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	 “The	Mother	Road”	is	John	Steinbeck’s	name	
for	US	Highway	66.	 In	 the	1930s	and	early	 ‘40s	
it	 brought	 the	 Dust	 Bowl	 refugees	 from	 Middle	
America	to	the	hope	that	was	California.	The	best	
preserved	section	of	The	Mother	Road	runs	from	
Needles,	 California,	 to	 Ludlow,	 California.	 The	
Sierra	Club	California/Nevada	Desert	Committee	
has	voted	unanimously	to	support	creation	of	The	
Mother	Road	National	Monument	to	protect	this	
section	of	The	Mother	Road	and	its	vast	viewshed	and	resources.	
These	resources	include	the	wildlife	and	plant	corridors	connecting	
Joshua	Tree	National	Park	and	the	Mojave	National	Preserve.

Prior actions to protect
					Passage	of	the	California	Desert	Protection	Act	
of	1994	raised	the	protection	 levels	on	nine	mil-
lion	acres	of	the	California	Desert.	It	was	a	gigantic	
step	forward	in	protecting	the	desert.	It	upgraded	
national	monuments	to	national	parks,	Death	Val-
ley	and	Joshua	Tree.	It	created	the	1.6	million	acre	
Mojave	National	Preserve.	It	designated	National	
Park	 Wilderness,	 Bureau	 of	 Land	 Management	
(BLM)	Wilderness,	 and	even	Department	of	Fish	

and	Wildlife	Wilderness.	 It	was	huge.	The	designated	Wilderness	
included	Sheephole	Valley,	Cadiz	Dunes,	Old	Woman	Mountains,	
Trilobite,	and	Clipper	Mountains.	These	are	all	part	of	the	connec-
tion	between	Joshua	Tree	NP	and	Mojave	National	Preserve.
	 Inherently	it	failed	to	do	two	things.	The	parks	and	wilderness	
areas	had	large	inholdings	of	private	land	with	the	largest	being	the	
lands	owned	by	railroads.	These	were	lands	given	to	the	railroads	
by	Congress	in	the	1880s	to	subsidize	building	the	western	railroads	
–	alternate	sections	extending	to	25	miles	on	each	side	of	the	rail-
road.	 In	California	 these	 totaled	more	 than	800,000	acres.	These	
became	the	railroad	owned	Catellus	lands.
	 The	second	inherent	failure	was	an	inability	to	provide	any	sig-
nificant	protection	for	the	non-wilderness	lands	between	the	park	
and	the	designated	Wilderness.	Within	national	parks	the	lands	are	
protected	by	National	Park	Service	 regulations.	BLM	 lands,	 how-
ever,	are	administered	for	multiple	uses,	and	protection	is	only	one	
of	many	factors	involved	in	management	decision	making.

Overcoming the inholding failure
	 In	 the	years	1999	 through	2004	The	Wildlands	Conservancy	
optioned	and	began	the	purchase	of	much	of	the	Catellus	lands—
18,000	acres	interior	to	Joshua	Tree	National	Park,	85,000	acres	in-
terior	to	Mojave	National	Preserve,	210,000	acres	within	BLM	Wil-
derness,	and	other	BLM	lands	making	a	total	of	more	than	600,000	
acres.	These	purchases	were	made	with	more	than	$45	million	pri-

Continued on page 13
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DESERT COMMITTEE MEETING
The next Desert Committee meeting will be at Whitewater re-

serve on November 14 & 15. Pat Flanagan will be the chair. The 

following meeting will be in Shoshone, California, on February 

13 & 14. We especially encourage local citizens in the area to at-

tend, as many of the items on the agenda include local issues. 

E-mail Tom Budlong or call (310) 476-1731 to be put on the in-

vitation list.

C
Change	is	a	constant	in	our	lives,	and	the	Desert	Report	is	no	ex-
ception.	There	are	three	items	to	report	in	this	regard;	they	are	all	
important,	and	I	urge	you	to	look	at	all	three.

New format on the website
	 During	 the	 past	 two	 months	 many	 persons	 noticed	 that	 the	
Desert	 Report	 had	 disappeared	 from	 the	 web.	 The	 reasons	 were	
various,	but	the	result	happily	is	that	it	is	now	posted	again	at	the	
same	address:	www.desertreport.org.	The	format	has	changed,	but	
nearly	all	the	features	that	you	might	have	used	are	still	available.	
The	comprehensive	index	to	material	previously	published	is	now	
available	on	the	home	page,	but	for	a	time	yet	it	will	be	only	the	
most	recent	issues	that	are	actually	available	on	the	site.	Buttons	on	
the	home	page	will	access	 familiar	 topics:	Updates,	Outings,	and	
References.	A	new	button	is	labeled	“Meetings”	and	provides	infor-
mation	 about	 future	 gatherings	 of	 the	 CNRCC	 Desert	 Committee	
and	of	other	groups	that	may	be	of	interest.	Perhaps	the	most	in-
novative	addition	appears	with	the	button	labeled	“Books.”

Book suggestions on the website
	 I	have	had	many	conversations	with	a	wide	variety	of	persons	
about	desert	 reading	 that	 they	and	 I	have	enjoyed.	One	of	 these	
conversations	 led	 to	 the	 suggestion	 that	 the	Desert	Report	might	
post	reviews	of	books	that	would	be	of	general	interest.	Rather	than	
post	lengthy	reviews	it	seemed	more	useful	if	there	could	be	a	list	of	
desert	related	books	with	just	enough	information	about	each	that	
readers	could	decide	whether	they	were	interested	in	a	particular	
book.	This	would	be	more	than	a	list	but	less	than	an	encyclopedia.	
The	“Books”	page	is	now	an	experiment	underway.
	 Anyone	who	wishes	may	submit	a	short	description	of	a	book	
which	you	have	enjoyed	and	which	is	on	a	desert	related	subject.	
These	books	may	be	fiction,	non-fiction,	or	natural	history	guides.	
These	 may	 be	 classics	 that	 have	 been	 known	 for	 years,	 or	 they	
may	be	new	publications.	The	title	and	author	are,	of	course,	 re-
quired,	and	these	will	be	followed	by	one	or	two	paragraphs	(100-
200	words)	that	describe	the	book	and	might	 let	others	decide	 if	
they	are	interested.	These	entries	are	to	be	sent	to	our	new	“books	
editor,”	 John	 Wilkinson	 at	 johnfw1@mac.com.	 He	 will	 decide	 if	
the	 review	 ought	 to	 be	 posted	 immediately	 as	 written,	 modified	
somewhat	for	clarity	or	length,	or	rejected,	perhaps	on	the	grounds	
that	the	Amazon	River	is	really	not	appropriate	material	for	a	des-
ert	book	list.	His	decision	is	final;	please	do	not	abuse	him	if	you	
are	 not	 in	 agreement.	 This	 project	 is	 intended	 to	 be	 an	 ongoing		
exchange	among	readers.	Anyone	and	everyone	 is	encouraged	to		

The Desert Report Evolves
submit	your	favorites.
	 Each	printed	issue	of	the	Desert	Report	will	carry	a	simple	list	of	
those	books	which	have	been	posted	in	the	preceding	three	months.	
As	an	initial	entry	I	have	posted	two	of	my	favorites	as	examples	of	
what	might	be	done	and	as	suggestions	for	interested	readers.	On	
the	new	website	you	will	find:
	 Everett	Ruess,	Vagabond for Beauty
	 Ida	Meecham	Strobridge,	Sagebrush Trilogy

Money matters
	 Although	all	editorial	work	on	the	Desert	Report	is	done	by	vol-
unteers,	paper,	printing,	and	postage	are	expensive.	With	a	regular	
circulation	of	3000,	the	annual	budget	is	somewhat	over	$15,000.	
With	the	financial	stress	that	all	of	us	are	feeling,	and	with	its	re-
vised	structure,	 the	national	Sierra	Club	has	significantly	reduced	
its	support	of	the	Desert	Report.	We	are	looking	for	ways	to	reduce	
costs,	and	we	are	seeking	other	large	donors	who	might	help	cover	
expenses.	Beyond	this	we	are	looking	directly	to	readers	for	support.	
In	the	past	we	have	encouraged	modest	contributions.	We	are	now	
hoping	 that	a	 substantial	number	of	 readers	will	 choose	 to	make	
significant	donations;	these	are	truly	needed	to	meet	costs	and	keep	
the	 Desert	 Report	 in	 publication.	 You	 are	 encouraged	 to	 become	
a	sponsor	of	the	Desert	Report.	Unless	you	request	anonymity	the	
names	of	persons	donating	$100	(or	more)	will	be	listed	as	SPON-
SORS	in	the	March	issue	of	2010	and	in	alternate	issues	following.	
Checks	may	be	made	out	to	Sierra Club	with	a	notation	that	it	is	in	
support	of	the	CNRCC Desert Committee.	These	may	be	mailed	to:
	 Editor,	Desert	Report
	 2231	Kelton	Ave
	 Los	Angeles,	CA	90064

As	I	indicated	at	the	very	start	of	this	column,	change	is	always	with	
us.	I	hope	you	will	be	able	to	help	us	adjust	to	these	changes.	

BY	CRAIG	DEUTSCHE

View From The Editor
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Several months ago I received a package in the mail, a small handcrafted book of calligra-
phy and haiku. It was unsolicited and a gift in appreciation of the California deserts and 
the Desert Report. It is testimony to the effect which the open and arid landscapes have 
upon visitors from other places. Selections from the book appear below and will appear 
occasionally in future issues of the Desert Report. – Craig Deutsche, Editor
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CADIZ, INC. RETuRNS TO THE DESERT

Public Water For 
Private Profit

Three	press	releases	in	the	past	few	months	have	announced	the	
return	from	bankruptcy	of	Cadiz,	Inc,	with	their	same	old	plans	for	
pumping	fossil	groundwater	from	under	public	desert	lands.	They	
have	 learned	 that	greenwash	 is	needed	 to	hide	 the	dirt	on	 their	
image.	Desert	activists	have	learned	to	shudder	with	good	reason	
when	developers	 start	 saying	 those	keywords:	 sustainability,	 low	
impact,	 conservation,	 etc.	 Cadiz,	 Inc.	 is	 now	 quoting	 Governor	
Schwarzenegger	as	supporting	their	“conservation”	project.	Keith	
Brackpool,	their	CEO,	has	powerful	friends	and	is	looking	to	make	
money	both	from	selling	the	public’s	water	and	from	selling	stock	
to	investors	in	his	firm.	It	is	again	important	to	take	a	close	look	at	
Cadiz,	Inc.	The	facts	behind	their	proposal	are	stark:
•	 	Groundwater	Recharge	Level	=	USGS	Estimates	roughly	2,500	

acre	feet	per	year.	
•	 	Cadiz	Inc.	Planned	Groundwater	Removal	=	150,000	acre	feet	

per	year.
•			Planned	 Groundwater	 Deficit	 =	 Up	 to	 60	 times	 the	 recharge	

amount	each	year.
•	 	Total	Size	of	Groundwater	Aquifer	to	be	Pumped	=	1,300	square	

miles
•	 	Percent	 of	 land	 owned	 by	 public	 (Mojave	 Preserve	 and	 BLM	

lands)	=	98.5	percent
•	Percent	of	land	owned	by	Cadiz	1.5	percent
	 Ten	years	ago	Cadiz,	 Inc.,	a	 corporation	which	owns	a	 rela-
tively	small	patch	of	desert	land	in	eastern	San	Bernardino	County	
near	Bristol	Dry	Lake,	proposed	to	pump	
up	 to	150,000	acre	 feet	of	groundwater	
each	year	from	under	their	land	and	de-
liver	it	35	miles	south	via	a	new	canal	to	
the	Metropolitan	Water	District’s	(MWD)	
canal	bringing	water	 from	 the	Colorado	
River	to	Los	Angeles.	They	wanted	a	long	
term	contract	with	MWD	to	purchase	the	
water	and	funding	to	build	the	canal.	In	
addition,	 in	years	when	“surplus”	water	
existed	in	the	Colorado	River	some	of	it	
could	 be	 pumped	 back	 to	 Cadiz’s	 land	
and	then	stored	underground	for	later	re-
trieval	and	use	–	for	a	fee.
	 When	environmentalists	studied	the	
plan	and	the	staff	of	the	Mojave	Preserve	
reviewed	the	potential	impacts,	the	nega-
tive	impacts	of	the	project	became	abun-
dantly	clear.	In	addition	to	the	nearby	ef-
fects,	such	as	surface	subsidence	and	dry	
lake	dust	increases,	surface	impacts	miles	

from	 the	 site	 such	as	 spring	dry-ups,	 threatened	and	endangered	
species	habitat	losses,	and	vegetation	type	changes	will	gradually	
occur.	Due	to	the	very	slow	recharge	rate	any	impacts	will	not	re-
cover	 for	 many	 years	 after	 the	 effects	 are	 measured.	 The	 under-
ground	watershed	or	aquifer	which	slowly	accumulates	at	the	Cadiz	
property	receives	its	water	from	the	rains	in	the	mountains	of	the	
Mojave	Preserve.	Cadiz	would	be	pumping	the	water	 from	under	
lands	which	are	98.5	percent	publicly	owned.	The	 length	of	 time	
needed	to	recharge	the	draw-down	of	150,000	acre	feet	of	water	
per	year	 is	many,	many,	many	years.	This	was	 the	key	 issue	 in	a	
battle	that	lasted	over	two	years	when	a	very	focused	coalition	of	
environmental	and	public	interest	groups	helped	convince	the	Met-
ropolitan	Water	District	to	drop	the	project	in	spite	of	BLM	approval	
of	a	canal	 right	of	way	and	a	water	monitoring	plan.	Cadiz,	 Inc.	
went	bankrupt	shortly	after	the	decision	and	downsized	its	opera-
tions	considerably.
	 So	what’s	new?	Cadiz	says	it	now	has	an	agreement	with	the	
California	and	Arizona	Railroad	which	would	allow	the	construction	
of	a	water	pipeline	on	the	railroad	right-of-way	from	Cadiz	land	to	
the	MWD	canal	without	the	permission	of	the	BLM.	It	is	not	clear	
how	Cadiz	would	get	power	for	the	pumps.	Cadiz	has	announced	
a	“green	compact”	with	the	Natural	Heritage	Institute	which	they	
claim	 will	 keep	 their	 private	 lands	 environmentally	 sound.	 From	
their	website,	the	Natural	Heritage	Institute	seems	to	be	a	reputable	
group	 trying	 to	broker	better	water	use	 in	 the	central	valley	and	

