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U.S. Department of the Interior 

Bureau of Land Management  

Corey Durr, Minerals Program Lead 

Las Cruces District Office  

1800 Marquess Street  

Las Cruces, NM 88005   

         May 11, 2026 

 

Re: Comments on Environmental Assessment and Request to Remove Parcels from June 2026 

Geothermal Lease Sale Due to Impacts on Special Status Plant Species 

 

Via “Participate Now” Portal at https://eplanning.blm.gov/Project-Home/?id=ae8d6bf4-a7f2-

f011-8407-001dd80bcf93   

 

Please consider the following comments from the Native Plant Society of New Mexico. 

The Native Plant Society of New Mexico strives to educate the public about native plants by 

promoting knowledge of plant identification, ecology, and uses; fostering plant conservation and 

the preservation of natural habitats; supporting botanical research; and encouraging the 

appropriate use of native plants to conserve water, land, and wildlife.  The Society and its 

members have been actively involved in rare plant conservation efforts in New Mexico, and our 

members use and enjoy the public lands throughout southern New Mexico, including parcels of 

land that have been nominated for leasing for geothermal development through the Bureau of 

Land Management’s (“BLM”) planned June 16, 2026 geothermal lease sale. 

 

The Native Plant Society of New Mexico recognizes the potential importance of 

geothermal energy and other alternative sources of low-carbon-emission energy for reducing this 

country’s reliance on fossil fuels and beginning to reverse the effects of global climate change. 

However, renewable “green” energy is not truly “green” if it results in the careless or thoughtless 

sacrifice of other resources on our public lands. Reasonable development of geothermal energy 

begins with a carefully-considered scheme of leasing, which identifies and protects lands and 

resources which should be sheltered from the most destructive consequences of energy 

development. The Native Plant Society of New Mexico is concerned that the Environmental 

Assessment (“EA”) for the June 2026 geothermal lease sale is not adequate to offer such lands 

for lease because (1) it fails to analyze sufficient alternatives, including alternatives that would 

preclude leasing of lands containing special status species or wildlife habitat, (2) does not 

sufficiently disclose potential impacts to such species and other environmental resources, and (3) 

fails to provide adequate information and time for informed public comment.

https://eplanning.blm.gov/Project-Home/?id=ae8d6bf4-a7f2-f011-8407-001dd80bcf93
https://eplanning.blm.gov/Project-Home/?id=ae8d6bf4-a7f2-f011-8407-001dd80bcf93
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General Concerns with the Environmental Assessment 

 

The EA is a paradigm of how not to engage the public in an environmental review 

process for potentially leasing nearly 200,000 acres of land for geothermal development. Rather 

than a public scoping process, the BLM engaged in a scoping process that was purely internal, 

with the exception of letters to Tribal councils asking if any parcels should be removed from the 

June 2026 lease sale. The EA and unsigned Finding of No Significant Impact (“FONSI”) were 

made available to the public around April 29, 2026 (when a notice appeared in the Silver City 

Daily Press) or May 1, 2026 (when official notice of the sale was posted to the BLM national 

National Environmental Policy Act (“NEPA”) register), with a public comment deadline of May 

11, 2026. This is an absurdly short deadline given the number of parcels and acres of public land 

planned for inclusion in the June 16, 2026 lease sale. Combined with the lack of public scoping, 

the abbreviated comment period seems calculated to inhibit, rather than encourage, meaningful 

public participation and informed, democratic agency decisionmaking required by the NEPA. 

Dep’t of Transp. v. Pub. Citizen, 541 U.S. 752, 768 (2004); Balt. Gas & Elec. Co. v. Nat. Res. 

Def. Council, 462 U.S. 87, 97 (1983) (identifying the facilitation of informed 

agency decisionmaking and public involvement as the “twin aims” of NEPA).  

