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As the Public Lands Liaison Agent for the Bor-
der Patrol’s El Centro Sector, I am pleased to 
have been offered this opportunity to discuss 
how we are collaborating with the Federal land 
management agencies within the Department 
of Interior and the Department of Agriculture to 
achieve border security in an environmentally  
responsible manner. Before I talk about coopera-
tion, let me begin by briefly describing our organi-
zational strategy and goals.
 Largely as a result of the terrorist attacks of September 11, 
2001, the largest reorganization of Federal Government in over 
50 years took place with the establishment of the Department of 
Homeland Security (DHS) in March 2003. As part of the reorga-
nization, U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) was created 
as the border agency for our government. Within CBP, the Unit-
ed States Border Patrol is responsible for securing the homeland  
between the ports of entry.

     In our National Strategy document, previous 
CBP Commissioner, Robert Bonner, stated: “The 
priority mission of CBP, specifically including all 
Border Patrol agents, is homeland security – noth-
ing less than preventing terrorists and terrorist 
weapons – including potential weapons of mass 
destruction – from entering the United States. The 
Border Patrol’s traditional missions of interdicting 
illegal aliens and drugs and those who attempt to 
smuggle them across our borders remain impor-

tant. Indeed, these missions are complementary. We cannot reduce 
or eliminate illegal entry by potential terrorists without also dra-
matically reducing illegal migration across our borders.” 
 To effectively carry out this mission, we seek to gain, main-
tain and then expand effective control of the border through 

Continued on page 16

security & environmental stewardship 
Responsibility Of The u.s. Border Patrol

BY KEVIN GELLER
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Top: Surveillance tower along highway 98
Above: Normandy Style Vehicle Barrier in the el Centro Sector
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On a map the Amargosa desert, which straddles 
the California–Nevada border directly east of 
Death Valley, appears to be a nearly perfect place 
for large solar energy development. It contains 
hundreds of square miles of flat, undeveloped pub-
lic desert land with some of the very best prospects 
for solar energy collection in North America. Lo-
cal and state elected officials, who are enthusiastic 
about big solar, see millions of dollars in tax rev-
enues flowing into their own coffers even as the national economy 
goes off a cliff. But, as some large solar companies are finding out, 
it’s more complicated than it seems. Much more complicated. 
 As of late 2008 the Nevada BLM office had received over 70 ap-
plications requesting rights-of-way from solar companies for more 
than 700,000 acres of public land in Nevada. Most of the requests 
are in the south. Some 60,000 of these acres are in the Amargosa 
hydographic basin, which also contains portions of Death Valley 
National Park, the Yucca Mountain potential nuclear waste site, 
the world’s most famous endangered fish (the pupfish), a flagship 
national wildlife refuge (Ash Meadows), 10,000 dairy cows along 
with the hayfields to feed them, and a local population with aspi-
rations for growth. And, they all need water, in one of the driest 
counties in the driest state in the union. 
 As if all of these competing interests weren’t enough to make 
‘big solar’ concerns run away screaming, the Amargosa Valley 
groundwater basin already is officially in an overdraft estimated at 
9,000 acre feet per year. This overdraft most probably accounts for 
the very gradual but measurable decline in the water level at Devils 
Hole, the only home of the endangered pupfish ‘Cyprinodon diab-
olis.’ In recognition of this, in November of 2008 the Nevada State 
Engineer issued a ruling that there will be no more rights extended 
in the Amargosa basin to extract water, save for small domestic 
household wells. Specific items in the ruling also forbade moving 
existing points of extraction closer to Devils Hole as well as other 
technical considerations dealing with leasing and moving water ex-
traction rights within the basin.
 So, if the aforementioned ‘big solar’ concerns move ahead with 
their plans for developing any of the 60,000 acres of the public lands 
they have applied for in this basin, they will have to do it without 
any water! This would eliminate solar thermal generating plants 
similar to the ones planned for the Ivanpah Valley near Primm, Ne-
vada. Although photovoltaic panels do not require water to oper-
ate, the construction, maintenance, and cleaning of the panels does 
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DeseRT COMMITTee MeeTInGs
the next meeting will be held May 9-10 at the Mission Creek 

Preserve, near Palm Springs, CA. Jeff Morgan will be chair.  

the following meeting, August 8th and 9th, will be at the  

Grandview Campground in the White Mountains. We especially 

encourage local citizens in these areas to attend, as many of the 

items on the agenda include local issues. Contact tom Budlong at  

(310-476-1731), tombudlong@roadrunner.com, to be put on the 

invitation list.

sOLAR POWeR PROBLeMs

Muddy Waters In The Amargosa Region

require significant amounts of water when dealing 
with thousands of acres of panels. Importing wa-
ter into the Amargosa desert, from anywhere, is 
simply not a possibility. Despite these facts, as of 
December 2008, four of the applications for public 
land use in the region were still moving forward in 
the BLM permitting process, and the agency was 
anticipating releasing public Notices of Intent for 
these projects in early 2009.

 None of these proposals addresses the effects of denuding 
thousands of acres of desert land and the resulting habitat fragmen-
tation. Making roads, creating dust, building transmission lines, 
imperiling view sheds from the national park, along with quality 
of life issues for the residents - all of these need to be considered 
before the BLM proceeds farther. Energy development is certainly 
going to change the look of the Mojave Desert for the next several 
generations, and these decisions have to be made cautiously and 
wisely. Bringing ‘big solar’ to the Amargosa region may prove to be 
as murky a proposition as the small Amargosa River itself.  

Brian Brown is a fourth generation resident of the Tecopa-Shoshone 
area, a local business man, and owner of the largest date farm in the 
agricultural district. He works part time as the resource advocate for 
the Amargosa Conservancy.
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Above: one of the sources of Amargosa River near Ash Meadows
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D
Desert and wilderness activists in the Sierra Club 
were stunned in late December to learn that 
longtime activist Stan Weidert died on Christmas 
morning.
 Stan passed quietly just short of his 62nd 
birthday from congestive heart failure and pneu-
monia, complicated by rheumatoid arthritis. Born 
January 17, 1947, in New Orleans, Stanley Alden 
Weidert moved to Garden Grove, CA, at age 6, 
where he lived for 20 years. He received a B.A. in 
Biology from CSU-Fullerton. In 1972, Stan’s mom 
gave him a Sierra Club membership. In 1973, 
the family moved to his mother’s 25-acre inheri-
tance in Inwood, in Shasta County, where they built a house and  
improved the property. Stan and his brother Carl formed Weidert 
Biological, selling pollens to pharmaceutical companies for pro-
duction of allergy extracts; their partnership lasted 34 years until 
Stan’s passing.
 As a Sierra Club volunteer, Stan served as chair of the Shasta 
Group in most of the ‘70s; group representative to the Mother Lode 
Chapter Executive Committee; vice-chair of the effort to establish 
Sierra Club California; conservation chair of Sierra Club Califor-
nia; Mother Lode Chapter representative to Sierra Club California; 
member of the national Fundraising Committee; and as Sierra Club 
representative on the EarthShare Board of Directors. The structure 
of the California/Nevada Regional Conservation Committee was 
mostly Stan’s concept. It was also the idea of Stan (with his brother, 
Carl) to establish the “Ye Olde Bottle Award”, presented by Sierra 
Club California and given to a person or group who works quietly 
to protect and restore wild places, especially in the desert.
 An avid outdoorsman, Stan hiked the John Muir trail in 
1969. As a conservationist, Stan led the fight from the mid ‘70s 
to get Shasta County to conform to State environmental laws. 
In this effort, his Inwood neighbors successfully sued the Coun-
ty, and he helped the County form a new General Plan. Stan’s  
favorite activity was leading outings to BLM potential wilderness  
areas in the Great Basin. His specialty was the group of six  
connected wilderness study areas that mostly overlapped the  
California/Nevada state line—areas that he came to know more  
than anyone else. He organized outings for the Regional  
Conservation Committee to help desert lovers learn about these 
remote wild places. 

   Stan served on the Board and later as an  
emeritus advisor of the Sierra Nevada Alliance, 
where his experience and interpersonal skills 
helped the Alliance become a success. Stan’s last 
efforts helped found the Bear Creek Watershed 
Group where he served as its chair and worked 
with the Western Shasta County Resource Conser-
vation District.
   Unknown to most was Stan’s passion for  
weather. For 34 years he kept a record of tem-
peratures and rainfall, which made his home an  
official weather station. He also wrote the weather  
column for the local paper and reported record 

highs/lows to Channel 7 television.
 Stan leaves his brother Carl and sister-in-law Marti Weidert 
in northern California, and his sister Cecile in southern California. 
Cecile’s husband, Jeff Morgan, is a Sierra Club desert activist from 
the Palm Springs area. Stan’s family will host a potluck picnic cele-
brating him at Brovan’s Ranch, Inwood (Shingletown) on Saturday, 
June 27th. Donations in memory of Stan may be sent to Inwood’s 
Bear Creek Watershed Group c/o Carl Weidert, 7577 Sparky Lohr 
Lane, Shingletown CA 96088.
 As Cal French, recent chair of the California/Nevada Regional 
Conservation Committee, stated: “Both kind and wise, Stan was 
a leader in the Club for many years, not only in the Mother Lode 
chapter and his local group, but also at the state and national level. 
I hope that his most enduring legacy will be one or more federal 
Wilderness areas in northeastern California, stretching into north-
western Nevada, a dream he has had and worked to make a reality 
for some years.”
 Marge Sill, “Mother of Nevada Wilderness,” said, “I’m still in 
shock; he was a wonderful man; I shall miss his visits so much. I’ve 
known Stan for over 30 years. We were the original people to sug-
gest an inter- Motherlode and Toiyabe Chapter Tahoe group. Stan 
was very active in forest issues, wilderness protection, and trying to 
resolve some of the problems that occur whenever you get a group 
of activists together. He had a calming effect on everybody that 
was very sensible. Stan had an understanding of problems and of 
how people thought and acted. Stan was a fountain of information 
about what was going on in the high desert – in the big empty.” 

Vicky Hoover is a long-time activist of the Sierra Club, editor of 
the Alaska Report newsletter, and Chair of the CNRCC Wilderness 
Committee

sIeRRA CLuB LeADeR

Remembering stan

BY VICKY HOOVER

Above: Stan in 2001, on the national activist outing to the north-
west Nevada Wilderness Study Areas he loved.
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Top: the community along Highway 98
Above: living with the desert out the back door
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IMPeRIAL COunTY

More Military Training In The 
California Desert?

Ocotillo California is a quiet, dusty desert town of 
fewer than 500 residents in the southwesternmost 
part of Imperial County. Located at the base of the 
beautiful Jacumba Mountains, it is surrounded by 
BLM public lands including the Coyote and the Ja-
cumba Mountains wilderness areas and the fragile 
Yuha Desert Area of Critical Environmental Con-
cern. Within the larger community of Ocotillo, the 
Nomirage area lies south of Interstate 8, north of 
Highway 98, and only a few miles from the Mexi-
can border. This is low desert scrub habitat and is home to the 
flat-tailed horned lizard, mesquite hummock plant habitat, and a 
protected population of the rare desert shrub, Crucifixion Thorn. 
The endangered Peninsular Bighorn Sheep inhabits the Coyote 
Mountains, and prior to the construction of Highway 8, used to 
cross through the area to the mountains of Mexico. One can still 
see the stars in Ocotillo, as the desert dark skies are not yet full of 
light pollution.