BY	BOB	ELLIS

Public Land Groundwater Removal Area

CADIZ Pumping Site

CADIZ Water Pipeline

MWD Colorado River Canal
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See	page	3	for	more	information

coastal	California.	The	“compact”	also	mentions	that	the	Institute	
would	have	only	a	consultive	role	in	managing	the	groundwater	
extraction	impacts	on	public	lands.	
	 Cadiz	claims	that	water	would	be	taken	from	the	ground	in	
“dry”	years	only,	but	that	seems	to	be	any	time	they	are	not	stor-
ing	new	Colorado	River	water.	They	have	given	few	details	about	
managing	a	monitoring	system	that	would	measure	the	impacts	of	
groundwater	pumping	and	the	added	dust	generated	from	loss	of	
dry	lake	bed	water.	They	have	mentioned	four	small	water	utility	
companies	which	they	hope	can	partially	fund	their	project	rather	
than	the	Metropolitan	Water	District.		
	 Cadiz	promotes	this	scheme	as	a	conservation	project	because	
they	would	be	able	to	store	“surplus”	Colorado	River	water	under-
ground	rather	than	in	a	reservoir.	But	the	likelihood	of	any	“sur-
plus”	Colorado	River	water	being	available	has	diminished	in	the	
past	few	years.	Assuming	some	degree	of	global	warming	and	the	
continued	over-allocation	of	the	river,	no	water	will	ever	be	stored	
in	Cadiz’s	land.	The	project	then	is	left	naked	for	what	it	is:	fossil	
groundwater	mining	from	public	land	resources.
	 California	is	one	of	the	few	states	with	no	required	groundwa-
ter	monitoring	or	management	system.	It’s	up	to	the	neighboring	
property	 owners	 to	 sue	 the	 over-drafting	 groundwater	 user.	 For	
Cadiz,	 the	neighbors	are	US,	 the	Public.	The	BLM	has	not	been	
active	as	a	protector	of	public	groundwater	so	 it’s	 important	 for	
people	and	organizations	with	concern	for	the	desert	to	add	their	
voices	when	comment	periods	occur.
	 The	 Natural	 Heritage	 “compact”	 mentions	 use	 of	 Cadiz	 ag-
ricultural	water	and	private	 land	to	support	 local	solar	develop-
ment.	While	this	might	seem	feasible,	the	location	of	Cadiz	is	25	
miles	from	any	high	voltage	power	lines,	and	the	railroad	right-of-
way	agreement	did	not	mention	a	power	line	clause.
	 Just	 as	 environmentalists	 must	 battle	 the	 power	 generation	
establishment’s	 call	 for	 more,	 more,	 more	 power;	 we	 must	 also	
resist	the	calls	from	the	water	establishment	for	more,	more,	more	
water.	We	are	in	the	times	of	LESS	water,	and	conservation	must	
become	policy.	 In	California	both	 the	agricultural	users	(80	per-
cent	of	the	total	water,	34	million	acre	feet	annually)	and	the	ur-
ban	and	industrial	water	users	(20	percent	of	the	total	water,	8.7	
million	acre	feet	annually)	must	use	LESS.	
	 A	just-released	report	from	the	Pacific	Institute,	a	state	water	
conservation	 study	group	 in	 the	Bay	Area,	has	pointed	 the	way	
toward	reduced	agricultural	water	use	 for	California.	Savings	of	
15	to	20	percent	are	possible	which	can	eliminate	any	need	for	ex-
pensive	and	destructive	water	grabs	like	the	Cadiz	project.	Public	
water	should	be	reserved	to	serve	public	purposes.	

Bob Ellis is a long-time member of the Sierra Club and Desert  
Survivors organizations. He has been an active participant and 
commentator of a number of environmental issues in the California 
deserts.

SOURCES:	
Cadiz,	Inc.,	www.cadizinc.com
	 (project	description,	press	releases,	stock	market	financial	reports)
BLM	Draft	EIR	for	Cadiz	Project	1999,	BLM	Final	EIR	for	Cadiz	Project	four	
Volumes	2001	
	 (Volume	II	has	USGS	Recharge	Report)
Natural	Heritage	Institute,	www.n-h-i.org
	 (lists	Cadiz	compact	under	NEWS)
Pacific	Institute,	www.pacinst.org
	 (state	water	conservation	needs	and	possible	solutions)
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The	 California	 Energy	 Commission	 (CEC)	 is	 re-
sponsible	for	licensing	solar	thermal	power	plants	
of	 50	 MW	 or	 larger.	 Unlike	 photovoltaic	 plants,	
which	 convert	 the	 sun’s	 energy	 directly	 to	 elec-
trical	 power,	 solar	 thermal	 plants	 use	 the	 sun’s	
energy	 to	 heat	 a	 fluid	 that	 ultimately	 powers	 a	
conventional	engine	and	generator.	If	such	a	facil-
ity	is	to	be	sited	on	federal	lands	managed	by	the	
Bureau	of	Land	Management,	 the	BLM	is	autho-
rized	to	grant	a	right-of-way	for	project	construc-
tion	and	associated	transmission	lines.	Described	in	this	manner,	
the	approval	process	 seems	relatively	 simple	–	 two	agencies	and	
two	decisions.	However,	close	examination	of	the	process	reveals	
that	decision	making	is	complex,	involving	a	series	of	interactions	
among	numerous	actors	around	multiple	decision	points.	
	
Legal framework 
	 Both	 California	 and	 Federal	 Law	 define	 the	 framework	 for	
the	decision	process.	 (1)	Under	State	 law,	 the	California	Energy		
Commission	is	responsible	for	reviewing	Applications	for	Certifica-
tion	(AFC),	and	CEC	staff	 is	required	to	conduct	an	independent	
analysis	of	those	applications.	Because	the	Commission	is	the	lead	
agency	 for	 environmental	 review	 under	 the	 California	 Environ-
mental	Quality	Act	(CEQA),	CEC	staff	is	also	required	to	prepare	
an	independent	assessment	of	a	project’s	potential	environmental	
impacts,	mitigation	measures,	 and	alternatives.	The	Commission	
itself	 then	considers	 the	staff	assessments	along	with	 input	 from	
the	 applicant,	 concerned	 government	 agencies,	 and	 members	 of	
the	public	 in	developing	 its	decision	on	the	application.	The	En-
ergy	Commission	is	exempt	under	CEQA	from	having	to	draft	an		
environmental	impact	report.	Instead,	the	law	requires	a	final	staff	
assessment,	 evidentiary	 hearings,	 and	 a	 decision	 based	 on	 the	
hearing	record.	
	 The	BLM	is	responsible,	under	Federal	law,	for	processing	re-
quests	for	a	right-of-way,	and	it	must	comply	with	National	Envi-
ronmental	Policy	Act’s	(NEPA)	requirement	that	agencies	reviewing	
projects	consider	the	associated	environmental	impacts.	In	the	case	
of	solar	thermal	power	plants,	this	is	accomplished	through	prepa-
ration	of	draft	and	final	environmental	 impact	 statements	 in	 co-
ordination	with	the	CEC	Final	Staff	Assessment.	Separate	require-
ments	and	associated	documentation	are	required	for	Endangered	
Species	Act	consultations.	

Decision points 
					The	process	described	above	is	being	used	in	
evaluating	 the	 BrightSource	 Energy	 application	
for	 its	 Ivanpah	 Solar	 Electric	 Generating	 System	
(ISEGS),	which	 is	 to	be	 located	near	 the	Califor-
nia-Nevada	 border.	 (2)	 When	 the	 details	 are	 ex-
amined,	the	complexity	inherent	in	the	system	be-
comes	apparent.	Within	this	complexity,	there	are	
a	number	of	identifiable	points	at	which	interested	
parties	 may	 seek	 to	 shape	 the	 proposed	 project	

and	agency	decisions.	
	 Formal	actions	in	the	process	are	announced	and	published	as	
part	of	the	public	record.	(2)	Even	the	most	important	of	these	ac-
tions,	presented	here	 in	 roughly	chronological	order,	 form	a	very	
imposing	 list:	 the	 AFC	 filing,	 certification	 that	 the	 application	 is	
data	adequate	(beginning	the	statutory	12-month	timeline	for	a	fi-
nal	CEC	decision),	Preliminary	Staff	Assessment,	Federal	Biological	
Assessment,	combined	Final	Staff	Assessment/Draft	Environmental	
Impact	Statement,	CEC	Presiding	Member’s	Preliminary	Decision,	
Federal	Biological	Opinion,	CEC	Final	Decision,	BLM	Record	of	De-
cision,	 the	right	of	way	grant,	and	amendments	 to	 the	California	
Desert	Conservation	Area	Plan.	Each	action	is	subject	to	influence.	
	 There	are	designated	opportunities	for	public	input	throughout	
the	process.	Scoping	comments	are	called	for	with	an	initial	CEC/
BLM	information	meeting.	Agency	workshops	on	data	requests,	for	
instance,	and	release	of	the	Preliminary	Staff	Assessment	are	oppor-
tunities	for	oral	and	written	comments.	A	90-day	comment	period	
follows	the	Draft	EIS	Notice	of	Availability.	There	 is	also	a	public	
hearing	and	a	30-day	comment	period	on	the	Presiding	Member’s	
Preliminary	Decision.	
	 Nevertheless,	 all	 public	 input	 is	 not	 equal,	 as	 there	 is	 a	 dif-
ference	between	public	comment	and	testimony.	While	comments	
are	entered	 into	 the	 record	and	 the	CEC	Committee	may	 rely	on	
them	to	supplement	or	explain	the	evidence	of	record,	public	com-
ments	are	not	sufficient	to	support	a	finding	of	fact	or	a	decision.	
Only	 the	 testimony	and	exhibits	 contained	 in	 the	 formal	hearing	
record	are	admissible	to	support	a	finding.	Therefore,	members	of	
the	public	who	wish	to	participate	fully	in	a	case	must	petition	the	
Energy	Commission	for	“intervener”	status.	If	accepted,	interveners	
become	a	full	party	to	the	proceedings	with	the	right	to	receive	all	
documents	filed	 in	a	case.	 Interveners	may	submit	data	requests,	
join	the	Pre-hearing	Conference	to	identify	contested	issues,	present	
testimony	at	the	Evidentiary	Hearing,	and	cross-examine	the	wit-
nesses	of	the	other	parties.	Petition	forms	and	information	on	the	
rights	of	interveners	are	available	from	the	Public	Adviser.	(3)

WHEN, WHERE, AND HOW 
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Policy subsystem 
	 A	focus	on	institutions	like	the	CEC	and	BLM	actually	obscures	
much	of	the	process.	Only	some	members	of	a	given	agency	par-
ticipate	 in	 policy-making	 on	 a	 specific	 project.	 For	 instance,	 the	
Energy	Commission	has	five	members,	but	for	most	projects,	 the	
proceedings	are	conducted	by	two	Commissioners	only	and	an	ad-
ministrative	hearing	officer.	Individuals	within	the	same	institution	
may	differ	in	their	policy	preferences;	not	all	members	of	the	Cali-
fornia	Department	of	Fish	and	Game	(DFG)	hold	the	same	views	
on	endangered	species	protection.	Officials	from	different	agencies	
may	participate	 in	policy	 formulation	on	different	aspects	of	 the	
project	and	at	different	times.	For	example,	a	County	Planning	De-
partment	might	participate	only	on	ground-water	issues.	Nor	does	
an	 institutional	 focus	direct	attention	to	public	participation,	 the	
influence	of	elected	officials,	collaboration	between	interest	groups	
and	government	agencies,	and	the	impact	of	policy	experts.	
	 A	better	approach	to	understanding	the	politics	of	solar	ther-
mal	power	plant	siting	is	to	recognize	that,	for	any	given	project,	
there	will	be	a	number	of	individuals	from	different	organizations	
who	participate	in	the	process	and	who	seek	to	shape	the	various	
governmental	actions.	This	set	of	individuals	share	a	long-term	in-
terest	in	the	project,	although	they	will	differ	as	to	whether	the	pro-
posal	should	be	approved,	modified,	or	rejected.	Included	will	be	
individuals	employed	by	the	applicant,	employees	of	government	
agencies,	activists	from	conservation	or	labor	groups,	and	journal-
ists.	This	array	of	participants	will	loosely	organize	themselves	into	
advocacy	coalitions	around	common	goals	and	then	strive	to	influ-
ence	the	decision	makers	to	achieve	those	objectives.	In	short,	it	is	
these	individuals	–	not	institutions	–	that	are	central	to	any	deci-
sion	to	site	a	thermal	power	plant.	This	set	of	individuals	are	the	
policy	subsystem.	
	 In	 the	 instance	of	 ISEGS,	 the	policy	 subsystem	 includes	 the	
employees	 of	 BrightSource	 Energy	 and	 its	 consultants	 and	 legal	
counsel	 who	 prepare	 the	 application,	 submit	 reports,	 meet	 with	
agency	representatives,	lobby	public	officials,	seek	to	influence	in-
terveners,	 and	 testify	 at	 workshops	 or	 hearings.	 San	 Bernardino	
County	and	special	districts	representatives	are	participants	in	this	
subsystem,	as	are	 individuals	 from	local	and	state-levels	of	DFG.	
Included	in	the	ISEGS	policy	subsystem	are	the	BLM	project	man-
ager	and	persons	from	BLM	Desert	District	offices.	Rather	than	the	
Fish	and	Wildlife	Service	(USFWS)	as	an	institution,	the	subsystem	
framework	calls	attention	to	USFWS	employees	who	meet	with	the	
parties	and	prepare	the	requisite	documents.	The	policy	subsystem	
does	not	encompass	the	California	Energy	Commission	as	a	whole.	
Instead,	the	two	Commissioners,	the	Hearing	Office,	a	project	man-
ager,	 and	 the	CEC	 staff	 assigned	 to	prepare	 the	preliminary	and	
final	 assessments	 are	 the	 key	 participants.	 Interveners	 on	 ISEGS	
include	Basin	 and	Range	Watch,	California	Native	Plant	 Society,	
California	Unions	for	Reliable	Energy,	Center	for	Biological	Diver-
sity,	Defenders	of	Wildlife,	Sierra	Club,	 and	Western	Watersheds	
Project.	But	the	subsystem	includes	only	those	persons	from	the	re-
spective	organizations	who	follow	and	seek	to	influence	the	project	
and	government	decisions.	Hence,	reporters	writing	on	ISEGS	are	
also	subsystem	actors.	
	 Although	 the	 competing	advocacy	 coalitions	may	be	 loosely	
formed	 and	 their	 composition	 may	 vary	 over	 time,	 they	 will	 in-
clude	all	those	participants	who	seek	a	similar	decision,	whether	
they	are	representatives	of	public	agencies	or	activists	from	inter-
vener	groups.	For	instance,	the	coalition	advocating	for	the	siting	
of	a	solar	thermal	power	plant	may	include	participants	from	the	

applicant,	its	consultants	and	its	lawyers;	State	officials	interested	
in	securing	Federal	stimulus	monies;	(4,	5)	individuals	committed	
to	large-scale	renewable	energy	as	a	solution	to	climate	change;	and	
labor	representatives	interested	in	securing	jobs	for	union	members.	
Its	opposite	coalition	may	advocate	that	the	facility	not	be	sited	at	
all	or	 that	 it	be	 sited	on	disturbed	 lands	 rather	 than	 in	an	 intact	
ecosystem.	A	third	coalition	–	advocating	modification	of	the	project	
--	may	encompass	activists	from	conservation	groups,	local	govern-
ment	officials,	individual	CEC	staff	members,	and	BLM	or	DFG	re-
source	specialists.	
	 	None	of	the	above	predicts	the	outcome	of	decisions	on	an	ap-
plication	for	the	siting	of	a	solar	thermal	power	facility.	But	what	it	
does	is	to	permit	activists	to	identify	key	decision	points,	recognize	
relevant	actors,	and	join	or	resist	coalitions	with	similar	or	opposing	
views.	To	engage	a	project,	activists	should	be	mindful	of	the	fol-
lowing:	petition	the	CEC	to	intervene	and	then	strive	to	shape	the	
formal	actions	listed	above;	recognize	that	there	are	individuals	in-
side	and	outside	government	who	will	share	your	views;	coordinate	
with	 those	 individuals	 and	 support	 their	 analysis	 when	 possible.	
Members	of	the	public	can	make	a	difference	given	an	understand-
ing	of	the	decision	process.	
	
