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For over 100 years, utilities have made money by 
building steel-in-the-ground infrastructure, like 
transmission lines, power plants, and gas and  
electric meters. Customarily, the utility makes 
a fixed guaranteed profit on these infrastruc-
ture investments – the more steel-in-the-ground, 
the more profit the utility makes. Utilities have  
historically resisted investing in energy efficiency 
programs or purchasing power from any third 
party providers, whether it is renewable energy 
or conventional power, for a simple reason – the 
financial return on these activities is lower than traditional utility 
revenue sources.(1)

 All major urban centers in the West currently have sufficient 
transmission to meet the full range of demand on its electricity 
grid. No brown-outs or black-outs are occurring due to a lack of 
transmission. This is an important point to understand, as both 
utilities and renewable energy developers are lobbying for addi-
tional transmission lines that are ostensibly needed to transport 
renewable energy from remote large-scale solar, wind, and geo-
thermal sites to urban centers.
 The basic assumption behind mandating renewable energy is 
that the renewable power will displace conventional fossil fuel pow-
er and lower the greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions associated with 
power generation. In most cases no net increase in transmission 
capacity would be necessary because the renewable power would 
simply replace the non-renewable power on the same transmission 
lines. The exception would be when new renewable resources are 
developed in areas with no existing transmission, such as the new 
wind energy sites in the Tehachapi region of the southern Sierras, 
where the generated power must be connected to the closest exist-
ing high voltage transmission line. 

       To minimize conflict among utilities, renew-
able energy developers, land owners, and the land 
use conservation community, maximum use of 
existing transmission lines for renewable energy 
transport is essential.   
    
Reducing the load on existing  
transmission lines through efficiency  
and local generation
        In 2003, the California Public Utilities Com-
mission (PUC) and the California Energy Commis-

sion adopted the Energy Action Plan and its associated power gener-
ation priorities or “loading order.” The Energy Action Plan, although 
not a legal mandate, provides a roadmap for meeting California’s 
future energy needs.(2)

 The top priority listed in the Plan is energy efficiency, in or-
der to minimize increases in electricity and natural gas demand. 
Reducing electricity demand during periods of peak usage, called 
demand response, is next, followed by renewable energy resource 
development and clean natural gas-fired combined heat and power 
projects. Conventional power plant resources are identified as the 
last generation type to be considered, only after maximum develop-
ment of energy efficiency, renewable energy, and distributed gen-
eration have been realized.(3)

 Concerns about global warming have added a sense of urgency 
to implementing the loading order described in the Energy Action 
Plan. In September 2006, Gov. Schwarzenegger signed into law the 
Global Warming Solutions Act or AB 32. This Act mandates that 
California reduce GHG emissions to 1990 levels by 2020 and 80 
percent below 1990 levels by 2050. AB 32 also requires that GHG 
emissions associated with transmission and distribution line losses 

Continued on page 8
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The yin and yang of “Big Solar” power: Currently, massive solar 
power plants in the desert vie with wind power as the most com-
mercially viable renewable energy sources, but they also vie with 
coal as being the most land-consumptive way to produce energy!
 We expected to enter the solar age joining hands as solar panels 
produced electrical power from every rooftop. Instead we’re talking 
about “tough choices” and “striking a balance” as we face the pros-
pect of new transmission corridors marching across the desert and 
hundreds of square miles of mirrors blanketing desert playas. We 
are told that some part of the desert is to be lost in order to win the 
bigger battle against global climate change. Is this so? Bear with me 
while I lay out the bare bones of “Big Solar” as I see it.

What? 
 See Monica Aragondonia’s article in the December 2007 Desert 
Report for the disturbing details. Suffice it to say that in order to 
bring renewable energy to urban areas, literally scores of large, re-
mote solar electric generating plants are proposed for the California 
and Nevada desert. By “large” I mean “huge” – thousands of acres 
(i.e., many square miles) of solar arrays per each medium-sized 
power plant. For comparison, the 800 acre solar plant at Kramer 
Junction is puny.

When? 
 Right now there are nearly seventy applications to build solar 
power plants on public (Bureau of Land Management) land, and 
at least two applications are already moving forward in Califor-
nia, one near Ivanpah on BLM land and another in Victorville on  

Continued on page 5

Solar Electric Power in the Mojave – Kramer’s Junction
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SOLUTION OR THREAT?

“Big Solar”

DESERT REPORT ONLINE
In addition to the updated “Outings” and the “News Updates” 

sections, the on-line Desert Report now has a page for letters 

submitted by readers. It is intended that this will provide an op-

portunity for readers to respond to articles or concerns that ap-

pear in previous issues of the Desert Report. Letters may be sent 

to the editor at (deutsche@earthlink.net).

 Some articles in the Desert Report are accompanied by ref-

erences in support of particular statements or views. Because 

the detailed documentation will be of interest to a relatively 

small group of readers (and because printed space is expensive) 

these references will appear only in the “Letters” section on-line. 

The existence of these references will be noted at the end of the 

relevant articles.

DESERT COMMITTEE MEETINGS
The next meeting will be held May 10-11 at Whitewater Preserve, 

and the August 8-9 meeting will be at Grandview Campground.  

We especially encourage local citizens in the area 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.
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ACTIVE PLANS FOR NEW PLANTS

Coal-fired Power Plants  
In Nevada

Plans for new coal-fired power plants are being re-examined or 
cancelled across much of the United States, but not in Nevada. At 
present there are active plans for three new coal-fired power plants 
in eastern Nevada, two in Steptoe Valley north of Ely, and one in 
southern Lincoln County, 14 miles northwest of Mesquite. Nevada’s 
Governor, Jim Gibbons, elected in 2006, is supporting construction 
of these plants and has even embraced the concept of converting 
coal to liquid fuel, all in a state with no coal reserves.
 Two of the three plants are merchant power plants (indepen-
dently owned power companies not regulated by a state Public Util-
ities Commission) proposed by out-of-state companies who want to 
sell power in the burgeoning electric power market of the desert 

Southwest. The third plant is planned by Sierra Pacific Resources, 
the parent company of the two largest public utilities in the state. 
Sierra Pacific stresses the need to move away from the volatile pric-
ing of natural gas as a fuel supply, although the company recently 
announced plans to delay construction of this coal-fired plant (Ely 
Energy Center) in favor of a smaller gas-fired power plant just out-
side Las Vegas.
 The power plant with the longest history was originally pro-
posed in 1978 by the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power 
(LADWP) as a source of cheap power for Los Angeles, to be devel-
oped in a place with clean air, available groundwater and a mini-
mum of regulatory hurdles. This project has evolved over the years 
(see sidebar “A Convoluted History”, page 7), and in 2004 White 
Pine County entered into an agreement with LS Power to provide 
water for a 1500 MW coal-fired power plant in northern Steptoe 
Valley. LS Power also acquired the rights to build the Southwest In-
tertie Powerline which extends from southern Idaho to Las Vegas.
 Somewhat more recently Sierra Pacific Resources announced 
plans for a 1600 MW coal-fired generating station called the Ely 
Energy Center, also in Steptoe Valley. Both these projects are wend-
ing their way through the state and federal regulatory processes.
 The third power proposal, the Toquop Power Plant, named 
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for its location near Toquop Wash in southern Lincoln County, was 
originally conceived by the Vidler Water Co. as a scheme to market 
Lincoln County groundwater. After the initial proposal for a gas 
fired power plant collapsed, Sithe Global, an international power 
generation company, saw an opportunity and is now proposing a 
750 MW coal-fired power plant. The original water rights applica-
tion for 7000 acre-feet/year was reduced to about 2100 acre-feet/
year so the proposed plant will be air cooled as much as possible 
but will use auxiliary water misting when the ambient temperature 
exceeds 80ºF.
 The major impetus for construction of electric power generat-

Continued on page 7

Coal-Fired Power Plants Sought in Eastern Nevada

LAS VEGAS

LS POWER

SIERRA PACIFIC

TOQUOP SITHE GLOBAL

The major impetus...is that local  
groups are willing to exchange  

their clean air and groundwater rights for  
the promise of economic development...

DESERT REPORT MARCH 2008

By JoHN HIATT

3



A

LIFE IN A NEWLY SOLAR ELECTRIC HOME

Good Morning, Sunshine

A few months ago we finally finished installing 
solar panels on our roof. Since then I have been 
thinking about how the system really works – on a 
more basic level than just that the panels convert 
sun into electrons that are converted into electric-
ity that runs our stuff here in the house. Maybe 
this is too simplistic, but to me it is interesting. So 
here goes.
 Solar panels do take the sun and produce 
electricity at no charge to us. Here in Ridgecrest 
we are only about 10 miles north of the best place 
to do this in North America, according to BLM, so it works very 
well for us. However, there are lots of places that will do it almost 
as well. Sunlight is collected, and some of the electricity is used 
to charge batteries that can run our house for days or, with care, 
weeks if Edison goes down. After charging the batteries, the re-
sidual power runs our house – lights, washer, dryer, refrigerator, 
fans for heater or cooler, pool pump, etc. – everything. What is left, 
and there seems to be a surprising amount, goes back to Edison. In 
the grand scheme of things, this isn’t very much power for Edison, 
but it is some that they don’t have to generate themselves. At night, 
Edison sends power back. In the last few months, this has resulted 
in Edison sending us monthly bills of a little more than $1.
  We sort of like to think of Edison as our battery. The problem 
with electricity is that it is very difficult to store. Every electron we 
use is generated the instant we use it. So during the day we send 
Edison electrons and they keep track of them, and at night they 
replace them for us. Very nice.
 There will be some kind of accounting at the end of a year as 

to whether we sent Edison more electrons than we 
use from them, but whether we get paid for them 
we don’t know. Also, whether or not the laws in 
Nevada are the same as in California, or whether 
other utilities have the same policies as Edison, we 
don’t know. The system cost about $28,000 (not 
including the battery backup for the house), and 
we got a $7,000 rebate from the State of California 
(a break that may no longer be in current law but 
should be) so our cost was about $21,000. our 
average bill used to be maybe $120/mo, so we 

probably aren’t going to make any money on this deal, but it makes 
us feel good. And we can see that there is a big potential for solar. 
Parking lots, shopping centers, industrial buildings all should be 

covered with solar panels, and utilities should be required to pay 
for the electrical power that is returned to them. This could also 
avoid unnecessarily covering and destroying a lot of desert with so-
lar panels. These solar plants take a lot of room, and right now the 
BLM Desert District is trying to balance the need to protect fragile 
desert habitat against the need for green energy.
  Solar electric is not for the fainthearted. The whims of solar 
contractors, the local electrician, the handy man who built the shed 
for the equipment, the building inspector, and finally Edison all 
take a lot of time, money, and planning. Everyone tried to be coop-
erative, but running our own Cirque de Soleil was a major job.
  Would we do it again? Sure. It feels good when the installation 
is over and we’re up and running! The BLM right now has many, 
many applications to cover our desert with solar and wind plants, 
and maybe at least one little corner of our desert won’t need to be 
covered up. 