The Plan
 In 2007, a San Diego-based company called Wind Zero, Inc. 
purchased 944 acres just east of Ocotillo. Wind Zero’s plan is to 
build a $100 million project including a racetrack and law enforce-
ment training facility on the eastern edge of the Nomirage com-
munity. When fully complete, the facility would sit on portions of 
the 944 acres of land, employ as many as 200 people, have a 6.1-
mile race course, house five indoor and 26 semi-enclosed shooting 
ranges, each with up to 20 shooters at a time, feature 32 trackside 
condos, a 100 room resort hotel, an airstrip, and a helicopter land-
ing pad. The race track would have dual uses as it would be open 

for racing sports clubs and race enthusiasts and 
would also be used as a training course for law 
enforcement and military personnel.
 The Wind Zero Group, Inc. was founded by a for-
mer US Navy SEAL and calls itself a Defense and 
Law Enforcement Services Company. The company 
held several meetings with the Ocotillo-Nomirage 
Community Council in the summer of 2007 to in-
troduce their plans. They received a good deal of 
negative feedback from the community and from 

folks outside the community who were concerned about the huge 
commercial scale of the development plan as well as the similarity 
of Wind Zero’s plans to the operations of Blackwater USA. Brandon 
Webb, Wind Zero CEO, denied any connection with Blackwater, al-
though Blackwater vice president Brian Bonfiglio was photographed 
at the meeting in Ocotillo. (See http://www.copswiki.org/twiki/
bin/view/Common/WindZero and www.wind-zero-ocotillo.org for 
additional information on community opposition.) Until recently, 
the project proposal did not seem to be moving forward. In early 
January 2009, Wind Zero opened an office in Imperial Valley, and 
on January 16, 2009, Imperial County released a Notice of Prepara-
tion for a Draft Environmental Impact Report (EIR) for the project, 
now known as the “Coyote Wells Specific Plan.”
 Wind Zero is now calling their $100 million dollar, 944-acre 
project a “Race resort/state of the art/defense and law enforce-
ment training facility.” Project details including “Arabic translators,” 
surveillance activities, urban shoot training, burn towers, combat 
medical training, etc. can be found at www.wind-zero.com. The de-
velopers plan to bring the “largest grand prix track course in north 
America” adjacent to this small community in the Imperial Valley, 
but the Coyote Wells Specific Plan also describes numerous other 
facilities for law enforcement training and for public accommoda-
tions associated with the track as well.
 Although Wind Zero professes to not be affiliated with Black-
water USA, the “training” they propose to offer at their Ocotillo 
facility is similar to the type of operations Blackwater conducts. 
On their web site, they describe their “team” as being from the US 
Special Operations, Intelligence, and Law Enforcement communi-
ties, and they state that they that they are “intimately” familiar with 
these above communities’ needs and can provide leadership in the 
development of new tactics and integration of new technology into 
the 21st Century. They state that the staff at Wind Zero is comprised 
of certified military instructors with the Military Training Special-
ists (MTS) qualification. 

BY TERRY WEINER

DeseRT RePORT MARCH 20094



Community Impacts
 The project site is zoned “rural residential” (or one-dwelling 
unit/40 acre lot) in the Ocotillo/Nomirage Community Plan, and 
it is immediately adjacent to a number of homes on its western 
boundary. To state that this large-scale military training, off-road 
vehicle recreational development clashes with the Community 
Plan would be a severe understatement. The Wind Zero Law  
Enforcement Facility proposes to operate year round and offer  
daytime and evening training opportunities. The complemen-
tary Motorsports Facility, in contrast to the adjacent community,  
is structured as a luxury membership-based organization. The 
Wind Zero training facility is proposed to function as a gated  
community with up to four guardhouses at entry points. Access 
to the main part of the Coyote Wells Specific Plan area will be 
restricted to authorized visitors. The Wind Zero project is the  
antithesis of the adjacent community character: small homes  
on one to two acre lots with unpaved roads surrounded by open 
undeveloped desert.

environmental Impacts
 This facility would impact the Ocotillo-Coyote Wells Ground-
water Basin in a manner very probably detrimental to the local 
community. In 1996, the US Environmental Protection Agency de-
termined that groundwater was the only physically and economi-
cally feasible source of drinking water. Most local residents obtain 
water from a shallow lens of fresh water of variable quality which 
is underlain by a much more extensive, and saline, aquifer. The 
project proposes to pump 1,500 gallons per minute from each of 
two wells. This almost certainly exceeds the rate at which water 
may be obtained from the shallow source, and if the deeper aqui-
fer is tapped there is a significant probability of damage to the 
water used by the local community. This hazard is compounded by 
problems related to sewage disposal. The septic tanks and leach 
fields in the proposed development are of such magnitude that, 
along with their location, there is a significant possibility for septic 
contamination of the shallow lens when rainwater from nearby 
canyons flood the area. Water issues in this area of Imperial Coun-
ty are extremely complex, and have been the subject of many court 
cases which began in 1972, some of which are still underway. 
 Imperial County is an Environmental Protection Act non-at-
tainment air basin for PM-10 and for ozone. The PM-10 stan-
dard includes particles, solid or liquid, with a diameter of 10 
micrometers or less. In 1987, the U.S. EPA devised a new air qual-
ity standard that focuses on still smaller particles that are likely  

responsible for adverse health effects because of their ability to reach 
the lower regions of the respiratory tract. The air quality in western 
Imperial County is, at times, some of the poorest in California, and 
the childhood asthma rate is 30%, the second highest in California. 
Ocotillo tends to be chronically windy at certain times of year to the 
point of occasional highway closures. The ground disturbance in-
volved with construction of this facility will undoubtedly add large 
amounts of particulates to the air as would the proposed off-road 
driving training. The construction and use of a Motorsports facility 
proposed to cover 40% of the Specific Plan will certainly produce a 
significant green house gas emissions load on the area as well.
 Several other environmental impacts are easily anticipated. 
There will be noise from the various racetracks, from the planned 
landing strip and the helicopter landing pad, and potentially from 
the shooting ranges and proposed manned and unmanned aerial 
surveillance activities. Night lighting associated with this facility 
will compromise the dark sky resource of the desert. Lastly there 
are cultural impact to consider. At the June 2007 meeting with the 
Ocotillo Community, company CEOs reported that their surveys had 
already discovered around 100 cultural sites on the property. Prior 
to bulldozing, there had been historic mesquite hummocks on the 
site, which are rare in the California desert and are designated “un-
usual plant assemblages” by the state of California. This is not a 
“green” project.

The Future
 In its initial study for the Wind Zero project, the County  
acknowledges that “Implementation of the project could result 
in adverse environmental impacts on aesthetics, agricultural re-
sources, air quality, biological resources, known and unknown 
cultural and historic resources, geology and soils, hydrology and 
water quality, hazards and hazardous materials, land use, noise, 
population and housing, public services, traffic and circulation, and  
utilities and service systems.” Each of these potential impacts must be  
thoroughly addressed and a no-action alternative must be included 
in the final Environmental Impact Report. Information provided  
by the County to the public is superficial, but additional details  
are available in the proposed Coyote Wells Specific Plan and associ-
ated appendices.
 Among the groups that are opposing the project are the Desert 
Protective Council and the Desert Committee of the Sierra Club. 
While the public scoping comment period for preparation of the 
EIR for this project ended February 25, 2009, interested parties and 
organizations who have concerns about this project can contact Mr. 
David Black, Imperial County Planning & Development Services, 
801 Main Street, El Centro, CA 92243, davidblack@co.imperial.
ca.us,(760-482-4236). You may also request to be placed the mail-
ing list for all documents and notices regarding the Coyote W ells 
Specific Plan. 

Terry Weiner is a resident of San Diego, a long time desert activist, and 
is currently the Imperial County Coordinator for the Desert Protective 
Council. She is chair of the subcommittee dealing with ORV issues 
within the Desert Committee.

Wind Zero is calling their $100 million  
dollar, 944-acre project a “Race resort/state  

of the art/defense and law enforcement  
training facility.” Project details include urban 

shoot training, surveillance activities, burn 
towers, combat medical training, and more.
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“Location, location, location!” is a mantra shared 
not just by realtors in valuing homes but, also, by 
conservation scientists. Preserving prime habitat 
is the keystone tool in conserving imperiled spe-
cies. For animals like our desert tortoises, protect-
ing their remaining habitat is essential if they are 
to survive. 
 Desert tortoises, being herbivores, need a 
large area of desert to supply their needs. Desert 
tortoise populations in the United States are scattered throughout 
the Mojave and Sonora Deserts. Ridgecrest, Victorville, Palmdale, 
Barstow, Las Vegas, Phoenix, Tucson, and St. George are all cities 
built within the tortoises’ historic range, and all have expanded 
into what was until very recent times prime desert tortoise habitat. 
Recent times have also seen expansion of other conflicting and 
consumptive uses of their habitat. Military base expansion, util-
ity corridors, livestock grazing, solar developments, off-highway 
vehicle recreation, mining, and roads continue to consume their 
habitat as we speak. All signs indicate that tortoise numbers are 
continuing to decline.
 With all the rulings and listings by government agencies, how 
is this possible?
 In 1989, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) issued an 
emergency listing of desert tortoise populations west of the Colo-
rado River and a final rule the following year designating them as 
threatened (1, 2). In 1994, a recovery plan (3) was released and 
critical habitat designated. The recovery plan outlined a science-
based, hypothesis-driven strategy to recover tortoise populations 
within the Mojave Desert. The Plan clearly identified six distinct 
populations and assigned them to recovery units based on eco-
logical, morphological, behavioral, geographic, and genetic data. 
Recent detailed genetic analysis supports and offers strong, inde-
pendent confirmation of the validity of those 1994 Desert Tortoise 
Recovery Units (4). Subsequent research has also reiterated the 
threats that confront the species. Recent press reports tell us that 
government agencies have spent over $100 million on the tortoise 
since 1996.
 The answer to this conundrum lies in a lethal mixture of tor-
toise biology and politics. It is not possible to recount the entire 
history of tortoise conservation in this short article, but we can 
review the highlights. Although the 1994 Recovery Plan provid-
ed a clear roadmap to recovery for the six distinct populations 
it identified and included specific prescriptions recommended 

to reduce threats, still “stake-holder” dominated 
planning efforts, threatened lawsuits, and legis-
lation have combined to defer full implementa-
tion of its recommendations. Desert tortoises are 
fabled for their potentially long life spans. They 
take a similar length of time to reach adulthood 
as humans do. Adult females can lay eggs every 
year under the right conditions, but few of their 
offspring survive to adulthood, and the annual re-

placement rate within a stable population has been estimated at 
about 2%. Consequently, adult tortoises need to be protected, and 
steps must be taken to ensure optimal recruitment of new individu-
als if recovery is to occur. Unfortunately, disease is rife among most 
tortoise populations including potentially fatal respiratory diseas-
es caused by bacterial infections and a shell disease of unknown  

etiology that has been associated with some die-offs. Survival of 
young is hampered in part because of the enormous increase in ra-
vens and other predatory species that benefit from human activities 
and developments.
 There is hope though. Scientists studying similar wildlife 
disease epidemics have found that disease transmission reflects 
population density. At lower population densities the chances of 
encounters between uninfected and infected animals decreases, 
and infectious disease may spread more slowly as a result. Scien-
tists have also proposed the “environmental stressor” hypothesis.  
This hypothesis predicts that diminishing human impacts in their 
habitat will reduce stress and eventually result in health benefits 