Sidney Silliman is Professor Emeritus of Political Science at California 
State Polytechnic University, Pomona.

References	 cited	 in	 this	 article	may	be	 found	 (with	 links)	 on	 the	
Desert	Report	website	(www.desertreport.org)	by	clicking	the	but-
ton	labeled	“References”	on	the	home	page.
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Mike Cipra: Curt, thanks for agreeing to spend 
time with us and share your background and in-
sight. Let’s lead off with: What first led you to 

the National Park Service (NPS)? 

Curt	Sauer:	Throughout	my	youth	my	father	took	
me,	 and	 often	 the	 entire	 family,	 to	 wild	 places	
in	Newfoundland,	Colorado,	 the	Yukon,	 and	 the	
Northwest	Territories.	That	 is	where	I	developed	
my	appreciation	 for	 the	natural	world.	 It’s	 inter-
esting	to	me	that	he	never	introduced	me	to	the	
National	 Parks,	 he	 just	 didn’t	 visit	 them.	 I	 went	
to	 college	 with	 the	 intent	 of	 becoming	 a	 forest	
ranger.	 In	my	 freshman	year	 I	met	 Larry	VanSlyke,	 Park	Ranger	
extraordinaire,	who	introduced	me	to	this	unfamiliar	agency	called	
the	National	Park	Service.	Some	overnight	trips	and	climbing	activ-
ity	at	Rocky	Mountain	National	Park	and	I	was	hooked.	From	there	
I	was	fortunate	to	land	a	six-month	seasonal	backcountry	ranger	
job	in	Grand	Canyon.	While	in	college	at	Colorado	State	University	
I	also	spent	six	months	as	a	surveyor’s	aid	for	the	Forest	Service	in	
Routt	National	Forest	and	a	summer	as	a	recreational	 technician	
for	 the	BLM	 in	Canyon	City,	Colorado.	 I	 chose	 the	Park	Service,	
and	after	 four	years	of	 trying	to	break	 into	the	permanent	ranks		
I	was	hired	as	a	GS-3	Park	Dispatcher	at	Grand	Canyon.	Six	months	
after	 that,	 I	 was	 finally	 hired	 as	 a	 park	 ranger	 by	 Steve	 Martin,		
then	the	River	Unit	Manager,	now	the	current	Superintendent	at	
Grand	Canyon.

 You came to Joshua Tree as Acting Superintendent in De-
cember 2002, becoming Superintendent in November 2003. 
In the time that you’ve been here, what has changed inside the 
park? What changes have you noticed in areas immediately out-

side the park? 

	 The	most	striking	changes	inside	the	park	would	have	to	be:	
Significant	improvement	in	the	infrastructure	of	this	park.	Through	
our	fee	enhancement	program	and	utilization	of	Federal	Highways	
dollars	this	park	has	accomplished	a	fairly	significant	upgrade	to	
our	 infrastructure,	which	was	 in	place	and	beginning	to	degrade	
significantly.	 Campgrounds	 have	 new	 picnic	 tables,	 fire	 grates,	
and	 vault	 toilets,	 which	 no	 longer	 require	 the	 use	 of	 chemicals.	
Route	12	and	 the	 road	 to	Keys	View	have	been	 renovated.	Over	
80	of	our	wayside	exhibits	have	been	 replaced.	 Inefficient	office	
space	 at	 headquarters,	 which	 consisted	 of	 1970	 vintage	 trailers	
with	resident	rodent	populations	have	all	been	replaced	with	new	
buildings.	

					Another	program	that	I	find	fascinating	is	our	
Center	 for	Arid	Land	Restoration.	With	over	200	
miles	of	 closed	 roads	 in	wilderness,	 several	hun-
dred	 abandoned	 mines,	 increasing	 disturbances	
caused	by	wildfire,	and	with	the	rise	in	visitor	use,	
Joshua	Tree	National	 Park	 is	 constantly	 involved	
in	desert	restoration	projects.	In	1986,	Joshua	Tree	
National	Park	established	the	Center	for	Arid	Land	
Restoration	(CALR)	to	propagate	native	plants	for	
restoration	projects	within	the	Park	and	neighbor-
ing	desert	areas.	The	CALR	provides	guidance	for	
the	restoration	of	disturbed	lands,	develops	inno-

vative	technologies	for	conducting	economical	and	effective	desert	
rehabilitation,	and	maintains	a	network	of	partnerships	throughout	
the	desert	southwest.	Our	restoration	activities	along	rehabilitated	
federal	 highways	 in	 the	 past	 five	 years	 have	 led	 to	 an	 improved	
understanding	of	the	methods	and	techniques	that	work	best	in	this	
desert	environment.	Through	a	variety	of	experiments	conducted	

by	 CALR,	 desert	 restoration	 techniques	 (e.g.	 vertical	 mulching,	
plant	salvaging,	out-planting,	and	native	plant	propagation)	have	
improved.
	 Changes	 outside	 the	park	would	 include	 the	 issues	 faced	by	
land	managers	throughout	the	Mojave	Desert.	All	the	external	 is-
sues	 directly	 relate	 to	 the	 growing	 population	 with	 its	 attendant	
build	out	and	pressure	to	utilize	the	desert.	When	I	arrived	here	few	
people	were	predicting	the	growth	on	our	north	boundary.	We	were	
focused	to	the	south	on	Joshua	Hills	and	heard	occasionally	from	
the	 developers	 of	 Paradise	 Valley.	 Joshua	 Hills	 was	 successfully		

JOSHuA TREE NATIONAL PARK IN 2009 

 An Interview With Superintendent 
Curt Sauer
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Top: Curt Sauer and grandson, Layne, the next generation of  
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The most striking changes inside the park 
would have to be significant improvement  

in infrastructure. Changes outside the  
park would include the issues faced by land 
managers throughout the Mojave Desert. 

[These] issues directly relate to the  
growing population with its attendant build 

out and pressure to utilize the desert.
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acquired,	but	now	Paradise	Valley	on	the	south	and	several	larger	
developments	throughout	the	Morongo	Basin	could	very	well	alter	
the	resources	of	this	park.
	 On	a	positive	side	of	things,	the	increased	development	on	the	
north	side	has	mobilized	local	citizen	concern.	There	is	now	a	co-
hesive	approach	to	protecting	not	only	the	Park,	but	the	communi-
ty	values	shared	by	citizens	in	the	entire	Morongo	Basin.	Morongo	
Basin	Open	Space	Group	is	focusing	on	collaborative	approaches	to	
solving	these	conflicts.	We	have	also	seen	the	growth	of	the	Mojave	
Desert	Land	Trust	 (MDLT),	 formed	 just	five	years	ago,	as	a	very	
functional	land	trust	focused	on	protecting	the	Mojave	Desert.	In	
the	past	three	years	the	MDLT	has	acquired	over	15,000	acres	of	
private	land	in	our	three	desert	parks.	It	is	wonderful	to	have	such	
firm	and	vivacious	support	from	the	folks	that	 love	this	park.	Or	
this	“Monument,”	as	the	old	timers	still	call	it!

 So what are the biggest threats that Joshua Tree National 

Park faces? How can these most effectively be addressed?

	 The	 three	 largest	 threats	 to	 this	 park	 are	 Global	 Climate	
Change,	Air	Quality,	and	external	encroachment/development	ac-
tivities.	They	can	most	effectively	be	addressed	by	getting	involved	
or	staying	involved	with	the	democratic	process	and,	as	important-
ly,	looking	at	your	own	contributions	to	the	problems.	
	 We	are	 the	 leading	 conservation	organization	 in	 the	 federal	
government.	We	need	to	model	successful	ways	of	reducing	carbon	
emissions.	 Fortunately	 for	us,	 Jon	 Jarvis	 has	 been	nominated	as	
Director	of	the	Park	Service.	As	our	Regional	Director	he	has	been	
passionate	 that	 the	 NPS	 should	 lead	 in	 carbon	 emissions	 reduc-
tions.	If	confirmed,	I	expect	Mr.	Jarvis	would	apply	this	on	a	na-
tional	scale.	
	 I	think	we	continue	our	outreach	programs	to	educate	the	pub-
lic	about	the	issues.	At	Joshua	Tree	we	are	proud	of	our	Environ-
mental	 Education	 Program,	 which	 reaches	 over	 20,000	 students	
in	eight	different	school	districts	each	year.	Not	bad	for	a	staff	of	
two	permanent	and	three	seasonal	ranger	educators.	We	also	are	
reaching	out	to	adult	learning	communities	through	the	Park	Asso-
ciation’s	Desert	Institute.	These	college	level	classes	are	providing	
an	excellent	method	for	educating	park	enthusiasts.	Long	term,	it	
is	education	and	awareness	that	lead	to	life	style	change.
	 Air	quality	is	an	ongoing	issue.	Nitrogen	deposition	at	rates	of	
up	to	four	pounds	per	acre	per	year	in	the	eastern	third	of	this	park	
appears	to	be	changing	the	distribution	of	plant	communities.	The	
air	quality	in	Los	Angeles	is	better	now	than	it	was	in	the	1960’s.	
The	air	quality	 in	 the	eastern	third	of	Joshua	Tree	National	Park	
(JOTR)	is	worse	now	than	in	the	1960’s.	 I	would	suspect	that	 is	
also	the	case	for	the	Morongo	Basin.	We	all	need	to	keep	working	
on	mitigation	of	 the	problem.	 It	won’t	go	away,	but	 that	doesn’t	
mean	it	can’t	be	improved.
	 External	 encroachment	 is	 an	 inevitable	 result	 of	 population	
growth	 in	 the	world.	 It’s	 an	 issue	 that	 affects	 all	 the	parks,	 and	
here	in	the	Mojave	it	is	affecting	our	partners	at	the	military	instal-
lations	as	well.	We	must	work	with	our	local	town	planners,	state	
and	 county	 elected	 officials	 and,	 through	 the	 Desert	 Managers	
Group,	with	the	25	member	agencies	that	are	all	affected	by	grow-
ing	population	centers,	planning	for	alternative	energy	production	
sites,	new	airports,	and	other	enhancements	to	quality	of	life.	

 Joshua Tree National Park is a leader in the Park Service in 
renewable energy production. What are some of the things the 
parks does? 

	 The	park	was	the	first	in	the	NPS	to	enter	into	a	“grid	inter-tie”	

agreement	with	a	major	utility	company.	This	led	the	way	to	becom-
ing	the	leader	amongst	all	NPS	units.	Joshua	Tree	has	installed	five	
grid-tied	and	eight	stand-alone	photovoltaic	(PV)	infrastructure	im-
provements	generating	over	260,000	kWh	per	year.	This	renewable	
generation	has	eliminated	the	need	to	operate	two	diesel	powered	
generators	as	well	as	offset	nearly	60%	of	the	electricity	used	by	the	
park--	thus	reducing,	significantly,	our	dependence	on	fossil	fuels.	
The	CO2	emissions	not	released	into	the	atmosphere	as	a	result	of	
the	energy	produced	at	Joshua	Tree	is	nearly	380,000	pounds	(the	
equivalent	of	not	driving	over	415,000	auto	miles).	It	would	take	
planting	980	trees	a	year	to	achieve	this	same	offset.	
	
 While we’re on the topic of renewable energy, how are the 
proposed large-scale solar and wind energy generating facilities 

on BLM land going to affect Joshua Tree National Park? 

	 I	am	not	yet	sure	how	these	proposals	are	going	to	affect	the	
park.	We	have	only	recently	seen	the	proposals	and	their	locations.	
The	 Riverside	 East	 [Solar	 Energy	 Study	 Area]	 section	 surrounds	
the	southeast	point	of	the	Coxcomb	Mountains.	We	will	be	working	
with	the	BLM	and	local	citizens	to	investigate	potential	affects	to	
wildlife	such	as	bighorn	sheep	and	desert	tortoise,	as	well	as	effects	

to	groundwater.	
	 At	 this	point	 there	appears	to	be	the	potential	 for	a	cumula-
tive	effect	in	the	area	around	the	Eagle	Mountains	and	west	of	the	
Coxcombs.	There	are	now	proposals	for	the	largest	 landfill	 in	the	
United	States	(in	 the	pristine	valleys	around	the	Eagle	Mountain	
Mine	pits),	a	hydro	pump	storage	facility	at	Eagle	Mountain	Mine	
(which	would	utilize	up	to	2,000	acre	feet	a	year	from	the	Chuck-
walla	aquifer),	and	about	100,000	acres	of	potential	solar	develop-
ment,	all	centered	around	the	Interstate	10	area	at	Desert	Center.	If	
you	combine	these	with	the	proposed	Paradise	Valley	city	of	25,000	
people,	eight	miles	west	of	our	Cottonwood	entrance,	one	starts	to	
understand	that	by	the	year	2040	the	entire	southeastern	boundary	
of	the	park	will	interface	directly	with	development.	