Jeanie and Stan Haye are long time Sierra Club members who live 
in Ridgecrest. They are active in the Owens Peak Group and on issues 
such as ORVs, grazing, Wilderness, mining, and Death Valley.
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By STAN AND JEANNIE HAyE

Top: The solar electronics that keep the system running. 
Above: Rooftop solar panels. Renewable energy where it is used.
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Solar electric is not for the fainthearted. 
Would we do it again? Sure.  

It feels good when the installation is over 
and we’re up and running!
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private land. Even though it will take 3-5 years to build these in-
stallations, decisions are being made now that will chart the course 
of solar energy development in the desert. 
 Solar power plant siting and the potential need for large new 
electrical transmission corridors is being methodically analyzed by 
industry, with Sierra Club staff at the table, in a process called Re-
newable Energy Transmission Initiative or “RETI.” Meanwhile, ren-
egades like San Diego and Los Angeles are trying to fast track their 
own high-tension corridors through the desert, encountering stiff 
opposition from the Club and others. (see Donna Thomas’s article, 
December 2007 issue of Desert Report.)

Where? 
 Places for siting solar power plants occur throughout Califor-
nia and Nevada, but the “competitive” (i.e. least expensive) areas 
are primarily in the Mojave Desert. This is for two reasons: a pleth-
ora of flat, contiguous public lands for lease, and relatively high 
elevations with clear skies and abundant solar radiation. 

Why? 
 It is imperative to combat global climate change, and to do 
this we must curb greenhouse gas emissions. To that end, Califor-
nia and many other states are requiring electrical utilities to wean 
themselves off fossil fuels and increase the percentage of renewable 
energy in their “portfolios.” This is a truly laudable goal, however 
it means we have to hit the target, especially in California, which is 
seen as the leader in this cause. 

Who? 
 Big Solar is the utilities’ answer to the state mandate. But 
check out the you Tube “BIG SoLAR Renaissance” on the CEERT 
website. (http://www.ceert.org) It features, among others, Sierra 
Club staff suggesting that by developing Big Solar, California may 
even export renewable power! And how many hundreds of square 
miles of arrays would that entail?

Easy solutions?
 We’re waiting for the day when there will be free, benign so-
lar power emanating from our rooftops. But let’s face it, adequate 
rooftop PV still costs $20,000 to $40,000, wears out in 30 years, 
and you can’t sell any excess power you generate. How many can 
afford that investment? The “inconvenient truth” is that, for now, 
some Big Solar in the desert is probably necessary. But how much 
and where? The Desert Committee has an energy committee and 
a special task force (including desert leaders like George Barnes,  
Elden Hughes, Cal French John Hiatt, Stan Haye and Lois Sned-
den) struggling with this question. 
 In the meantime, clearly something needs to tip the balance 
in favor of the better alternative: locally generated renewable 
power generation. And that means either government incentives 
fostering its development or technological breakthroughs, or both. 
Bill Powers’ article, in this issue of Desert Report, outlines some of 
the stumbling blocks. So the government will not do this without  
public pressure, and Sierra Club has a role to play. 

Our job
 By “our” I mean the entire Sierra Club and all concerned citi-
zens. As activists, we need to be informed, attend hearings, and 
represent conservation interests. We’ve also got to ensure the Club 
respects its long-standing policies – policies on energy and policies 
concerning public lands. The Club should also participate in the 
RETI process to influence the siting of Big Solar, but let’s not imag-
ine that industry will put Club priorities ahead of profits and pre-
serving their status quo of concentrated power generation delivered 
to market on their transmission lines. 
 The Sierra Club has a hard-earned reputation as the toughest 
defender of public lands, and a green light from us is a gold mine 
for the solar industry. Already federal laws largely prevent BLM 
from permitting Big Solar on critical endangered species habitat, 
wilderness, etc. We should now ask what meaningful protections 
will the Sierra Club exact in return for the use of its name. If con-
servation, efficiencies, and locally generated power (such as solar 
PV or offshore wind power) kick in during this decade, how will we 
feel if we have facilitated huge installations of Big Solar across the 
desert prematurely? 
 Better to be cautious, to remember Club energy policy priori-
tizing conservation and locally generated energy, and to insist that 
Big Solar deployment is carefully limited and phased in on an as-
needed basis.

Opportunities for change 
 opportunities to conserve energy and foster local generated 
renewable energy must remain the Club’s top priority. That doesn’t 
mean we shouldn’t weigh in on industry plans for Big Solar, as part 
of the near-term solution to global climate change. But we members 
can and should insist that national Sierra Club prioritize energy 
conservation, transportation reforms, and incentives to foster local-
ly generated renewables, as the superior solution to address global 
climate change. 
 At all levels, Sierra Club can maintain a broad perspective on 
the big picture – global climate change – while considering both 
the constraints of current technology and the probability of future 
breakthroughs. This will ensure that in addressing Big Solar we tru-
ly further our mission to defend the earth’s wild places. The desert 
deserves no less. 

Joan Taylor is Vice Chair of the Desert Committee and Chair of its 
Energy Committee
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“Big Solar” – Solution Or Threat?

Kramer’s Junction Solar Power Facility – Water is still needed
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A FEEDING FRENZY IN THE DESERT

The New California Gold Rush
+
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By APRIL SALL

Since the creation of the first National Park in 
1875, Americans have recognized the importance 
of preserving our natural heritage for future gen-
erations. In areas where there were no Federal 
or State holdings, citizens found other means to 
protect open spaces. Private nonprofit conservan-
cies and land trusts bridged the gap between vast 
government held wild lands and private property. 
Since its conception in 1995, The Wildlands Con-
servancy (TWC) has protected 850,000 acres of 
California’s open space for conservation and edu-
cation. TWC preserves have hosted onsite outdoor programs for 
over 150,000 students since 1999. Funded solely by private dona-
tions, TWC has an ambitious mission statement with a dual pur-
pose: to conserve wild lands for future generations and to provide 
free outdoor education programs to California’s youth on those 
lands. This mission prompted the largest nonprofit land purchase 
in US history, the Catellus Land Purchase. 

Catellus
 In 1862, The Atlantic-Pacific Railroad Act was passed to en-
courage railroad expansion westward and to facilitate the settling 
of the West. The Act awarded alternating sections of land, 640 
acres measuring a square-mile, for 20 miles on either side of the 
proposed track alignment. By 1900, after the Central Pacific Rail-
road merged with Southern Pacific Railroad, Southern Pacific Land 

Company (the real estate arm of SPR), became the 
largest non-government landowner in California 
with nearly six million acres. In 1994 Southern Pa-
cific Land Company merged again with the Santa 
Fe Railway to become SF Pacific Properties man-
aged by their real estate corporation, Catellus De-
velopment Corporation (Catellus). 

Mojave Desert: For sale or development
        Catellus developed urban parcels as industrial 
facilities and in the mid-1990s began posting bill-

boards reading “For Sale or Development” across the desert from 
Barstow to Needles. These holdings included large tracts of land in 
Joshua Tree National Park (JTNP), Mojave National Preserve, Big 
Morongo Canyon Area of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC), 
and 18 federally designated wilderness areas. These lands includ-
ed critical habitat for desert tortoise and bighorn sheep, sensitive 
wildlife corridors, and much needed recreational areas. At about 
this same time Congress passed the California Desert Protection Act 
(CDPA) to preserve the historical, archeological, environmental, 
educational, and recreational values of the California desert. 

Creating a legacy
 The long-term impact of private development on Catellus’ 
checkerboard lands in the Mojave Desert would have been lasting 
land fragmentation and ecological disaster. In 1996 The Wildlands 

Continued on page 10

Above the Pioneertown Preserve – Is This Capital We Wish To Spend?
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Coal-fired Power Plants In Nevada

Continued FRoM page 3

ing stations in Lincoln and White Pine Counties is that local groups 
are willing to exchange their clean air and groundwater rights for 
the promise of economic development and an influx of tax dollars 
into local government coffers. Nevada’s relatively lax regulatory 
climate is also a factor in the desire to site new power plants in Ne-
vada. If one examines the routes being proposed in the Westwide 
energy corridor Programmatic EIS the three proposed plants lie 
right in those corridors.
 Following passage of the Clean Air Act in the early 70’s those 
National Parks that fell within what are called Class I airsheds (in-
dicating the cleanest air) were protected from new point sources 
that would significantly degrade their air quality. Because Ken-
necott Copper operated a smelter in the town of McGill just north 
of Ely at the time the designations were made, White Pine County 
is not designated to lie within a Class I airshed, even though the 
smelter later closed and has been removed. Great Basin National 
Park was not designated until 1986, and the airshed designation 
was never changed even though the Great Basin in general and 
White Pine County in particular has some of the least polluted air 
in the country. Senator Reid recently made an attempt to re-classify 
Great Basin National Park’s airshed as Class I but was thwarted by 
Nevada’s other Senator, John Ensign. Had that Class I designation 
occurred it would make constructing a coal-fired power plant in 
White Pine County very difficult.
 Merchant power plants are not viable unless there are custom-

Question and Answer

From the sierra club web site regarding coal-based energy: 

http://www.sierraclub.org/coal

What is the Sierra Club position on  
new coal technology?

If coal is to remain a part of our energy future, it must be 

mined responsibly, burned cleanly, and guaranteed to not 

worsen global warming pollution. At this time, there is no 

existing coal technology that meets these standards, in-

cluding Integrated Gasification Combined Cycle (IGCC) or 

carbon capture and sequestration (CCS).

What role can coal play in a cleaner,  
healthier energy future?

There is nothing clean about coal-fired power plants – 

from being the largest source of toxic mercury pollution 

to releasing 40% of our nation’s total carbon dioxide emis-

sions every year, coal-fired power plants are the dirtiest 

source of energy we use today. While we won’t be able to 

wean ourselves off of coal tomorrow, we should be moving 

away from coal energy and cleaning up the existing plants 

that are the worst polluters. A truly cleaner and healthier  

energy future relies on smart solutions like efficiency and 

renewables, not on dirty coal.

ers for the power they generate. With the decision by the State of 
California not to enter into new contracts for power generated from 
coal, the biggest power market in the West for coal-fired power dis-
appeared. As far as I know, neither LS Power nor Sithe Global has 
firm contracts for their power. Sierra Pacific Resources has so far not 
shown much interest in allying itself with either company, although 
LS Power’s possession of the Southwest Intertie right-of-way puts 
them in a good bargaining position. Conventional wisdom at the 
moment suggests that no more than one plant will be built in White 
Pine County, and the future of the Toquop project will depend on 
finding customers who will sign long-term contracts.
 Senator Harry Reid (D, NV) has stated that he will do every-
thing he can to stop construction of these coal-fired plants. Lined 
up against him are Senator John Ensign, two Republican Represen-
tatives, and the State Governor. While the tide is clearly running 
against future coal-fired electrical power generation in most of the 
country one or two of these plants in Nevada might possibly be 
built. only time will tell. 

John Hiatt, a desert activist living in Las Vegas, Nevada, is a board 
member of Friends of Nevada Wilderness.