 

Because of the lack of public scoping and the unusually short comment deadline, the 

Native Plant Society of New Mexico hereby requests that the BLM extend the public comment 

period by at least 30 days, or at least until June 10, 2026, and, if necessary, postpone the lease 

sale until the end of June. This delay is necessary to allow meaningful public comment and 

adequate time for the agency to review public comments and incorporate them into its decisions 

regarding removal of any parcels from the lease sale. It will also provide the opportunity for 

additional environmental review that may be required. 

 

The EA’s consideration of alternatives is inadequate. Only two alternatives are evaluated: 

lease all 68 parcels, or no action. The development and study of reasonable alternatives has been, 

and remains, a core part of BLM’s obligation under NEPA. 42 U.S.C. §§ 4332(2)(C)(iii), (F), 

(H). Some smaller set of lease parcels between all or none would be “technically and 

economically feasible,” id. § 4332(2)(F), meet the purpose and need for the project, and therefore 

provide the agency decisionmaker and the public with a “reasonable range of alternatives to the 

proposed action” that NEPA requires. Id. § 4332(2)(C)(iii).  

 

For example, BLM should have considered an alternative that would lease only those 

parcels where there is no potential conflict with special status plant species. The EA lists 22 

parcels as containing potential habitat for sandy prickly pear (Opuntia arenaria) and four parcels 

on which it is known to occur, along with three other parcels containing potential habitat for 

night-blooming cereus (Peniocereus greggii) and four parcels with documented occurrences of 

this rare species. EA at 11–12. Reasonable alternatives could have considered either leasing only 

the 35 parcels that contain no known occurrences or potential habitat for these special status 

plants, or minimally only leasing the 60 parcels that contain no known occurrences. 

 

BLM also should have considered an alternative that would lease only those parcels with 

no potential conflict with special status plants and wildlife, including the five parcels that are 

adjacent to important pronghorn habitat or potential habitat for nectar-feeding bats (not including 
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parcel 0733 which contains these resources but also known occurrences of night-blooming 

cereus). This should also include any parcels containing designated critical habitat for 

Southwestern willow flycatcher and yellow-billed cuckoo. The information provided in the EA 

regarding the latter species—“Habitat for Southwestern willow flycatcher and yellow-billed 

cuckoo is also present within the nominated parcels”—is inadequate to provide meaningful 

public comment as to which parcels should be considered for removal from the lease sale. EA at 

12. No information about which parcels contain potentially affected habitat for these species 

appears in the EA, and the maps in the EA include no information about special status plant or 

wildlife species (or any other resources BLM has obligations to protect) on the nominated 

parcels. 

 

The fact that BLM intends to add stipulations to parcels containing special status plants 

and/or wildlife species does not obviate the statutory requirement to consider a range of 

reasonable alternatives. Considering the environmental and economic consequences of leasing a 

smaller set of parcels that would guarantee no conflict with special status plants and/or wildlife 

would have left a set of leaseable parcels that would be “economically feasible”—and also would 

provide both opportunities for leasing by geothermal energy development companies and 

certainty for potential participants in the lease sale that they would be able to explore for and 

potentially develop geothermal resources on any parcel obtained through bidding without 

potential insurmountable conflicts with special status plant and wildlife species that BLM also 

has legal obligations to protect. 

 

In addition, the EA provides virtually no information needed by the public to provide 

meaningful comments. The EA provides little of the underlying data on which the opinions in it 

are based, and most of the “References” for the EA cite sources that are at least six years old 

(and as much as 35 years old), which in 2026 would be considered “stale” data that could not 

support a “hard look” under NEPA. EA at 25–30; see Lands Council v. Powell, 395 F.3d 1019, 

1031 (9th Cir. 2005) (NEPA analysis based on six-year-old and older fish surveys was 

inadequate to support agency’s decision). Many of the sources listed are referenced to have last 

been accessed in April 2020 (or earlier)—which seems very odd for an EA issued in May 2026, 

suggesting a less-than-thorough review of potential environmental resources and impacts.  