 In your opinion, what could Joshua Tree National Park do 

better?

	 We	could	do	a	better	job	of	getting	out	front	in	the	planning	
arena.	We	were	fortunate	to	receive	a	base	increase	of	a	half	mil-
lion	dollars	for	2009	which	will	be	entirely	devoted	to	improving	
our	 Resources	 Management	 Program.	 We	 have	 restructured	 the	
Superintendent’s	Office	and	now	have	an	Assistant	Superintendent	
for	External	Issues	and	Lands.	Ultimately,	I	would	say	we	will	be	
successful	when	the	BLM,	Riverside	and	San	Bernardino,	and	the	
managers	in	of	the	Towns	and	Cities	of	Coachella	Valley	and	Mo-

Continued on page 11
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INVASIVE PERENNIAL GRASS 

Arundo Donax: 
Its Impact On  

The Lower Colorado River
The	Colorado	River	is	the	mighty	highway	of	the	American	South-
west.	 Its	 power	 through	 the	 Grand	 Canyon	 has	 been	 chronicled	
by	John	Wesley	Powell,	and	the	charm	of	its	delta	was	related	by	
John	 Steinbeck.	 It	 has	 been	 a	 water	 source,	 perhaps	 THE	 water	
source,	for	much	of	what	would	otherwise	be	uninhabited	desert.	
The	dams	which	today	harness	its	power	and	control	its	flow	have	
been	transforming:	between	Arizona	and	southern	California	it	is	
now	 a	 lazy	 stream	 visited	 by	 hunters,	 fishermen,	 bird	 watchers,	
and	snowbirds	from	our	northern	states.	Who	would	have	thought	
that	its	death	might	come	from	a	lowly	weed.
	 Arundo	Donax,	also	known	as	Giant	Cane,	Carrizo,	Spanish	
Cane,	Giant	Reed,	 and	Killer	Reed,	 is	 a	 tall	 perennial	 grass	 that	
can	grow	to	heights	of	30	feet.	A	native	of	eastern	Asia,	it	was	in-
troduced	to	Los	Angeles	in	the	1820’s	for	roofing	and	flood	control	
but	has	since	spread	and	is	now	an	ecological	threat,	not	only	to	
the	Lower	Colorado	River,	 but	 to	water	 supplies	 throughout	 the	

Southwest.	Arundo	is	thought	to	have	been	around	for	thousands	
of	years	and	has	been	used	in	other	countries	for	various	purposes.	
On	the	Lower	Colorado	River	it	serves	no	purpose	whatsoever.
	 Once	established,	Arundo	forms	large,	continuous	root	masses	
and	clumps	that	eventually	choke	out	and	kill	any	other	plant	life	
in	 its	path.	The	giant	reed	easily	overwhelms	stream,	river,	 lake,	
and	riparian	ecological	systems,	growing	at	the	rate	of	two	to	four	
feet	a	week.	Not	only	is	it	extremely	dense,	but	it	is	one	of	the	fast-
est	growing	plants	in	the	world.	Because	of	its	chemical	makeup	
Arundo	 does	 not	 provide	 forage	 or	 habitat	 for	 wildlife	 with	 the	
single	exception	of	goats.	In	some	areas,	goats	have	even	been	used	
to	 control	 its	 spread.	 Some	 of	 the	 chemicals	 that	 it	 secretes	 kill	
aquatic	life;	others	are	listed	as	schedule	1	psychotropic	drugs.	It	is	
not	a	friendly	neighbor.
	 The	impact	of	Arundo	on	the	Lower	Colorado	River	has	been	
devastating.	In	approximately	three	years,	it	has	consumed	several	
hundred	miles	of	Colorado	River	bank,	 from	 Interstate	10	 south	

to	 the	Mexican	border	and	beyond,	and	 in	 some	areas	 it	has	en-
croached	as	far	as	100	feet	into	the	main	channel.	Based	on	past	his-
tory,	as	clumps	of	Arundo	begin	to	break	off	and	float	down	stream,	
the	condition	of	the	River	will	worsen	beyond	imagination.
	 	Arundo	Donax	consumes	enormous	amounts	of	water.	Plant	
biologists	 estimate	 Arundo	 consumes	 three	 times	 the	 amount	 of	
water	as	 its	nearest	competitor.	One	acre	of	Arundo	can	produce	
up	to	50	tons	of	plant	fiber	a	year.	The	amount	of	water	consumed	
to	 reach	 this	 tonnage	 is	 enormous.	 One	 would	 assume	 that	 any	
public	official	possessing	 this	knowledge	and	 in	a	position	 to	au-
thorize	 a	 plan	 for	 the	 control	 and	 eradication	 of	 Arundo	 on	 the	
Lower	Colorado	River,	would	do	so	before	recommending	artificial	
lawns	and	three	minute	showers	as	a	solution	to	the	Southwest’s	
drought	problem.	Appropriate	Federal	agencies	and	officials	have	
been	made	aware	of	the	problem	and	yet	have	failed	to	act.	State	
agencies	and	Water	Districts	that	depend	on	the	Colorado	River	as	

Arundo has dominated this bank of the Lower Colorado River
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The giant reed easily overwhelms stream, 
river, lake, and riparian ecological systems,  

growing at the rate of two to four feet a week. 
Not only is it extremely dense, but it is  

one of the fastest growing plants in the world.
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Interview With Superintendent Sauer

rongo	Basin	consider	Joshua	Tree	National	Park	to	be	their	Crown	
Jewel	which	they	all	strive	to	preserve.	That’s	a	large	task.	

 What could the environmental community do better?

	 The	Environmental	Community	could	help	with	the	task	I	just	
described.	I	can	mention	success	stories,	and	they	include	continu-
ing	 to	working	with	 the	Mojave	Desert	Land	Trust	and	 the	Open	
Space	Group.	The	Coachella	Valley	Mountains	Conservancy	was	in-
strumental	in	protecting	the	8000	acres	on	our	southern	boundary,	
converting	Joshua	Hills	from	a	proposed	city	of	30,000	to	an	area	
conserved	in	perpetuity.	Work	with	us	to	achieve	more	of	these	suc-
cess	stories.
	
 So let’s look into a crystal ball. It’s 2016, the Centennial of 
the National Park Service. What does Joshua Tree National Park 

and the surrounding area look like?

	 That’s	only	seven	years,	my	friend.	I	can	tell	you	what	it	will	
look	like.	The	build	out	at	headquarters	will	be	complete.	and	we	
will	be	offsetting	100	percent	of	the	electricity	we	use	in	this	park	
from	photovoltaic	systems	that	require	no	additional	transmission	
lines.	 We	 will	 have	 reduced	 our	 travel	 by	 10	 percent	 from	 2004	
levels,	 our	 mileage	 driven	 will	 be	 down	 10	 percent	 as	 well,	 and	
all	external	lighting	fixtures	will	be	night-sky	compliant,	using	The	
International	 Dark-Sky	 Association	 (IDA)	 standards.	 Joshua	 Tree	
National	Park	will	be	among	many	parks	qualifying	as	a	Climate	
Friendly	Park.
	 We	will	continue	to	provide	service	and	facilities	to	our	1.3	mil-
lion	visitors	a	year,	in	a	manner	that	maintains	our	95	percent	visi-
tor	satisfaction	rate,	or	higher.	Between	now	and	2016	we	will	have	
taught	an	additional	140,000	students	through	our	Environmental	
Education	Program.
	 Staff	will	be	fully	involved	in	the	review	of	environmental	doc-
uments	and	on	the	ground	planning	efforts	to	achieve	alternative	
energy	goals	while	preserving	wildlife	connectivity	and	ecosystem	
health.	Employees	at	Joshua	Tree	will	be	recognized	as	some	of	the	
safest	in	the	Service,	and	their	wellness	and	employee	development	
programs	will	be	used	as	a	model	in	public	service	agencies.
	 That’s	what	the	Park	will	look	like.	As	to	the	appearance	of	the	
area	surrounding	the	Park?	Well,	I	would	offer	that	the	answer	to	
that	question	rests	more	in	the	hands	of	the	readers	of	The	Desert	
Report	then	it	does	in	mine.	Let’s	ask	them.	

Mike Cipra is director of the California Desert Field Office for the  
National Parks Conservation Association.

Continued FRoM page 9

Boy Scout Trail, Joshua Tree National Park
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a	water	resource	have	also	been	non-responsive.
	 The	 Colorado	 River	 is	 the	 life	 blood	 of	 the	 Southwest	 and	
we	must	do	everything	possible	to	preserve	it.	The	eradication	of	
Arundo	will	be	time	consuming	and	costly.	Machine	cutting,	using	
a	self	propelled	dredge,	aka,	The	Weed	Master	Harvesting	System,	
equipped	with	a	cutter	head	has	proven	to	be	the	only	way	to	suc-
cessfully	 eradicate	 Arundo.	 The	 root	 mass	 is	 turned	 into	 mulch	
that	is	sometimes	pumped	as	far	as	2,500	feet	inland	and	allowed	
to	dry.	 This	 process	 also	 provides	 a	nutrient	 base	 that	 can	ben-
efit	existing	plant	life.	If	the	Department	of	the	Interior	had	taken	
action	when	first	notified	of	the	Arundo	invasion	(approximately	
3	years	ago),	 the	cost	of	eradication	would	have	been	minimal.	
Unfortunately	 the	 Department	 of	 the	 Interior	 failed	 to	 act,	 and	
now	the	Arundo	invasion	is	out	of	control.	The	current	estimated	

annual	cost	for	a	single	Weed	Master	System	equipped	with	a	cut-
ter	 head	 and	 all	 necessary	 support	 personnel	 and	 equipment	 is	
$2,700,000.00.
	 At	this	time,	the	number	of	Weed	Master	Systems	needed	for	
the	job	is	undetermined.	If	Arundo	eradication	were	to	begin	today	
on	the	Lower	Colorado	River	I	would	assume	that	several	Systems	
would	be	needed.	But	if	the	Department	of	the	Interior	waits	much	
longer	to	take	action,	I	seriously	doubt	that	there	will	be	enough	
Weed	Master	Systems	available	to	do	the	job.	Several	projects	have	
been	successful	in	controlling	the	spread	of	other,	locally	invasive	
weeds.	 It	would	be	a	 sad	state	 if	 this	 legendary	highway	of	 the	
west	were	to	be	slowly	chocked	to	death	as	a	result	of	neglect.	

John Laccinole is a retired business executive living in Calabasas, 
California. A volunteer with U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, he is also 
a member of both the National and San Fernando Valley Audubon 
Societies, and the Sierra Club. His concern for the Lower Colorado 
River stems from participating as a cooperator with the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service in a wildlife habit restoration project at the his-
toric Clip Mine Mill Site, of which he is a principal owner. The site is 
located on the eastern banks of the river somewhat north of Yuma, 
Arizona.

Learn More

Additional information regarding the chemical makeup of 

Arundo, Lower Colorado River photos of Arundo, and news 

coverage regarding the Arundo invasion and conditions in 

general on the Lower Colorado River can be found by vis-

iting Westwind Technology Habitat Restoration at http://

westwindtechnology.com/cnwr/home.html and clicking 

on “Mar 2009” and/or “Arundo.”

The Colorado River is the life blood of the 
Southwest and we must do everything possible 
to preserve it. The eradication of Arundo will 

be time consuming and costly. 
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Desert Tortoise - Haste makes Waste
Last year more than 250 desert tortoises died after a disastrous 

attempt by the Army to relocate 600 of the imperiled tortois-

es to make way for a tank-warfare training area at Fort Irwin. 

Now, the Army and the Bureau of Land Management are rushing 

forward with a plan to move over 1,200 more tortoises. Primary 

among many failings of the plan and its Environmental Assess-

ment is the reliance on unpublished data, yet unavailable to the 

public and not yet subject to peer review. A majority of the tor-

toise mortality was documented to be due to predation, yet the 

new plan contains no safeguards to tortoise from predation. Even 

so-called “successful” small-scale translocation projects have had 

a more than 20-percent mortality rate.

 Having survived tens of thousands of years in California’s 

deserts, desert tortoise numbers have declined precipitously in 

recent years in the face of disease, crushing by vehicles, military 

base expansion, suburban sprawl, habitat degradation, and pre-

dation by canids and ravens.

Everyone Loses When ORVs Trespass
In October, 2008, the BLM re-opened 10 miles of ORV trails which 

had been closed for protection of desert Tortoise. (Permits and 

Rider Education Required, Desert Report, Sept. 2008) Fences 

were constructed along the re-opened roads to prevent trespass 

by vehicles into the surrounding Area of Critical Environmental 

Concern, and riders were handed a map with information as the 

only “education” component of the “permit” system. The results 

of this experiment have been disappointing.

 There have been at least 12 documented instances where 

these fences have been cut, and vehicle tracks into the protected 

area are not uncommon. Conditional upon the success of these 

measures, it was expected that more roads in the area could be 

re-opened. The environmental damage which has occurred not 

only jeopardizes the desert tortoise, it squanders the money  

and time which the BLM has invested in the project, and it may 

lead to closure of these routes and other opportunities for  

ORV recreation.

Save the Date: Western Wilderness Conference 2010
The Western Wilderness Conference 2010 will take place April 8 

– 11, 2010, on the campus of the University of California, Berkeley, 

California. Save the date now! For anyone who cares about the 

wild places of the West—this is one event not to miss! Although 

the event will take place in California’s San Francisco Bay Area, 

wilderness organizations and advocates from all twelve western 

states, including Alaska, are involved, and wildlands advocates 

from all those states are enthusiastically invited to participate in 

this grand event. Check out the conference website: www.west-

ernwilderness.org.

 Why attend? Western Wilderness Conference 2010 will: 

1.  inspire interested new advocates to preserve our nation’s  

remaining wild places; 

2.  re-inspire longtime wilderness advocates to new advocacy with 

renewed motivation;

3.  offer a forum to discuss and debate timely wilderness-related 

topics; 

4.  explore how to incorporate Native American traditional land-

ethic and cultural values into wildlands advocacy; 

5. promote getting children outside into Nature’s wild places!

6.  provide training sessions to help activists become more effective 

advocates for wild places;

7.  and have fun!’ Speakers, plenary sessions, workshops, music, 

meals, outings!

Vicky Hoover, chair, Sierra Club CA/NV Wilderness Committee

The NAFTA Tribunal Has Spoken
In a long awaited decision the NAFTA tribunal ruled (June 9, 2009) 

that the State of California and the United States had not violated 

provisions of NAFTA in their actions regulating hard rock mining in 

areas of Imperial County significant to Native American concerns.