A Convoluted History

LS POWER PROJECT IN STEPTOE VALLEY

1978 Los Angeles Department of Water and Power (LAD-

WP) proposes the White Pine Power project, envisioned as 

a source of cheap power for Los Angeles.

1981 LADWP filed applications for necessary water rights 

(30,000 acre-feet/year) with the Nevada State Engineer.

LADWP then purchased the Northern Nevada Railroad 

from Kennecott Copper Co. to transport coal to Steptoe 

Valley from the Union Pacific mainline west of Wendover, 

Nevada. Subsequently, the twenty-eight miles of track 

closest to Ely, the Ely Railyard, and all the rolling stock were 

given to the City of Ely.

1986 The balance of the railroad right of way was trans-

ferred to the City of Ely by an act of Congress. Ownership 

of the railroad right-of-way (ROW) gives the city of Ely a 

vested interest in seeing that a customer is available to use 

that ROW so that the city can receive income from its use. 

1997 LADWP abandoned its plans for the White Pine  

Power project, and its water rights were re-assigned to 

White Pine County for future development.

2004 White Pine County entered into an agreement with 

LS Power to provide water for a 1500 MW coal-fired power 

plant in northern Steptoe Valley.
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be included in the accounting, regardless of whether the electric-
ity has been generated within California or imported. The Electric 
Power Research Institute estimates that transmission and distribu-
tion losses average in the range of 7 percent of the power being 
imported, and can be as high as 14 percent during peak demand 
periods.(4)

 California authorities have recognized the benefits of local re-
newable power, such as biogas recovery from landfills or wastewa-
ter treatment plants and solar photovoltaic arrays. These projects 
reduce GHG emissions and provide power at the point-of-use where 
it is most needed. These renewable energy projects are now eligible 
to count toward the utilities’ renewable energy targets. This is an 
important development, as it means that the utilities do not have 
to rely primarily on remote renewable energy projects, all of which 
would require long transmission lines to reach urban centers. 

Utilities stall implementation of energy action  
plan priorities
 A major hurdle to implementing the Energy Action Plan is the 
traditional utility revenue system. This old system does not provide 
California utilities with a financial incentive to invest in energy  
efficiency, renewable resources, or distributed generation. So far 
the utilities have been very effective at stalling energy efficiency 
and renewable energy mandates, whether enacted by law or regu-
latory order. Like water rates, it took an extended drought to get 
agencies to penalize higher use levels. It’s time to revise the fee 
structure for utilities. 
 one example of the difficulty some of the utilities have had 
in reaching even modest energy efficiency goals established by the 
PUC is the San Diego Gas & Electric case. The utility only attained 
41 percent of its targeted energy efficiency target in 2006. Utility 
watchdogs, specifically The Utility Ratepayer Network, project that 
the PUC efficiency goals represent only one-tenth of the cost-effec-
tive energy efficiency measures available to California utilities. The 

utilities are currently resisting PUC regulatory action that would 
penalize them for failure to meet minimum energy efficiency 
targets.(5)

 Currently California utilities are under a mandate to reach 20 
percent renewable energy by 2010. Although originally required 
to meet the 20 percent renewable energy target by 2017 (the Cali-
fornia Renewable Portfolio Standard of 2002), the pace was ac-
celerated to 20 percent by 2010 under AB 107, adopted in 2006. 
However, instead of increasing its pace, the reality is that California 
went from 11 percent renewable energy in 2002 to 10.9 percent at 
the end of 2006. Renewable energy projects do not generate sig-
nificant revenue for the utilities. As a result, through arcane tariff 
procedures and cost-benefit requirements known only to the utili-
ties themselves, many otherwise viable renewable energy projects 
have had contract terms ratcheted so tightly that the energy pro-
viders have had to walk away from the contracts. The net result 
has been no forward progress in the expansion of renewable energy 
generation in California.(6,7)

 The California Energy Commission is now advocating a feed-in 
requirement for renewable generation. This would require the utili-
ties to buy all renewable energy offered and at a rate which would 
make renewable energy projects financially viable. This tactic was 
used with great success to launch California into world leadership 
in renewable energy in the 1980s. It is now being used with great 
success in Europe to rapidly expand the development of renewable 
energy projects there.(8)

Overemphasis on new transmission – a legacy  
of deregulation 
 Behind the vision of deregulated energy markets in the 1990s 
was the presumption that transmission “superhighways” across the 
country would allow consumers to enjoy the benefits of the lowest 
cost energy available regardless of the physical point of generation. 
However, recent Department of Energy data indicates that the cost 

of power in states which embraced deregu-
lation has risen faster than in states that re-
tained traditional rate regulation.(9)

 one deregulation feature was to elimi-
nate transmission barriers and allow users to 
seek out the lowest price electricity provid-
er anywhere in the region or country. That  
reasoning is as obsolete in an era that puts 
a high value on energy security and GHG  
reduction. A power plant located in San Di-
ego is inherently less vulnerable and thus 
more reliable to San Diegans than the same 
plant located hundreds of miles away in Baja 
California, Arizona, or New Mexico. 
 Modern natural gas-fired power plants, 
known as combined cycle plants, emit less 
than one-half the Co2 per megawatt-hour 
of electricity than a conventional coal-fired 
power plant. yet they’re not the utilities pre-
ferred generating plant because of the cur-
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rent high cost of natural gas. In fact, the aging coal-fired power 
plants are producing the lowest-cost electricity in the U.S. because 
the social and environmental costs are not in the equation. Califor-
nia’s utilities are now prohibited by the California Public Utilities 
Commission from entering into long-term contracts with power 
plants that have more GHG emissions than that of a natural gas 
fired combined cycle power plant. As a result, much of the low-
cost power that the new transmission “highways” were intended to 
reach under deregulation is now off-limits.

Renewable energy sites are available near existing  
transmission lines
 Two areas in southern California being considered as sites 
for additional renewable energy development are particularly fa-
vored because of existing transmission infrastructure: 6,000 MW 
of concentrating solar generation in the Victorville-Kramer Junc-
tion-Barstow region, and 2,000 MW of geothermal power on the 
southern shore of the Salton Sea.(10,11) High voltage transmission 
systems already in existence are largely adequate to move the elec-
trical power expected from development in these two areas. The 
proposed Mojave Solar Development Zone, along highways in the 
Victorville-Kramer Junction-Barstow region, is shown in the figure 
to the left. The Salton Sea geothermal area is also shown in the 
figure above. 
 These two desert areas are being evaluated as part of the Cali-
fornia Energy Commission’s Renewable Energy Transmission Initia-
tive (RETI).(12) The Sierra Club is an official stakeholder in the RETI 
process. The California Energy Commission is the state agency re-
sponsible for issuing permits for renewable energy facilities with 
a capacity of 50 MW or more of power. To the extent that renew-
able energy production in the desert is directed toward these areas, 
two significant objectives would be achieved: 1) minimization of 
the amount of new transmission infrastructure necessary, and 2) 
avoidance of a land stampede for other desert renewable energy 
sites with less favorable characteristics. “Less favorable” in this 
context could mean a lower resource strength, such as less wind or 

less solar insolation, the need to build new transmis-
sion, environmental issues such as endangered spe-
cies protection, and conflicts over land use. 

Maximize local power generation to free  
existing transmission for renewable energy 
 As previously mentioned, the Energy Action Plan 
calls for maximum energy efficiency first, followed by 
renewable energy sources. Renewable energy can be 
generated locally using photovoltaic arrays with al-
most no environmental controversy and no need for 
additional transmission. Generating large amounts of 
photovoltaic energy locally would automatically re-
duce the need to import energy. The Plan also priori-
tizes local natural gas-fired combined heat and pow-
er plants over local large power plants. The reason is 
the higher efficiency and lower GHG emissions of the 
combined heat and power projects. These local pow-
er options reduce the demand on existing transmis-
sion lines and makes capacity on those lines available 
to carry renewable energy from remote locations. 
 Working with the utilities to ensure they follow 
the spirit and letter of the Energy Action Plan is criti-

cal to efficiently incorporating remote renewable energy resources 
with a minimum of new transmission line construction. A utility 
has a strong financial incentive to promote the development of new 
transmission solely because, as noted previously, these new lines 
add to the utilities’ revenue stream. However, the point of devel-
oping renewable energy resources is to displace the conventional 
power currently being used, not simply to supplement that conven-
tional power. 
 The renewable energy should be flowing on existing transmis-
sion lines as it displaces conventional power on those lines, not 
flowing on new power lines adjacent to the existing lines. The con-
ventional utility impulse to put more steel-in-the-ground solely to 
increase its revenue stream must not be allowed to trump the wise 
use of existing transmission lines to minimize the impact of renew-
able energy development in the desert Southwest. 
 
Bill Powers is an expert on regional power provision. He has authored 
numerous technical reports on a variety of energy-related topics. He is 
known for analysis, project management, planning, and monitoring 
of energy projects in the U.S. and Latin America. He has served as 
the U.S. co-chair of the San Diego-Tijuana EPA/SEMARNAT Border 
2012 Air Work Group, a federal initiative which develops programs 
to reduce air pollution along the international border.

References:
Energy Action Plan: California Energy Commission/California Energy  

Commission, Energy Action Plan II – Implementation Roadmap for Energy 

Policies, September 21, 2005. http://www.energy.ca.gov/energy_action_

plan/2005-09-21_EAP2_FINAL.PDF 

RETI website: California Energy Commission, Renewable Energy Transmis-

sion Initiative website: http://www.energy.ca.gov/reti/background.html

Other material that is footnoted in this article can be found in the on-line 

edition of the Desert Report. (www.desertreport.org) These references are 

available by clicking on the “Letters” button.
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Boundary of 
shallow  
thermal 
anomaly

Quaternary
rhyolite

1.
TOTAL RESOURCE:

PROVEN, PLUS 

POTENTIAL TO 

PROBABLE:

2330 MWe

2.
PRODUCING:

335 MWe

3.
PROVEN:

900 MWe

Salton Geothermal Development Area. 1. Beneath shallow thermal anomaly.  
2. Five parcels within proven sector. 3. Sector endorsed by open-dashed line.
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The New California Gold Rush
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Conservancy, brokered a historic real estate transaction with Catel-
lus, now known as the Catellus Land Purchase. TWC had the vision 
to understand the magnitude of this acquisition and the resources 
to complete the vision. The original acquisition from Catellus was 
14,000 acres within JTNP but was followed by a second negotiation 
of an additional 430,000 acres in the Mojave Desert, principally in 
and around the Mojave National Preserve. The transaction, which 
required a partnership between the Department of the Interior and 
TWC and pooled funds from private donations and public funds, 
would be the largest nonprofit land acquisition in U.S. history. The 
Wildlands Conservancy gifted over $45 million; and U.S. Senator 
Dianne Feinstein secured $18 million from the Land and Water 
Conservation Funds (LWCF); and together 625,000 acres, nearly 
1,000 square miles, were purchased. The lands were in turn gifted 
to the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and the National Park 
Service. In addition to brokering the deal and providing funds from 
private donations, TWC completed the due diligence requirements 
and undertook the largest landscape cleanup and restoration in the 
California desert.
 The intent of TWC, Congress, and the President, when autho-
rizing the use of LWCF monies for the acquisition of the Catellus 
lands was to “preserve and protect these lands from development and 
to allow their continued use for recreational, parkland, wilderness, 
and habitat protection purposes.”

