
Two groups are protesting the proposed
land exchange between the Bureau of
Land Management (BLM) and Phelps
Dodge considered essential for the
opening of the mine eight miles north of
Safford.

The Western Mining Action Project --
representing the Center for Biological
Diversity, the Grand Canyon chapter of
the Sierra Club, Western Land Ex-
change Project and Earth Works -- and
the San Carlos Apache Tribe, repre-
sented by the law firm of Sparks, Tehan
and Riley of Scottsdale, filed protests
Aug. 26 and 27 respectively, aiming to
prevent the exchange of land between
Phelps Dodge and the BLM.

Both groups are concerned that the land
exchange is not fair -- that Phelps Dodge
is getting a better deal than the BLM --
and that the mine, if built, will have an
adverse effect on water quality.

These issues are addressed in the En-
vironmental Impact Statement released
earlier this year, but the groups do not
feel they were adequately addressed.

The deadline for submitting protests
was Aug. 31, and the bureau will now
review the protests and decide what
course of action to take, according to
Diane Drobka, a public information of-
ficer with the BLM Safford Field Of-
fice.

"A lot of the complaints -- probably
most, if not all -- have been addressed
through the Environmental Impact
Study, so we will be going back through
that and reviewing the parts that per-
tain to these concerns," Drobka said.
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"It will take us a while to go through
and try to correlate which sections of
the Environmental Impact Study relate
to these specific concerns."

The protesting groups are asking the
bureau to vacate its decision to move
ahead with the land exchange based on
the information they are providing.
Drobka said the bureau wants to make
sure it has addressed all the protesters'
concerns.

"Once we look at these concerns, we
may just decide that we've covered
these bases already," she said. "If we
find that we adequately addressed all
the points that are listed in these pro-
tests, then we can stick with our origi-
nal decision."

Arizona BLM State Director Elaine
Zielinski must respond to any protests
"having standing." There is no time limit
for Zielinski to review the protests.

If the protesters are not satisfied with
the response from Zielinski, they have
30 days to file an appeal. Appeals are
assigned to the Interior Board of Land
Appeals (IBLA) for resolution.

Bill Civish, field manager for the BLM
Safford Field Office, told the Courier
last year that the IBLA has a backlog
of cases, and some appeals have been
stuck in that part of the process for 10
years.

He also said if Congressman Rick
Renzi (R-Ariz.) could convince Gale
Norton, secretary of the Department of
the Interior, that a lawsuit was imminent,
the IBLA review could be skipped.

Any lawsuits will likely include an in-
junction, preventing Phelps Dodge from
working on the mine until the disputes

are settled.

Graham County Supervisor Mark
Herrington said the protests prove that
the environmental groups "cannot be
satisfied, no matter what you do."

Herrington said Phelps Dodge did what
it was supposed to do and "went the
extra mile and did it all right."

Kimball Hansen, communications di-
rector for Phelps Dodge, said the com-
pany is satisfied with the work that went
into the documents released in support
of the land exchange.

"We feel like the Environmental Impact
Statement -- the work the BLM did,
that we did, in preparation for the
Record of Decision was very compre-
hensive," he said. "We think all of the
issues have been addressed and that the
work that has been done demonstrated
that this is a viable project and should
go forward."

Hansen said Phelps Dodge does not
want to be premature in predicting what
will happen, but he is hopeful the re-
view doesn't take long and that the
BLM is able to address all the concerns
raised in protests.