 

The only sources related to special status species are a 2008 BLM policy manual on 

special status species management and the Partners in Flight “Avian Conservation Assessment 

Database” from 2019 (last accessed in April 2020) and the U.S. Fish & Wildlife online critical 

habitat report (also last accessed in April 2020). EA at 26–27, 30. None of the sources listed 

among the “References” appears to cover special status plant species or any up-to-date inventory 

of Lands with Wilderness Characteristics, despite BLM’s statutory obligation to “prepare and 

maintain on a continuing basis an inventory of all public lands and their resource and other 

value,” which “shall be kept current so as to reflect changes in condition and to identify new and 

emerging resources and their values.” 43 U.S.C. § 1711(a).  

 

Most resources that would be impacted by geothermal exploration or development are 

simply brushed off as “Issues Considered but Not Analyzed” at the lease stage, with only 

minimal or no information provided regarding the affected resources. EA at 9–12. Instead, BLM 

proposes to place notices and stipulations on the leases, and only undertake further NEPA and 
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related environmental analyses if ground disturbing activities are proposed at a later date. This 

approach is inadequate for two reasons.  

 

First, potential impacts to several resources from exploration or development, such as 

Lands with Wilderness Characteristics (“LWC”), soils, and public recreation, are not covered by 

any stipulation.1 The leasing of parcels containing such resources without protective stipulations 

represents irreversible and irretrievable commitments of federal resources, and BLM must 

analyze the impacts of leasing on such resources in detail in the EA, before making a decision to 

offer the parcels for geothermal leasing. N.M. ex rel. Richardson v. Bureau of Land Mgmt., 565 

F.3d 683, 716–19 (10th Cir. 2009). 

 

Second, the absence of any meaningful information in the EA about the special status 

plants, wildlife, and other resources for which stipulations will be attached precludes the public 

from offering comments about which parcels should be removed from the lease sale. BLM 

evidently has this information, as shown by the stipulations listed for many of the parcels. For 

example, the EA simply lists parcels containing potential habitat or known occurrences of special 

status plant species, but provides no information (much less a map) showing how prevalent those 

species or their habitat are on each parcel, what the protective status of the species are, nor other 

considerations related to the wisdom of leasing parcels for geothermal exploration or 

development where the species occurs or could occur. Accordingly, the Native Plant Society of 

New Mexico offers the following specific comments related to special status plant species, and 

requests the removal of certain parcels from the June 2026 lease sale, based on the information it 

has or that is available elsewhere to the public—this does, however, not substitute for BLM’s 

failure to disclose this information that it clearly has available in the EA or an appendix. 

 

Specific Concerns with the Environmental Assessment Related to Special Status Plants and 

Request that BLM Remove Several Parcels From the June 2026 Lease Sale  

Due to Potential Harm to Rare Plants 

 

As noted, the EA contains very little of the underlying data BLM relies on in its analysis 

of most affected resources (with a few exceptions, such as socioeconomics), and mostly stale, or 

no, sources for some of the resources discussed in the EA. There is no source provided for the 

information BLM includes regarding special status plant species, nor indeed any definition of 

what BLM considers to be a “special status species” for purposes of this EA. See EA at 11–12, 

25–30. The only hints are found among the lease stipulations, which suggest, in stipulation HQ-

TES-1, that this may include species listed under the federal Endangered Species Act (or other 

undefined “special status species”); in stipulation NM-1-LN, that it may include “BLM Special 

Status Plant Species; in stipulation LC-49-CSU, that “special status species” also includes 

species that are proposed for federal listing or are candidates for federal listing, and also “BLM 

 
1 A comprehensive No Surface Occupancy (“NSO”) stipulation to protect environmental 

resources is attached to only one nominated parcel (0719), and that covers only a ½-mile-wide 

strip of land buffering the Butterfield Trail within that parcel. EA at 12, 100. Thirteen parcels 

would carry NSO stipulations because all or part of the parcels are located in the Afton Solar 