A legacy undone
 The Catellus Land Purchase was a major victory for con-
servation and recreation in the Mojave Desert and was a legacy  
project for Senator Feinstein and TWC. Today this 1,000 square mile  
project, as well as thousands of acres of other sensitive conserva-
tion lands, is being threatened by the West’s headlong rush to jump 
onto the renewable energy development train. The federal Energy 
Policy Act of 2005 and the State of California’s Senate Bill 1078 
have set ambitious renewable energy goals for the United States 
and California to reduce green house gas emissions and diversify 
energy portfolios. Most agree the goals are laudable and attain-
able, but the question arises as to the price and who will bear the 
brunt of it. 
 In what some are calling the “New California Gold Rush,” the 
Mojave Desert seems to be slated for sacrifice as dozens of energy 
companies scramble to cash in. The BLM has received more than 
120 applications since 2006 totaling more than 600,000 acres for 
wind and solar plants in the Mojave Desert. Although not all of 
those projects will go to term, desert residents, recreation users, 
city and county governments, and conservationists are alarmed at 
the scale of development and impact of these proposed projects 
within previously open space and undisturbed lands. Furthermore, 
there is no cumulative analysis to ascertain the impacts on the  
Mojave Desert or to establish a plan that is both long term and 
region wide.
 There is talk of a regional Environmental Impact Statement 
(EIS) but there is no actual evidence of one taking shape any time 
soon. According to the BLM, all new facilities and projects will  
require an EIS for each individual project, but if there is no overall 

plan in place before these requests are reviewed, there is no as-
surance that cumulative impacts will be adequately addressed. To 
ensure that future generations have the opportunity to enjoy the en-
vironmental protection and recreation provided by the 1994 CDPA 
and The Catellus Land Purchase, regional assessment should be 
completed before any applications for development or rights of way 
are issued on public lands in the Mojave Desert. Such an assess-
ment would address factors not being examined on the individual 
projects such as:
• Energy demands from water production and treatment
•  Depletion of aquifers and/or emissions from non-green energy 

when augmenting green energy plants
•  Effects on local and regional climates when nearly a million acres 

of vegetation is removed
• Impacts on connectivity and wildlife migration 

 The point is that a greenhouse reduction isn’t real until all im-
pacts are considered. While it is well publicized that the Mojave has 
great solar and wind resources, this is also true for the entire south-
west–even the urban areas like Los Angeles. Energy development 
and exploitation should be explored and utilized in urban areas and 
along existing energy corridors before dividing up our last great 
frontier. 

 California now faces a difficult future. It is essential that our 
energy needs must be increasingly met from renewable sources. 
This mandate will undoubtedly require some sacrifices. However, 
in moving forward we must not be so rushed that we neglect the 
broad consequences of seemingly isolated actions. of equal impor-
tance we must not forget the history of land purchases and protec-
tions that have been our legacy. These investments were made for 
the benefit of future generations. They represent a line that can only 
be crossed at great peril. 

April Sall is a third generation resident in the Mojave Desert. She 
worked with the Department of Natural Resources for the National 
Park Service before accepting a position with The Wildlands Conser-
vancy. She is currently manager for the Mission Creek and Pioneer-
town Mountains Preserves (formerly the Pipes Canyon Preserve).

In what some are calling the  
“New California Gold Rush,” the Mojave 

Desert seems to be slated for sacrifice  
as dozens of energy companies scramble to 
cash in. The BLM has received more than 

120 applications since 2006.
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Regulations on Dumping of Sewage Need to  
Include Enclosure
The Mojave Desert Air Quality Management District (AQMD) 
is working on rules and regulations for open-air composting 
of industrial sewage sludge in the Mojave Desert Air Basin. 
Sludge is mixed with greenwaste and other wastes, stirred, 
and mixed in the open desert. This process emits many tons of 
volatile organic compounds (VOCs), greenhouse gases, dust, 
invasive non-native plant seeds, and other byproducts, and 
yet there are currently no rules regulating its conduct. Air Dis-
tricts north and south of the Mojave Desert require enclosure 
and capture of industrial scale sludge composting. Although 
the Mojave Desert AQMD includes all of San Bernardino as well 
as parts of LA, Kern and Riverside Counties, its Staff does not 
want to require enclosure. 
 Without regulations to safeguard this process, the Mojave 
Desert will become the magnet for all sewage sludge gener-
ated in nearby counties. It will become the cheapest area in 
which to dispose of this material. This is a very profitable busi-
ness. Enclosure and capture are cost effective, practical, and 
affordable. The environment and people of the desert regions 
deserve protection from the waste of the more populated ar-
eas. For more information and ways to influence the future of 
our desert, go to www.helphinkley.org.

Desert Cleanup in Surprise Canyon
Although the future of Surprise Canyon in the Panamint Moun-
tains remains contentious, a large and varied group was in  
recent agreement concerning the need to remove trash and 
restore a historic camp at the mouth of the Canyon. On Febru-
ary 2 environmentalists, off-road enthusiasts, members of the 
Student Conservation Association, and BLM staff worked for a 
second time to clean the area and to remove trashed vehicles 
and other debris from the historic Chris Wicht camp. While a 
few remaining items will require a Hazmat team for removal, 
the project is otherwise complete. 

Carrizo Planning on Schedule
The Bureau of Land Management along with its partners, The 
Nature Conservancy and the California Department of Fish and 
Game, is continuing work on a comprehensive management 
plan for the Carrizo Plains National Monument. On February 
23 an outline of the preferred alternative was presented to the 
Monument Advisory Committee (MAC) and to the public at the 
Carrisa School in California Valley. The direction of the proposal 
was clearly toward conservation and protection of the unique 
features within the monument. Although details remain to be 
worked out and will certainly be debated, the outline appeared 
to be favorably received by a broad majority of those present. 
This was a welcome development in contrast to the acrimoni-
ous proceedings that accompanied a similar attempt to cre-
ate such a plan several years ago. Alternatives to the preferred  
alternatives are expected to be ready at a meeting of the MAC 
on June 28, and it is hoped that the completed draft of the 
document will be ready early in the autumn.

Nevada Water Update
The Southern Nevada Water Authority (SNWA) has applied to 
withdraw groundwater in Delamar, Dry Lake, and Cave Valleys 
and pump it to Las Vegas. Hearings before the Nevada State 
Water Engineer began on February 4, and will eventually lead 
to a ruling which will, or will not, allow the withdrawal. If the 
rulings on these applications follow recent precedent the State 
Engineer will provisionally grant some portion of each applica-
tion and order further studies, including pump tests.
 One of the key issues in this round of applications will be 
whether pumping will impact the large warm water springs in 
the Pahranagat Valley, which lies adjacent to Delamar Valley 
but at a lower elevation and hence down gradient. Conven-
tional wisdom suggests that since there is almost no natural 
discharge in Delamar or Dry Lake Valleys whatever water en-
ters the ground in those valleys must be emerging at some 
other, lower elevation location(s). The springs in the Pahrana-
gat Valley are the obvious, although not necessarily the cor-
rect, discharge points. This is the rationale for pump tests and 
a provisional ruling. It will probably be at least a decade before 
monitoring and production wells could be drilled, a pump test-
ing conducted, and a final ruling issued.

Public Participation in Desert Cahuilla Planning
The first comment period for the Desert Cahuilla/Truckhaven 
general planning process closed February 13, with conserva-
tion groups generating more than fifty letters asking State 
Parks to give this special desert area the highest protection 
possible – namely, by transferring it to Anza-Borrego Desert 
State Park. Still, the conservation groups remain distrustful of 
the process, since it is being driven by the OHV Division of 
State Parks and does not include the more conservation-ori-
ented Colorado Desert District of State Parks. Such a fair and 

Continued on page 13Trash from Chris Wicht Camp
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MINING CONTAMINATION IN THE MOJAVE

We Pay For Our Past

A typical example of poor mining and milling practices can be 
found in the Rand District of the Mojave Desert. Here the com-
munities of Johannesburg, Randsburg, and Red Mountain, located 
140 miles north of Los Angeles along Hwy 395, are faced with 
problems left from the early years of nearby gold mining – arsenic 
contamination in blowing dust. To partially mitigate the problem, 
the Bureau of Land Management, which is responsible for public 
land in the area, is now in the process of stabilizing the old mines 
and tailings.
 Testing of the tailings in the Kelley Mine area, immediately 
south of Red Mountain, has found arsenic levels as high as 7500 
ppm, and from here tailings have migrated down washes toward 
Cuddeback Dry Lake. In these areas the background arsenic is 139 
ppm, and arsenic allowed in water is .03 ppm. Contamination of 
water is not a concern as there is no groundwater, although other 
heavy metals are present in the surface soil. Remediation at the 
Kelley site has so far consisted of moving about 30,000 cu. yds. of 

tailings back onto the pile, rebuilding the tailings dam, redirecting 
water flow off the tailings pile, and fencing and signing the pile to 
keep vehicles off and dust down. BLM estimates that full cleanup of 
this area would take 10-20 years and cost $120 million.
 A Remedial Inspection Feasibility Study will hopefully answer 
the question of whether the dust is actually harming people, but 
there are probably too few long term residents for any definitive 
answers. There have been no reports of any illness in people or 
animals due to the dust. The ecological effects of heavy metals on 
tortoises, chucker, etc. also need to be studied.
 The Kelley Mine does not represent an isolated problem. Near 
Randsburg, the yellow Aster mine has created similar problems 
– arsenic, heavy metals, and dust. Here an off-road Vehicle (oHV) 
route has been moved out of the contaminated area, and oHVs are 
being kept out to keep dust down. BLM has no money to do much 
more in any of the contaminated areas. Farther off, the Bureau of 
Land Management has initiated preliminary actions at the Cactus 
mine site near Soledad Mountain in eastern Kern County and at 
the Tropico mine site in the Rosamond District of Kern County.  
Although the contamination problems here originate largely on  
private lands, they are moving onto public. The presence of nearby 
inhabited areas increases the concern. 
 As worrisome as these discoveries are, in all probability they 
only represent the tip of an iceberg. Many thousands of abandoned 
mines are scattered across the California Deserts, and environmen-
tal concerns in mining are a relatively recent development. The BLM  
is to be commended for taking the steps that it has, and it needs 
both encouragement and help to deal with this troubling legacy 
from our past. 

Stan Haye is a long time Sierra Club member who lives in Ridgecrest. 
He is active in the Owens Peak Group and on issues such as ORVs, 
grazing, Wilderness, mining, and Death Valley.

Craig Deutsche is Publisher and Managing editor of Desert Report.

