
I
If you’re a fan of the California and Nevada desert, you may have 
heard of some controversial proposed wind energy projects – 
Granite Mountain, North Sky River, Ocotillo Express, Searchlight, 
Spring Valley, Tule Wind, and Virginia Peak, to name just a few. 
All of these projects have been in the news because of potential 
wildlife impacts.
 What you may not know is that the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice (FWS) “rules” for wind projects are themselves controversial 
and undergoing change this year.
 Since 2003, wind developers have been encouraged to follow 
FWS’s “Interim Guidance on Avoiding and Minimizing Wildlife 
Impacts from Wind Energy.”1 However, this Guidance has never 
been mandatory, and while wind developers usually assess poten-
tial wildlife impacts to some degree, the site evaluation system de-
scribed in the Guidance has been widely ignored.
 These “rules” will change soon. The Interim Guidance is to be 
replaced by new Land-Based Wind Energy Guidelines from FWS, 
probably before the end of 2011. Even before final publication, 
however, the new Guidelines are highly controversial, and some 
conservation groups allege that the creation process has violated 
federal law.
 The current draft of the new Wind Guidelines sets up a vol-
untary process for avoiding, minimizing and mitigating wildlife 
impacts from wind projects2. Though voluntary, they offer an in-
centive for compliance: developers who adhere to the Guidelines 
and communicate with FWS might receive “benefit of enforcement 
discretion.” In plain English, this means that FWS might choose 
not to refer wind projects that kill legally protected wildlife to the 
Department of Justice for prosecution. 
 Of course, FWS has been choosing not to refer wind projects 
for prosecution for a long time. As of early August 2011, there 
has never been a prosecution of a wind project for killing legally 
protected wildlife, despite ample evidence of violations of both 
the Migratory Bird Treaty Act and the Bald and Golden Eagle Pro-
tection Act. For example, Shawn Smallwood’s 2010 study of bird 
mortality at Altamont Pass concluded that the wind turbines there 
kill 7,643-9,298 birds each year, including 1,645-1,967 raptors, 55-

94 Golden Eagles, 475-477 American Kestrels, 253-433 Red-Tailed 
Hawks, and 714-718 Burrowing Owls.3 
 FWS recently signaled that the federal government may finally 
be moving toward prosecution. In August, the Los Angeles Times 
reported that FWS is investigating the deaths of Golden Eagles and 
other migratory birds at the Pine Tree wind energy facility near Mo-
jave, CA.4 Of course, prosecution is only possible if wildlife deaths 
at wind facilities are tracked. Not all wind projects include mortality 
studies; they are not required by law or regulation, and the newest 
draft of the Guidelines suggests but does not require them.
 How did we get to this point? In 2007, then Secretary of the 
Interior Dirk Kempthorne chartered the Wind Guidelines Federal 
Advisory Committee (Wind FAC) and appointed 22 members. The 
objective was to “provide advice and recommendations to the Sec-
retary of the Interior (Secretary) on developing effective measures 
to avoid or minimize impacts to wildlife and their habitats related 
to land-based wind energy facilities.”5 Continued on page 14

THE “RULES” FOR WIND PROJECTS ARE CHANGING 

New Federal Wind Energy 
Guidelines Are Up In The Air

BY KELLY FULLER

Wind turbines in the Tehachipi area
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THE PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE OF A CRITICAL RESOURCE

 

Seeps And Springs In The 
Mojave National Preserve

BY DEBRA HUGHSON, PH.D

If value is proportional to scarcity and need, then few things are 
more valuable than a watering hole in the desert. This article ex-
plores the history and characteristics of water sources in the Mo-
jave National Preserve and challenges for long term management 
of these valuable resources.
 Native Americans adapted to a drying climate following the 
last ice age, acquiring an intimate knowledge of reliable water 
sources as the Pleistocene lakes evaporated. The U.S. Army fol-
lowed native trails connecting known watering holes through the 
Mojave Desert, establishing Camp Rock Spring in 1866 at one of 
the more reliable watering holes in the area that is now Mojave 
National Preserve. Cattlemen followed the army, developing avail-
able shallow groundwater for their animals. The simplest modifi-
cation is to dig a hole in wet ground to collect seepage. Inevitably 
these holes got larger with time and effort, some becoming long, 
reinforced tunnels and deep, hand-dug wells. A gently sloping tun-
nel dug into a hillside tapping groundwater, which can then be 
brought to the surface by gravity flow through a pipe, utilizes a 
technology at least 3,000 years old. In this way, cattlemen created 
springs in places where water seldom appeared at the ground sur-
face, giving them names like Budweiser Spring, Silver Lead Spring, 
and Pipe Wrench Spring.
 In thinking about desert springs it is helpful to conceptualize 
surface expressions of groundwater based on the source aquifer. 
At the largest scale are regional springs with high, stable discharge 
and constant temperature. An example is the Ash Meadows spring 
complex in southern Nevada, fed by a regional carbonate aquifer 
system that underlies most of Nevada and part of Utah. There are 
no springs of this class in Mojave National Preserve. At a smaller 
scale are springs that drain sedimentary basins between mountain 
ranges. Typically these are perennial and have discharge sufficient 
to support a small riparian ecosystem. There are two springs of 
this class in the Preserve: Piute Spring, which drains the east side 
of Lanfair Valley, and Soda Springs on the edge of Soda Dry Lake. 
Interestingly, both of these springs have a rich historical legacy. 
Jedidiah Smith wrote about Soda Springs in his diary and it later 
became the Zzyzx Mineral Springs and Health Spa. Today Soda 
Springs is the location of the Desert Studies Center, field station of 
the California State University. Fort Beale, later Fort Piute, was es-
tablished in 1859 at Piute Spring along the route from Fort Mohave 
to San Bernardino. Finally, at the smallest scale are at least 240 
seeps and springs, located primarily in the mountainous areas of 
the Preserve. Many of these features are not discharge of ground-