An uPDATe

saving The Desert Tortoise
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livestock grazing, solar developments,  

off-highway vehicle recreation,  
mining, and roads continue to consume 

their habitat as we speak. 
With all the rulings and listings by government 

agencies, how is this possible?
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for surviving desert tortoises. Threat reduction may be a key step 
in fighting disease.
 The mid 1990s saw the birth of a series of long, and for tor-
toise advocates, frequently painful BLM desert planning efforts that 
stretched to 2005. The most notable in California were the WEMO, 
NECO and NEMO amendments to the California Desert Conserva-
tion Area Plan (5). Ostensibly tasked with implementing tortoise 
recovery, these efforts were dominated by local government and 
user-groups intent on protecting “their” turf. The results included  
a few alterations in land designations, allowing conservation 
groups and other entities such as Fort Irwin to buy out ranchers 
in problem grazing allotments, but inevitably little was done in 
the way of concrete change. The USFWS essentially deferred to 
business-as-usual and ignored its own recovery plan in buying into 
these planning efforts.
 Political pressure produced a General Accounting Office (GAO) 
investigation of recovery efforts in 2002 and a subsequent report. 
In 2003, the QuadState Coalition, which represents local county 
government interests, filed a notice of intent to sue the USFWS 
for protecting tortoises using the recovery units as the base rather 
than the entire Mojave range, and for failing to review the 1994 Re-
covery Plan. The USFWS acquiesced. The Endangered Species Act 
requires that government agencies consult with the USFWS to en-
sure that proposed actions do not jeopardize the survival of listed 
species or adversely modify their critical habitat. Using the entire 
range rather than the recovery unit ensures that no matter how 
drastic the impact of a project, jeopardy biological opinions would 
not be forthcoming from the USFWS. The USFWS launched an  
assessment of desert tortoise recovery efforts and the 1994 Recov-
ery Plan. Even though both the GAO report and the assessment 
team concluded that the science underlying the 1994 Recovery 
Plan was essentially sound, the USFWS embarked on a major  
rewrite of the plan!
 The USFWS released a draft revised recovery plan in fall 2008. 
This pale shadow of the 1994 plan eschews prescription in favor 
of an adaptive-management approach – no matter that adaptive-
management is hardly appropriate for a species with an intergen-
eration time of 20 years or more. Despite published science, not 
just supporting the validity of the recovery units but also showing 
measurable genetic differentiation within them, the USFWS de-
clined the opportunity to do formal rule-making to designate the 
six recovery units (now to be reduced to five) as separate distinct 
population segments. This would have allowed it to base its opin-
ions on the recovery units. Instead, its draft revised plan proposes 
establishing stakeholder implementation teams to develop recov-
ery actions within the recovery units while failing to provide them 
with clear threat-reduction guidance. In this draft, science takes 
a back seat; and with its emphasis on stakeholder groups it flatly 
ignores history.
 But wait, the draft plan does even more! It offers headstarting 
(hatching and raising tortoises for release) and translocation as the 
salvation. No matter that the very threats identified in the 1994 
plan are still widespread, that disease remains an issue, and that 
raven management fails to deal with livestock grazing, off-road 
vehicle activity, and man-made waters that provide sustenance for 
ravens even in remote areas of the desert. There is no scientific evi-
dence that headstarting is an effective recovery tool, and transloca-
tion remains highly controversial. The large-scale translocation of 

tortoises from the Fort Irwin expansion area has been much in the 
news, and not because it was good. It turned into a dramatic fiasco 
leading to the deaths of not just translocated but also of tortoises 
resident in the areas where releases occurred. It allowed tortoises to 
be moved into lower quality habitat without any National Environ-
mental Protection Act level analysis. The translocation is currently 
on hold but probably not for long. No one wants desert tortoises 
overrun by tanks, but translocation has to be done in carefully 
planned manner that considers all the known science, allows for 
contingencies, and most importantly fully involves public input.
 Recent monitoring reports indicate that tortoise numbers are 
continuing to decline. In 2008, Western Watersheds Project and 
WildEarth Guardians filed a petition to require protection under 
the Endangered Species Act for the now imperiled Sonoran desert 
tortoise population and to extend federal protection throughout the 
desert tortoises’ range (7). 
 There is still time to save the desert tortoise but it will re-
quire minimizing known threats and protecting important habitat. 
Strengthening protective measures will also benefit the many other 
desert animals and plants that co-occur with desert tortoises. The 
new administration’s calls for more openness and transparency and 
the new Secretary of the Interior’s pledge to ensure that Interior 
Department’s decisions are based on sound science bode well for 
conservation. No doubt it will require continued action on all our 
parts to get recovery planning back on the right course, but at least 
the political climate is now more favorable. 

Michael Connor is California Director for Western Watersheds Project. 
He is a longtime desert tortoise advocate and recently coauthored a 
petition to have the Sonoran desert tortoise population designated as 
a federally endangered species.

desert tortoise - under threat
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On January 2, 2009, Death Valley National Park 
Superintendent J.T. Reynolds retired after more 
than 39 years of dedicated leadership in the  
National Park Service. Among his many accom-
plishments, J.T. Reynolds received the National 
Parks Conservation Association’s prestigious  
Stephen T. Mather Award for his unwavering 
dedication to the long-term protection of the  
national parks. At Death Valley and throughout his 
career with the National Park Service (NPS), J.T. 
Reynolds consistently demonstrated the strongest 
possible commitment to park resources, staff, and 
volunteers. When Paul Hoffman in the Bush Ad-
ministration proposed a radical rewrite of the park service’s man-
agement policies, a rewrite that would fundamentally change the 
mission of the National Park Service, J.T. Reynolds put his career 
on the line and spoke out publicly about the damage such a change 
would cause. The proposed rewrite of the park service’s manage-
ment policies was defeated.
 Throughout his career, J.T. Reynolds also provided tangible 
and meaningful support for youth from diverse communities. 
While in Washington, D.C., he took inner city youth to local and 
regional NPS areas to camp and experience the great outdoors. In 
the Everglades, he worked with many groups serving inner city 
youth like Outward Bound, National Outdoor Leadership School, 
Boys Clubs, and YMCAs.
 At the Grand Canyon he developed programs and assigned 
staff to work with youth and recruit people of color, and he devel-
oped programs that would make Grand Canyon relevant to people 
of color.
 While in Denver he helped develop youth programs that in-
cluded bringing young inner city high school and college students 
into the NPS. Most of the students were Hispanic, Native American, 
and African-American. A proud moment in his career was work-
ing with MADDADS (Men Against Destruction, Defending Against 
Drugs and Social Disorder) organization. The Denver Chapter is 
a group of Hispanic and African-American men who volunteer to 
make an effort to stop gang warfare, walk neighborhoods to de-
ter gang activity, violence, and any other social disorder. He also 
became a surrogate father for young males between the ages of 6 
and 13. He helped develop “Rites of Passage Program(s)” that in-
cluded after-school counseling and homework tutoring, education 
of cultural history, African martial arts, and field trips to museums, 
minority professional businesses, and National Parks of the area.

     At Death Valley the story is similarly inspir-
ing. A few of his accomplishments include:  
recruiting local high school students for the Youth 
Conservation Corps (YCC); setting aside funds to 
recruit youth of color for student ranger positions; 
personally visiting schools in the local and South-
ern California area to introduce Death Valley and 
the NPS to students and teachers, and encourage 
school officials to use NPS areas as classrooms; 
working with the Pasadena Chapter of the African 
American Outward Bound Program; and support-
ing the park’s youth education program, which has 
evolved into Death Valley ROCKS (Recreation Out-

door Campaign for Kids through Study).
 J.T. Reynolds took some time to reflect on his career, Death  
Valley, and the future direction of the National Park Service.

Mike Cipra: J.t., thanks for agreeing to answer a few questions and 

share your insight with us. As you look back on your career, what 

are you most proud of?

J.T. Reynolds: I am most proud of Death Valley staff: men and wom-
en who demonstrate an unwavering passion to protect the natural 
and cultural resources, to serve park visitors, and who recommend 
outstanding solutions to improve how we do business and repair 
visitor support facilities. I am very proud of our education program 
and how we serve school children and their teachers, the DEVA 
ROCKS Program. I am also proud of the number of projects we have 
completed to improve all aspects of the Death Valley operation.
 
I remember when Paul Hoffman in the Bush Administration was 

trying to change the fundamental mission of the National Park Ser-

vice. there was a tremendous amount of concern within the park 

service. You were the only individual who was working in the park 

service at the time who spoke out publicly against this rewrite, fa-

mously putting your career on the line by agreeing to an interview 

in Vanity Fair. What ultimately brought you to that decision?

I am proud to blame my decisions on how my mother raised us. She 
was an educator for 40 plus years, she coached championship high 
school girl’s basketball teams, and she was a very spiritual person. 
She instilled service to others and demanded effective work efforts. 
She traveled to many places all over the world, and she visited me 
wherever I worked. I remember when she visited us in Yosemite, 
she asked me if I had given Uncle Sam a good day’s work. She also 
instilled in us never to be afraid of your work, which meant to have 

TRIBuTe TO A DeDICATeD PuBLIC seRVAnT 

 
J.T. Reynolds Reflects On His Career 

BY MIKE CIPRA
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Mesquite Flat Sand dunes, death Valley National Park

integrity and honor, and always feel good about your efforts at the 
end of the day.
 Soooo, with that kind of backdrop… I could go on and on with 
her many messages that still invade my thoughts. Even though she 
passed away two years ago at the age of 97, her voice continues to 
invade my thoughts for almost any kind of decision I have to make. 
Maybe this will help you understand why I spoke out. I will also 
say, like most NPS employees, we believe in the NPS Mission. I also 
felt that I had some friends who would come to my aid if needed 
(This is another story that will be told someday).
 Paul Hoffman’s attempt to change Congressional intent was 
an invasion of our “Noble Missions.” We employees are very proud 
and fond of our missions. We do GOD’s work, and most of us are 
pretty darn loyal. I believe we protect the National Spirit. You kill 
the spirit of a country, you kill the country. 

ed Rothfuss, who was Superintendent of death Valley before you, 

has said repeatedly that he believes death Valley National Park is 

currently in a better place than when he left the park because of 

your leadership. What are some of the most pressing issues that 

death Valley still faces as you pass the reins to your successor, 

Sarah l. Craighead?

Sarah and staff must continue to address water rights issues and 
development near the park’s boundary, continue to seek funds to 
better protect cultural resources (prehistoric and historic), advocate 
for more staff that is necessary to accomplish all that headquar-
ters demand of staff, continue to improve the aging infrastructure 
(water and sewer lines and systems), be an advocate for scientific 
study and enhance the inventory and monitoring program, ensure 
that the protection division continues to patrol the park’s back-
country/wilderness (93% of the park), just to name a few. 
 I will brief Sarah when she is ready to plug in and allow me 
 to download. 

How can the conservation community best help death Valley meet 

these challenges?

The environmental community must continue to be watchful and 
keep the staff apprised of how they are protecting or not protecting 
the resources. I also believe the environmental community could 
help identify funding sources to support park efforts. 
 I think we all have to be involved in helping teachers and 
other groups bring kids to Death Valley. Our children must be en-
couraged to come to these wild places and allow the spirits of the 
night sky, the racetrack, Telescope Peak, Ubehebe Crater, and other 
natural features wash over them as they explore. It is amazing how 

much they will learn about themselves, plus they will receive an 
education about the human history of the region. 

You’ve been personally asked to give recommendations to the Na-

tional Parks Second Century Commission about the future direc-

tion of the park service, as the NPS enters its next hundred years. 

What advice will you give the commission about how all of our 

parks can continue to enrich this nation and its citizens?

We must first help employees by eliminating obstacles that make 
work difficult such as antiquated hiring and contracting policies 
and guidelines, expand and improve Information and Technology 
options, eliminate unnecessary requests for information that do not 
add value, improve learning and education opportunities plus de-
velop a leadership and management succession program to prepare 
employees for more responsible assignments, increase the Service’s 
human and financial resources to ensure park staffs can accom-
plish all of the work that is expected, and create an environment 
that allows employees to be creative and allow them to share their 
thoughts and ideas without negative consequences.
 Parks and staffs can continue to enrich this nation and its 
citizens by developing a marketing strategy to ensure the public 
understands how important and valuable parks are for preserving 
biodiversity and serving as an outdoor classroom. Parks can also 
serve as places for solitude and spiritual pursuits, places to engage 
in healthy activities, and places [for people] to see themselves and 
learn more about their ancestors. 

What do you plan to do with your time, energy, and considerable 

insight now that you’ve retired from the National Park Service?

We will spend more time with our granddaughter, relatives, close 
friends, and travel.
 I will work to help groups bring kids to wild places and  
help Death Valley increase capacity to support schools, teachers, 
and groups.

thanks for your time, J.t. Is there anything else that you’d like to 

share with us?

Nothing more at this time. I may have more to share after a few 
weeks or months. 