By STAN HAyE AND CRAIG DEUTSCHE
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Tailings at Red Mountain

For More Information
For additional information on these problems and reme-

diation efforts, contact the BLM Ridgecrest Field Office 

at 300 S. Richmond Rd. Ridgecrest, CA 93555, Phone: 

(760) 384-5400 or online at www.blm.gov/ca/st/en/fo/

ridgecrest.html
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open process, not prejudiced toward any final use for the area, 
was promised when the 4,000-acre Freeman Properties were 
acquired in 2006. 
 Meanwhile, conservationists are alarmed by the on-going 
and increasing destruction of the area’s resources, and the lack 
of appropriate management by Ocotillo Wells. Accordingly, the 
Desert Protective Council is once again asking State Parks for 
an interim vehicle closure of the 4,000-acre Freeman proper-
ties until the general plan is in place. Members of the public 
should write to State Parks Director Ruth Coleman and Califor-
nia Resources Secretary Mike Chrisman requesting that they 
do everything within their power to protect this special area of 
the California desert. Visit www.dpcinc.org/_cahuilla.shtml to 
learn how you can help.

Geothermal Leasing in Imperial County
On February 1, the Bureau of Land Management announced 
the availability of the Final EIS for the Truckhaven Geothermal 
leasing area, which encompasses approximately 14,731 acres 
of Federal land in western Imperial County, CA, north of State 
Route 78 and generally west and south of County Highway S-
22. The area is part of the California Desert Conservation Area. 
The main issues addressed in the Final EIS are geothermal re-
source leasing, recreation, and special status species. Three  
alternatives were analyzed in the Final EIS: (1) No action, which 
would not lease any geothermal resources; (2) leasing only 
lands with existing noncompetitive lease applications; and (3) 
the proposed action, which would offer all BLM managed lands 
within this area for lease, subject to certain stipulations and 
mitigation measures.
 The most likely foreseeable development scenario projects 
a potential for two 25-Megawatt geothermal power plants, 
with a total surface disturbance of 502.25 acres of the 14,731 
acres proposed for leasing. The FEIS can be viewed at Impe-
rial County EIS Web site: http://www.ca.blm.gov/elcentro. The 
BLM will issue a “Record of Decision” 30 days from the date 
of publication of this notice. For further information contact: 
John Dalton, Truckhaven Geothermal Leasing Area EIS Project 
Manager:(951) 691-5200, john_dalton@ca.blm.gov.

Eagle Mountain Landfill
The Eagle Mountain Landfill would be our nation’s biggest gar-
bage dump and destroy many of the values that Joshua Tree 
National Park was created to protect. Proposed on land that at 
one time was part of Joshua Tree National Monument, the proj-
ect would be surrounded on three sides by the national park’s 
designated wilderness. The landfill would receive 20,000 tons 
of garbage a day, operating 24 hours a day, seven days a week, 
for 117 years.
 Successful lawsuits halting the dump filed by the Center 
for Community Action & Environmental Justice (CCAEJ), Des-
ert Protection Society, Donna & Larry Charpied, and Nation-
al Parks Conservation Association, have been appealed. The 
National Parks Conservation Association is showing solidarity 
with CCAEJ, the Desert Protection Society, the Charpieds, and 
others as one of the sponsors of Rockin’ for Joshua Tree, a 

Continued FRoM page 11

grass-roots benefit to support the legal costs of this fight for 
the integrity of our desert. Rockin’ for Joshua Tree will be a 
weekend festival of music, auctions, and fun under the stars 
at Pappy & Harriet’s in Pioneertown, California. Please join us 
and help make this fundraiser a huge success. For more in-
formation, see www.rockinforjoshuatree.org, or contact Donna 
Charpied at donna.c@ccaej.org, or call (760) 574-1887.

Nevada’s Piece of the Grand Canyon Puzzle
The Gold Butte complex is located between the Lake Mead 
National Recreation Area and the Grand Canyon Parashant 
National Monument. It is recognized as an Area of Critical En-
vironmental Concern (ACEC) for sensitive species and increas-
ingly threatened cultural resources. Overlooked in the 2002 
Clark County bill, Gold Butte is now a destination for off road 
recreation. There is insufficient law enforcement and manage-
ment for the high number of visitors. The result is increasing 
off road damage, vandalism, theft of cultural resources, and 
degradation of habitat.
 National Conservation Area (NCA) designation is being 
sought to protect Gold Butte’s resources and bring the rural 
communities together in stewardship. NCA with Wilderness 
designation will provide a clear management plan, education, 
and encourage non-motorized recreation.
 The Friends of Gold Butte conducts meetings in Las Vegas 
and Mesquite and leads monthly service trips and hikes. The 
Nevada Wilderness Project also leads wilderness value hikes 
into Gold Butte’s backcountry and continues to work with the 
BLM on management issues. Please express your concern for 
Gold Butte to Nevada Congressional delegates Shelley Berkley 
and Jon Porter. More information is available at www.wildne-
vada.org or email nancy.hall@wildnevada.org.
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A

STEP BY STEP

How Modern Wilderness  
Proposals Are Crafted

As a result of the renewed interest in desert wilder-
ness shown by Representative Mary Bono (R-Palm 
Springs) and California Senator Barbara Boxer, 
coupled with the acquisition of tens of thousands 
of acres of former private lands that have never 
been considered for wilderness designation, Cali-
fornia wilderness advocates are working hard to 
research, survey and finalize desert wilderness 
proposals that can be shared with members of 
Congress and their staff. We hope that these wil-
derness proposals will be included in legislation in 
the coming years. 
 Getting wilderness bills passed is tough, even for the least 
controversial measures. But how are they put together in the first 
place? Here, in rough form, are the steps used by the California 
Wilderness Coalition (CWC) to develop wilderness proposals.

Step 1: Consider the Wilderness Act
 What is “wilderness?” The word may mean different things 
to different people, but for the purposes of identifying potential 
desert wilderness areas one should be most concerned with the 
definition provided by the Wilderness Act of 1964. 

 Section 2(c) of the Wilderness Act defines wilderness in the 
following terms:
 A wilderness, in contrast with those areas where man and his 
own works dominate the landscape, is hereby recognized as an area 
where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, 
where man himself is a visitor who does not remain. An area of wil-
derness is further defined to mean in this chapter an area of unde-
veloped Federal land retaining its primeval character and influence, 
without permanent improvements or human habitation, which is 
protected and managed so as to preserve its natural conditions and 

which (1) generally appears to have been affected 
primarily by the forces of nature, with the imprint 
of man’s work substantially unnoticeable; (2) has 
outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive 
and unconfined type of recreation; (3) has at least 
five thousand acres of land or is of sufficient size as 
to make practicable its preservation and use in an 
unimpaired condition; and (4) may also contain 
ecological, geological, or other features of scientific, 
educational, scenic, or historical value.
 Before exploring this definition further, we 

should correct one of the primary misunderstandings of the Wil-
derness Act—“untrammeled” does not mean that people are never 
present. All the word untrammeled implies is that a potential wil-
derness should not be managed in such a way that it is completely 
yoked to human desires like a cornfield or parking lot.
 As for the rest of the definition, here are the parts that we pay 
the most attention to as we put a wilderness proposal together:
•  The area is composed of federal lands. This does not mean that 

all of the acreage in a proposed wilderness must be federally-
managed, but it does mean that if Congress protects the area only 
the federal lands will be designated as wilderness. other lands 
within the wilderness boundary will become wilderness if they 
are acquired by a federal agency.

•  The area “generally appears to have been affected primarily by 
the forces of nature, with the imprint of man’s work substan-
tially unnoticeable….” Notice the latitude Congress provides in 
this sentence. Clearly, a potential wilderness does not have to be 
pristine. At what point is a somewhat damaged area still suitable 
for wilderness designation? There is no perfect answer. In fact, 
Congress can designate almost any place it wants as wilderness. 
However, the CWC uses the “Sacramento Bee test:” if we put a 
picture of our proposed wilderness on the front page of the Bee, 
is it so damaged that people will mock us and say, “They call that 
wilderness? Are they nuts?” 

•  The area “has outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primi-
tive and unconfined type of recreation.” The CWC has always 
taken the view that in this age when wild areas are disappearing 
quickly one can easily find opportunities for solitude or a primi-
tive and unconfined type of recreation in any area that is at least 
5,000 acres (7.8 square miles) in size. These areas are so increas-
ingly rare that they offer “outstanding” opportunities for solitude 
or a primitive and unconfined type of recreation simply by virtue 
of their roadless nature alone. 
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A potential wilderness does not have to be  
pristine. At what point is a somewhat  

damaged area still suitable for wilderness  
designation? There is no perfect answer.

14

By RyAN HENSoN

DESERT REPORT MARCH 2008



 Finally, note that designation of an area does not create wil-
derness; the designation serves to protect an area that already has 
wilderness characteristics so that it will remain as it is for future 
generations to value and enjoy.

Step 2: Draft the tentative boundaries of the potential 
new wilderness area
 With these definitions of wilderness in mind, CWC staff then 
draw the draft wilderness proposal on topographic maps with a 
pencil. We initially include minor roads and other vehicle routes at 
this stage, as well as old mines and other features that may or may 
not eventually be included in the proposed wilderness. Remember 
the Wilderness Act’s guideline about an area ideally being 5,000 
acres or larger in size. It is acceptable to create multi-unit poten-
tial wilderness areas in which you have two or more fairly large 
areas separated from one another by roads, powerlines or other 
developments.
 In the desert, we use BLM Desert Access Guides to help us 
determine the locations of roads and private lands. The use of two 
different maps is important given that—especially in the California 
desert—they will often contradict one another. 
 We usually exclude the following types of developments or 
other features from our wilderness proposals:
• Regularly-maintained or well-traveled roads;
• Active mines and their primary access roads; 
• Powerlines, gas pipelines and other utilities;
• Indian Reservations or Department of Defense lands;
•  Reservoirs (this does not include stock ponds or the artificial 

water-sources for wildlife known as “guzzlers”);
• operating railroads;
• Communication sites and their primary access roads; and
• Significantly developed private lands.
 All of these features can—and have—been included in wilder-
ness proposals, but they should be exceptions rather than the rule. 
It is only rarely that designation reduces legal vehicle access to an 
area beyond what was already the current practice.

Step 3: Carefully examine aerial photographs of the  
tentative wilderness boundaries
 Aerial photographs are an increasingly important tool for re-
fining potential wilderness boundaries. Areas that may appear too 
heavily disturbed on a map may look just fine from the air. Con-
versely, a blank spot on the map may be laced with roads and off-
road vehicle routes.
 The CWC uses high-resolution, color aerial photos to  
identify areas that require more investigation in the field and  
to eliminate areas from wilderness proposals that are very  
significantly disturbed.

Step 4: Field surveys
 Maps and aerial photographs can only reveal so much infor-
mation, and sometimes even that information can be distorted or 
misinterpreted. It is absolutely essential that conservationists sur-
vey the proposed wilderness boundaries in the field and carefully 
document what they find. 
 Surveyors have three primary goals: (1) Confirm that the ten-
tative boundaries are appropriate; (2) Adjust the boundaries as 
necessary, while recording the reasons for the adjustments; and (3) 
Take photos of the potential wilderness and its key features to help 
promote the idea of protecting the area.
 All vehicle routes, whether or not they can be driven, are care-
fully noted on the map of the potential wilderness. As with other 
disturbances, surveyors must decide whether or not to exclude the 
routes. Also, they note whether the routes have signs of recent ve-
hicle use and if the use appears to be light, moderate, or heavy.