 “We were the first tribe to have our briefs accepted in a NAF-

TA claim dispute” stated Mike Jackson, Sr., President, Quechan 

Nation. “The award shows that the Tribunal understood that the 

Indian Pass area is a sacred area to the Quechan people, worthy 

of protection. After battling the mining company for nearly fifteen 

years, it is good to have this decided. We encourage Glamis (now 

GoldCorp) to take immediate steps to put the matter behind all  

of us.”

 The Tribe has utilized the Indian Pass area since time immemo-

rial for religious, ceremonial, and educational purposes. The Indian 

Pass area was also designated as one of the 11 Most Endangered 

Historic Places in 2002 by the National Trust for Historic Preserva-

tion.

Nevada, Utah Reach Accord on Snake Valley Water
 Negotiating teams representing the states of Nevada and Utah 

have reached an accord, yet to be ratified, on how to divide the 

groundwater resources of the shared aquifer of Snake Valley. Most 

of the basin recharge occurs in the Snake Mountain Range, located 

in eastern Nevada, while most current water pumping takes place 

on the Utah side of the state line. The impetus for this accord is the 

desire of the Southern Nevada Water Authority (SNWA) to pump 

at least 50,000 acre-feet/year of water from Nevada’s portion of 

Snake Valley and send it south to Las Vegas.

 The key points of the accord are as follows:

1.    Action on SNWA’s applications to the Nevada State Engineer 

for Snake Valley water will be delayed until 2019. The delay is 

intended to provide time to gather additional hydrologic infor-

mation. 

2.  It establishes the annual recharge of Snake Valley groundwa-

ter at 132,000 acre-feet/year and divides it equally between the 

two states.  

3.  The Authority (SNWA) also has agreed to make available 

$3,000,000 for mitigation of any damage caused by their pro-

posed pumping.

Current Issues
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vate	dollars	and	$18	million	Federal	Land	and	Water	Conservation	
dollars.	In	the	purchases,	title	to	the	lands	went	directly	to	the	Na-
tional	Park	Service	or	the	Bureau	of	Land	Management.	The	Wild-
lands	Conservancy	was	not	seeking	to	acquire	land,	it	was	buying	
out	the	inholdings	on	behalf	of	the	managing	agencies.
	 Remaining	 inholdings	 will	 continue	 to	 pose	 management	
problems	for	Parks,	Monuments,	and	Wilderness,	but	the	purchase	
of	the	Catellus	lands	was	a	terrific	victory.

Protecting the non-park lands in the corridor
	 It	was	felt	that	the	purchase	of	the	Catellus	lands	with	private	
donated	dollars	and	federal	Land	and	Water	Conservation	dollars	
provided	significant	protection.	Letters	from	President	Clinton	and	
others	assured	that	the	gift	was	appreciated	and	the	lands	would	
be	used	for	conservation.
	 The	 protections	 began	 to	 unravel	 in	 the	 solar	 land	 rush	 of	
2008.	While	the	California	Energy	Commission	has	estimated	that	
100,000	 acres	 are	 needed	 for	 desert	 solar	 development,	 permit	
applications	 have	 been	 filed	 on	 1,500,00	 acres	 of	 federal	 desert	
lands.	While	 the	Bureau	of	Land	Management	was	assuring	The	
Wildlands	Conservancy	 that	 the	purchased	Catellus	 lands	would	
be	off-limits	to	solar	development,	others	within	the	Bureau	were	
leading	developers	to	these	same	lands.	The	solar	permit	applica-
tions	blanket	the	purchased	Catellus	lands.	Purchased	for	conser-
vation,	 the	 Catellus	 lands	 were	 now	 slated	 for	 industrialization.	
The	corridors	between	Joshua	Tree	and	Mojave	Preserve	could	be	
completely	severed.

Leadership by Senator Dianne Feinstein
	 Senator	 Dianne	 Feinstein	 had	 carried	 the	 California	 Desert	
Protection	Act	of	1994	to	passage.	It	topped	the	list	of	her	many	
environmental	 accomplishments.	 It	 was	 her	 leadership	 that	 pro-
vided	the	$18	million	Land	and	Water	Conservation	Fund	monies	
for	the	federal	part	of	the	Catellus	lands	purchase.
	 While	committed	to	the	need	for	desert	solar,	she	did	not	want	

it	to	undo	the	conservation	achievements.	It	was	not	solar	versus	
environment,	but	how	to	best	plan	and	provide	 for	both.	 It	was	
never if,	but	where.
	 In	the	where	category,	the	Catellus	lands	purchased	for	conser-
vation	should	remain	for	conservation.	The	Mother	Road	(Old	66)	
follows	the	railroad	and	the	railroad	is	the	center	of	these	conser-
vation	lands.

Legislation
	 We	should	shortly	see	the	introduction	by	Senator	Feinstein	of	
legislation	to	both	provide	for	locating	desert	solar	and	designat-
ing	a	National	Monument.	 It	will	 likely	be	 two	pieces	of	 legisla-
tion.	The	monument	legislation	will	likely	carry	a	name	differing	
from	“Mother	Road”,	but	it	will	cover	the	key	areas	between	the		
Wilderness	areas	north	of	Joshua	Tree	National	Park	and	the	Mo-
jave	National	 Preserve.	The	Monument	will	 be	managed	by	 the	
Bureau	of	Land	Management.	It	will	provide	the	balance	between	
desert	solar	and	desert	protection.	It	will	be	the	victory	the	desert	
sorely	needs.	

Elden Hughes, previous chair of the CNRCC Desert Committee, has 
been a long-time activist for protections in the California Deserts. He 
was instrumental in promoting the California Desert Protection Act 
of 1994; he has tracked desert water issues for many years. He is cur-
rently active with planning for the “Mother Road” monument.

Continued FRoM page 1

Progress On The Mother Road

Welcome to California. This bridge at the Needles crossing of 
the Colorado River now carries a pipeline. It once carried the one 
lane Mother Road.
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History fading but still standing
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One of the many stories - Bagdad Cafe
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The	Deserts	of	southeastern	California	and	those	lands	on	the	east	
side	of	the	Sierra	Nevada	Mountains,	including	most	of	Nevada,	
are	 the	 driest	 areas	 in	 the	 United	 States.	 Hence,	 the	 effects	 of	
changing	 climate	 are	 of	 particular	 interest	 and	 often	 misunder-
stood.	In	order	to	understand	what	the	future	may	have	in	store	
for	our	deserts	it	is	necessary	to	understand	some	basic	definitions	
and	concepts.
	 Climate	is	often	defined	as	weather	averaged	over	time.	While	
this	is	generally	true,	it	misses	the	very	important	point	that	plant	
and	animal	communities	are	more	heavily	 influenced	by	the	ex-
tremes	 of	 weather	 than	 by	 averages.	 The	 average	 annual	 daily	
high	temperatures	in	Honolulu	and	Las	Vegas	only	differ	by	a	de-
gree	or	two	yet	nobody	who	is	familiar	with	these	two	places	in	
January	or	July	would	mistake	one	for	the	other.
	 The	term	“global	warming”	is	generally	used	to	describe	the	
changes	causing	melting	of	the	arctic	ice	pack	and	glaciers	world-
wide,	but	 for	 those	of	us	at	mid-latitudes	and	 low	elevation	the	
term	“global	climate	change”	is	more	appropriate.	If	we	think	of	
climate	change	as	an	expression	of	a	more	energetic	weather	re-
gime	 with	 greater	 extremes	 of	 rainfall	 and	 temperature	 we	 can	
begin	to	comprehend	what	the	future	may	have	in	store	for	us.	For	
plant	communities	the	concept	of	“effective	precipitation”	as	op-
posed	to	“total	precipitation”	is	the	key	to	understanding	the	rela-
tion	between	precipitation	and	plant	life.	Large	areas	of	the	Great	
Basin	receive	8-10	inches	of	annual	precipitation	and	so	does	the	
arctic	slope	in	Alaska.	The	difference	between	the	plant	communi-
ties	in	these	two	places,	the	Great	Basin	Desert	and	Arctic	muskeg,	
lies	in	the	evapotranspiration	rates,	or	ET.	The	ET	is	the	amount	of	
water	lost	to	the	atmosphere	by	direct	evaporation	and	transpired	
by	the	leaves	of	plants.	In	the	Great	Basin	ET	greatly	exceeds	pre-
cipitation	while	in	the	arctic	rainfall	exceeds	ET.
	 “Effective	precipitation”	is	that	precipitation	which	results	in	
water	 reaching	 the	 root	zone	of	plants	and	at	 least	occasionally	
sinking	below	the	root	zone	into	the	zone	of	saturation,	where	it	
becomes	known	as	“groundwater.”	Perennial	springs	and	streams	
are	 surface	 manifestations	 of	 groundwater.	 Precipitation	 which	
falls	as	snow	or	slow	winter	rain	and	soaks	into	the	soil	with	little	
or	no	 immediate	 runoff	 is	 the	most	 “effective	precipitation.”	 In-
tense	 summer	 thunderstorms	which	 cause	flash	floods	and	only	
short	term	wetting	of	the	soil	surface	are	helpful	to	plant	life	along	
watercourses	and	the	edges	of	playas	but	do	virtually	nothing	to	
sustain	 spring	 and	 stream	 flows	 or	 maintain	 water	 tables.	 The	
warmer	winters	with	decreased	snowfall	and	more	energetic	sum-
mer	weather	events	we	expect	as	climate	warms	will	 likely	 lead	

to	decreased	spring	and	stream	flows	and	more	severe	erosion	 in	
stream	and	wash	channels.
	 Although	we	are	at	what	appears	to	be	the	relatively	first	stages	
of	forecasted	climate	change	there	is	enough	evidence	available	to	
allow	us	to	make	some	predictions	of	likely	scenarios.	Keeping	in	
mind	 that	 extreme	 climate	 events	 are	 what	 really	 define	 ecosys-
tems,	the	year	2005	provided	a	glimpse	of	what	can	happen	when	
climate	 change	 combined	with	 invasive	non-native	annual	plants	

leads	to	a	so-called	“perfect	storm.”	The	very	wet	winter	and	spring	
of	2005	caused	a	massive	proliferation	of	non-native	grasses	such	
as	red	brome,	Bromus	rubens,	and	cheat	grass,	Bromus	tectorum,	
in	the	Mojave,	and	Sahara	mustard,	Brassica	tourneforti,	in	the	So-
noran,	Colorado,	and	Mojave	deserts.	By	June	of	 that	year	 these	
annual	plants	had	matured	and	were	quite	dry.	At	the	end	of	June	
and	beginning	of	July	a	series	of	dry	lightning	storms	in	the	eastern	
Mojave	caused	a	multitude	of	fire	starts	which	led	to	intense,	fast-
moving	fires	which	burned	hundreds	of	thousands	of	acres	in	east-
ern	California,	southern	Nevada,	and	southern	Utah.	With	luck,	the	
native	vegetation	will	recover	and	become	re-established	over	the	
next	several	decades.	A	more	likely	scenario,	however,	is	a	repeat		
of	 the	 2005	 experience	 with	 conversion	 of	 large	 areas	 of	 desert	
scrub	to	grasslands	dominated	by	fire-prone	and	fire-adapted	non-
native	annuals.
	 One	 of	 the	 major	 controlling	 factors	 for	 insect	 outbreaks	 is	
cold	winter	weather.	 In	northern	Nevada	 the	 last	 several	winters	
have	 been	 relatively	mild,	 and	we	have	 seen	 several	 consecutive	
years	with	heavy	outbreaks	of	Mormon	crickets,	which	are	 large,	

OuR ARID LANDS

Climate Change: What’s Ahead?

Continued on page 17

A number of different models all point 
toward the same general conclusion: 

namely, that the deserts of the 
American Southwest will experience higher 

average temperatures, more intense 
and variable storm events, and less 

“effective precipitation,” leading to a general 
drying trend. 
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It	took	all	night,	but	all	of	the	grains	were	trans-
ported	 from	 the	 haystack	 in	 the	 field	 to	 an	 un-
derground	 silo.	 If	 this	 sounds	 like	 the	work	of	 a	
stealthy,	 paranoid	 farmer,	 you	 might	 be	 right	
about	 that.	This	 is,	 in	 fact,	 a	most	extraordinary	
farmer.	 In	 addition	 to	 his	 nocturnal	 and	 subter-
ranean	tendencies,	he	will	never	drink	a	drop	of	
water	in	his	life.	This	industrious	little	fellow	is	a	
kangaroo	rat.
	 Perhaps	a	farmer	isn’t	the	best	analogy	for	a	
kangaroo	rat.	Sure,	 they	churn	and	 fertilize	 the	soil,	mow	down	
vegetation,	gather	seeds	into	hay	piles	to	dry,	and	then	store	them	
for	future	use.	But	farming	is	 just	the	beginning—they	are	really	
more	like	engineers,	ecosystem	engineers.	By	excavating	extensive	
burrow	 systems	 known	 as	 precincts,	 kangaroo	 rats	 provide	 ref-
uges	for	squirrels,	reptiles,	and	insects.	Because	of	their	industri-
ous	digging	and	 foraging	activities,	 and	also	because	 they	are	 a	
favorite	 food	 for	predators	 such	as	owls,	 foxes,	 snakes,	 badgers,	
and	weasels,	kangaroo	rats	are	known	as	“keystone”	species.	That		
is,	they	create	an	environment	that	would	change	dramatically	if	
they	disappeared.
	 Unfortunately,	 disappearance	 is	 a	 real	 possibility	 for	 some	
kangaroo	rat	species.	For	example,	the	giant	kangaroo	rat,	which	
(as	you	might	have	guessed)	is	the	largest	of	the	21	kangaroo	rat	
species,	once	ranged	throughout	the	entire	Central	Valley	of	Cali-
fornia	but	is	now	restricted	to	a	few	small	populations.	These	ro-
dent	farmer-engineers	were	driven	out	by	the	human	farmers	and	
engineers	 who	 drastically	 transformed	 the	 Central	 Valley.	 More	
than	one	out	of	four	kangaroo	rat	species	are	listed	as	endangered,	
and	several	others	are	considered	vulnerable.	
	 In	 the	Carrizo	National	Monument	of	California,	which	har-
bors	 the	 largest	 remaining	 population	 of	 the	 giant	 kangaroo	 rat	
(GKR),	my	colleagues	at	UC	Berkeley	and	I	are	studying	how	these	
amazing	creatures	affect	the	ecosystem	and	how	we	can	best	man-
age	their	habitat.	Weighing	 in	at	a	whopping	6	ounces,	GKR	are	
abundant	in	parts	the	Carrizo,	with	up	to	250	individuals	per	acre.	
GKR	are	fiercely	territorial,	and	I	have	seen	them	kickbox	with	one	
another	and	chase	San	Joaquin	antelope	squirrels	out	of	their	bur-
rows.	In	spite	of	these	confrontations,	antelope	squirrels	and	liz-
ards	are	still	more	abundant	on	sites	with	more	GKR	precincts.	For	
the	wider-ranging	lizards	and	squirrels,	the	ability	to	quickly	duck	
down	a	burrow	to	escape	a	hawk	or	the	scorching	heat	may	trump	