Mike Cipra is the California Desert Program Manager for the National 
Parks Conservation Association. Previous to this position, Mike worked 
for seven years as ranger at Craters of the Moon National Monument 
and Mesa Verde and Joshua Tree National Parks.
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When it comes to climate change, like the economy these days, 
all the news continues to be bad. The effects of climate change 
continue to accelerate and the ramifications for the environment 
– literally every type of habitat on the planet – appear grim. From 
every quarter of the scientific community the call to redouble our 
efforts to slow the impact of climate change is growing. We may 
have only a decade or so to begin making rapid progress on this 
crisis before we reach a tipping point. The impacts, from increasing 
desertification, to the shifting of entire ranges of habitats, to mass 
extinctions, to rising sea levels exceed anything in human experi-
ence with the possible exception of the Ice Ages.
 Is there a single path out of the crisis? Can we “sequence” 
the steps we should take in addressing climate change to defer 
the tough decisions, or do we need to take every reasonable step 
we can to reduce the impacts the planet and its occupants – hu-
man and non-human will face? Can we afford to do the least we 
can, or do we need to prepare with a margin of error? These are 
the key questions we need to address as responsible advocates for 
the environment. Doing nothing or doing only the easy things is a 
prescription for disaster and intrinsically irresponsible.

To wit
 There is more CO2 in the atmosphere than at any time in the 
last 600,000 years. If we fail to slow the progress of global warm-
ing, temperatures are expected to increase by more than four de-
grees over the next century, equaling the warming that occurred 
since the last ice age more than 10,000 years ago. It could in fact 
warm much faster. Figure 1 at right shows how CO2 concentra-
tions and temperature correlate, from data derived from ice cores. 
Source: the Climate Project.
 We literally have to transform the way we power our economy. 
We need to do many things; we need to do them simultaneously; 
and we have very little room for error. To put it simply: we need all 
the energy efficiency and conservation we can get; we need all the 
distributed generation we can get; and we need large scale renew-
able energy supplies to block and retire coal plants as fast as we can 
and to replace our aging fleet of 103 nuclear power plants. 
 Coal supplies approximately half of U.S. electricity – and 
around 17% of California’s electricity. To prevent it from dominat-
ing our resource mix we will need to fix, modernize, and expand 
the nation’s transmission infrastructure to wheel renewable power. 
This will need to be done in a way that preserves our natural re-
sources and avoids ecologically sensitive places. 
 We do not have unlimited financial resources with which to 

accomplish this task. We also need to scale the system reasonably. 
We need to be able to reduce our emissions by 80-90% by mid-
century as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
advocates and California law requires. 
 The more energy efficiency and conservation we implement, 
the less energy we need to produce to meet our goals. It is similarly 
true that the more distributed energy we can create the less large-
scale energy and transmission we will need. This needs to be care-
fully factored into planning, but it cannot paralyze the planning. 
For one thing forecasting how much distributed solar we are likely 
to have in a decade or so is nearly impossible. Assumptions that 
distributed renewables will become so cheap and widespread that 
we need not do anything else do not at this time appear to be borne 
out by the data. 
 Let’s take a look at California’s situation. How do we figure out 
how much renewable energy we need and what is the goal we are 
trying to accomplish? How do we address uncertainty? How do we 
design a transmission system that is the most economical and least 
environmentally harmful? 
 California’s Renewable Energy Transmission Initiative (RETI) 
was launched to help answer these questions. It is the first time 
ever that environmental issues and economic ones have been giv-
en equal consideration in electricity transmission planning. RETI 
is not a regulatory entity. Nor is it responsible for environmental 
review. Its charge is to bring stakeholders from all the relevant 

Figure 1 - Carbon dioxide and temperature over time
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interests together to make an influential recommendation about 
how to meet California’s renewable energy goals for the electric-
ity sector and to identify transmission solutions needed to make it 
happen. Regulators, land managers at the federal and state level, 
and renewable energy generators have joined environmentalists, 
utilities, and counties in working together to assess our options 
and make recommendations. The process is open and inclusive. 
(To learn more, visit the RETI page on the CEC website). The data 
that follow comes from public sources and are available from the 
California Energy Commission, Public Utilities Commission, and 
analysis performed as part of the RETI process.

how much renewable energy do we need? 
 To determine the amount of renewable energy we need, (to 
meet the state’s goal of 33% of total electricity sales by 2020) we 
need to establish how much renewable power we currently get, 
how much energy we are likely to be using overall, how much and 

what kind of renewable power is likely to come on line during this 
period. The amount we need to develop after these calculations are 
made is often referred to as the “net short.” Consultants for RETI 
did an analysis of these factors and projected overall consumption 
to be approximately 335,644 Gigawatt Hours (GWh) (A gigawatt 
hour is equal to a thousand megawatt hours, A megawatt hour is 
the amount of power used if 1,000,000 watts are used for 1 hour, 
or 1 watt is used for 1,000,000 hours.). As a recent draft RETI 
review document states: RETI also assumes that the current renew-
able energy supply of 35,545 GWh will continue to be available in 
2020. In addition, some of the additional renewable supply needed 
to attain the 33% goal will be met with resources currently under 
development, from small projects of various technologies not needing 
major transmission facilities, and from increasing use of photovoltaic 
(PV) and other generation technologies in urban areas which also 
do not require new high voltage transmission facilities. The renew-
able net short represents the remaining renewable energy from remote 
resource areas requiring new transmission, estimated to be an addi-
tional 67,536 GWh.
 Estimating and forecasting energy consumption is no mystery. 
We have been at it for a long time and have a good track record. 
The CEC does a forecast every two years as part of the state’s In-
tegrated Energy Planning Report process. Several factors influence 
the overall energy demand in California, including population 
growth and per capita energy consumption. Figure 2 at right shows 
that, even with flat per capita energy consumption which we have 
enjoyed for more than two decades thanks to appliance and build-

ing efficiency standards and other actions, our overall use of elec-
tricity is increasing. 
 What this means is that for us to avoid having to use large 
scale renewables to meet our goals we would need to dramatically 
increase energy efficiency and conservation efforts far beyond any-
thing we have ever seen in our state before. For example, since Cali-
fornia population is projected to continue increasing between now 
and the year 2020, per capita consumption must decrease if total 
consumption is to remain constant. According to the Department 
of Finance, the state’s population in 2020 is expected to be 17.5% 
larger than in 2007, this scenario requires per capita consumption 
to decrease by 17.5%. This is a huge challenge.
 Estimating the amount of distributed generation we will get 
in California over time is much more difficult than forecasting de-
mand. Many factors cannot be quantified. If prices for solar equip-
ment drop considerably will people adopt it more quickly? How 
quickly? How much would prices have to drop? What policy adjust-
ments would we have to make to get a substantial increase in dis-
tributed solar? If we adopted a “feed in tariff” (A feed-in-tariff is a 
long term contract price for electricity that is fed into the grid), for 
example, as Spain and Germany have done, what difference would 
that make? All of these things would certainly help, but how much 
is a very difficult thing to estimate.
 Despite the progress being made by California’s Go Solar initia-
tive (including the “million solar roofs” program) progress has been 
relatively slow. The good news: we doubled the amount of installed 
grid-connected electricity from distributed solar in 2008. The bad 
news: that was only approximately 160 megawatts of installed ca-
pacity. We will need to do much better. 
 A RETI review of distributed solar installations, programs 
and goals indicates that: The Go Solar California program – the 
nation’s most aggressive distributed solar program by a wide mar-
gin – is projected to add 3,000 MW of grid-connected PV capacity by 
2016, producing about 6,570 GWh/yr. This target requires California 
to add more than six times as much PV in the next eight years as 
it has in the past eight years. The renewable net short calculation 
in RETI’s Phase 1B Final Report made the unlikely assumption that 

Continued on page 17

Figure 2 - electrical consumption and population over time

If we fail to slow the progress of global  
warming, temperatures are expected to increase 

by more than four degrees over the  
next century, equaling the warming that  
occurred since the last ice age more than 

10,000 years ago. 
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A Solid Plan For The Carrizo Plain
on January 22, 2009, the draft eIS and Management Plan for the 

Carrizo Plain National Monument was presented to the public. It is 

the result of efforts which span a number of years and clearly ac-

knowledges the intent to manage for the benefit of native habitat 

and for the objects identified when the monument was created.

 the three alternatives in the plan differ in the degree to which 

management should be actively carried out. the first alternative 

essentially takes a hands-off approach with minimal intervention 

in the processes of nature. the third alternative aims largely to 

provide interpretation to visitors and allows for significantly great-

er access to the backcountry. the second alternative, which is also 

the one designated as preferred, steers a middle course. It is sig-

nificant that in most of the monument this proposal would permit 

grazing “only for vegetative management.” 

 Among environmental groups there appears to be a consen-

sus that the job was well done, and although there will certainly 

be calls for changes, the preferred alternative is, indeed, accept-

able. the plan is available at (http://www.blm.gov/ca/bakersfield/

carrizo/2009draftRMP). the public comment period ends April 

22, 2009. 

Funding Rooftop Solar
California’s AB 811, signed into law in July 2008, gives municipali-

ties a new way to fund energy efficiency improvements and renew-

able energy generation. Cities and Counties can give low interest 

loans to home and business owners wanting to install rooftop so-

lar, or infrastructure improvements for higher energy efficiency. 

these loans can now be paid back through a property tax assess-

ment, tying the loan to the property instead of the owner. the City 

of Palm desert pushed for this legislation, providing loan access to 

residents, regardless of credit history.

 In no time, Palm desert dispersed their entire $2.5 million ini-

tial funding allotment. Because of AB 811’s incredible success the 

first time around, they have appropriated an additional $7.5 million 

to the program. Berkeley reports similar results, selling out their 

initial allotment of $1 million in just hours.

 the Alliance for Responsible energy Policy has been say-

ing that residents want to do the right thing and participate in  

programs that improve building efficiencies and help finance roof-

top solar installations. these early reports on AB 811 popularity 

show this to be true. We are currently discussing AB 811 with the 

City of twentynine Palms and plan to work out from there. every-

one should contact their city and county authorities and ask for 

AB 811 funding. 

Ivanpah Solar Power Plants
BrightSource energy is requesting a right-of-way for the construc-

tion of three solar power plants on 4,065 acres of public lands in 

San Bernardino County, southwest of Primm. the 400 MW Ivanpah 

Solar electric Generating System (ISeGS) would utilize distributed 

power tower and heliostat technology in which 428,000 mirrors 

focus solar energy on seven power tower receivers (each 459 feet 

tall) and a backup gas generating system.

 the California energy Commission (CeC) released its Prelimi-

nary Staff Assessment (PSA) in december 2008. the Final Staff 

Assessment and the draft eIS (with a CdCA Plan amendment) 

from the Bureau of land Management may be available as early as 

March 3.

 While emphasizing that solar power is a preferred energy 

resource if we are to reverse global warming, the San Gorgonio 

Chapter and the desert Committee underscore in their comments 

on the PSA that the construction of ISeGS would result in exten-

sive and negative impact on the habitat, wildlife, plants, and visual 

resources of the Ivanpah Basin. they urge that the applicant be re-

quired to provide substantial compensation at a ratio of 5 acres to 1 

for the direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts to Basin resources, 

that a plan for the required compensation be completed prior to 

any decision on the merits of the application, and that the Private 

land Alternative be given full CeC consideration.

 Key documents can be found at http://www.energy.ca.gov/sit-

ingcases/ivanpah/index.html.

Protecting Native American Lands and Sacred Sites
A Conference in eastern California on Saturday, April 4, in Havasu 

lake.

