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Congresswoman Heather Wilson and her staff met with the Department of Defense Assistant Secretary for Installations, Environment and Logistics on June 20 and July 17, 2006 to discuss the continuing controversy surrounding Otero Canyon in Albuquerque, New Mexico.

Otero Canyon is a popular hiking, biking, equestrian and bird watching area on the east side of the Sandia Mountains. This area is part of a ‘military withdrawal’ that was leased by Kirtland Air Force Base (KAFB), but not blocked from public use for 50 years. Beginning in 2002, KAFB proposed building a fence that would prohibit access to the popular Otero Canyon trail system. A local advocacy group, Friends of Otero Canyon, submitted an alternative proposal to KAFB that would meet their security needs and also allow continued public access to this area. Many people believe that this alternative location would be less costly to build and maintain and would follow existing fence, road and terrain. KAFB rejected this alternative proposal and secured funding under a proposal to ‘rebuild’ an existing fence line.  In reality, there had never been an existing fence at their proposed location.  As a result, funding was withdrawn and plans for the fence were put on hold.   KAFB instead installed signs at the perimeter of the withdrawal land to prevent trail users from unknowingly entering the area.

The ‘military withdrawal’ land is currently being leased by two entities: the Department of Defense (DOD) and the Department of Energy (DOE). KAFB’s (DOD) primary arguments for proposing the fence were to 1) ‘protect’ the public from unexploded ordinance (UXO) in the Otero Canyon area, and 2) provide a continuous fence line along the withdrawal perimeter to preserve KAFB security.

The Congresswoman, who has pursued this issue intimately for the past three years, responded to the Friends of Otero in a letter that outlines her meetings with the Assistant Secretary regarding the Otero Canyon trail system issues. Following are key points from her discussion:

· “DOE objects to having a fence on their portion of the eastern boundary, making the DOD area fence of questionable utility.” This means that, if the fence project continues as proposed, only part of the boundary would be fenced. The rest would remain completely open.

· “The Army Corps of Engineers Albuquerque District recently completed a preliminary UXO study of the 2,700 acres in question.  The study consisted of a limited walk over, a records search, and aerial imagery.  Their preliminary findings suggest that the amount of dangerous UXO in the areas is limited.  The Army Corps of Engineers Omaha District is in the process of reviewing the data from the study and will issue a more exhaustive report in the near future.”
· “…the forthcoming DOD/KAFB proposal for securing the eastern boundary of the KAFB will be different enough from the original proposal to require a completely new EA, comment period, and finding of no significant impact.”
Due to the controversy of this proposed fence and both the public and political opposition to its proposed location, the decision regarding fencing Otero Canyon now rests at the national level in the hands of the Secretary of the Air Force. Congresswoman Wilson will meet with the Assistant Secretary again in September to follow up on progress toward a final decision on Otero Canyon. The Congresswoman continues to advocate moving any proposed fence line as far west as safely possible to maximize access to the trail system. 