Enterprise Zone, which are required by the BLM’s October 2012 Programmatic Environmental 

Impact Statement for solar energy development. EA at 14. 
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sensitive species and State-listed Species.” EA at 98, 101. However, BLM’s 2008 Manual 6840–

Special Status Species Management, at page Glossary 5, defines “special status species” as 

“collectively, federally listed or proposed and Bureau sensitive species, which include both 

Federal candidate species and delisted species within 5 years of delisting”—with no reference to 

State-listed species or species proposed for federal listing. So there is no way to know precisely 

what BLM is referring to when it uses the term “special status plant species” in the text of the 

EA. Of particular concern is that it appears, from the absence of relevant information in the EA, 

that BLM consulted no source, nor otherwise explained its methodology, for identifying “special 

status” plant species potentially affected by the lease sale, and also did not consult the New 

Mexico Energy, Minerals and Natural Resources Department (“EMNRD”) which maintains 

current information on rare plants found in New Mexico, including the State Endangered Plant 

List. See https://www.emnrd.nm.gov/sfd/rare-plants/.  

 

The EA therefore does not offer the public sufficient information to double-check BLM’s 

work or to know and be able to review the same source information that BLM used to compile 

the EA. NEPA requires BLM to “ensure the professional integrity, including scientific integrity, 

of the discussion and analysis in an environmental document” and to “make use of reliable data 

and resources.” 42 U.S.C. §§ 4332(2)(D), (E). Failure to provide to the public the underlying 

environmental data on which an agency bases its analysis and decision violates NEPA. See 

WildEarth Guardians v. Bureau of Land Mgmt., 870 F.3d 1222, 1237 (10th Cir. 2017) (failure to 

adequately disclose data to the public inhibits public participation and informed agency 

decisionmaking); see also WildEarth Guardians v. Montana Snowmobile Ass’n, 790 F.3d 920, 

925 (9th Cir. 2015) (to fulfill NEPA’s public disclosure goal, an agency must disclose “the 

underlying environmental data” on which agency based its opinions, which could include 

incorporating “publicly-available data” by reference).  

 

The EA’s discussion of potential impacts to special status plant species is brief and 

superficial. EA at 11–12. As noted, the EA does not provide any source for the special status 

plant information presented, or which databases or outside sources it may have consulted in 

evaluating the potential presence of special status plant species on the nominated parcels. See id. 

This contrasts, for example, with the EA’s description of BLM’s research and literature review to 

identify cultural resources on the 68 nominated parcels. EA at 15. Thus, the public cannot tell 

how BLM arrived at its determination that only two special status plant species might be affected 

by the proposed geothermal leases. In particular, it is not clear whether BLM may have relied 

only on the 1993 Mimbres Resource Management Plan for this information (the only source 

cited in the EA’s References section that might include such information at the scale necessary to 

make such assessment). If so, such data (now more than 30 years old) is too stale to satisfy a 

“hard look” analysis under NEPA.  

 

It appears that BLM did not consult with or refer to any materials available from the New 

Mexico EMNRD. For example, EMNRD’s map of State-designated Important Plant Areas 

(“IPA”) (https://catalog.newmexicowaterdata.org/application/important-plant-areas) shows that 

several IPAs overlay parcels nominated for geothermal leasing, particularly in Hidalgo, Luna, 

the southern tip of Grant County, and in the Mesilla Valley in Doña Ana County. New Mexico 

IPAs are scientifically identified locations that either support high diversity of sensitive plant 

species or represent the last remaining habitats for New Mexico's most endangered plants, and 

https://www.emnrd.nm.gov/sfd/rare-plants/
https://catalog.newmexicowaterdata.org/application/important-plant-areas
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contain not only plants listed as Endangered by the State of New Mexico, but plant species that 

are tracked as rare (some of which are also tracked as BLM Sensitive species). Based on the 

information we have been able to glean in discussions with EMNRD in the short time allowed 

for public comment without any public scoping, the following rare plants that are not mentioned 

in the EA may also be present or have habitat available on some of the nominated parcels in the 

areas around and to the west of Deming: 

 

1. Griffiths’s saltbush (Atriplex griffithsii)2 (tracked by EMNRD as a New Mexico rare 

species and as a BLM Sensitive species) – known to occur in the vicinity of parcels 0735. 