 Strategies and solutions to the growing problem of off-road 

vehicle destruction of Native American lands, sacred sites, cultural 

resources, public lands and private property

 Keynote Speaker: George Wuerthner, editor, Thrillcraft: the  

environmental consequences of motorized recreation.

 the conference will feature:

 •  Presentations, question and answer with tribal officials, Sher-

iff’s department, Metropolitan Water district, Southern Cali-

fornia edison and Bureau of land Management

 • reports from the field, strategies and solutions

 • booths and informational displays

 • Intertribal Bird Singers and Cultural Performances

lunch provided with donation: For more information call: (760) 

858-4049 or (760) 524-8492

Current Issues
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OHMVR Division Strategic Plan
the off-Highway Motor Vehicle Recreation division of California 

State Parks is in the process of preparing the strategic plan which 

is to guide their program for the next several years. Such a plan is 

also required by the state legislature to support and justify the ex-

penditures of the division. the draft was posted (http://ohv.parks.

ca.gov/?page_id=24436) late in 2008, and three workshops have 

been held for public input. Comments on the plan closed on Feb-

ruary 13, 2009.

 the plan declares a mission to balance enhanced off-road rid-

ing opportunities with environmental responsibility. the six goals 

that are enunciated, however, directly address increased opportu-

nity for riding, greater efficiency and training for employees of the 

division, and then mention environmental responsibility in only a 

minor sub-topic of a single goal. the plan is clearly a service to 

recreational off-road riders and neglects concerns of other out-

door enthusiasts as well as the environment itself. once again, 

special interests dominate the state government.

Jeeps vs Bighorn, Update on Dunn Road
In late december, Sierra Club, Center for Biological diversity, and 

California Wilderness Coalition filed a federal lawsuit to compel 

BlM to protect lambing habitat for endangered Peninsular bighorn 

sheep. Attacking the 2002 desert Conservation Area Plan Amend-

ment for the Coachella Valley, the suit challenges the BlM’s failure 

to properly protect bighorn from proposed repair and reopening 

of the dunn Road. this illegally bulldozed route traverses sensi-

tive lambing habitat for the endangered sheep in the Santa Rosa 

Mountains near Palm Springs. the road was never completed, but 

persisted as a 4Wd track on which BlM permitted thousands of 

commercial jeep tours in the 1990s, frightening the elusive bighorn 

away from core habitat. 

 dunn Road was closed pursuant to a Sierra Club/Center/

PeeR lawsuit eight years ago. thankfully, the road has now be-

come impassable and the endangered bighorn are repopulating 

the area [see dec. 2007 issue of Desert Report]. like a bad penny, 

the effort to rehabilitate dunn Road keeps turning up. Center for 

Biological diversity’s lisa Belenky, veteran of many battles to pro-

tect Peninsular bighorn, is counsel for plaintiffs. We trust that this 

lawsuit will finally seal its fate as the “un-dunn” Road. 

 – Joan Taylor, Conservation Chair Tahquitz Group, Sierra Club.

Continued on page 15

An OPen LeTTeR TO LAW  
enFORCeMenT OFFICIALs & 
eLeCTeD RePResenTATIVes
A recent article in USA today described escalating confrontations 
between off-road vehicle advocates, local resident, and other users 
of public lands. the article may be found at (http://www.usatoday.
com/news/nation/2008-12-30-off-road-clashes_N.htm). the letter 
here was written by a resident of a Wonder Valley, a small commu-

nity immediately north of Joshua tree National park. – editor

OFF-ROAD VEHICLE RAGE TARGETS RESIDENTS  
SEEKING RELIEF:

Dear Sir/Madam:
 
We need your help; we need it now. Residents across the 
state are being harassed and intimidated and are experienc-
ing retaliation when they exercise their legal rights to seek 
relief from motorized bullies. This abuse comes in the form of 
mid-night raids, cyber-stalking, acts of violence, and destruc-
tion of private property. 

In Victorville, a couple who called the local Sheriff to stop 
trespass on their land and damage to fences they erected 
to protect themselves are now too afraid to call for help. In 
the dead of night, these riders tossed the dead carcasses of 
rabbits filled with ground glass into the yard for their four 
German Shepherds to consume. 

In 29 Palms, a resident who reported trespassers on his 
land was visited by a truckload of riders who threatened 
to burn down his house. In Yucca Valley, a disabled retired 
marine, shaking with anger, sits in his house as riders use 
his backyard as a thoroughfare to the wash they use for their 
weekend excursions into public lands, off-limits to off-road-
ers. On California’s south coast, a retired biology teacher who 
dared to speak out at a city council meeting has received 
death threats via the internet from riders who continue to 
trespass on public beaches making them unsafe for bathers 
and local residents. The Pacific Crest Hiking Trail through 
Kern County has become a mired and battered de facto il-
legal ORV route, and local officials claim that there is nothing 
they can do to stop it. 

On private and public lands, riders have attacked law en-
forcement and code enforcement officials attempting to stop 
them. We cannot sit idly and watch the unraveling of Ameri-
ca’s natural heritage, including forests, seashores and inland 
deserts. The goal is simple – intimidate people into submis-
sion for fear of retaliation. And it works.

This is an issue that affects rural residents who have much 
less sway than the paid lobbyists for a multi-billion dollar 
industry. But we still count. Our communities are over-
run every holiday weekend. You have seen the vehicles on 
the freeway, a trailer of ORVs behind a van or truckload of 
riders. There are also the “toy haulers” – large RVs with 
a section in the back for ORVs -- with names like “Preda-
tor,” “Weekend Warrior,” Rampage,” “Off-Road Outlaw,”and 
“Rage’N.” Get the picture? 

DeseRT RePORT MARCH 2009 13
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High in the Jacumba Mountains

T

PAssInG ThROuGh

southern Border And 
Blazing sun

This is a strange land: one might even think of 
an alien planet. There is almost no water; bar-
ren mountains rise above mud-hill deserts; dry  
washes twist among rocks; cliffs rise abruptly 
along canyon walls. The earth is dull yellow, 
red, brown, sometimes black, and the plants that 
struggle here have muted colors as well. Gray 
ocotillo, eight feet tall and covered with thorns, 
show green leaves and red flowers only after the 
infrequent rains. Lizards, jackrabbits, and perhaps 
a coyote can sometimes be seen among the taller mesquite, desert 
willow, and smoke trees. The sun blazes in the summer, and even 
in winter the winds are desiccating. This is the borderland in the 
very south of California.
 My recent visit to the border had two purposes— to get away 
from daily concerns in the city and to document the effects of off-
road vehicle travel, immigrant traffic, and border patrol activity on 
the land. In September the daytime temperatures were still nearly 
one-hundred. The only people along the dirt roads were, indeed, 
border patrol officers checking on human traffic. My first wish, soli-
tude, was easily achieved.
 Between San Diego and El Centro, and along the Mexican bor-
der, lies the Yuha Desert, a dry expanse of low hills and twisted 
washes. Seabed fossils speak of early geologic times, and geo-
glyphs – rock alignments with meanings that are unknown – arise 
from human prehistory. Written records of the Yuha include the De 
Anza expedition which brought settlers northward into newly dis-
covered California. Hidden among these hills is one well that was 

surely a godsend to these first immigrants seeking 
water. Today the well is dry, and undocumented 
immigrants coming north bring their own water. 
For those in trouble there is ten foot tower, a ra-
dio antenna, with a sign put up by the US border 
patrol: “It is too far to walk for water — push the 
red button and help will arrive within an hour.” 
This message is written in Spanish first and then in 
English. Other modern travelers in the Yuha arrive 
in jeeps, all-terrain vehicles, and dirt bikes. They 

visit only in the cooler months.
 North from here lie the Coyote Mountains where a journey into 
Painted Gorge almost certainly requires four-wheel drive. Rocky 
tracks climb high on ridges and give long views, northwest into 
Anza Borrego State Park, eastward across the Salton Sea, and south 
through a haze of rising heat waves into Mexico. Other roads cross 
the mud hills and dusty washes northward toward the Fish Creek 
Mountains. Nearby is an area once used by the navy for weapons 
testing, where unexploded ordinance keeps the area closed to the 
public still. The Plaster City off-road recreation area lies east of the 
Coyote Mountains — a surreal landscape of vehicle tracks climb-
ing everywhere. In the late summer when I visited, this too was an 
empty land.
 The human impacts which I found in these borderlands were 
varied. Of course vehicles have carved tracks illegally in many ar-
eas. Slightly south of the Coyote Mountains, rather near one of the 
access points for this wilderness, was an extensive trash dump of 
the sort often found in the desert — shotgun shells, broken clay 
pigeons, TV monitors, wire coils, and the ubiquitous refrigerator 
riddled with bullet holes.
 In the Jacumba Mountains, lying directly along the Mexican 
border, human impacts were of another kind. This is a designated 
wilderness area, and substantial barriers with locked gates block 
entry to the washes that enter these mountains from the north. 
Vehicle tracks went through the gates, but it was clear that these 
had been opened purposefully, presumably to allow access for the 
border patrol. There were also horse tracks around the gates as pa-
trols are often conducted this way. The eastern boundary of this 
wilderness includes a large flat, and here the roads lead directly into 
the wilderness although very large and explicit signs indicate that 
vehicles are not permitted. Where the wilderness abuts the Mexican 
border there is a long vehicle barrier, an angular construction of 
steel rails that stretches for miles to the east and west, intended to 
prevent unauthorized entry into the United States. Within the last 

BY CRAIG DEUTSCHE
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An Open Letter

Continued FRoM page 13

two years bighorn sheep have been once more seen in the Jacumba 
Mountains, and it is reassuring that this fence still allows them to 
migrate when water supplies and forage dictate. Nothing moved 
while I watched. There were no immigrants, no border patrol, and 
no other visitors than myself. In early September the mountains 
and deserts would remain nearly empty of people --waiting for 
cooler weather.
 The interior of the Jacumba Mountains is a wonderful array 
of ridges, valleys, roads, and abandoned mines. Canyons leading 
up from the east are littered with trash, and here I found a collec-

tion of empty plastic water bottles, shoes, and discarded clothes. 
On a previous trip here I once found day packs, belts, children’s 
shoes, and toys that had become too difficult to carry. Whatever 
one believes about border politics, the human story is a sad one. 
Higher in the mountains several washes again showed both horse 
and vehicle tracks.
 Leaving the wilderness I was met by a border patrol officer. 
My presence had been detected by a camera tower some distance 
away, and the officer had been instructed from his command cen-
ter to check on the “intruder.” It was mid-day. The sun was hot, 
and dust clouds trailed behind his truck. In some surreal way this 
all seemed appropriate. The land is harsh and beautiful. People 
pass through but their tracks remain. This is the border desert. 

Craig Deutsche is a desert traveler and backpacker for 15 years. He is 
also managing editor for the Desert Report.

For those in trouble there is ten foot tower,  
a radio antenna, with a sign put up by the US 
border patrol: “It is too far to walk for water 
— push the red button and help will arrive 
within an hour.” This message is written in 

Spanish first and then in English.

These are the weekend warriors traveling from urban areas 
to our neighborhoods, too often without regard for their im-
pact since they have no personal investment in the commu-
nity. Educating these visitors is a major challenge, and law 
enforcement dollars are hard to find.

Some residents have taken matters into their own hands by 
burying nails in the ground or stringing wires across illegal 
routes. Although these dangerous and irresponsible acts of 
desperation pale in comparison to the number of attacks by 
riders, we must continue to employ non-violent methods and 
use the judicial system even if it too often leads to frustra-
tion and inaction. 

I know that signing my name to this letter may bring a new 
tide of invective and threats against me – libel and slander 
on blogs and websites, directions to my home inviting at-
tacks and who knows what else. So, why am I willing to risk 
all this? Because we must stand up, and if, by example, I can 
encourage others to do so, we can pass the legislation we 
need to address harassment and intimidation of those who 
are exercising our rights to due process: due process – the 
funda-mental constitutional right to seek relief through a 
fair and rational judicial sys-tem. 

The old adage: “don’t agonize, get organized,” can be directly 
applied to attempts to curtail our freedoms. Get together 
with neighbors and form resident’s associations, hold public 
forums to attract others to gain political capital, pass laws 
that protect our personal safety and rights, advocate for 
more law enforcement and stiffer penalties for abuse. This 
kind of activism is already happening across the country as 
the problem reaches epidemic proportions, and many people 
are becoming transformed from victims to empowered indi-
viduals insisting on civil society.