Step 5: “The 50 questions”
 The second to last step involves researching what the CWC 
calls “the 50 questions.” While the exact number and nature of the 
questions varies from area to area, the intent remains the same: to 
know more about a potential wilderness area than the people who 
will oppose designating the area as wilderness, and to even know 
more about it than the federal officials who manage it. 
 Here are some of the issues that the CWC and its volunteers 
research for potential wilderness areas in the California desert:
• Does the area contain authorized oRV routes?
•  Does the area contain communication sites such as radio towers?
• Are there any grazing leases in the area?
•  Are there any grazing-related structures such as fences or water 

troughs? How does the rancher currently maintain these struc-
tures? (Grazing rights which exited before wilderness designa-
tion are nearly always continued.)

• What are the area’s ecological and social values?
•  Does the area contain any mining claims? If so, who has them 

and what are they for? (Mining claims which existed before des-
ignation remain valid.)

•  Does the area receive any mountain bike use? How popular is it 
with cyclists?

• What Native American concerns are there, if any?
•  Are any development projects currently proposed in the area? If 

so, what are they? 
• Are there any utility rights-of-way?
•  Are there any wildlife management issues such as non-native ani-

mals or endangered species that require special attention from 
government agencies?
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Top Left: One of many. Above: Proposed Wilderness – Does this 
pass the Sacramento Bee test? Continued on page 17
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NO EASY ANSWERS

Bird Guzzlers In Wilderness 

L
Last october, a group of Sierra Club volunteers 
installed ramps in bird guzzlers in the El Paso 
Wilderness Area so that desert tortoise would 
not become trapped in the catch basins. These 
upgrades were a result of the West Mojave Plan 
(WEMo) Amendment to the 1980 California Des-
ert Conservation Area (CDCA) Plan, completed in 
2005, which stipulated that tortoise ramps must 
be installed at all guzzlers located in tortoise habi-
tat. The California Department of Fish and Game 
(CDFG), which has jurisdiction over endangered 
species, wanted to drive into the wilderness area to accomplish the 
change out. So, in addition to helping out the tortoise by installing 
new ramps, we were going to demonstrate to Fish and Game that 
the work could be done with hand tools packed in on foot.
 CDFG and Quail Unlimited, the volunteer organization that in-
stalled the guzzlers, would like to use motorized vehicles to both repair 
and resupply them with water in drought years. The Bureau of Land  
Management (BLM), which manages this wilderness area, has sev-
eral objections to this. The Wilderness Act specifically prohibits 
the use of motor vehicles or temporary roads, or the presence of 
permanent roads, structures, or manmade installations inside of 
any wilderness area (Section 4(c)). Customarily, exceptions to this 
injunction which exist for grazing, wildlife management, insects, 
fire, disease, and law enforcement activities are used sparingly and 
only when absolutely necessary. During droughts resupplying the 
guzzlers might require driving to a guzzler as many as two times 
a year. This is well above the normal frequency generally allowed 
in other cases. Frequently used vehicle tracks within wilderness 
do not disappear over time; they endure and encourage off-road 
vehicle trespass.
 off-road vehicle (oHV) trespass is a chronic problem in the El 
Paso Mountains Wilderness. This area, located north of Red Rock 
State Park and south of Ridgecrest, is distinguished by an abun-
dance of cultural sites, as evident from the fact that a portion is 
included in the Last Chance Archaeological District and it is addi-
tionally listed on the National Register of Historic Places. It is also, 
unfortunately, located close to a very popular oHV area. Three 
years ago a group of volunteers worked to close off one of these  
illegal routes, using barricades and vertical mulching to disguise the 
route and discourage use. It didn’t work. The tracks of vehicles going 
around the barriers and over the vertical mulching are clearly visible 
from the Red Rock – Inyokern Road that forms the western border of 
the wilderness. other illegal routes exist within the El Paso Wilder-

ness which are seldom used. If vehicle entry were  
allowed for the purpose of servicing guzzlers, this 
would very probably encourage others to follow 
and would make the illegal routes visible and  
accessible. There are nine guzzlers within this  
wilderness area alone. Fish & Game has proposed 
to drive into each by a different route.
     Bird guzzlers are constructed out of concrete 
or blacktop, formed and graded so that rainwater 
flows into a catch basin. The basin is covered with 
corrugated iron to slow evaporation and then with 

brush to cool and disguise it and to provide cover for visiting birds. 
Vertical bolts are installed at the basin entry to hold up the cover 
and keep out predators and adult tortoises. For the guzzlers outside 
of wilderness, Quail Unlimited has upgraded the materials, first 
pouring on new cement and then covering that with non-absorbent, 
UV-resistant material so that all the water is directed into the basin. 
They would like to upgrade the ones located in wilderness also.
 The most immediate concern of the Bureau of Land  
Management and the CDFG was that the original construction of 
the basins did not provide an escape for baby tortoises, which can 
slip between the vertical bolts and become stuck on the slippery  
basin surface. our group’s task was to take out the old ramps and  
install new ones, supplied by Quail Unlimited, that would reach to  
the bottom of the basins so tortoises could get out regardless of the 
water level.
 on the hike to the first guzzler we passed two cultural sites:  
areas that had been used for many years by Native Americans for 

A Matter of Words

The El Paso Wilderness was established by the 1994 Des-

ert Protection Act, which states “Management activities to 

maintain or restore fish and wildlife populations and the 

habitats to support such populations may be carried out 

within wilderness areas designated by this title and shall 

include the use of motorized vehicles by the appropriate 

State agencies.” (italics added for emphasis). The Califor-

nia Department of Fish and Game interprets this state-

ment as permission to use motorized equipment anytime 

they want to; the Bureau of Land Management interprets it 

as a conditional statement and that such use requires the 

permission of the agency governing the wilderness area. 
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tool making, camping, and grinding foodstuffs. At the first guzzler 
the whole group learned how to change out the ramps, pulling 
out the old bolts, constructing a new ramp and then determin-
ing where to put the holes so that the bolts would pass through 
the ramps and secure them in place. In the afternoon, the group 
split up and worked two different sites. We installed ramps in three  
guzzlers that weekend, proving that the upgrades could be done 
with tools that one could carry to the sites.
 Many of the guzzlers inside wilderness are not fully functional 
and were not fully functional at the time of passage of the Cali-
fornia Desert Protection Act in 1994. Most were installed in the 
1960s, 1970s, and 1980s with little or no environmental review. 
The folks at Quail Unlimited and Fish and Game would like to  
upgrade all existing guzzlers and keep all of them supplied with 
water. The main beneficiaries of the water would be the non-
native chucker. (Quail, having evolved in the desert, will move 
and can go for longer periods of time without water.) Although 
the wording of the Desert Protection Act has been the subject of  
continuing controversy, (see sidebar at left) it would seem that  
routine use of motor vehicles and mechanized equipment inside 
wilderness areas to benefit a non-native species would be a viola-
tion of the spirit of the document.
  In January, five more guzzler sites were retrofitted by volun-
teer groups from both the Sierra Club and Desert Survivors. Plans 
are proceeding to change out the ramp at the remaining site in 
wilderness. When the work is done, it will have been accomplished 
with hand tools carried to the sites. The guzzlers will then no  
longer pose a threat to little tortoises and the Department of Fish 
and Game will have one less reason to use motorized equipment 
in wilderness. 

Kate Allen is Outing Chair for the CNRCC Desert Committee,  
leader of service outings for this group, and Outings Editor for the 
Desert Report.

Wilderness Proposals
Continued FRoM page 15

 other issues that we research range from illicit activity 
(drug production or illegal dumping) to the presence of historic 
structures.

Step 6: Crafting the proposal
 With the information from the maps, aerial photographs, field 
surveys and other research CWC staff and volunteers can then put 
together a tentative wilderness proposal for an area. We strive to 
provide Congressional staff with a highly-informative but succinct 
document laced with compelling photographs and descriptions of 
the area’s values. We have always taken the approach of honest-
ly describing areas “warts and all.” For example, if an area has a  
potential liability, we describe the problem but simultaneously  
explain how we can overcome it with a boundary adjustment, a 
special provision in the wilderness bill (if one is introduced) or in 
some other fashion. 
 With any luck, a member of the House or Senate will agree 
to introduce legislation to designate the area we have been  
researching. Then the really hard work begins of building public 
support for the area, countering protests from wilderness  
opponents, addressing the innumerable issues that may come up  
that we did not uncover in our research, helping your legislative 
champions prepare for committee hearings, dealing with the media 
and countless other challenges. In the end, when we are rewarded 
with a protected landscape, it makes it all worthwhile.  

Ryan Henson is the Policy Director for the California Wilderness Coali-
tion. He has worked for the CWC since 1994. He lives and works in 
Redding, California.

Wilderness Volunteers

Help is critical in every step leading to wilderness designa-

tion, especially in the California deserts where there are 

so many knowledgeable and committed activists. If you 

would like to help put wilderness proposals together and, 

once they are in legislation, help move them through Con-

gress, please contact:

Monica Argandoña

Desert Program Director

California Wilderness Coalition

Cell: 951-205-6004

Email: margandona@calwild.org
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Left: El Paso Wilderness – a protected artifact 
Above: Repairing a water source for birds in El Paso Wilderness
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REFRAMING THE DEBATE IN THE 21ST CENTURY

Wilderness Or Zoos?
The December 2007 issue of Desert Report includ-
ed an article by Dr. John Wehausen in support of 
constructing guzzlers in Wilderness to augment 
desert bighorn sheep populations. Dr. Wehausen is 
an expert on bighorn sheep and has dedicated his 
career to their recovery. He argues that guzzlers 
are needed to ensure bighorn persistence and to 
help maintain their genetic diversity. Researchers 
are not unanimous in this assessment. (see sidebar 
“Are the Benefits of Guzzlers Understood?”) But 
of more pressing concern was what Dr. Wehausen 
had to say about Wilderness.
 Dr. Wehausen’s thesis is that Wilderness must 
be viewed and managed in a “larger conservation 
context.” His perspective – the biodiversity crisis 
is so severe and urgent, especially due to climate 
change, that we cannot waste time or heed the 
“selfish” protests of Wilderness advocates – is in-
creasingly common in public discourse. (see side-
bar “Should We Intervene in Natural Processes?”) 
As such, his commentary provides a great opportunity for debate. 
 on close examination, Dr. Wehausen’s “larger conservation 
context” is, in fact, a rather narrow perspective on biodiversity 
conservation and Wilderness. He advocates manipulating desert 
ecosystems and processes for the benefit of a single charismatic 
species. He dismisses trying to solve the ultimate cause of bighorn 
peril – habitat fragmentation and barriers to migration – because 
it is very expensive. He makes no mention of many potential unin-
tended consequences from constructing and maintaining guzzlers. 
These include impacts to endemic species, inviting and promot-
ing otherwise absent predators, risks of drowning and disease 
from the guzzlers themselves, and encouraging vehicle trespass 
and habitat degradation. He also fails to consider the implications 
for the entire Wilderness Preservation System from the precedent 
of compromising the integrity of any particular Wilderness area.  
Finally, there is no mention that the California Department of Fish  
and Game (CDFG) continues to permit trophy hunting of desert 
bighorn rams.
    Even absent such a discussion, Dr. Wehausen’s perspective pro-
ceeds from a particular frame that conservationists should resist. We 
are presented with the conundrum either to manipulate Wilderness 
and other public lands, or sit back and watch the demise of cherished 

species. But this is a false dilemma that sidesteps 
the fundamental activities of our society and cul-
ture that imperiled biodiversity in the first place. By 
buying into this frame, we tacitly accept that these 
activities will continue and condone a “band-aid”  
approach to biodiversity conservation, an ap-
proach which is neither sustainable nor likely to 
prove effective.
     The paradigm of active intervention advo-
cated in the context of climate change is simply 
new dressing on the antiquated notion that hu-
mans can and should control the natural world. 
It is grounded in a philosophy that humans stand 
apart from nature, and should seek to mould and 
reshape it as we see fit. yet, examples of disastrous 
unintended consequences from the well-inten-
tioned manipulation of ecosystems abound in our 
modern world. 
     When we consider applying the band-aid of 
guzzlers to desert bighorn conservation, we should 

acknowledge that it is impossible to predict the consequences, in-
cluding the intended ones, with any degree of certainty. Nature is 
simply too complex. We are not even capable of monitoring all of 
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Are the Benefits of Guzzlers Understood?

