and notebooks were led by local bird 

and plant experts Mark Cantrell and Tricia Hurley to observe and make notes on the many species that 
call Grant County home. Beautiful hikes along the San Vicente Creek Trail guided by Leigh Jenkins led 
to countless botanical and entomological discoveries that were documented in nature journals. Students 
squirmed handling sphinx moth pupae while learning about the astonishing importance of pollinators 
during an interactive talk hosted by Emily Pollom of the US Forest Service - Gila National Forest. Hungry 
students were rewarded with healthy snacks and a nutritional demonstration provided by Alicia Edwards of 
Healthy Kids, Healthy Communities Grant County, as well as school lunches supplied by the Silver and Cobre 
Schools. 
 
   School buses arranged by SCWK in partnership with local school districts carried bus loads of excited 
kids to the Gila and Mimbres rivers, Dragonfly Archaeological Site, Mimbres Culture Heritage Site, and the 
WNMU Museum, where students could apply what they had learned while exploring. Volunteers at each 
site facilitated student discoveries about riparian biology and river ecology. Warm Springs and Chiricahua 
Apache leaders Joe Saenz, Bill Bradford, Gil Aguilera, and Emilio Tapia talked about Native American history 
and culture.

   Thank you to all of our volunteer educators and funders mentioned above, volunteer and GRIP  board 
member CarolBeth Elliott, the Silver City Food Co-op, Montoya Transportation, William Hawkins and 
Victor Oaxaca from Silver Schools, Joyce Barela from Cobre Schools, Sonia Dixon from the Bayard Public 
Library, and retired Snell Middle School teacher Cindy Lee. 

   Funded for a second year by the New Mexico Outdoor Equity Fund, the Silver City Watershed Keepers 
is already planning the Nature Discovery Summer Camp for summer 2023 and hopes to continue hosting 
the camp as an annual event. If you would like to get involved or have any questions, contact the Silver City 
Watershed Keepers at silvercitywatershedkeepers@gmail.com.
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CALENDAR OF EVENTS
2023

Awards and Free Screening of 
Disney Film WALL-E 

January 21, 2023, 1 p.m.

2023 Pick It Up - Toss No Mas
Volunteer Appreciation Day

Silco Theater

New Mexico 2022 
Legislative Session

January 17, 2022- February 18, 2023

Nmlegis.gov

Facebook@GilaEarthDay

Gough Park

Gila Earth Day 2023

April 22, 2023

More events at
www.gilaresources.info

World Water Day 2023

March 22, 2023

silvercitywatershedkeepers.org

9 a.m. to Noon

2023 Pick It Up - Toss No Mas
Community Trash Cleanups

Feb. 18, Mar 18, Apr 15, May 20, 
Jun 17, Jul 15, Aug 19, 

Sept 16, Oct 21, Nov 18

Parking lot @ Gough Park

#PICKITUPTOSSNOMAS