Chicken Water Spring is an example of a water source developed 
for livestock that no longer flows due to disrepair.
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MANAGING WATER IN WILD PLACES

 The National Parks Conservation 
Association’s Perspective On 
Water In The Mojave Preserve 

Perhaps nowhere is water more important than in the desert; wher-
ever it is plentiful - so is life. Although water can be a limiting 
factor, its absence also defines desert systems and has “invented” 
uniquely adapted plant and animal species. Natural water sources 
occur throughout the Mojave, and they support some of its most 
scenic landscapes and sensitive species.
 Although rivers, spring-fed lakes, and perennial streams do 
exist in the Mojave, they are spread out across large distances. 
Historically, both people and animals have depended on Mojave 
springs for life-giving water during their seasonal movements in 
and across the landscape. Americans pushing westward did the 
same. Ranching, farming, and mining settlements required more 
permanent water solutions, so they manipulated native sources to 
ensure their reliability. Similarly, hunters created artificial water 
sources known locally as “guzzlers” or “drinkers” to support pro-
ductive game populations. When Mojave National Preserve (The 
Preserve) was created in 1994, it was with the mandate to allow 
continued hunting and to maintain grazing on specific allotments, 
while operating under the mission and mandates of the National 
Park Service. Upon establishment, the Preserve acquired signifi-
cant native springs and seeps as well as existing large and small 
drinkers (6 and 130+ respectively). The Preserve is currently de-
veloping a plan to manage natural and artificial water resources,  
presenting us the opportunity to share our perspectives on this im-
portant issue.
 The Preserve is required by mission to: “preserve unimpaired 
the natural and cultural resources and values of the national park 
system for the enjoyment, education, and inspiration of this and  
future generations.” They are also required to uphold legal 
protections for designated Wilderness and for state and federally 
listed species.
 In order to develop a comprehensive and science-based man-
agement plan, Mojave National Preserve is seeking public input on 
their Water Resource Management Plan EIS (WRMP). Their stated 
goal is to “develop a comprehensive, ecosystem-scale management 
plan for water throughout this 1.6-million acre unit of the national 
park system ,” and to do so through consultation with hunters, en-
vironmental organizations, government agencies, and other inter-
ested members of the public.
 From the National Parks Conservation Association’s (NPCA) 
perspective this process provides activists the opportunity to 
protect Preserve resources. Here are some questions/concepts to 
consider.

• Under what circumstances should the Preserve permit new “drink-
ers?” NPCA believes that they should not be permitted without em-
pirical scientific documentation that they are required to mitigate 
extended drought conditions. This is a philosophical debate about 
what the Park Service’s role is and what management strategies 
are required should significant changes in resource availability (wa-
ter, for example) threaten wildlife populations. Some may argue 
that the Preserve should not permit artificial water sources under 
any circumstances, as they are not part of the natural or cultural 
landscape. Desert species are well adapted to the Preserve’s harsh 
climate, and when and how should we respond if record drought 
occurs?

• Should artificial water resources be removed from designated 
wilderness if their access and maintenance causes resource impair-
ment? NPCA believes that drinkers in wilderness areas should be re-
moved where resource damage is occurring and then may be placed 
in already disturbed non-wilderness areas as an interim-manage-
ment strategy. NPS could then assess the value of the source to 