 “From a scientific standpoint lingering questions remain 

concerning the ultimate benefits of catchments to wildlife 

populations. Although useful tools for meeting manage-

ment objectives, catchments have not always yielded the 

expected benefits. Most importantly, our understanding of 

the effects of water developments on population perfor-

mance (i.e., reproduction, recruitment, and survival) rests 

largely on anecdotal observations and a few correlative 

studies. The need for long-term, experimental studies has 

been previously articulated, but such studies have yet to 

be undertaken, largely because of daunting logistical and 

other challenges.” (Krausman et al 2006).

Krausman, P.R., S.S. Rosenstock, and J.W. Cain III. 2006. 

Developed waters for wildlife: science, perception, values, 

and controversy. Wildlife Society Bulletin 34(3): 563-569.

Above: Must we interfere to save species?
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the potential organisms and ecosystem processes that might be  
affected with available knowledge, tools, and resources. Thus, once 
we ask questions about ripple effects to ecological communities as 
a whole or about cumulative effects across a landscape, we cannot 
answer them. 
 Wilderness serves many purposes. It provides important habi-
tat for wildlife sensitive to human disturbance. It provides clean 
air and clean water in a world where both are increasingly rare. It 
affords humans a necessary respite from our increasingly harried, 
commercialized, and mechanized lives. Wilderness also offers in-
calculable scientific benefits; opportunities to study and learn how 
uncontrolled nature responds to ever-changing conditions and nat-
ural forces. Researcher Robert Lucas put it this way: “If ecological 
processes operate essentially uncontrolled within the wilderness 
frame of reference, the results, whatever they might be, are desir-
able by definition. The object is not to stop change, nor to recreate 
conditions as of some arbitrary historical date. The object is to let 
nature ‘roll the dice’ and accept what results with interest and sci-
entific curiosity.”
 Even if we could agree that preserving a “natural” state is a de-
sirable and acceptable approach to wilderness stewardship, the ef-
fort would be fraught with problems. For starters, it is exceedingly 
difficult, if not impossible, to establish a natural reference point. 
Second, nothing in nature ever stays the same, so desired condi-
tions may shift and require new management direction. Third, 

decision-making within the federal land management agencies is 
spread through hundreds of individual local managers. As a result, 
hundreds, if not thousands, of projects would be implemented, 
each reflecting the personal bias of the individual manager. All of 
this is likely to yield wilderness that is neither natural nor wild.
 Dr. Wehausen does take a somewhat measured stance by  
advocating careful analysis of guzzler proposals and encouraging 
outside input to identify issues and alternatives to consider. But the 
agencies mandated to do this have not shown this inclination. For 
example, the CDFG’s and the Bureau of Land Management’s pro-
posal for a new guzzler in the Sheephole Valley Wilderness has to 
date come up far short on scientific, conservation, and procedural 
grounds. Without the vigilance and dedication of several conserva-
tion groups, this ill-advised project would have been constructed 
last Fall.
 Ultimately, a myopic view of wildlife and Wilderness can only 
serve to undermine the very goals that I, Dr. Wehausen, and other 
conservationists share. We all need to challenge the antiquated 
paradigm that casts us as zookeepers, rather than a part of nature 
ourselves. I am an engineer working to restore damaged aquat-
ic ecosystems. There are situations where active intervention to  

arrest the ravages of human abuses are warranted. But even then, 
the successful projects are those that seek to restore natural process 
function, such as river flooding, rather than those designed to build 
an idealized vision of a river with a particular size and shape con-
venient to human purposes. 
 Let the bureaucrats and business-as-usual politicians suggest 
that we compromise fundamental principles of sustainability in fa-
vor of easier, seemingly practical solutions that allow us to continue 
denying our real role in species extirpation. And let us, as conser-
vationists, educate them on the decisions they are really making, 
reframe the debate, and fight for sensible, lasting solutions. 

Jeffrey Kane has been a member of the Sierra Club since 1995 and 
chaired the San Francisco Bay Chapter Wilderness Committee from 
1999 to 2003. He has studied the ecology of streams in the Sierra 
Nevada and Great Basin and is currently concerned with impacts from 
commercial packstock use in wilderness areas of the Sierra Nevada. 

Suggestions for further reading are listed in the online edition of the 
Desert Report in the section headed “Letters.”

We are presented with the conundrum  
either to manipulate Wilderness and other 

public lands, or sit back and watch the  
demise of cherished species. But this is a 

false dilemma that sidesteps the fundamen-
tal activities of our society and culture...

Should We Intervene in 
Natural Processes?

The perspective that the effects of climate change on bio-

diversity require bold, previously unthinkable actions is in-

creasingly common in public discourse. High Country News 

(HCN) just published a feature article titled “Unnatural 

Preservation” that asks: should public-land managers be-

come gardeners and zookeepers? Authors M. Martin Smith 

and Fiona Gow list a large number of issues similar to those 

related to desert bighorn, and then ask, “Do we rush to 

rescue climate-imperiled species before it’s too late? Or do 

we let nature take its course, quietly watching the disap-

pearance of species that we have spent decades restoring 

and protecting?” Despite the wild impracticality of inter-

vening in any one of these issues, let alone all of them, they 

conclude: with global warming the hands-off approach is 

rapidly becoming “quaint and out-of-date.”

 The HCN article also quotes researchers who fear land 

managers may wreak havoc if they begin meddling with, 

rather than preserving, wild habitat. It also describes ini-

tiatives by the Nature Conservancy to buy land and eco-

logical easements to create north-south habitat-migration 

corridors. But they observe that doing this on any sort of 

meaningful scale would require making the preservation of 

biodiversity an expensive national priority. “And it would 

mean treating habitat-choking urban sprawl as even more 

of an environmental calamity than is currently recognized.” 

Fortunately, the Nature Conservancy and campaigns such 

as Patagonia’s “Freedom to Roam” (www.patagonia.com/

ftr) are taking on this challenge. 

 The HCN article contains many other observations and 

commentaries on these issues, and is well worth reading: 

http://www.hcn.org/servlets/hcn.Article?article_id=17481
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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 about 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 by e-mail, 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.
 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.)

GHOST TOWN EXTRAVAGANZA
March 15-16, Saturday-Sunday
Come with us to this spectacular desert landscape near 
Death Valley to explore the ruins of California’s colorful 
past. Camp at the historic ghost town of Ballarat (flush 
toilets & hot showers). On Sat, do a very challenging hike to 
ghost town Lookout City with expert Hal Fowler who will re-
gale us with tales of this wild west town. Later we’ll return to 
camp for Happy Hour, a potluck feast and campfire. On Sun, 
a quick visit to the infamous Riley townsite before heading 
home. Group size strictly limited. Send $8 per person (Sierra 
Club), 2 sase, H&W phones, email, rideshare info to Ldr: Lygeia 
Gerard, P.O. Box 294726, Phelan, CA 92329; (760) 868-2179. 
Co-ldr: Don Peterson (760) 375-8599. CNRCC/Desert Com
 
JOSHUA TREE NAT’L PARK DAY HIKE – LELA PEAK
March 15, Saturday
It should be a pretty time of year for this hike with a great view 
and an interesting drive to the parking place which is about 
nine miles south on the Geology Tour Road. I’m hoping for a 
wet winter and lots of beautiful plant life covering the moun-
tain. About a five mile hike. Bring your good boots, lunch and 
two quarts of water. Contact Ann and Al Murdy at aemurdy@
eee.org or call 76-366-2932 direct (no messages). San Gorgo-
nio Chapter-Tahquitz Group

EASTER AND EQUINOX IN THE CALIF. DESERT 
March 21-23, Friday-Sunday 
Join us on our annual wilderness service trip with the Nee-
dles BLM. We’ll work with wilderness staffer Mona Daniels on 
the south side of the Whipple Mountains, not far from Park-
er, to minimize vehicle trespass into the wilderness. Meet Fri 
morning at the BLM’s Needles office, then caravan south to 
our site in the Whipples. Car camp at the edge of wilderness.  

