
 

 
 
 
April 30, 2020 
 
Via Email  
Sharon Vaughn 
Project Leader 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
San Luis Valley National Wildlife Refuge Complex 
Sharon_Vaughn@fws.gov 
719-589-4021 
 
RE: Comments on U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Proposal to Expand Migratory Bird and 

Upland Game Hunting on New Acres and Open Sport Fishing in the Alamosa and Monte 
Vista National Wildlife Refuges 

 
Dear Ms. Vaughn, 
 
We write to submit comments on behalf of WildEarth Guardians (Guardians), Rio Grande 
Waterkeeper, and our more than 307,900 members and supporters on the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service’s (Service) proposal to expand opportunities for migratory bird and upland game hunting on 
new acres as well as open sport fishing in the Alamosa and Monte Vista National Wildlife Refuges in 
Colorado.  The effort on these two refuges in Colorado is part of a larger effort by the Service to 
open and expand hunting and sport fishing on national wildlife refuges across the country. The 
2020-2021 Station-Specific Hunting and Sport Fishing Regulations (FWS-HQ-NWRS-2020-0013-
0001) were published on April 9, 2020 and are open for public comment until June 8, 2020.  
 
WildEarth Guardians (www.wildearthguardians.org) is a regional non-profit organization whose 
mission is to protect and restore the wildlife, wild places, wild rivers, and health of the 
American West. Guardians has offices in Arizona, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, New Mexico, 
Oregon, and Washington. For over 30 years, Guardians has worked to safeguard and restore 
dynamic flows in western rivers, advocated for western water policy reform, ensured protection of 
imperiled fish and wildlife, and fought to undam and restore healthy and sustainable aquatic and 
riparian ecosystems for future generations. Rio Grande Waterkeeper is a program within Guardians 
and associated with the Waterkeeper Alliance, established in 2017, that works specifically to 
safeguard river health and clean water in the Rio Grande basin from Colorado to southern New 
Mexico.  
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I. REQUEST FOR EXTENSION OF PUBLIC COMMENT PERIOD 
 
We appreciate the opportunity to comment on the expansion of hunting and fishing in the Alamosa 
and Monte Vista National Wildlife Refuges. However, during the unprecedented public health crisis 
and National Emergency caused by COVID-19, many stakeholders are experiencing total or partial 
shutdowns and are understandably concerned with the health of their neighbors and communities as 
their first priority. Therefore, we respectfully request an extension of the comment period until 
after the National Emergency is declared over. In the midst of a public health crisis it is not an 
appropriate time to push through changes to regulations that impact communities and the 
environment, and we hope that you will do the right thing by extending this already woefully short 
comment period to accommodate the large shift in people’s lives and health since the crisis hit 
earlier this spring. We also reserve the right to supplement these comments with additional 
information and for others to submit comments and additions until after the Emergency Declaration 
is lifted in order to allow for adequate public participation during these challenging times. 
 

II. REFUGE TO CONSERVE AND RESTORE ECOLOGICAL DIVERSITY  
 
The National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997, 16 U.S.C.A. §§ 668dd–ee (West 
2012), amends the National Wildlife Refuge System Administration Act of 1966 with the aim of 
enhancing refuge planning and management and articulates the following mission for the National 
Wildlife Refuge (NWR) System: “to administer a national network of lands and waters for the 
conservation, management, and where appropriate, restoration of the fish, wildlife, and plant 
resources and their habitats within the United States for the benefit of present and future 
generations of Americans.” NWRSIA § 4, 16 U.S.C.A. § 668dd(a)(2).  Conservation and 
management are defined as “sustain[ing] and, where appropriate, restor[ing] and enhanc[ing], healthy 
populations of fish, wildlife, and plants.” NWRSIA § 3, 16 U.S.C.A. § 668ee(4). This System mission 
statement notwithstanding, the NWRISA also requires that each refuge be managed to fulfill “the 
specific purposes for which that refuge was established,” NWRSIA § 5, 16 U.S.C.A. § 
668dd(a)(3)(A), and provides that in the event of conflict between system-wide and refuge-specific 
mandates, the purposes of the refuge take priority.  Id. § 668dd(a)(4)(D).    
 