We need to convince law enforcement to take our concerns 
seriously and to bear down on those who target the vulner-
able. We need new laws to catch up with a rapidly changing 
cyber environment that has become the refuge for abusers 
who attack with impunity and anonymity. And finally,  
we need consequences for harassment and intimidation that 
fit the crime and will put a chilling effect on this kind  
of behavior.

We are asking you to support those of us who are in the line 
of fire just because we are exercising our rights to speak out 
against abuse. Please give us the tools to defend ourselves 
and help promote responsible recreation.

Sincerely,
Philip M. Klasky
Community ORV Watch
www.orvwatch.com

dry wash on west side of the Coyote Mountain Wilderness Area
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deployment of the appropriate balance of personnel, equip-
ment, technology, and border infrastructure (fencing, pa-
trol roads, lighting, etc.) The complete National Border Pa-
trol Strategy is available for review online at: http://www.cbp.
gov/xp/cgov/border_security/border_patrol/border_patrol_ohs/.

Agency Cooperation & Public Lands  
Liaison Agent Program 
    In 2006, the Departments of Homeland Security (DHS), Ag-
riculture (USDA), and the Interior (DOI) signed a Memorandum 
of Understanding to increase cooperation between agencies and 
strengthen security and enforcement efforts along the United 
States’ borders. 
    Also in 2006, DHS, through the Border Patrol, formally estab-
lished the National Public Lands Liaison Agent (PLLA) program to 
enhance the effectiveness of Border Patrol operations and to sup-
port cooperative efforts with the land management agencies within 
the USDA and DOI. PLLAs have training in a variety of subjects 
such as the National Environmental Policy Act, Natural Historic 
Preservation Act, and the Endangered Species Act. PLLAs also serve 
as the Border Patrol representatives at regularly scheduled Border-
land Management Task Force (BMTF) meetings where our agencies 
meet to discuss and resolve issues including border security, safety, 
and natural resource protection. 
 In September 2007, Secretary Kempthorne of DOI and Secre-
tary Chertoff of DHS submitted a joint memorandum to the Presi-
dent expressing their support for the BMTF concept. Secretaries 
Kempthorne and Chertoff also expressed their continuing commit-
ment to collaboration in order to achieve border security in an en-
vironmentally responsible manner. 

The Border Fence & Waiver
 Congress mandated that 670 miles of new fencing be con-
structed along the border by the end of 2008. For the El Centro 
Sector, this meant 44.6 miles of new tactical infrastructure.
 In April 2008, the Secretary of the Department of Homeland 
Security, with the support of the Department of the Interior, issued 
a waiver of certain environmental laws in order to expedite con-
struction of tactical infrastructure necessary to prevent and deter 
illegal entry along portions of the southwest border. While we no 
longer had any specific legal obligations regarding these waived 
laws, we remained (and will continue to remain) strongly commit-
ted to responsible environmental stewardship. CBP has prepared 
an Environmental Stewardship Plan (ESP) for this project analyz-
ing the potential environmental impact and also consulted with 
other Federal and state agencies as well as local stakeholders to 
develop Best Management Practices to avoid, minimize or mitigate 
these impacts. 
 The ESP provided for three types of fencing to be deployed 
in the El Centro Sector and the decision to use a particular de-
sign was based upon local operational requirements where fencing 
will assist us in reducing illegal cross-border activities. The bollard 
style pedestrian fence is preferred in urban areas such as the city of 
Calexico where our agents have only seconds or minutes to take ac-
tion before illegal border crossers mix in amongst the local popula-
tion, homes, and businesses. In the Yuha Desert, pedestrian fencing 

Responsibility Of The u.s. Border Patrol

is not currently deemed necessary as we have a greater amount of 
time to interdict illegal cross border foot traffic before it can move 
away from the border area. There the greater immediate threat 
comes from vehicles driving across the border, and Normandy style 
vehicle fence was chosen as the preferred type of infrastructure to 
address this threat. The third type of fencing was designed for the 
Imperial Sand Dunes where blowing and drifting sand would be a 
problem for the other fence designs. 
 The entire ESP for the El Centro Sector, as well as ESPs for 
projects occurring in other southwestern Sectors along the border 
can be accessed on the internet at www.borderfenceplanning.com. 

Field Cooperation
 Cooperation and collaboration between DHS, USDA and DOI 
along the southwest border is widespread and continues to im-
prove. Several examples include, working together with the Forest 
Service in Arizona to improve road access on the Coronado Nation-
al Forest using their rock crusher/trimmer machine. In Texas, we 
work closely with the National Park Service which hosts a Border 
Patrol substation within Big Bend National Park. At the Amistad 
National Recreation Area, near Del Rio, Texas, Park Service Rang-
ers share a field office with Border Patrol agents and conduct joint 
operations.
 Closer to home, the El Centro Sector is responsible for 71 miles 
of linear border in Imperial County between the Jacumba Moun-
tains to the west and the Imperial Sand Dunes to the east. Approxi-
mately 70% of the border within our area is on public lands man-
aged by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM). We have a strong 
working relationship with BLM that has been developed over many 
years. As the Public Lands Liaison Agent, I recently spent six months 
working within the El Centro BLM office. My duties included assist-
ing with coordination, learning the DOI/BLM mission, and sharing 
our own Border Patrol mission. It was an incredible learning experi-
ence about all things public lands related.

Continued FRoM page 1

National Public lands day Clean-up in the Jacumba Mountains, 
Border Patrol, BlM, and Volunteers
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Renewable Energy & Climate Change
Continued FRoM page 11

no additional PV capacity would be added between 2016 and 2020. 
PV generation in 2020 will almost certainly be somewhat higher  
than in 2016. How much higher is the question facing RETI transmis-
sion planners.”
 Electric energy generated by PV systems in the United States has 
increased by a factor of ten in the last five years, to an estimated value 

of about 800 GWh/yr. Two thirds of all PV installations have been in 
California, indicating that PV generation in this state was approxi-
mately 550 GWh in 2007, or about 1 per cent of the estimated 2020 
renewable net short in California…

But, the analysis continues
 The installation cost of rooftop PV systems is an even larger eco-
nomic factor. Because of the custom design and diseconomies of scale 
associated with residential and commercial PV systems, the cost of 
installing such systems is unlikely to decline significantly. Smaller PV 
systems in urban areas will likely remain considerably more expen-
sive than larger utility-scale projects. Relying heavily on residential 
and commercial PV installations thus increases the total cost of meet-
ing state renewable energy and GHG targets. For calibration, meet-
ing current targets solely with residential/commercial PV installations 
would require installations on more than 33 million rooftops across 
the state. 
 While costs for photovoltaic technology are decreasing, some-
times dramatically, these cost efficiencies are most evident at the 
utility scale, which, like solar thermal power stations, consume a 
great deal of land. 
 The most prudent course is not to put all our renewable eggs 
in one basket. The safest approach for us to take is to do all we can 
with energy efficiency and distributed renewable energy and plan 
and develop the large scale renewable resources we will need in 
the least sensitive, most disturbed places possible. We must design 
a transmission system that makes fullest use of existing infrastruc-
ture, and adjust our development plans as needed to reflect the 
progress we are making in reducing the need for large projects. We 
simply cannot afford to fail. 

Carl Zichella is the Director of Western Renewable Programs for the 
Sierra Club.

 El Centro Border Patrol agents and our Explorers (Post 4108) 
work with BLM conducting trash clean-ups, including the 2008 
National Public Lands Day clean-up at Valley of the Moon in the 
Jacumba Mountains Wilderness. The Explorers have also adopted 
a two mile stretch of Interstate 8, east of El Centro near the East 
Highline Canal and assisted BLM in erecting a barbless wire fence 
to protect an archeological site.
 Our Horse Patrol Unit has been working effectively for several 
years apprehending illegal aliens who cross through the Jacumba 
Wilderness within Davies and Skull Valleys. Horse patrols are ben-
eficial for tactical reasons as well as due to their low impact upon 
the land. Horses have the additional benefit of exceptional hearing 
and usually hear groups of illegal aliens approaching long before 
the agents do. 
 Several years ago, remote video surveillance camera towers 
were deployed in the Yuha Desert. Cameras have proven to be a 
very effective technology which frequently allows agents to appre-
hend groups of illegal aliens close to established roads. Without 
the cameras, agents would be required to spend extra time and 
effort physically tracking these groups across the desert. Cameras 
can also increase officer safety by providing agents with a greater 
tactical awareness of a situation before approaching. Vehicle bar-
ricades, in conjunction with these cameras, have reduced off-road 
impacts caused by illegal “drive-through” vehicles.
 El Centro agents work closely with BLM Rangers and have 
reported such issues as illegal burning on public land, vandalism, 
abandoned/stolen vehicles and illegal off-road driving.
 BLM further assists us by providing maps showing the exist-
ing preferred routes of travel in the area between Highway 98  
and Interstate 8. This assists us in aligning our activities with BLM 
concerns.
 Our agents come from all corners of the United States and are 
often unfamiliar with desert conservation concerns such as Wil-
derness Areas, the Flat-tailed Horned Lizard, and Areas of Critical 
Environmental Concern. BLM and the Student Conservation As-
sociation work with Border Patrol to provide educational presenta-
tions at our shift musters, and we continue to educate new agents 
as they arrive in the desert.

Final Thoughts
 When I was asked to write this article, I sat down and read 
through the latest Desert Report and then looked through some of 
the older issues in the archives. I came across an article from the 
Fall 2000 edition titled “USBP and BLM Forge Unlikely Partner-
ship”. What struck me was how far we have come and how out of 
place that title now sounds in 2009.
 The local relationship we enjoy today was forged from a de-
cade of cultivation by dedicated BLM and Border Patrol employees. 
This cooperation as well as the border wide cooperation between 
DHS, USDA, and DOI is achieving positive results in national secu-
rity and public land conservation all along our land borders. 

Kevin Geller joined the Border Patrol in 2000. Since July 2008 he 
has served as the Public Lands Liaison Agent in the El Centro Sector 
and most recently has been performing his duties from within the El 
Centro BLM Field Office.

...to avoid having to use large scale  
renewables to meet our goals we would  
need to dramatically increase energy  

efficiency and conservation  
efforts far beyond anything we have  

ever seen in our state before.
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Desert and rural communities are under assault from hundreds of 
so-called renewable energy and transmission line projects. Over 
one million acres of California desert habitat and many rural com-
munities are currently involved. The significant, unmitigable, and 
cumulative impacts threaten to forever change the many important 
resources of our wide-open landscapes. One such project, named 
Solar Two, proposed by Sterling Energy Systems (SES) LLC, pro-
poses to generate 750 MW of electrical power in Imperial County. 
This power would be sold to San Diego Gas and Electric (SDG&E) 
and delivered over their controversial, yet to be constructed, Sun-
rise Powerlink transmission line. Having attended numerous meet-
ings, studied mounds of documents, and participated in a project 
site visit with SES executives, I can promise that the environmen-
tal consequences which have come to light are daunting.

Mirrors 
 SES, in partnership with National Toll Roads (NTR), an inter-
national company that originated in Ireland, has applied to the 
BLM for right-of-way on 10 square miles of public land - one of 
the largest solar projects ever. They plan to build 30,000 25-kilo-
watt SunCatchers. Each 38-foot high by 40-foot wide solar con-
centrating dish supports an array of curved glass mirrors which 
track the sun’s movement to collect and focus solar energy onto 
a heat exchanger. They assert that drivers on Interstate 8 as well 
as Homeland Security pilots, those in the air traffic corridor over-
head, and pilots from the nearby El Centro Naval Air Facility will 
not be visually impaired by reflections from hundreds of thousands 
of mirrors. The public was also told that units are designed to go 
into zero mode by closing and pointing upward when wind speed 
exceeds 35 mph. However, when I asked where the on-site ane-
mometer was to gather data on how often the 30,000 units will be 
out of production mode due to high winds, they seemed surprised 
and admitted there is no anemometer.
 
