Press Release

August 13, 2004
Contact:
John Barrera, Fort Bliss Directorate of Environment
915-568-3909
or
Jean Offutt, Fort Bliss Public Affairs Office
915-568-4505

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

The U.S. Army announced availability of a Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) analyzing the environmental impacts that could result from granting an easement to the City of El Paso to use land in the South Training Areas of Fort Bliss for construction and operation of a desalination plant and support facilities.  All interested individuals and organizations are invited to attend a public meeting and submit comments on September 8, 2004, from 6:30 to 9 p.m. at the EPMPOA Memorial Hall on 3601 Rutherglen in El Paso, Texas.  Information displays can be viewed starting at 6:00 p.m., and technical staff will be available to answer questions.

The meeting is the next step in the decision making process for the proposed project, and the Army invites Federal, state, and local officials; Native American tribes; interested organizations; and private citizens to participate. The meeting will begin with a poster session at 6 p.m. Representatives from Fort Bliss will describe the EIS process and the proposed action and alternatives at 6:30 p.m.  Most of the meeting will be devoted to public comment on the potential environmental impacts resulting from the construction and operation of the proposed plant and the DEIS analysis of the six action alternatives and the No Action Alternative.  A court reporter will be present throughout the meeting to record public comments.  Written comments will also be accepted.

The purpose of the proposed desalination plant is to treat brackish (salty) water pumped from the Hueco Bolson Aquifer to provide potable (drinking) water for use by the City of El Paso and Fort Bliss. The Hueco Bolson contains both potable and nonpotable brackish water. Fort Bliss, the City of El Paso, small communities in Texas and New Mexico, and Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, currently pump drinking water from the aquifer. Desalination of the sizable volume of brackish water in the Hueco Bolson offers a way to extend the life of the freshwater aquifer.

Fort Bliss and the City of El Paso have both considered constructing desalination facilities to tap into this potential water source. The Army and El Paso Water Utilities (EPWU) believe building a single desalination plant to provide potable water for both the installation and the City would be more efficient and cost-effective than constructing separate plants. EPWU is therefore applying for an easement for land in the South Training Areas of Fort Bliss to construct and operate the proposed desalination project.

The DEIS describes the impacts of the proposed desalination plant and its facilities on the natural, cultural, and manmade environment.  Six action alternatives and the No Action Alternative were analyzed in the DEIS to identify potential effects in the following areas: geology and soils; water resources; utilities and services; hazardous materials, hazardous waste, and safety; air quality; biological resources; land use and aesthetics; transportation; cultural resources; and socioeconomics and environmental justice.

Individuals and organizations may request a copy of the document by writing to Mr. John Barrera at the address given below or phoning him at 915-568-3908.  The DEIS or a shorter Summary document can be downloaded from the Fort Bliss Web site at  www.bliss.army.mil under the heading “About Fort Bliss.”  Copies of the DEIS are also available at the following El Paso libraries: El Paso Public Library, 501 N. Oregon Street; Irving Schwartz Public Library, 1865 Dean Martin Drive; Richard Burges Branch Library, 9600 Dyer; University of Texas-El Paso Library, 500 W. University Avenue; and the Westside Branch Library, 125 Belvedere Street.

Comments on the DEIS may be mailed to Mr. John Barrera, Fort Bliss Directorate of Environment, ATTN: ATZC-DOE-C, B624 Pleasonton Road, Fort Bliss, TX  79916-6812.  Comments can also be sent by electronic mail to desaleis@bliss.army.mil, or by fax to 915-568-3548. Written comments post marked by September 27, 2004, will be included and considered in preparing the Final EIS and the Army’s Record of Decision.  

The Final EIS is currently expected to be completed toward the end of the year.  Copies will be made available at local public libraries.

For further information, contact Mr. Barrera or Ms. Jean Offutt, Fort Bliss Public Affairs Office, U.S. Army Garrison Fort Bliss, Building 15, Fort Bliss, Texas 79916.