The National Wildlife Refuge System remains the "only federal lands to be managed primarily for 
the benefit of wildlife." GAO, National Wildlife Refuges: Continuing Problems with incompatible 
Uses Call for Bold Action, at 2 (1989). The Service is charged with carrying out the National Wildlife 
Refuge System's conservation mandate. 16 U.S.C. 668dd(a)(1). Further, the Secretary shall "... 
provide for the conservation of fish, wildlife, and plants, and their habitats within the System [and] 
ensure that the biological integrity, diversity, and environmental health of the system are maintained 
for the benefit of present and future generations." Id., 668dd(a)(4). As stated in the Draft 
Compatibility Determination for Sport Fishing on Alamosa National Wildlife Refuge, the refuge was 
established “for use as inviolate sanctuaries, or for any other management purposes, for migratory 
birds.” 2020 Draft Compatibility Determination at 1. While opportunities for “compatible wildlife-
dependent recreational uses” is a long-term goal established for the refuge, it must 1) be a 
“compatible wildlife-dependent recreational use” (emphasis added), and 2) not overshadow (goal 1) 
“conserve, restore, and enhance the ecological diversity and function of the San Luis Valley 
ecosystem to support healthy populations of native fish and wildlife,” among other goals.  
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We are very concerned that sport fishing is not a compatible use on the refuge given the presence of 
several imperiled migratory birds and native fish (several of which are currently awaiting decision on 
their listing status under the Endangered Species Act) that could be harmed by expansion of such 
human recreational activities. Further, the health of the Rio Grande and the ongoing and persistent 
warming of the climate adds an additional layer of challenge for these already fragile species. For 
example, the 2020 streamflow forecast for the Rio Grande was 69 percent of average in April for the 
Del Norte gauge and 30 percent of average at the Lobatos gauge (near the Colorado-New Mexico 
state line). The dry conditions in the basin have persisted for almost two decades, which has caused 
an incredible amount of baseline environmental stress on native fish, wildlife and plants making 
them more vulnerable and in need of greater (not less) protections. We are particularly concerned 
about the impact of the rule on native Rio Grande chub, Rio Grande sucker, endangered 
Southwestern willow flycatcher, and threatened yellow-billed cuckoo that are found (and for bird 
species nest) in or near the refuge and/or migrate through seasonally. The Alamosa National 
Wildlife Refuge may be one of the last safe places in basin to ensure protection (and hopefully the 
survival and recovery) of these important and vulnerable species.  
 

III. EXPANSION OF HUNTING AND FISHING NOT COMPATIBLE WITH 
PROTECTING NATIVE FISH AND BIRD SPECIES 

 
Our general concern are as follows: 
 

1. Sport fishing expansion is not compatible with protection and recovery of native fish populations 
 
The Rio Grande is home to two imperiled native fish species: the Rio Grande chub and Rio Grande 
sucker. The Rio Grande chub is native to the Rio Grande and is recognized as critically imperiled by 
several federal, state and local agencies. It is considered a “species of special concern” by the State of 
Colorado, a “sensitive species” by the U.S. Bureau of Land Management and the U.S. Forest Service, 
and “critically imperiled” by the Colorado Natural Heritage Program. Likewise, the Rio Grande 
sucker is considered “vulnerable” by the American Fisheries Society’s Endangered Species 
Committee, meaning it is “a taxon that is in imminent danger of becoming threatened throughout all 
or a significant portion of its range” (Jelks et. al 2008 at 393). The species is ranked “vulnerable” 
range-wide by NatureServe (Hammerson and Clausen 2013 at 1), “critically imperiled” in Colorado 
and “imperiled” in New Mexico. Id. at 4. These designations do not provide any regulatory 
protection, but support our conclusion that the Rio Grande sucker is imperiled. 
 
In 2013 and 2014 respectively, Guardians’ submitted scientific petitions to the Service to list the Rio 
Grande chub and the Rio Grande sucker as an endangered or threatened species under the 
Endangered Species Act (ESA). In the years that followed, the Service determined that both 
petitions contained substantial information indicating that listing of the species may be warranted. 
Unfortunately, the Service has failed to act on either of these petitions to date. On April 21, 2020, 
Guardians filed a lawsuit in the U.S. District Court for the District of Columbia to compel the 
Service to make a final listing determination on the Rio Grande chub, Rio Grande sucker, among 
other species. 
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We do not believe that allowing sport fishing on the Alamosa National Wildlife Refuge is 
compatible with the mandate to conserve and protect native fish, wildlife and plants. The increases 
in human traffic in the river and through riparian vegetation is not in the best interest of the native 
fish species and may endanger their survival and recovery. The Service identifies the following 
effects including, “direct mortality from harvest and catch and release, injury to fish caught and 
released, changes in age and size class distribution, changes in reproductive capacity and success, loss 
of genetic diversity, altered behavior, and changes in ecosystem and food webs (Cline et al. 2007, 
Lewin et al. 2006).” 2020 Draft Compatibility Determination at 4. The Service claims that “increased 
fishing of common carp and northern pike may relieve some of the pressure caused by interspecific 
competition and predation on their populations” (Emphasis added). Id. at 6. The Service does not 
provide any evidence, only speculation, for that assertion and more research and analysis appears to 
be necessary in order to make such a conclusion that would support compatibility. We do not 
believe that expansion of sport fishing in the refuge is compatible with protecting these imperiled 
(possibly soon to be listed) species. 
 