Work Fri. afternoon and Sat., then hike Sun. morning. Cen-
tral commissary ($12). For more details or to sign up con-
tact ldr: Vicky Hoover (415)977-5527, vicky.hoover@sierra-
club.org or Carol (760)245-8734, earthlingwiley@webtv.net.  
CNRCC Wilderness Com/San Gorgonio Chap-Mojave Group

BIRDS, FLOWERS, AND FENCES IN THE CARRIZO 
April 5-7, Saturday-Monday 
This is an opportunity to visit and assist an outstanding and 
relatively unknown national monument. On Sat., we will assist 
monument staff in the removal of fence wires to allow prong-
horn antelope freer access to the range. Sun. is reserved for 
sightseeing. The views from the Caliente Mountains are spec-
tacular; if rain has been sufficient there will be spring flowers; 
and the monument is known for the number and variety of rap-
tors. Those who can stay on Mon. will continue our work with 
the monument staff. Contact leader Craig Deutsche, 310-477-

6670, or deutsche@earthlink.net CNRCC Desert Com

BIRDS AND BEAT THE TAMARISK 
CARCAMP AND SERVICE TRIP
April 12-13, Saturday-Sunday
Help remove invasive salt cedar from the wetlands along 
the shore of Owens Lake at the base of the spectacu-
lar eastern Sierra Nevada scarp. We will work both days 

but there will be time to enjoy the birds and the attractions in 
nearby Lone Pine. Car camp at Diaz Lake (or stay in a close-by 
motel). Happy hour and potluck dinner on Saturday evening. 
Resource specialist Mike Prather. For more information and to 
sign up for trip contact leaders: Cal and Letty French, 14140 
Chimney Rock Road, Paso Robles, CA 93446. Prefer e-mail 
ccfrench@tcsn.net Santa Lucia Chap/CNRCC Desert Com

WIND WOLVES PRESERVE – TEJON PARK
April 12-13, Saturday-Sunday
Tejon Ranch, in the heart of Condor habitat in southwest 
Kern County, wants to create two new developments in the 
southern section of the ranchland. Come learn about the cam-
paign to create a new park in this area instead. Spend the  
weekend at Wind Wolves Preserve, which is in an environment 
very similar to Tejon. We will tour the proposed development 
areas and areas within Wind Wolves and learn about the fauna 
and flora from our naturalists. Saturday night potluck. Group 
size limited to 30. Esase/sase, phones, rideshare to Ldr: Kent 
Schwitkis, schwitkii@earthlink.net, 4514 Lenore St., Torrance, 
CA 90503, (310-540-5558). Naturalist/Co-Ldr: Sherry Ross. 
Angeles Chapter–Tejon-Tehachapi Park Task Force and others

NAVIGATION NOODLE IN THE  
MOJAVE NATIONAL PRESERVE
May 10-11, Saturday-Sunday
Join us for our fifth annual journey through this jewel of the 
Mojave now preserved, under the California Desert Protection 
Act, as a result of the efforts of Sierra Club activists and others. 
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An intermediate cross-country navigation day-hike workshop 
will be conducted out the Mid Hills Campground. Potluck and 
social on Saturday, and also for those arriving early on Friday. 
Send email (preferred), or sase, with your navigation experi-
ence to: Leader: Harry Freimanis, hfreimanis@ca.rr.com, 8041 
Redford Lane, La Palma CA 90623 (714) 236-9266. Assistant: 
Virgil Shields, vshields@alumni.caltech.edu, (818) 637-2542 
Angeles Chapter LTC, WTC and CNRCC Desert Committee

CARCAMP AND DAYHIKES IN THE  
PANAMINT MOUNTAINS
May 17-18, Saturday-Sunday 
Join us as we explore higher desert trails near Death Valley. 
The first day will be a hike (2550 feet gain, 7 miles RT) up 
Wildrose Peak, and the second will be a longer walk (2900 
feet gain, 13 miles RT) up Telescope peak. While it will be hot 
and hectic at lower elevations, we should enjoy quiet and long 
views. Carcamping may include the civilized amenities, and 
Saturday evening will be a potluck meal. Limit 12 participants. 
Leader: Craig Deutsche, deutsche@earthlink.net, or 310-477-
6670. CNRCC Desert Committee

LONE PINE LAKE 
May 17, Saturday 
Join us on a moderate but peppy-paced, 6 mi rt hike from 
Whitney Portal (8,360’) to spectacular Lone Pine Lake 
(9,980’). Bring 3 liters of water, lunch, lugsoles, choco-
late and 10 essentials. Group sized limited. To partici-
pate, RSVP to Karen 626-577-2039 or justread2@aol.
com. Provisional Ldr: Karen Muehlberger. Check-off Ldr: 
Lygeia Gerard. CNRCC/Desert Committee

ALABAMA HILLS, LONE PINE LAKE,  
& MANZANAR  
May 17-18,Saturday-Sunday
Join us at our beautiful creekside camp in the high desert 
near Lone Pine. On Sat, we’ll hike a moderate 6 mi rt, 1600’ 
gain from Whitney Portal to beautiful Lone Pine Lake, fol-
lowed by Happy Hour, a potluck feast and campfire. On Sun, 
we’ll caravan to Manzanar, the WWII Japanese internment 
camp to visit the museum with its moving tribute to the in-
ternees held there during the war. Group size strictly limited. 
Send $8 per person (Sierra Club), 2 SASE, H&W phones, 
email, rideshare info to Ldr: Lygeia Gerard, P.O. Box 294726, 
Phelan, CA 92329; (760) 868-2179. Provisional hike leader: 
Karen Muehlberger, phone: (626) 577-2039. CNCRR/ 
Desert Committee

MT MORIAH (12,067’) 
CENTRAL NEVADA BACKPACK
August 6-10, Wednesday-Sunday
Moderate, 24 miles rt, about 18 with backpacks. This little  
visited area on the north end of the Snake Range is about 
5 hours north of Las Vegas. We will start at Hendrys Creek  
trailhead (6000’), and hike for two days along the creek 
through pine, aspen and fir to 10,000’. Day hike on third day 
to the Table and the peak. Next two days going out, distance 
on the last day is short, to allow for travel time home. If there 
is an active thunderstorm pattern at Mt. Moriah, an alterna-
tive trip to the Toiyabe Range is planned. Group limited to 15.  
David Hardy (e-mail preferred) hardyhikers@embarqmail.com 
or (702-875-4549). 

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  
management of such activities. They are published only as a 
reader service because they may be of interest to the readers of  
this publication.

FUNDRAISER FOR FIGHT AGAINST THE EAGLE 
MOUNTAIN LANDFILL
April 19 & 20, Saturday-Sunday
Rockin’ for Joshua Tree: A weekend of music, auctions and 
fun under the stars at Pappy & Harriet’s in Pioneertown. 
Raise money to continue the fight against this garbage dump  
proposed for lands right next to Joshua Tree National Park. 
Contact Donna Charpied donna.c@ccaej.org or 760-574-1887. 

Ridgecrest BLM
For more information contact Marty Dickes: 760-384-5444, 
martha_dickes@ca.blm.gov

ARGUS RANGE SMALL TAMARISK REMOVAL 
March 24-28, Monday-Friday

Multi-day car camp with day hikes to canyons with small  
tamarisk infestations.

MARIJUANA FARM CLEANUP
April 10-11, Thursday-Friday 
Arrests were made and the contraband confiscated last 
summer. Help pick up and bundle the remaining mess of 
irrigation piping, camping gear and miscellaneous sup-

plies, so it can be transported out of the area.

PAIUTE CANYON INYO MOUNTAIN WILDERNESS 
BACKPACK AND TAMARISK REMOVAL
April 18-23, Friday-Wednesday
Long loop trip with a shuttle. Begin work near the USFS/BLM 
boundary and work our way downstream through this beauti-
ful slot-like canyon with good flowing water most of the way. 

Friends of the Nevada Wilderness
Call 775-324-7667 or e-mail info@nevadawilderness.org for 
more information or to sign up. Learn more about Friends at 
www.nevadawilderness.org. 

RAINBOW MOUNTAIN WILDERNESS
March 8, Saturday
Work with the Spring Mountain NRA to restore areas at  
Mountain Springs, in the Rainbow MountainWilderness, that 
have been impacted by off-road vehicles.

HIGH ROCK LAKE WILDERNESS
March 28-30, Friday-Sunday
Friends of Nevada Wilderness and volunteers will be working 
on a project in Fly Canyon with Friends of the Black Rock/High 
Rock, the Nevada Outdoor School, and the BLM.

DESERT REPORT MARCH 2008 21



JA
S

O
N

 H
A

S
H

M
I

T

SERVICE PERFORMED

A Gift For The 
Carrizo Plain Pronghorn

The bone-chilling wind drove right through sweats 
and polypro clothing as a dozen volunteers waited 
for a radio to direct our next move. We had stopped 
in a swale on the American ranch overlooking the 
vastness of the Carrizo Plain. Cal and Doug had 
driven ahead on the tenuous dirt road to try to 
find the closest approach to that elusive fence. I 
held that foreign object of a radio, which finally 
spoke, “Come on here.” Around the big curve and 
over the hill, there was the BLM truck.
  We grabbed wire cutters, universal fence 
tools, and post pullers and trudged up the ridge to that last section 
of fence. We needed to pull it down; we could see the animal trails 
along side it where it interfered with their migratory pattern. With 
the strong incentive to work hard to keep warm and the desire to 
destroy this fence, this amazing group of 14 volunteers took care 
of that section in less than 2 hours. Rolled up barbed wire and 
heavy T poles were left in neat piles about every 30 yards. Doug 
Wreden, our volunteer BLM resource person, stated that he would 
collect them with his ATV which saved us a lot of heavy carrying. 
As we finished lunch a shower came down from the black cloud 
overhead; we piled into the cars and left.
 What’s next? Doug had the job: a quarter mile of hog wire at 
the Washburn Center which he had needed out for a long time. 
Hog wire is nasty stuff. It’s a square mesh of heavy wire sunk about 
6 – 12 inches in the ground and deeply anchored to T-poles. our 
group set to work. Many of them had never seen hog wire and 
exclamations warmed the air at the difficulty of freeing it from the 
T-poles. Well, maybe half an hour later, we had that bottom half 
of the fence neatly rolled up and carried over to the maintance 

shack. In a few days it would be loaded onto a 
dump truck and taken to the steel recycling station 
in Taft.
     Got anything else, Doug? Sure. Back up the 
road 6 miles to the Sprague road. Here we took 
down the bottom 2 wires of maybe half a mile of 
fence. When that is done, the pronghorn neatly 
slip under the fence and barely break stride. Even-
tually, Doug will get a smooth wire laid along the 
stretch which will be 18 inches above the ground. 
That keeps the cattle (what cattle?) and the  

ATVers on the road. So, it’s now 3:45pm and Doug has run out of 
suggestions. We laid a few plans for Sunday. We’ll do one more sec-
tion that Doug has his eye on. Those who want to work can work; 
those who want to play can play.
 ouch, it was cold! We pulled up to our site in Selby camp, 
parked the camper so it shielded the campfire from the wind, and 
immediately started the campfire. Next came happy hour. When 
darkness fell, the wind died and the heat from discarded oak logs 
spread out to warm us. Lots of good food and good conversation 
along with some chocolate and libation sent everyone to bed tired 
and happy.
 Sunday dawned clear, sunny, and cold. We met Doug at the 
Visitors’ Center again and drove towards the American ranch. Here 
was a long stretch of fence just begging to be modified. We yanked 
the bottom wires off rapidly – cut the loop of holding wire or knock 
out the clip of the pole. old rotten wire and T-poles give up rath-
er easily. By now, the sun had warmth and we were ready to go. 
But….. Doug had run out of work! oK, time to play!
 Craig Deutsche led us on an easy walk to some very interest-
ing areas where we explored. one big rock was pockmarked with 
holes up the face overlooking the plain. We could clearly see 4 
raptors nests. All were empty this time of year. Underneath one I 
picked up owl pellets with intact little mice and kangaroo rat skulls. 
Fascinating. 
 Finally, it was time to leave. As we came down the road from 
Selby camp, there, close on our right beside Soda Lake road was a 
herd of about a dozen pronghorn. They were alertly watching us, 
and the faint breeze seemed to carry their message, “Thank you so 
very, very much.” 

Letty French has been a desert activist and Sierra Club member  
for many years. She was, at one time, Outings Chair for the  
Desert Committee.

By LoUISE “LETTy” FRENCH
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“Thank you so very, very much”
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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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