0740, and 0737. 

2. Orcutt’s pincushion cactus (Escobaria orcuttii)3 (tracked by EMNRD as a New Mexico 

rare species but not as a BLM Sensitive species). 

3. Needle mulee (Coryphantha robustispina subsp. uncinata)4 (tracked by EMNRD as a 

New Mexico rare species but not as a BLM Sensitive species) – may also be present on 

parcels near Las Cruces. 

  

BLM should confirm whether any of these rare plant species are present on any of the nominated 

parcels, and take steps to ensure that any lease contain terms or stipulations that would ensure 

their protection—or, if they are particularly abundant or cover a significant area of the nominated 

parcel, remove that parcel from the June 2026 lease sale. 

 

The EA does note that many parcels contain potential habitat or known occurrences of 

night-blooming cereus and sandy prickly pear. EA at 11–12. Both of these species are listed as 

Endangered under the New Mexico Endangered Species Act, and are designated as Sensitive 

species by BLM. Night-blooming cereus, a fragrant cactus whose flowers bloom only one night 

each year, has been documented by a local volunteer, trained in the identification of that plant, in 

the area of the Antelope Pass Research Natural Area (“RNA”) that adjoins parcel 0738. See EA 

at 71 (map of parcel 0738). The preliminary survey conducted by the volunteer found 

approximately 40 plants in just one small portion of the Antelope Pass RNA, indicating that the 

plant may be present in high-concentration across the entire RNA and surrounding lands. While 

night-blooming cereus is known to be present in the Antelope Pass area, the exact extent of the 

population in that area is not fully documented.  

 

Natural Heritage New Mexico states that “[m]any populations have been extirpated from 

New Mexico,” that “[p]rivate and commercial collectors have eliminated entire populations of 

this species from its natural habitat,” and that “this is a vanishing plant throughout its range.”5 

Today, this rare plant is only found in four counties in New Mexico (including Hidalgo), one 

county in Texas, and nowhere else in the United States. Presumably, given the likely high-

concentration of night-blooming cereus within and near the RNA and its relative rarity 

elsewhere, any geothermal exploration or development that could even incidentally harm this 

rare cactus could be catastrophic to this state- and BLM-protected plant.  

 
2 https://nmrareplants.unm.edu/node/37.   
3 https://nmrareplants.unm.edu/node/58.  
4 https://nmrareplants.unm.edu/node/287.  
5 https://nmrareplants.unm.edu/node/45.  

https://nmrareplants.unm.edu/node/37
https://nmrareplants.unm.edu/node/58
https://nmrareplants.unm.edu/node/287
https://nmrareplants.unm.edu/node/45
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  Because of the potential threat to this imperiled species from any exploration for or 

development of geothermal energy resources on the parcels where this plant is known to occur 

or where potential habitat for this plant is located, and to ensure that such parcels are not 

leased, only for the developer to find that they are unable to conduct exploration activities 

because of the presence of night-blooming cereus, the Native Plant Society of New Mexico 

respectfully requests that BLM remove parcels 0733, 0734, 0737, and 0738 (known occurrences 

of night-blooming cereus) and 0732, 6918, and 0735 (potential habitat for night-blooming 

cereus) from the June 2026 lease sale. Parcel 0738 is particularly problematic because of its 

proximity to the Antelope Pass RNA, which was designated by BLM to protect Dixon’s whiptail 

lizard (Aspidoscelis dixoni). Mimbres Resource Management Plan at 5-55. Peer-reviewed 

scientific research published by the American Museum of Natural History identifies Antelope 