2. Sport fishing expansion is not compatible with protection and recovery of migratory bird populations 
 
The San Luis Valley is home to many migratory bird species, two of which—the threatened yellow-
billed cuckoo and endangered Southwestern willow flycatcher—are listed under the ESA. These 
listed bird species nest in riparian vegetation along the Rio Grande in and near the Alamosa National 
Wildlife Refuge. The Environmental Assessment nor the 2020 Draft Compatibility Determination 
reference the yellow-billed cuckoo as a species that might be impacted by this expansion of sport 
fishing in the refuge. In 2014, the Service found that the yellow-billed cuckoo was present in habitat 
in Alamosa and Rio Grande Counties, see the description of critical habitat the Service included in 
its critical habitat designation: 
 

Unit 59: CO–6 Upper Rio Grande 3; Alamosa and Rio Grande Counties  
Proposed critical habitat unit CO–6 is 9,765 ac (3,952 ha) in extent and is a 45- mi 
(73-km)-long continuous segment of the Rio Grande from Alamosa in Alamosa 
County upstream to Alpine in Rio Grande County, Colorado. Approximately 9,751 
ac (3,946 ha), or nearly 100 percent, of proposed unit CO–6 are privately owned, and 
14 ac (6 ha), or less than 1 percent, are in Federal ownership managed by BLM. This 
high-elevation unit has been consistently occupied by western yellow-billed cuckoos. 
The site also provides migratory stopover habitat for western yellow-billed cuckoos 
moving farther north.  

 
79 Fed. Reg. at 48567. We believe that the Service must also analyze the impact of the 
expanded fishing and hunting opportunities equally to the yellow-billed cuckoo as well as the 
Southwestern willow flycatcher and other migratory species. 
 
While we appreciate that the 2020 Draft Compatibility Determination includes a mitigation measure 
limiting fishing to outside the Southwestern willow flycatcher’s breeding season (April 15 to 
September 1), we do not believe that this limitation alone with protect the conservation of the 
species, nor protect the cuckoo or other migratory bird species that depend on the refuge for their 
survival. 
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3. Environmental Impact Statement necessary to assess full range of environmental impacts of the 
proposal 

 
We do not believe the draft environmental assessment provided is adequate to assess the full suite of 
environmental impacts to fish and wildlife. First, the purpose and need of the proposal is too 
narrowly tailored to the existing proposal when many other recreational activities on the refuge that 
were not analyzed could be deemed compatible. Second, the Service failed to analyze a reasonable 
range of alternatives to the proposed action—only the existing condition and the proposal were 
assessed.  Third, we do not believe the effects of the action were fully analyzed and believe an 
environmental impact statement should be prepared especially given that two imperiled species of 
fish exist and will be impacted by this proposal as well as the fact that the Service failed to assess 
impacts to yellow-billed cuckoo as well as Southwestern willow flycatcher on and near the refuge. 
 

4. Public outreach in 2015 is not adequate to confirm support for sport fishing proposal in 2020  
 
We do not believe that the public outreach necessary to complete the original CCP and EIS for the 
San Luis Valley NWR Complex is sufficient to represent the public sentiment in 2002. The Service 
should conduct a valid and open public process before making a final decision on this proposal. As 
mentioned above, a 30-day public comment period is rushed and inadequate in the best of times and 
does not constitute an open public process when done in the midst of a global public health crisis 
and pandemic. We ask that you extend the public comment on this proposal until the Emergency 
Declaration is lifted. 
 
Thank you for considering our comments regarding on the Service’s proposal to expand hunting 
and fishing on the Alamosa and Monte Vista National Wildlife Refuges in southern Colorado. We 
understand that due to the COVID-19 pandemic, this is a difficult time for everyone, and in that 
spirit, we ask you to extend the comment period until after the Emergency Declaration is lifted to 
allow affected stakeholders to weigh in on these important issues. 
 
Best, 
 

 
 
Jen Pelz 
Rio Grande Waterkeeper and  
Wild Rivers Program Director 
WildEarth Guardians  
jpelz@wildearthguardians.org 
303-884-2702 
 
 