Fossil Fuel
 According to project documents, each SunCatcher engine re-
quires 14 cubic feet of hydrogen gas to initially fill the engine. 
Each storage cylinder also contains 196 cubic feet. The initial build 
out of the 750 MW project will utilize 6.3 million cubic feet of 
hydrogen, with an annual leak replenishment consumption of 6.0 
million cubic feet. Approximately 24,000 therms of natural gas 
would be utilized in the hydrogen production process, which may 
be done on site. The applicant did not state whether this amount 

of gas will be used monthly or annually. Although the solar energy 
source is renewable, in view of the natural gas requirement, this 
project cannot be judged as entirely green.

Land Issues
 The project site covers 6,140 acres of Bureau of Lands Manage-
ment (BLM) lands in Imperial County’s Yuha Desert, all of it zoned 
as “Limited Use” with travel restricted to designated routes only. It 
is adjacent to Flat Tailed Horned Lizard Management Area and is 
immediately south of US Gypsum’s widely known wallboard fac-

sTIRLInG eneRGY sYsTeMs sOLAR TWO PROJeCT

Another Questionable Give-Away  
Of Public Lands

BY DONNA TISDALE
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tory with its chalky clouds of emissions. Nearby is the Plaster City 
Off-Highway Vehicle (OHV) Open Area where off-roaders also raise 
dust clouds. None of this is good for keeping mirrors clean. Includ-
ing 360 hundred acres of private land, the project involves a total 
of 6,500 acres. The site is criss-crossed by major washes, arroyos, 
and flood plains, which can be inundated during storm events, yet 
the diagrams show SunCatchers laid out in precise rows, ignor-
ing the waterways. The entire 10-square miles will be fenced off 
in phases, closing several designated OHV routes. Motion sensor 
lights will be installed around the perimeter. In regards to cultural 
impacts, much of the project area is located on the ancient Lake 
Cahuilla shoreline. Carmen Lucas, a respected Native American, 
spoke eloquently at one of the scoping hearings held in El Centro, 
regarding the extensive cultural and historical resources placed at 
risk by this project, including cremation and sacrifice areas. The 
site should qualify as an Area of Traditional Cultural Concern.
 
Water
 The proponents claim they will use 125-150 acre-feet of water 
during construction and 33 acre-feet of water annually, mostly for 
mirror washing. A proposed 7.17-mile pipeline, using the Union 
Pacific Railroad right of way, is expected to bring in water from 
the Imperial Irrigation District’s (IID) West Side Main Canal. Dis-
trict staff have expressed relief that the project does not require 
as much as other renewable projects like geothermal (6,500 acre 
feet per year), but SES will still need to mitigate for the water 
use. The status of any actual agreement with IID is unknown. The 
mirror-washing water will need to be purified, and a 3 million gal-
lon evaporative wastewater pond will be located onsite, which has 
raised concerns about attracting wildlife. One CEC staffer noted 
that project emissions appeared to exceed those of a regular gas-
fired power plant.
 
Costs
 Besides the environmental problems, there are also financial 
and technical questions. SES representatives have stated that $1.4 
billion is needed for build-out of the Solar Two Project, but they 
have only $100 million of that in hand. While other sources of 
funding have been discussed, none of them can be considered  
to be secure at present. SES executives have stated that the so-
lar engines are still in the research and development stage. They 
plan to add another four hand-made units to the six that are  
already present at the Sandia Labs. These new units will incorporate  
some changes in engineering needed for mass production. SES  
Executive VP Robert Liden claimed they are working with a Michi-
gan plant on potential manufacturing of the solar engines. Various 
articles and public comments show that outside engineers remain 
highly skeptical about the viability of these units and the entire 
Solar Two Project.
 Solar Two will be developed in phases. Phase I with 12,000 
SunCatchers, is projected to produce a net 300 MW, and will trans-
mit via SDG&E’s existing Southwest Powerlink (SWPL). In an iron-
ic twist, the California Independent Systems Operator has stated, 
in response to another Sempra application with the Department 
of Energy (PPA-334), that there is currently only 80 MW of capac-
ity on SWPL. Phase II will add another 18,000 units and produce 
another 450 MW. This power (Phase II) is # 4 in queue for the 
inter-tie to the proposed IV Substation expansion and the yet-to-
be-built and legally disputed Sunrise Powerlink transmission line. 
The problems here need no further explanation. 

Jobs
 Despite these obvious difficulties, the proponents have made 
their way into the local government and business circles with prom-
ises of local jobs, revenue, and benefits. Imperial Valley has one of 
the highest unemployment rates in the state and appears to have 
accepted the company’s line without question. Job-hungry, low-
income communities simply want to believe. In direct contradic-
tion to previous claims that American auto workers would be put 
back to work building Stirling engines, an article in the San Diego 
Union Tribune (12-14-08) reported that SES plans to have Linamar, 
a Canadian automotive products company, produce the first engine 
mid-January. There is also the very real potential for imported labor 
to fill the majority of any jobs that may materialize. An example is 
the Nevada Solar One project built by the Spanish company, Ac-
ciona Energy. According to allegations, reported in the Boulder 
City News (1-19-09), by Rich Johnson, president of the Southern 
Nevada Building and Construction Trades Council, Acciona got a 
$15 million tax rebate from the Nevada Commission on Economic 
Development to hire locally and pay the state’s prevailing wage, but 
instead used workers from Mexico and El Salvador for “a fraction of 
the cost”.
 When asked why these reportedly grid-ready SunCatcher units 
would not be distributed around to provide energy for local schools, 
hospitals, and other public buildings, the flat response from SES 
representatives was that it would not be profitable.
 The Stirling project will remove ten square miles of desert hab-
itat, and delivery of the power will require construction of over one 
hundred miles of electrical transmission lines. Distributed photo-
voltaic generation on commercial and residential rooftops, parking 
structures and brown fields, and other forms of renewable in-ba-
sin generation provide a better and less destructive way to move 
forward. (See “The Better Way” in Desert Report, December 2008, 
http://www.desertreport.org) The California Energy Commission 
(CEC) and BLM have entered into a Memorandum of Understand-
ing to review the applications under requirements of the National 
Environmental Protection Act and the California Environmental 
Quality Act. While the comment period is officially closed, any in-
formation submitted should still be considered in the ongoing pro-
cess. A joint document will be released for public comment later 
this year. Green is not always green. Educate yourself, get involved, 
and speak up. 

Donna Tisdale is a resident of Boulevard, CA, and has been active in 
researching and commenting upon numerous environmental issues in 
Imperial Valley and San Diego.

For More Information

Go to the following CeC link for specific project  

information. It also contains a link to the BlM site:  

http://www.energy.ca.gov/sitingcases/solartwo

Sign up for the list to get project notices. You can also 

contact the lead project manager directly: 

Christopher Meyer 

phone: 916-653-1639  

e-mail: cmeyer@energy.state.ca.us
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Following is a list of desert trips. Outings are not rated. Distance and elevation gain 
can give you an indication of the suitability of a trip, but the condition of the trail, 
or lack of a trail, can change the degree of difficulty. An eight mile, 900’ elevation 
gain hike on a good trail would be easy to moderate, the same hike cross-country 
could be strenuous. If you have not previously participated in a desert outing, it is 
recommended that you call the leader and ask about the suitability of the trip given 
your conditioning.
 For questions concerning an outing, or to sign up, please contact the leader listed 
in the write-up. For questions about Desert Committee Outings in general, or to  
receive the outings list by e-mail, please contact Kate Allen at kj.allen@wildblue.
net or 661-944-4056.
 The Sierra Club requires participants to sign a standard liability waiver at the  
beginning of each trip. If you would like to read the Liability Waiver before 
you choose to participate, please go to http://www.sierraclub.org/outings/ 
chapter/forms, or contact the Outings Department at (415) 977-5528 for a 
printed version.
 For an update listing of outings, visit the Desert Report website at www.
desertreport.org and click on Outings.
 The Sierra Club California Seller of Travel number is CST 2087766-40. 
(Registration as a seller of travel does not constitute approval by the State  
of California.)

esCALAnTe RIVeR CAnYOn seRVICe TRIP  
March 15-21, Sun-Sat
Join us in our ongoing effort to eradicate Russian olive from 
this beautiful red-rock canyon. We will work with Park Rang-
er Bill Wolverton, to gather and burn the slash from previous 
trips. If you love to build fires this is the trip for you. Meet in es-
calante, Utah on the 15th, caravan to the trailhead and hike in. 
Four days of work, one day of hiking in the canyon. Hike out on 
the 21st. expect knee to thigh deep river crossings, cold nights, 
mild days and spectacular scenery. Participants need to bring 
their own gear, food and heavy leather work gloves. For more 
information go to: http://home.comcast.net/~gorgescramble/
site/ or contact leader Paul Plathe at 209-476-1498. delta  
Sierra Group

CALIFORnIA DeseRT WILDeRness sPRInG  
seRVICe  
Mar 20-22, Fri-Sun 
enjoy our traditional spring equinox fling in the far-eastern 
California desert helping BlM’s Needles office wilderness co-
ordinator Mona daniels restore and improve wilderness - car 
camping with central commissary by Vicky Hoover. Contact 
Vicky, (415)977-5527, vicky.hoover@sierraclub.org. CNRCC 
Wilderness Committee/Mojave Group

CARRIZO PLAIn nATIOnAL MOnuMenT  
AnTeLOPe PROTeCTIOn WORK PARTY/CARCAMP 
April 18-19, Sat-Sun
Fencing built for ranches in what is now the Carrizo Plain Na-
tional Monument are deadly to the beautiful pronghorn an-
telope that live there. Much progress has been made remov-
ing this fencing and it is making a difference. Join us for the 
weekend as we remove more fencing to assist the pronghorn 
in obtaining free access across the plain. Camp at Selby camp-
ground, bring food, water, heavy leather work gloves, and 
camping gear for the weekend. Potluck Sat. night. Rain bail-
out dates: April 25-26. Resource specialist: Alice Koch. For 
more information, contact leaders: Cal and letty French, (e-

mail preferred) lettyfrench@gmail.com or cal.french@
gmail.com, or 14140 Chimney Rock Road, Paso Robles, 
CA 93446, (805-239-7338).   Santa lucia Chap/CNRCC 
desert Committee 

FuRnACe CReeK BACKPACK (In The WhITe 
MOunTAIns)
April 18-20, Sat-Mon

on the east side of the White Mountains near dyer, Nevada, 
Furnace Creek is a beautiful stream, threatened by plans to re-
build a road that washed out sometime in the 80s. We’ll back-
pack up the creek on Saturday, do a day hike beyond the head 
of the canyon to tres Plumas Flats on Sunday, and backpack 
out on Monday. Water is available near our campsite. this is 
an easy to moderate trip with ample opportunity to explore 
and enjoy. We should be back at our cars by late morning 
on Monday. limit 12. leader: John Wilkinson (408) 876-8295 
johnfw1@mac.com CNRCC desert Committee

WILDeRness ResTORATIOn In DeATh  
VALLeY nP
May 29-31, Fri-Sun 
Work project in Middle Park/South Park area of the Panamint 
Mountains. We will help repair vehicle trespass damage by in-
stalling wilderness restoration signs and using rock or vertical 
mulch. If there are enough participants, we might also help 
clearing up trash and debris from the vicinity of a couple of the 
old cabins in the area. Requires 4 Wd, possibility of carpool-
ing at trail head. Meet Friday afternoon and drive up Pleasant 
Canyon to campsite. Work Saturday and Sunday. Happy hour/
potluck on Saturday night.  Contact leader for more informa-
tion. Kate Allen kj.allen@wildblue.net, 661-944-4056  CNRCC 
desert Committee

California/nevada Regional Conservation Committee Desert Committee

Outings
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service because they may be of interest to the readers of this 
publication.