Pass—specifically the area centered approximately 10.5 kilometers west of Animas in Hidalgo 

County—as the only known location of this particular genetically distinct clone of A. dixoni in 

the United States, and possibly on Earth.6 

 

Sandy prickly pear has lost much of its former habitat to urbanization and agricultural 

development in the Rio Grande Valley.7 It is the only prickly pear cactus with dry fruits and 

glochids on the roots, and is found in New Mexico only in southern Doña Ana, Luna, and 

Socorro counties, as well as in Texas and the northern part of the state of Chihuahua in Mexico. 

Because of its listing as Endangered in New Mexico, the Native Plant Society of New Mexico 

respectfully requests that BLM remove parcels 0701, 0733, 0685 and 6911, where sandy prickly 

pear is known to occur, from the June 2026 lease sale. As noted, parcel 0733 also contains 

known occurrences of night-blooming cereus, and it (as well as parcels 0732 and 0734) lies 

within the Nachita Valley/Hatchita Mtns IPA, within which the rare Orcutt’s pincushion cactus 

and Needle mulee are also present according to the EMNRD IPAs map. 

 

The table at the top of the next page summarizes the parcels that the Native Plant Society 

of New Mexico requests be removed from the June 2026 geothermal lease sale to ensure that 

there could be no conflict between potential geothermal exploration or development and state-

Endangered, BLM-Sensitive plants that warrant maximum protection to ensure they do not 

require listing as federal Endangered Species. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
6
 Cole et al., Hybridization between the endangered unisexual gray-checkered whiptail lizard 

(Aspidoscelis dixoni) and the bisexual western whiptail lizard (Aspidoscelis tigris) in 

southwestern New Mexico; American Museum novitates, no. 3555. 
 
7  https://nmrareplants.unm.edu/node/122.  

https://nmrareplants.unm.edu/node/122
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Parcel 

No. County Sensitive Species 

Potential 

Habitat 

Known 

Occurrence 

0685 Doña Ana Sandy prickly pear   X 

0701 Doña Ana Sandy prickly pear   X 

0732 Hidalgo Night-blooming cereus X   

0733 Hidalgo Night-blooming cereus   X 

0733 Hidalgo Sandy prickly pear   X 

0734 Grant Night-blooming cereus   X 

0735 Hidalgo Night-blooming cereus X   

0737 Hidalgo Night-blooming cereus   X 

0738 Hidalgo Night-blooming cereus   X 

6911 Doña Ana Sandy prickly pear   X 

6918 Luna Night-blooming cereus X   

 

Conclusion 

 

Any potential loss of or harm to state-listed Endangered plants from geothermal 

exploration or development is not acceptable when these species have already lost significant 

portions of their habitat to development and collection by human beings, and therefore parcels 

where these effects have a high likelihood of occurring should not be leased. Removal from the 

June 2026 lease sale of parcels where night-blooming cereus are known to occur or have 

potential habitat, and where sandy prickly pear is known to occur, would still leave 58 parcels 

where no conflicts with night-blooming cereus (and no conflict with known occurrences of sandy 

prickly pear) are present. This minimal adjustment to the June 2026 lease sale would guarantee 

that several important areas among the few remaining to these rare native plants would not be 

subject to even potential ground-disturbing activity associated with energy exploration and 

development, and also ensure that anyone bidding on the remaining parcels would have a high 

certainty that they could conduct activities without harming special status plants. 

 

     Sincerely,  

 

     Dr. Sylvan Kaufman 

     Conservation Committee Co-Chair 

     Native Plant Society of New Mexico 

     P.O. Box 35388 

     Albuquerque, NM 87176-5388 

     conservation@npsnm.org  
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