KANGAROO RATS

The Great Farmer-Engineers 
Of Our Deserts

the	annoyance	of	being	bullied.	Using	a	series	of	
GKR	 and	 cattle	 exclosures,	 we	 are	 learning	 how	
cattle	impact	GKR,	and	how	both	GKR	and	cattle	
affect	plants	and	other	species.	
					So	now	we	know	that	kangaroo	rats	are	key-
stone	 species	 in	 arid	 regions,	 but	 what	 are	 they	
exactly?	 We	 can	 rule	 out	 two	 things:	 kangaroo	
rats	are	neither	kangaroos	nor	rats.	Found	exclu-
sively	 in	the	arid	grasslands	and	deserts	of	west-
ern	North	America,	kangaroo	rats	are	heteromyid	

rodents,	and	they	are	actually	more	closely	related	to	beavers	than	
they	are	to	common	rats	and	house	mice.	Kangaroo	rats	emerged	as	
a	distinct	group	during	the	Miocene	era	13-16	million	years	ago,	a	
period	that	underwent	spectacular	geological	transformations	such	
as	the	uprising	of	the	Sierra	Nevada	range	and	creation	of	Nevada’s	
Great	Basin.	Having	evolved	alongside	the	creation	of	the	great	des-
erts	of	the	west,	it	is	no	wonder	that	kangaroo	rats	are	spectacularly	
adapted	to	life	in	these	harsh	environments.	
	 Consider	 their	 ability	 to	 survive	 without	 consuming	 liquids.	
For	 people	 and	 other	 mammals,	 metabolic	 water	 (produced	 as	 a	
byproduct	of	metabolizing	 food)	 isn’t	 enough	 to	meet	our	needs,	
and	 we	 supplement	 by	 drinking	 liquids	 and	 eating	 moist	 foods.	
Kit	foxes,	for	example,	obtain	liquid	via	the	blood	of	the	kangaroo	
rats	 they	 consume.	 Through	 modified	 kidneys	 and	 other	 adapta-
tions,	kangaroo	rats	get	all	the	water	they	need	from	metabolizing		
dry	seeds.	
	 Another	adaptation	that	allows	kangaroo	rats	 to	 live	 in	wide	
open,	 sparsely-vegetated	places	 is	 their	exceptional	hearing.	Kan-
garoo	rats	have	enlarged	auditory	bullae,	allowing	them	to	detect	
low-frequency	sounds	such	as	the	wing	beats	of	an	owl	or	vibrations	
of	a	fox	walking	over	their	burrow.	Silent	to	prey	such	as	mice,	ap-
proaching	owls	can	be	heard	by	kangaroo	rats,	giving	them	extra	
time	to	duck	into	a	burrow.	Because	other	small	rodents	lack	this	
adaptation,	they	need	the	cover	of	shrubs	or	thick	vegetation	to	help	
evade	aerial	predators.	Kangaroo	rats	also	use	their	acute	hearing	
to	communicate	with	each	other:	they	beat	their	feet	rapidly	on	the	
ground	to	create	vibrations,	a	behavior	known	as	foot-drumming.	
Out	on	the	Carrizo	Plain,	this	drumming	can	be	heard	all	night	long,	
as	GKR	post	their	audible	versions	of	“Keep	Out”	and	“No	Trespass-
ing”	signs.
	 Kangaroo	rats	and	deserts	have	a	symbiotic	relationship:	kan-
garoo	 rats	need	 intact,	natural	 arid	 lands	 to	 survive,	 and	deserts	
need	kangaroo	rats	to	sustain	the	incredible	diversity	of	plant	and	

J
O

H
N

 R
O

S
E

R

Top: Nocturnal worker – a Giant Kangaroo Rat

BY	LAURA	PRUGH

Continued on page 17
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Top: No introduction needed
Above: Kelso Dunes in the Mojave National Preserve
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TORTOISES THROuGH THE LENS

A Program Where Everyone Wins

Kids	 are	 now	 capturing	 desert	 tortoises	 in	 the	
Mojave	Desert	but	not	with	their	hands.	Instead,	
packing	digital	cameras	provided	by	the	Tortoises	
Through	the	Lens	(TTL)	program	and	know-how	
gained	from	instruction	in	photography	and	ecol-
ogy,	 they’ll	 be	producing	 a	photobook	 for	 scien-
tists,	 artists,	 teachers,	 and	 the	 wider	 public.	 In	
the	process,	these	young	photographers	will	come	
to	 value	 the	 natural	 world	 and	 recognize	 what	
threatens	it.	They’ll	see	some	career	possibilities.	
At	 least	 those	 are	 some	outcomes	Audubon’s	TogetherGreen	Fel-
lowship	program,	the	major	funder,	is	looking	for.
	 As	the	young	students	bridge	art	and	science	under	the	super-
vision	of	the	National	Parks	Conservation	Association	(NPCA),	they	
will	have	their	immediate	focus	on	producing	a	book.	The	project’s	
sponsors	 and	 administrators	 will	 be	 looking	 for	 payoffs	 beyond	
that	horizon:	a	group	of	conservation	leaders	for	tomorrow,	learn-
ing	to	work	together	today.	The	administrators	are	stressing	inclu-
siveness	and	partnership—it’s	 the	students’	project	as	much	as	 it	
is	the	administrators’—and	the	young	photographer	scientists	are	
embracing	this	concept.	

Building the group
	 Not	 everyone	 involved	 in	 TTL	 wants	 to	 be	 a	 photographer	
or	 scientist.	Some	do,	but	we	also	have	students	 seeking	 futures	
as	 writers,	 designers,	 engineers.	 Through	 an	 application	 and	 in-
terview	process,	students	were	selected	for	the	program	based	on	
diversity,	 enthusiasm,	 individuality,	 and	 openness.	 We	 recognize	
that	 many	 projects	 select	 the	 most	 academically	 advanced	 stu-
dents,	but	this	project	has	never	been	about	amassing	genius,	but	
rather	bringing	together	different	elements	and	personalities	that,	
when	focused,	has	the	ability	to	educate	and	initiate	real	change.	

We	ended	up	with	13	high	 school	 students	 from	
across	the	high	desert,	each	with	a	perspective	that	
they	 are	 learning	 to	 voice.	 Assembling	 a	 diverse	
group	ensures	that	students	learn	from	each	other,	
as	 well	 as	 from	 adults,	 and	 that	 this	 teamwork	
will	 teach	 students	 that	despite	 the	difference	of	
race,	interest,	or	education,	each	individual	brings	
unique	skills	and	capacities	that	benefit	the	whole.	
Diversity	also	allows	new	and	meaningful	connec-
tions	to	the	audience	as	we	seek	to	engage	local,	

national,	and	international	participation.	

Education and opportunities
	 Education	and	increasing	awareness	are	main	components	of	
this	project.	Workshops	were	scheduled	to	provide	education	in	a	
lecture	setting,	while	field	components	were	led	by	wildlife	biolo-
gists	and	naturalists.
	 The	students	participated	in	a	photography	workshop	taught	
by	 community	 photographer	 Josh	 Schachter,	 where	 they	 were	
taught	 photography	 basics	 and	 how	 to	 engage	 their	 creativity	 to	
show	fresh	perspectives.	Josh	also	highlighted	the	impact	photog-
raphy	 has	 had	 on	 conservation	 and	 described	 his	 globetrotting	
journey	to	becoming	a	professional	photographer	and	what	is	en-
tailed	in	this	profession.	Students	received	education	on	desert	tor-
toise	biology,	conservation,	and	threats	from	Dr.	Paula	Kahn,	head		
of	 the	Desert	Tortoise	Conservation	Center	 in	Nevada.	Global	cli-
mate	 change	 education	 was	 provided	 by	 Seth	 Shteir/NPCA	 and	
Garry	 George/Audubon,	 who	 challenged	 the	 students	 to	 review	
articles	and	to	consider	the	alteration	of	habitat	usage	patterns	in	
many	species.
	 The	students	have	had	the	opportunity	to	meet,	and	interact	
with	conservation,	science,	and	photography	professionals	in	order	
to	learn	about	potential	career	opportunities	while	enhancing	their	
own	skills	through	the	program.	At	the	program’s	end,	each	student	
will	be	a	published	photographer	and	will	be	able	to	recount	the	
story	of	their	involvement	in	this	project.	Students	who	are	inter-
ested	in	layout,	design,	and	the	printing	process	will	aid	in	the	as-
sembly	of	the	book,	and	students	interested	in	writing	will	help	to	
create	photo	captions	and	text.	Roundtable	discussions	build	con-
fidence	as	students	voice	new	ideas	and	hopes	for	the	project.	The	
students’	photography	will	be	on	display	at	the	Desert	Light	Gallery	
at	the	historic	Kelso	Depot,	and	a	gallery	opening	celebration	will	
be	held	to	honor	the	students’	work	and	commitment.		

BY	DAVID	LAMFROM	&	RANA	KNIGHTEN

P
H

O
T
O

 B
Y

: 
W

Y
A

T
T

 M
Y

E
R

S

DESERT REPORT SEPTEMBER 200916



Field forays
	 Desert	 tortoises	 spend	key	parts	of	 their	 lives	underground,	
making	 both	 sighting	 and	 photography	 a	 challenge.	 Four	 field	
trips	this	spring	produced	twenty	tortoise	sightings	by	the	group.	
To	date,	the	group	has	visited	Joshua	Tree	National	Park,	Mojave	
National	Preserve,	the	Desert	Tortoise	Natural	Area,	and	Rainbow	
Basin	National	Natural	Landmark.	Each	field	trip	was	guided	by	
a	naturalist	or	wildlife	biologist,	and	students	were	able	to	learn	
about	 the	ecology	of	 the	Mojave	Desert	 and	about	 the	 tortoises	
and	other	wildlife	 that	depend	on	 this	 land	 for	 survival.	Spring	
was	 very	 successful;	 wildlife	 and	 plant	 sightings	 have	 included	
desert	 iguanas,	ground	squirrel,	horned	lizards,	roadrunner,	red-
tailed	hawk,	Gambel’s	quail,	chuckwalla,	and	of	course	tortoises	
young	 and	 old.	 Despite	 the	 fact	 that	 all	 of	 the	 students	 live	 in	
relative	 proximity	 to	 world-famous	 national	 parks	 and	 monu-
ments,	 the	majority	 of	 them	had	never	 been	 to	 a	national	 park	
before	our	trips.	Save	one,	none	of	the	students	had	ever	seen	a	
desert	tortoise	in	the	wild.	When	we	found	our	first,	several	stu-
dents	literally	squealed	with	delight.	We	have	several	more	field	
trips	 planned	 for	 this	 fall	 when	 tortoises	 emerge	 once	 again	 to		
take	 advantage	 of	 monsoonal	 rains	 and	 the	 photographers	 can	
capture	images.	

Increasing awareness
	 The	program	would	be	justifiable	without	an	outreach	compo-
nent;	however,	we	strive	for	the	students	to	have	an	enduring	ex-
perience	where	they	understand	the	role	they	can	play	in	conserv-
ing	the	Mojave	and	its	inhabitants.	Outreach	efforts	have	resulted	
in	public	speaking	opportunities,	reaching	over	600	people	about	
our	project	and	about	the	plight	of	the	Mojave	desert	tortoise.	To	
increase	awareness,	the	photobook	will	be	published	and	sold	at	
local	stores	and	events	with	proceeds	going	to	tortoise	conserva-
tion.	Some	books	will	be	donated	to	non-profits,	 local	school	 li-
braries,	and	environmental	education	centers	to	educate	the	com-
munity.	 The	 Desert	 Light	 Gallery	 at	 the	 Kelso	 Depot	 in	 Mojave	
National	Preserve	will	feature	the	project’s	work	in	an	upcoming	
exhibit,	to	showcase	the	work	of	the	students	and	to	reach	a	local,	
national,	and	international	audience.	We	are	continuing	to	reach	
out	to	media	outlets	for	news	coverage	to	raise	awareness	of	this	
issue,	 to	 recognize	 the	students’	hard	work,	and	 to	demonstrate	
that	their	efforts	can	affect	change.

How to get involved
	 We	 are	 still	 soliciting	 funding	 for	 publishing	 the	 book,	 and	
we	would	 love	 to	be	able	 to	print	a	 second	 run	 in	Spanish	 lan-
guage.	We	are	looking	for	additional	media	coverage,	and	for	new		
venues	to	show	our	work,	to	discuss	our	project,	and	to	encourage	
stewardship	in	the	next	generation.	Supporters	can	join	us	in	writ-
ing	letters	to	stand	up	for	the	conservation	of	tortoise	habitat.	If		
you	 are	 interested	 in	 any	 of	 these	 opportunities	 contact	 me	 at	
dlamfrom@npca.org	or	760-219-4916.	

David Lamfrom is the Cal Desert Field Representative for NPCA’s Cal 
Desert Field Office. David is a relative newcomer to the Cal Desert 
and pursues his passions of conservation, wildllife photography, hik-
ing, and herpetology throughout the Mojave.

Rana Knighten is the project manager of the Tortoises Through the 
Lens program. She is a wildlife photographer, and a interpretative 
ranger at Mojave National Preserve.