Amargosa Conservancy
the Amargosa Conservancy works to protect the land, water, 
and beauty of the Amargosa River. the Conservancy office is 
located in Shoshone, CA, south of death Valley National Park. 
Space on the hikes is limited, so please call 760-852-4339 to 
reserve a place. learn more at www.amargosaconservancy.org 

Amargosa River history Tour
March 21, Sat
tour of the entire Amargosa River basin from Beatty, Nevada to 
Saratoga Springs in death Valley. Meet at the Amargosa Con-
servancy office at 8:00 am. (Full day, easy to moderate walk-
ing, 1-2 miles) 

Kingston Mining Tour
April 11, Sat
See the famous Kingston Mtn mines and possibly see some late 
blooming wildflowers. Meet at the Amargosa Conservancy of-
fice at 8:00 am. (Full day, easy to moderate walking, 1-2 miles)

Desert survivors
desert Survivors is an affiliation of desert lovers committed to 
experiencing, sharing, and protecting desert wilderness. they 

conduct trips to give others the opportunity to experi-
ence the desert as they do, as part of their efforts to 
protect the wild places they love to explore. Must be a 
member to participate in trips. Below is a sample of the 
trips offered this spring, for a complete listing, go to: 
http://www.desert-survivors.org.

Mesquite/n. Mesquite Wilderness Car Camp 
(M) (northeast san Bernardino County)
April 10-12, Fri-Sun 
Another visit to neglected wilderness in remote country east 
of death Valley. Both wilderness areas are limestone ridges ris-
ing out of wide surrounding valleys. three long dayhikes of ex-
ploration, recording wilderness values and detailing any abuse 
that we find. Some steep terrain. We’ll watch for bighorn and 
desert tortoise. Wildflowers should still be good. A full-moon 
weekend; around the campfire we’ll watch it rise. Note: on this 
wildlife-viewing trip, you must stay behind the leader while hik-
ing; if you cannot, please choose another trip. limit 15. Contact 
leader: Steve tabor (510) 769-1706 

Grass Valley Wilderness service Trip (e) (north-
western san Bernardino County) 
April 25-26, Sat-Sun
enjoy the wildflowers and contribute your service. on Saturday 
we will help BlM with oRV trespass and fence repair, complet-
ing the work early Sunday. Afterwards we will enjoy wildflowers 
with a BlM wilderness coordinator and fellow students. this 
is a chance to enjoy and study the creosote bush scrub com-
munity with desert tortoise habitat. A low key activity with a 
wilderness carcamp. Wildflowers should be glorious! Coleader: 
Carolyn dorsch. limit 15. Contact leader: Michael Yantos (650) 
743-2807 yantosarchitect@att.net 

TOnTO CReeK, heLLsGATe WILDeRness  
(Arizona) 
June 6-14, Sat-Sun
level 2 Gorge Scramble. Spectacular four day gorge scramble 
of tonto Creek, a seldom visited granite canyon in the Mo-
gollon Rim. It offers unadulterated wilderness, varied colors 
and geology in the canyon walls and a desert riparian habitat 
with saguaro cacti at the lower elevations. this canyon bot-
tom occasionally receives large scouring flows thru it’s numer-
ous narrows, resulting in lots of polished granite and lengthy 
pools to float thru on your air mattress. tonto Creek is one of 
Arizona’s premier gorge scrambles. For more information on 
this activity go to: http://www.motherlode.sierraclub.org/del-
taSierra/GSPAGeS/gspage0.htm  Call for participant require-
ments, available space, itinerary and outing details. leader; 
Paul Plathe 209-476-1498. delta Sierra Group

DOMeLAnD WILDeRness BAseCAMP
June 13-14, Sat-Sun 
In the very southernmost Sierras, this wilderness includes 
ponderosa pines, sage meadows, and the flowing South Fork 
of the Kern River. elevation is modest and weather should be 
comfortable. on Saturday we backpack four miles to Rock-
house Basin, set up camp, and explore through the valley and 
along the river. Sunday will be a leisurely return to our cars. 
this will be an easy to moderate journey for learning back-
packers. leader: Craig deutsche, craig.deutsche@gmail.
com, (310-477-6670). CNRCC desert Committee

WhITe MOunTAIns CAnYOn eXPLORATIOn
July 11-12, Sat-Sun
We’ll camp in the Hamill Valley east of Bishop and ex-
plore Pellisier and Birch Canyons in two day hikes. I have 
not found any information on Pellisier Canyon and don’t 
know whether we can get past the formidable-looking narrows 
shown on the topo map, but we should definitely take a look. I 
know the Birch Canyon narrows can be surmounted, but there 
may be some route-finding involved. We won’t attempt any 
real rock-climbing. limit 12. leader: John Wilkinson, johnfw1@
mac.com (408) 876-8295 CNRCC desert Committee

sOuTheRn sIeRRA BACKPACK – Olancho Peak
August 9-14, Sun-Sat
Arrive at Kennedy Meadows above owens Valley (not to be 
confused with Kennedy Meadow near Sonora). Hike in 2 miles 
from the trailhead to a camp by the Kern River. Continue up 
the Kern for the next two days to our highest camp at 9300 
ft. day 4 is the hike with day packs through the wildflowers 
and an optional hike to the top of olancho Peak at 12,123 ft., 
then back the 4 miles to the previous night’s camp. Next day 
hike 8 miles to the first night’s camp, then 2 miles out the last 
day. Much of the trip is on the Pacific Crest trail. ldr: david 
Hardy (702-875-4549, hardyhikers@embarqmail.com-email 
preferred).

nOn-sIeRRA CLuB ACTIVITIes
the following activities are not sponsored nor administered by 
the Sierra Club.the Sierra Club has no information about the 
planning of these activities and makes no representations or 
warranties about the quality, safety, supervision, or manage-
ment of such activities. they are published only as a reader 
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BOOK ReVIeW

The American West At Risk

BY PAT FLANAGAN

I
The American West at Risk – Science, Myths, 

and Politics of Land Abuse and Recovery. 

Wilshire, Howard G., Jane E. Nielson, Richard W. 

Hazlett. Oxford University Press, 2008.

 
I am one that reads a magazine and, sometimes 
even a book, from the back to the front. Depend-
ing on your orientation, the conclusion of The 
American West at Risk either sets the perspective 
or wraps it up. As a nation we are spending our 
resources, are experiencing the results, and are op-
erating under the myth that, having won the West, 
we can have it all because technology will fix our messes. Since we 
have no place else to go, it is time to get serious and come to terms 
with “how to live better with nature” or “future generations will 
face an impoverished and dangerous future.”
 We (you and I) are already serious, are actively working on 
wasteful personal habits, and are commenting to agencies and  
politicians about threats to our arid western landscapes (both  
neverending, frustrating activities). This book is for us. It is full of 
the science that informs our opinions and through which we can 
explore the cultural myths that influence us. For me, the historical 
background of our environmental messes helps to ground the is-
sues so that I can better understand what drives “the opposition.” 
I need this understanding because it allows me to step back, get a 
handle on my “justifiable” anger, and respond without the emotions 
which close the door to both thinking and listening. Regardless of 
my feelings, I want my comments to be grounded in the science 
of the issue. Having the history and the science at my side in one 
clearly written volume is a joy. It also helped me to file away stacks 
of reports and research littering the tables and floor.
 The authors, all geologists with decades of experience, includ-
ing teaching, are blessed with the talent to navigate the technical 
issues with grace. The glossary, appendices, page notes, and web 
references, clarify and deepen our knowledge. The easy style leaves 
out preaching but can be blunt when laying myths to rest: “Speak-
ing of ‘maintaining’ dirt roads is an oxymoron, because clearing 
vegetation out of the ditches can increase erosion and sediment 
yields as much as seven times.”
 Their list of human-caused “environmental woes” includes 
logging, industrial agriculture, soils and erosion, grazing, mining, 
roads, radioactive waste disposal, nuclear fallout, sprawl develop-
ment, water quality and availability, waste disposal, destructive 
forms of recreation, declining oil and other natural resources, and 
non-renewable and renewable energy. The ecological consequenc-
es of our actions are explored in detail. For example “The Routes 
of Ruin” covers roads and utility corridors (both paved and dirt), 
number of miles, the footprint of each over time on the landscape 

(including hydrology, pollution during building 
and from vehicles over time), social pressures to 
build and maintain, rules and regulations, and the 
politics of enforcement. The final section offers dis-
cussion around four questions that can guide our 
“road addiction recovery.” This chapter provides 
some heft when commenting on Off Highway Ve-
hicle (OHV) Commission funding and restoration 
policies and grants, construction of new transmis-
sion corridors across the desert, or military base 
expansion. Other chapters on OHV recreation, the 
exhaustion of oil reserves, and the long term ef-

fects of military training in the desert, provide depth.
 For me, in rural San Bernardino County, our planners, elected 
officials, and citizens continually grapple with the dirt road issue 
and the rural life style – when to pave and when not. It is a complex 

issue when there are hundreds of miles of dirt roads with varying 
usage and no mechanism for maintenance. I am seeking guidance 
from “The Book.”
 Char Miller, teacher at Trinity University and visiting professor 
of history and environmental analysis at Pomona College in Clare-
mont, California, suggested that The American West at Risk rest on 
President Obama’s bookshelf, along with 13 others to ground our 
new Chief in the ways of the west. Visit http://www.texasobserver.
org/article.php?aid=2875 for a short history on our reading presi-
dents and the other books recommended by this author of Gifford 
Pinchot and the Making of Modern Environmentalism and Ground 
Work: Conservation in American Culture. Miller describes The Ameri-
can West at Risk as a comprehensive exploration of resource issues 
imperiling our future. It will serve you, President Obama, and his 
staff well. 

Pat Flanagan is the executive director of the Mojave Desert Land 
Trust and serves on the board of the Morongo Basin Conservation 
Association.

We (you and I) are already serious, are actively 
working on wasteful personal habits,  

and are commenting to agencies  
and politicians about threats to our arid  
western landscapes. This book is for us.
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All policy, editing, reporting, and graphic design is the work 

of volunteers. to receive Desert Report mail the coupon 

on the back cover. Articles, photos, letters and original art  

are  welcome. Please contact Craig deutsche (craig.deutsche 

@gmail.com, 310-477-6670) about contributions well in  

advance of deadline dates: February 1, May 1, August 1,  

November 1.

oUR MISSIoN
the Sierra Club California/Nevada desert Committee works 

for the protection and conservation of the California/Ne-

vada deserts; supports the same objectives in all desert 

areas of the Southwest, monitors and works with govern-

ments and agencies to promote preservation of our arid 

lands, sponsors education and work trips, encourages and 

supports others to work for the same objectives, and main-

tains, shares and publishes information about the desert.

deSeRt FoRUM
If you find Desert Report interesting, sign up for the CNRCC 

desert Committee’s e-mail listserv, desert Forum. Here 

you’ll find open discussions of items interesting to desert 

lovers. Many articles in this issue of Desert Report were de-

veloped through Forum discussions. electronic subscribers 

will continue to receive current news on these issues—plus 

the opportunity to join in the discussions and contribute 

their own insights. desert Forum runs on a Sierra Club list-

serv system. 

To sign up, just send this e-mail:

to: listserv@lists.sierraclub.org

From: Your real e-mail address [very important!]

Subject: [this line is ignored and may be left blank]

Message:  

SUBSCRIBe CoNS-CNRCC-deSeRt-FoRUM 

YoURFIRStNAMe YoURlAStNAMe  

[this must fit on one line.]

By return e-mail, you will get a welcome message and 

some tips on using the system. Please join us! 

Questions? Contact Jim dodson:

jim.dodson@sierraclub.org (661) 942-3662

JoIN SIeRRA ClUB
When you join the Sierra Club you will have the satisfaction 

of knowing that you are helping to preserve irreplaceable 

wildlands, save endangered and threatened wildlife, and 

protect this fragile environment we call home. You can be 

sure that your voice will be heard through congressional 

lobbying and grassroots action on the environmental issues 

that matter to you most. www.sierraclub.org/membership
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