Climate Change

Continued FRoM page 15

Kangaroo Rats: Farmer-Engineers

plant-eating,	 crawling,	 and	hopping	 insects	which	are	 somewhat	
reminiscent	of	 the	common	crickets	we	are	all	 familiar	with,	but	
several	 times	 larger.	Densities	of	 greater	 than	 twenty	 insects	per	
square	foot	have	been	seen	in	several	areas	this	summer.	In	some	
places	the	roads	are	slippery	with	their	crushed	bodies.	With	warm-
ing	winters,	outbreaks	of	Mormon	crickets	and	other	insects	may	
become	much	more	common	than	they	have	been	in	the	past.
	 Climate	 change	 models	 are	 just	 that,	 mathematical	 models	
based	on	past	climate	data	and	what	we	know	about	how	earth’s	
weather	systems	operate.	A	number	of	different	models	all	point	
toward	the	same	general	conclusion:	namely,	that	the	deserts	of	the	
American	Southwest	will	experience	higher	average	temperatures,	
more	intense	and	variable	storm	events,	and	less	“effective	precipi-
tation,”	leading	to	a	general	drying	trend.	At	least	one	model	shows	
Winnemucca,	in	northern	Nevada,	having	a	climate	similar	to	pres-
ent	day	Las	Vegas	by	the	year	2090.	At	 the	same	time	Las	Vegas	
might	have	a	climate	more	like	present	day	Tucson,	only	warmer	
and	dryer.	The	annual	flows	in	the	Colorado	River	are	predicted	to	
decrease	during	the	coming	century,	dramatically	affecting	water	
supplies	 for	at	 least	25	million	people,	 to	say	nothing	of	wildlife	
dependent	on	 the	 river.	Desert	 agriculture,	dependent	on	 cheap,	
abundant	irrigation	water	is	likely	to	be	particularly	hard	hit.	The	
Walker	River	Basin	in	western	Nevada,	fed	by	melting	Sierra	snows,	
is	a	probable	example	of	unsustainable	desert	agriculture.
	 It	is	ironic	that	as	the	desert	areas	of	California	and	Nevada	are	
under	pressure	for	massive	renewable	energy	developments,	these	
areas	are	also	expected	to	undergo	significant	change	in	vegetation	
regimes	due	to	climate	change	and	invasive	non-native	plants.	By	
the	end	of	this	century	the	deserts	as	we	know	them	today	may	be	
just	a	memory.	

John Hiatt, a desert activist living in Las Vegas, Nevada, is a member 
of the CNRCC Desert Committee and is a board member of Friends of 
Nevada Wilderness.

Continued FRoM page 14

animal	life	found	in	these	harsh	regions.	Next	time	you	are	in	the	
desert,	 venture	 out	 at	 night	 to	 observe	 these	 little	 creatures	 hard	
at	work.	As	you	watch	them	hop	around	like	miniature	kangaroos,	
gathering	seeds	into	their	cheek	pouches,	foot-drumming,	and	put-
ting	the	finishing	touches	on	their	latest	tunnels,	you	may	want	to	
tip	your	hat	in	thanks,	for	a	job	well	done.	

Laura Prugh is a postdoctoral researcher in the Department of En-
vironmental Science, Policy, and Management at UC Berkeley. Along 
with Justin Brashares and partners at the Bureau of Land Manage-
ment, California Department of Fish and Game, and The Nature Con-
servancy, she is studying relationships between giant kangaroo rats, 
cattle, and other species in the Carrizo National Monument.
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The	first	time	I	was	invited	to	an	environmental	conference,	I	was	
in	 a	 state	 of	 disbelief	 when	 I	 learned	 that	 no	 one	 knew	 where	
Imperial	County	was	located.	My	thoughts	were	how	can	this	be?	
Thousands	flock	to	Glamis,	 the	off-road	toy	capitol	of	the	world	
each	year.	Did	they	blink	and	miss	us?	It’s	a	common	joke	among	
natives	that	because	of	our	small	towns	and	the	vast	agricultural	
surroundings,	it	is	not	recommended	you	blink	because	you	will	
miss	your	exit	and	end	up	in	Arizona.	
	 Those	who	are	more	familiar	with	Imperial	County	mention	
they	have	heard	of	the	Salton	Sea,	the	New	River,	the	high	asth-
ma	prevalence,	poor	air	quality,	and	the	unbearably	hot	weather.	
Although	these	subjects	often	make	headlines,	the	issue	with	air	
quality	remains	a	mystery	to	many.			
	 I	 am	 Luis	 Olmedo,	 Executive	 Director	 of	 Comite	 Civico	 Del	
Valle.	This	is	not	the	catchiest	name	for	a	non-profit	organization,	
but	it	is	well	suited	for	its	role	of	civic	engagement	on	behalf	of	un-
der-represented	people	who	have	had	little	contact	with	governing	
bodies.	I	joined	Comite	Civico	several	years	ago	and	came	to	un-
derstand	that	“NO,	it	is	not	okay	to	breath	smoke	from	agricultural	
burns;	from	wood	burning,	‘renewable’	energy	facilities;	pesticides	
from	 a	 drift;	 windblown	 dust;	 diesel	 emissions;	 or	 manure	 par-
ticles,	among	other	airborne	particulates.”	Most	governing	bodies	
that	regulate	air	quality	in	Imperial	County	as	well	as	local	indus-
tries	will	argue	that	cross-border	pollution	is	the	primary	source	
of	this	public	health	threat.	While	air	pollution	from	Mexico	is	a	
contributing	a	 factor,	 Imperial	County	cannot	waive	 its	 share	of	
responsibility	simply	because	it’s	bad	for	business.	To	do	so	is	bad	
for	our	health.			
	 Comite	Civico	has	developed	an	environmental	justice	niche.	
Over	the	years,	we	have	worked	on	numerous	projects	that	con-
tinue	to	build	an	understanding	of	the	complexity	of	the	obvious	
problem.	I	find	it	inexcusable	when	I	hear	regulating	agencies	talk	
about	how	bad	they	feel	about	the	problem	but	claim	that	their	
hands	are	tied.	In	spite	of	the	fact	that	Imperial	County	has	been	
formally	 designated	 a	 Severe	 Non-Attainment	 Area	 for	 particu-
late	matter	 smaller	 than	 ten	microns	 in	diameter,	 the	Air	Pollu-
tion	Control	District	(APCD)	has	succeeded	largely	in	identifying	
loopholes	 that	 prevent	 it	 from	 doing	 anything	 that	 will	 lead	 to	
improvements.	In	preparation	for	an	August	11,	2009,	hearing	on	
the	APCD	proposed	plan,	Lynn	Terry,	Deputy	Director	of	the	Cali-
fornia	Air	Resources	Board	(CARB)	visited	our	area	 to	asses	 the	
problem.	Additionally	I	and	several	others	met	with	staff	members	
of	the	U.S.	Environmental	Protection	Agency	(EPA)	concerning	the	

proposed	plan.	The	results	were	disappointing.		 		
	 At	this	August	11	hearing	opponents	and	proponents	presented	
their	concerns	before	the	Board	of	Supervisors	in	Imperial	County.	
Residents	argued	 that	 the	plan	should	be	rejected	because	 it	had	
no	teeth.	US	EPA	representative	spoke	and	urged	them	not	to	ap-
prove	 the	plan	because	US	EPA	had	not	yet	determined	that	cur-
rent	rules	within	the	district	met	Best	Available	Control	Measures.	
Even	with	this	testimony,	it	did	not	seem	to	persuade	the	Supervi-
sors	 from	 approving	 it.	 This	 is	 a	 big	 disappointment	 considering	
that	the	public	places	its	trust	in	the	representatives	they	vote	into		
office.	A	growing	number	of	residents	and	communities	are	becom-
ing	 increasingly	engaged	 in	decisions	 that	affect	 their	health	and	
their	surroundings.		
	 On	Saturday,	July	11,	I	accompanied	a	documentary	film	crew	
seeking	to	record	an	agricultural	burn	in	action.	We	called	the	Air	
Pollution	Control	District	office	and	got	a	map	of	potential	burns	
for	the	day.	We	set	up	at	the	corner	of	Heber	Road	and	Highway	
111,	and	after	documenting	the	burn,	we	followed	the	smoke	less	
than	a	quarter	mile	to	a	neighborhood	in	the	City	of	Heber.	We	were	
alarmed	by	the	large	pieces	of	ash	landing	on	the	streets	and	homes.	
As	you	can	imagine,	no	data	collection	can	surpass	the	effect	of	cap-

ECONOMIC STRuGGLE, POLITICAL WILL, 
AND THOSE LEFT GASPING FOR AIR

Air Quality: 
An Issue In The Desert

BY	LUIS	OLMEDO

Field burn just outside of the city of Brawley, July 2009.
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turing	an	event	like	this	on	film.	This	is	very	disturbing	considering	
that	ash	and	many	other	particles	 invisible	 to	 the	naked	eye	are	
contributors	to	cancer	and	other	respiratory	illnesses.	This	“special	
burn”	 protected	 two	main	 roads,	 but	 left	 this	 community	 out	 of		
the	equation.		
	 After	 speaking	with	a	gracious,	 third	generation,	prominent	
farmer	in	Imperial	County,	it	was	clear	to	me	that	he	believes	that	
he	has	already	begun	to	adopt	new	methods	of	reducing	particu-
late	matter.	Even	so,	he	is	willing	to	explore	new	alternatives.	We	
both	agreed	that	Imperial	County	needs	to	consider	a	plan	to	re-
duce	 air	 pollutants	 that	 includes	 rules	 that	 incorporate	 the	 best	
available	control	measures.	If	Imperial	county	insists	on	proposing	
a	plan	that	does	nothing	more	to	reduce	air	pollution,	it	leaves	it	in	
the	hands	of	environmental	justice	advocates	and	US	EPA	to	decide	

what’s	best	 for	 Imperial	County.	That’s	a	big	gamble	considering	
the	new	administration’s	aggressive	stance	on	global	warming	and	
environmental	justice.	
	 Although	agriculture	makes	 the	greatest	 contribution	 to	our	
economy,	 it’s	 not	 the	 only	 contributor	 to	 particulate	 matter.	 As	
mentioned	previously	 in	 this	 article,	 Imperial	County	 is	 a	haven	
for	 off-road	 vehicle	 (ORV)	 thrill	 seekers.	 On	 busy	 weekends	 the	
dust	generated	by	 this	 recreation	contributes	 significantly	 to	our	
poor	air	quality.	Beyond	the	direct	health	consequences,	 farmers	
might	also	be	concerned	because	these	exhaust	emissions	and	dust	
are	transported	to	and	settle	onto	their	lands	often	injuring	crops.	
There	are	also	indirect	health	consequences.	Persons	that	end	up	
in	the	hospital	with	respiratory	complications	compete	for	hospital	
beds	against	the	victims	of	accidents	caused	by	these	visitors.	It’s	
upsetting	to	see	big-city	folks	with	private	insurance	take	over	our	
low-capacity	hospitals,	while	our	low-income,	uninsured,	and	most	
vulnerable	families	wait	in	line,	only	to	be	turned	away	with	the	
certainty	that	they	will	have	to	make	another	visit	later	in	the	same	
day.	I	know	those	benefiting	financially	from	ORV	campers	would	
argue	that	it’s	good	for	our	economy;	however	there	is	not	enough	

oversight	and	surveillance	of	this	issue.	Without	it	we	cannot	mea-
sure	the	true	cost	versus	benefit	of	this	activity	to	our	community.		
	 Many	communities	similar	to	Imperial	County	have	already	ad-
opted	alternatives	that	have	lowered	emissions	including	reduced	
agricultural	burning,	 required	paving	of	 roads,	 lining	canals	with	
cement,	and	replacement	of	old	diesel	engines.	The	argument	has	
always	been	that	because	of	our	close	proximity	to	Mexico	they	are	
to	blame	for	our	poor	air	quality.	I	say	if	it’s	here	too,	own	up	to	it,	
and	 take	action	 to	 reduce	 it.	Blaming	our	neighbors	 and	 seeking	
exemptions	is	not	protecting	public	health.	Sure,	it	will	place	some	
burden	on	business,	but	some	communities	have	obviously	figured	
out	how	to	make	the	necessary	adjustments,	otherwise	we	would	
not	be	home	to	some	of	the	most	prominent	wealthy	land	owners,	
growers	in	the	Nation.
	 The	correlation	between	environmental	pollution	and	low	in-
come	levels,	low	educational	levels,	and	minority	population	is	both	
obvious	and	scientifically	documented.	(1,2)	It	is	therefore	gratify-
ing	that	both	the	Federal	and	State	of	California	governments	have	
recognized	the	problem.	(3,4)
		 While	cleaning	our	air	is	a	slow	moving	process,	the	numbers	
of	affected	people	keeps	increasing.	I	am	reminded	of	a	conversa-
tion	with	a	member	at	the	Imperial	County	Air	Pollution	staff	who	
says	“significant”	is	a	technical	term,	and	the	data	must	support	it.	
To	me	“significant”	are	 the	number	of	 children	who	have	asthma	
according	to	the	California	Asthma	Partners.	(5)	It’s	going	to	take	a	
significant	effort	from	everyone	to	recognize	that	there	are	no	win-
ners	when	damaging	our	natural	resources.	Everyone	will	have	to	
look	forward	as	we	discuss	safer	alternatives.	

Luis Olmedo has lived in Brawley, California, since 1978. As a result 
of initial influences from American Lung Association and Health Care 
Professionals, he began to explore opportunities to address air qual-
ity concerns such as agricultural burning and pesticide spraying. He 
is currently active in policy work at the state level and belongs to a 
number of environmental justice organizations. 

SOURCES:
(1)	 World	 Resources	 Institute:	 Tackling	 the	 problems	 of	 poverty,	 environment	 and	
health	(http://www.wri.org/publication/content/8462)	
(2)	Journal	of	Social	Sciences,	Vol.	56,	No	3,	2000,	pp.	555-578	(http://	www.unc.
edu/courses/2005spring/epid/278/001/Bullard2000JSocIssues.pdf)	

Other	references	cited	in	this	article	can	be	found	on	the	Desert	Report	Website	(http://
www.desertreport.org)	by	clicking	on	the	button	labelled	“References.”

Renewable Energy Plant on HWY 111, wood chippings caught fire, 
June 2009
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We called the Air Pollution Control District 
office and got a map of potential burns for the 

day. We set up at the corner of Heber Road 
and Highway 111, and after documenting the 

burn, we followed the smoke less than a  
quarter mile to a neighborhood in the City of 
Heber. We were alarmed by the large pieces of 

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

ANTELOPE PROTECTION WORK PARTY/CARCAMP 
IN CARRIZO PLAIN NATIONAL MONuMENT 
October 3-4, Sat-Sun
Come help remove fences to allow the beautiful and endan-
gered pronghorn antelope unobstructed access to all areas of 
the Plain. We have succeeded in clearing the American Ranch 
area; join us as we work on the Panorama Ranch. Camp at 
Selby campground, bring food, water, heavy leather work 
gloves, and camping gear for the weekend. Potluck Sat night. 
Meet at the Goodwin Visitors Center at 9:00 am Sat. Rain can-
cels. Resource specialist: Alice Koch. For more information, 
contact Leaders: Cal and Letty French, 14140 Chimney Rock 
Road, Paso Robles, CA 93446, (805-239-7338). Prefer e-mail  
lettyfrench@gmail.com Santa Lucia Chapter/CNRCC Desert 
Committee

WILDERNESS RESTORATION IN DEATH VALLEY 
NATIONAL PARK 
Oct 5-6, Mon-Tues (Note date change)
The currently planned project is to finish the conversion to a 
trail of the northern end of the old Mesquite Flats/Death Val-
ley crossover road, which used to join the Scotty’s Castle road 
near Red Wall Canyon. Meet Sunday evening or early Monday 
morning, work Monday and Tuesday. Potluck Monday night. 
On Wednesday, there will be a ranger lead hike for those who 
can stay over. (Project may change). For more information, or 

to sign up, contact leader: Kate Allen 661-944-4056 kj.allen@
wildblue.net (email preferred). CNRCC Desert Committee

EXPLORING THE SODA MOuNTAINS IN MOJAVE 
DESERT 
Oct. 17-18, Sat Eve-Sun 
We will explore the ridges and deep washes of this relatively 
unknown and rugged Wilderness Study Area (WSA), located 
east of Barstow and north of I-15. Arrive late Saturday after-
noon at the camping area near the Cronese Lakes. Potluck 
Saturday night. The full day hike on Sunday will help us appre-
ciate a unique place and to comment upon the future of this 
WSA which is currently uncertain. Hike is moderately difficult. 
For details contact leader: Craig Deutsche, (310-477-6670), 

craig.deutsche@gmail.com. CNRCC Desert Committee
 
EAGLE CLIFF MINE HIKE IN JOSHuA TREE 
NATIONAL PARK
Oct 24, Sat
Eagle Cliff Mine is an interesting loop hike in a very pretty 
area of the park that offers some shade from both trees 
and canyon walls. The mine is complete with a cabin of 

sorts and other various points of interest, both historical and 
natural, and an excellent overview. Bring a couple of quarts 
of water, decent boots, layered clothing, a snack and a lunch. 
Contact Ann and Al Murdy (al.murdy@gmail.com) or 760-366-
2932 (no messages). Tahquitz Group San Gorgonio Chapter

GHOST TOWN EXTRAVAGANZA 
Oct 31 - Nov 1, Sat-Sun
What could be more appropriate this Halloween weekend than 
to visit the ghosts and ruins of California’s colorful past? Come 
with us to this eerie desert landscape near Death Valley. Camp 
at the historic ghost town of Ballarat (flush toilets & hot show-
ers). On Sat, do a challenging hike to ghost town Lookout City 
with expert Hal Fowler who will regale us with tales of this 
wild west town. Sat. evening, Happy Hour and a potluck feast, 
followed by a midnight visit to Ballarat’s graveyard. On Sun, 
a quick visit to the infamous Riley town site 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. 
CNRCC Desert Committee.

MOJAVE NATIONAL PRESERVE SERVICE TRIP
November 6-8, Fri-Sun 
Help the Mojave National Preserve clean up a large illegal 
dump that has built up over the years. Work all day Satur-
day and until noon on Sunday. A barbecue will be provided by 
Preserve staff Saturday evening. A hike is planned for those 

California/Nevada Regional Conservation Committee Desert Committee

Outings
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GLEN CANYON NRA, ESCALANTE RIVER CANYON 
SERVICE TRIP/BACKPACK
March 14-20, 2010. Sun-Sat.
Assist the National Park Service in eradicating Russian Olive 
from the Escalante River. Working under the direction of Park 
Ranger Bill Wolverton, we will gather up slash from previous 
service trips and burn it. Since 2000, over half of the river has 
been cleared. Meet in Escalante, Utah Sunday morning, March 
14, caravan out to the trailhead and hike in. Work four days, 
dayhike one day and hike out Saturday morning March 20. Ex-
pect knee to thigh deep river crossings, overnight lows near 
freezing and mild temperatures during the day. Participants will 
be responsible for their own leather work gloves (highly rec-
ommended), food and gear on the trail. For more info: ldr Paul 
Plathe 209-476-1498. Delta-Sierra Group (Mother Lode Chap)

NON-SIERRA CLuB ACTIVITIES
The following activities are not sponsored nor administered by 
Sierra Club. The Sierra Club has no information about the plan-
ning of these activities and makes no representations or war-
ranties about the quality, safety, supervision, or management 
of such activities. They are published only as a reader service 
as they may be of interest to the readers of this publication.

California Wilderness Coalition
The California Wilderness Coalition works to protect the natu-
ral landscapes that make California unique, providing clean air 

and water, a home to wildlife, and a place for recreation 
and spiritual renewal. CWC is dedicated to protecting 
and restoring California’s wild places and native biodi-
versity on a statewide level. Below is a sample of the 
trips offered this fall, for a complete listing or to learn 
more, go to: www.calwild.org

Castle Mountains Car Tour & Day Hike with 
Lunch at Hotel Nipton
October 10, Sat
The Castle Mountains are located along the California-Nevada 
border and are surrounded on three sides by the Mojave Na-
tional Preserve. We’ll drive past the densest Joshua Tree for-
est in the world and take a few short hikes to get a glimpse of 
some of the interesting desert species, expansive views, and 
history of Hart mine area. We’ll also enjoy lunch at the unique 
Hotel Nipton. For details, contact Laurel 909-260-8833 lwil-
liams@calwild.org 

Desert Survivors
Desert Survivors is an affiliation of desert lovers committed to 
experiencing, sharing, and protecting desert wilderness. They 
conduct trips to give others the opportunity to experience the 
desert as they do, as part of their efforts to protect the wild 
places they love to explore. Must be a member to participate 
in trips. Below is a sample of the trips offered this spring, for a 
complete listing, go to: http://www.desert-survivors.org.

Teels Marsh Carcamp (M) Western Nevada
October 16-18 (Fri-Sun)
Teels Marsh lies near the midpoint of the 1,500-mile-long Des-
ert Trail. It was once part of a series of Pleistocene lakes. Today 
the desert marsh is home to the Marietta wild burro herd. We’ll 
make day hikes into granite canyons to a wooded ridge, remote 
springs, and a historic rock house. Outstanding geology and 
wildlife. Limit 15. Contact Leader: Bob Lyon (415) 586-6855. 

arriving in the morning on Friday. There will be a Ranger talk 
about the Preserve on Friday. Camping will be rustic, but a 
portable restroom will be provided. High clearance vehicle is 
recommended to access the site, but we can shuttle people 
and gear if needed. Email or call leader for reservation infor-
mation. Leader: Rich Juricich, rich.sac@pacbell.net, 916-492-
2181. CNRCC Desert Committee

“BOWLING ALLEY” CAR CAMP & HIKE IN DEATH 
VALLEY PROPOSED WILDERNESS ADDITION
Nov 7-8, Sat-Sun
This narrow strip of land between Death Valley National Park 
and Fort Irwin is lovingly referred to as the “Bowling Alley” 
and is an ideal wilderness candidate. With unique and beauti-
ful geology, several perennial springs, and habitat for desert 
tortoise and bighorn sheep, we’ll have lots to explore! We’ll 
drive in on some rough routes and then day hike from our car/
tent camp site. 4 wd recommended. Potluck dinner Saturday 
night. Leader: Carol Wiley (760)245-8734, desertlily1@verizon.
net. Reservationist: Kate Allen kj.allen@wildblue.net (661)944-
4056. CNRCC Desert Committee

SPRING CLEANING IN MECCA HILLS WILDERNESS 
Nov 7, Sat 
Hike two easy miles from Box Canyon Rd to Hidden Spring, 
the only permanent water source in the area. We will remove 
palm fronds and other invasive vegetation and clean out the 
spring box. After, a short hike to the “Grotto” and maybe 
return via a different route. Great area with good views 
and interesting canyons. Car camping is available on Box 
Canyon Road (can be busy) or off Painted Canyon Road. 
Limited to 10 persons. Official Hike leader Kathy Kel-
ley. Organizer and contact person is Jeff Morgan (760) 
324-8696, or (preferably) jckmorgan@aol.com. Tahquitz 
Group (San Gorgonio Chapter)

SERVICE AND HIKING IN A SOuTHERN DESERT
Dec 12-13, Sat-Sun
This is the cooler season to visit the southern deserts. Our 
project on Saturday will be on the east side of the North Al-
gadones Dunes Wilderness, approximately 20 miles east of 
Brawley, CA, where we will rebuild facilities at the Watchable 
Wildlife Site. Saturday evening is a carcamp with potluck din-
ner. Sunday we will take a recreational hike either from our 
work site or else in the nearby Indian Pass Wilderness. For 
information contact leader Craig Deutsche, craig.deutsche@
gmail.com, (310-477-6670). CNRCC Desert Committee

HOLIDAY SERVICE IN CARRIZO PLAIN NATIONAL 
MONuMENT 
Dec. 28 - Jan. 2, 2010, Mon-Sat
Celebrate the end of one year and the beginning of the next in 
one of our new national monuments. The Carrizo Plain, west of 
Bakersfield, is a vast grassland, home to pronghorn antelope, 
tule elk, kit fox, and a wide variety of birds. A welcome hike 
Dec. 28, three and a half days of service modifying barbed wire 
fencing, and a full day for hiking and exploring are planned. 
Use of accommodations at Goodwin Ranch included. Limited 
to 14 participants, $30 covers 5 dinners. For more info, contact 
leader: Craig Deutsche, craig.deutsche@gmail.com, (310-477-
6670), or co-leader leader Melinda Goodwater, mgoodwater@
sbcglobal.net, (408-774-1257). CNRCC Desert Committee

DESERT REPORT SEPTEMBER 2009 21



T
The	 Soda	 Mountains	 were	 recognized	 for	 their	
wilderness	 characteristics	 and	 designated	 as	 a	
Wilderness	Study	Area	(WSA)	in	1994.	The	area	
is	managed	by	the	Bureau	of	Land	Management	
to	 “maintain	 its	 wilderness	 character	 …	 until	
Congress	decides	whether	it	should	be	either	des-
ignated	 as	 wilderness	 or	 should	 be	 released	 for	
other	purposes.”	As	pressures	increase	to	develop	
our	remaining	desert	lands	for	renewable	energy,	
military	 base	 expansion,	 off-highway	 vehicle	 (OHV)	 use,	 and	
transmission	 lines,	 the	 time	 is	 ripe	 to	permanently	protect	 truly	
wild	places	like	the	Soda	Mountains.
	 Located	just	north	of	Interstate	15,	between	the	Afton	Canyon	
exit	and	the	Kelbaker	Road	exit,	the	Soda	Mountains	wilderness	
study	area	 is	 one	of	 the	most	 easily	 accessible	 in	 the	California	
desert.	At	over	100,000	acres,	 it	 is	also	the	 largest.	With	terrain	
varying	from	lake	beds	and	sand	dunes	to	steep,	multicolored	can-
yons,	the	area	provides	hikers,	archaeologists,	and	photographers	
with	ready	access	to	amazing	and	remote	backcountry.
	 This	scenic,	horseshoe-shaped	range	includes	the	terminus	of	
the	great	Mojave	River—at	the	Cronese	Lakes	most	recently,	and	
Silver	Lake	in	the	not	too	distant	past.	Ancient	Native	Americans’	
use	of	the	Soda	Mountains	is	seen	in	archaeologically	significant	
rock	alignments,	anthropomorphic	figures,	portions	of	aboriginal	
trail	systems,	and	a	large	lithic	workshop.	Salt	and	hunting	camp	
localities	used	by	Chemehuevi	Indians	are	also	found	here.	A	des-
ignated	 Area	 of	 Critical	 Environmental	 Concern	 (ACEC)	 at	 the	
Cronese	Lakes	recognizes	some	of	these	resources.
	 Mojave	Desert	plants	such	as	the	creosote,	barrel	cacti,	cholla,	
and	yuccas	cover	the	hillsides,	and	the	unique	Crucifixion	thorn	
can	be	found	in	lower	elevations.	The	two	intermittent	lakes,	East	
Cronese	and	West	Cronese,	provide	habitat	for	wintering	and	mi-
grating	waterfowl	and	shorebirds,	including	the	endangered	Yuma	
clapper	 rail.	 The	 unusual	 concentrations	 of	 water	 related	 birds	
also	make	this	a	choice	area	for	raptors.	Desert	bighorn	sheep	are	
rumored	to	live	in	large	swaths	of	the	range	as	well.
	 The	southern	portion	of	the	Soda	Mountains	contains	critical	
habitat	 for	 the	 federally	 and	 state	 threatened	 desert	 tortoise.	 It	
is	within	the	Superior	Cronese	Desert	Wildlife	Management	Area	
(DWMA)	 for	 the	 desert	 tortoise	 as	 codified	 by	 the	 BLM’s	 West	
Mojave	Plan.	It	is	also	within	the	Western	Mojave	Recovery	Unit	
(as	identified	in	the	Desert	Tortoise	Recovery	Plan).	This	unit	has	
shown	 some	 of	 the	 most	 significant	 declines	 in	 desert	 tortoise	
populations	when	compared	with	the	whole	desert	tortoise	range.	

In	 recent	 outings	 to	 the	 area,	 tortoise	 burrows	
were	 still	 sufficiently	 prevalent	 that	 hikers	 had		
to	 watch	 where	 they	 stepped	 so	 as	 not	 to	 crush		
	the	burrows.
	 	 	 	 	While	many	groups	are	advocating	Congress	
that	 this	 scenic	 and	 ecologically	 important	 area	
become	wilderness,	there	has	been	pressure	from	
politicians	 to	 “release”	 all	 or	 part	 of	 it	 from	 any	
kind	 of	 protective	 status.	 Releasing	 even	 part	 of	

this	WSA	would	 further	 fragment	Desert	 tortoise	habitat	and	put	
the	rich	archaeological	and	cultural	resources	of	the	Cronese	Lakes	
ACEC	at	risk	of	being	degraded	and	destroyed	from	OHV	intrusions	
and	development.
	 The	future	of	the	Soda	Mountains	Wilderness	Study	Area	is	un-
certain.	Its	fate	is	in	the	hands	of	Congressional	leaders	who	may	or	
may	not	recognize	the	value	of	protecting	this	resource.	Readers	are	
encouraged	to	make	their	views	known.	Letters	can	be	sent	directly	
to	representatives	or	if	sent	to	lwilliams@calwild.org	they	will	be	
forwarded	appropriately.	

Laurel Williams is the Desert Field Organizer for the California Wil-
derness Coalition (CWC). Originally from Portland, Oregon, Laurel 
discovered the magic of the California desert 8 years ago. She is an 
avid hiker and backpacker and enjoys sharing the wonders of the des-
ert with others.

THE SODA MOuNTAINS WSA

An uncertain Future
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DESERT FORUM
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