BY DAVID LAMFROM

Natural springs in Mojave National Preserve, such as this small pe-
rennial source on the west side of Soda Dry Lake, provide water 
for resident desert bighorn sheep as well as habitat for resident 
and migratory birds and pacific tree frogs.
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Thin icy tubes, like small drinking straws, swirled all about me 
coating my pack and clothes. A thick fog was freezing on pine nee-
dles and then blowing off in tubular form when winds gusted over 
30 miles per hour. I kept losing sight of Madeleine, Tom, and Joan 
ahead of me. I thought, “This is the western edge of the Mojave 
Desert in April and I have on every bit of my clothing. Why didn’t I 
pack long johns and rain pants? What am I doing here?”
 The answer to that last question is easy enough: I was walk-
ing from the Colorado River at the point where it leaves the Fort 
Mojave Reservation north of Needles to Morro Bay, California, a 
journey of about 530 miles. It would consume 42 walking days for 
my longtime friend Tom Landis and me. It would include various 
other days and distances for my companions Stacy Goss, Spencer 
Berman, Madeleine Landis (Tom’s wife), Joan Taylor and David Re-
neau, (my son-in-law). Why I was walking across California doing 
my best to avoid roads and to stay on public or conservancy land is 
a more difficult question to answer.
 Perhaps it was Elden Hughes, previous chairman of the Des-
ert Committee, who inspired me. Back then, we activists had be-
moaned the imminent development of the San Emigdio Mountains 
that form the southern wall of San Joaquin Valley into city of 
30,000 or more inhabitants. Elden pointed out that these moun-
tains, then part of a large ranch, help form a link between the eco-
systems of the Mojave Des-
ert, the Sierra Nevada, the 
Tehachapi Mountains on the 
east and the Carrizo Plain 
and the Coast Ranges on 
the west. He and others also 
noted that the huge Tejon 
Ranch is an even more vital 
link among these ecosys-
tems, directly connecting the 
San Joaquin Valley and the 

Mojave Desert. 
 As I journeyed through the Mojave, drove over the Tejon Pass 
on Interstate 5 or visited and worked on the Carrizo Plain, I kept 
thinking about this vital connectivity. Land, untouched by cities or 
even small towns, stretched from the eastern border of California to 
the Pacific. It was easy enough to show the existence of this link on 
maps. I wanted to demonstrate it in person.
 After several years of vague talk, I finally announced my plan 
in October 2010, asking people to join me. I got the commitment 
of Letty, my spouse, who said she would command and organize 
what she called the “sag wagon,” our pop-up camper and meet me 
and any companions at points where my route crossed north-south 
roads. I completed my collection of BLM’s maps—Desert Access 
Guides—and began asking desert activists for their opinions about 
the best possible routes. 
 By January 2011, I had decided on a provisional route starting 
at the Colorado, crossing through the Dead Mountains, onward to 
Hole in the Wall, through the Providence Mountains, jogging south-
west to Kelso, and then northwest to Zzyzx. From there I would 
swing around through Afton Canyon, cross the I-15, and head for 
the Southern Sierra Nevada and the Pacific Crest Trail. 
 In February Letty and I scouted the eastern part the route, find-
ing a starting place at the Avi Resort on the river and determining 
crossing points on Highway 95, Lanfair Road, and so forth on to 
Highway 14. Here we discovered that the BLM and private land-
owners have closed all access to the Sierra Nevada except on Jaw-
bone Canyon Road. So it was to be.
 Returning home I continued my calls and emails to the Tejon 
Ranch Conservancy and to Dave Myerson with the Tejon Ranch as 
well as to Dan York and David Clendenen at Wind Wolves Preserve 
to secure permission to cross these private conservancy lands. 
 I continued acquiring new lightweight equipment, trying to get 
my ‘skin-out’ weight (clothing, boots, pack, sleeping bag, shelter, 
and cooking gear down to 12 pounds). At age 74 I could no longer 

ONE MAN’S DREAM BECOMES REALITY

 
530-Mile Trek Across California

BY CAL FRENCH
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carry the 50-pound packs I once lugged through the Sierra and the 
Arctic. 
 Around this time I received an important communication from 
old friends Tom and Madeleine Landis in Oregon. Tom wanted 
to do the entire route and Mad would do a significant portion. It 
turned out that I never would have completed the trek without 
Tom’s mapping and gps skills, his companionship, and his quiet de-
termination. I also visited Wind Wolves Preserve and got an excel-
lent introduction to the land from Dan York and Dave Clendenen, 
who drove me to various points. They also helped me contact Mike 
Stockton, manager of Bitter Creek National Wildlife Refuge, who 
eventually agreed to accompany us on a one-day crossing. 
 I stepped up my walking, squats, deadlifts, and Stairmaster 
training. In early March I did a solo 3-day shake-down backpack of 
50 miles on the Carrizo Plain National Monument, covering part 
of my eventual route. 
 On March 19 Letty drove Tom and me out to the Avi Resort, 
which I think is actually in Nevada, and on the spring equinox we 
met Stacy and Spencer. I scooped some river water into a small 
plastic bag to take along to the Pacific. We headed for a canyon 
in the Dead Mountains Wilderness marked with “Petroglyphs” on 
the topo map. Banks of spring flowers and occasional beaver tail 
cactus were in spectacular bloom. Taking separate but occasionally 
crossing paths across the valley floor, Spencer kept finding flakes 
and other signs of Native American life. The R2C (River to the 
Sea) trek had begun. 
 That night, surrounded by native rock art, we slept well on 
the banks of an intermittent trickle. It was to be the only natural 
water we would see until we reached the Mojave River. We were 
impressed by the work BLM and perhaps volunteers have done 
in removing thousands of water-sucking tamarisk plants from this 
canyon. I found only two.
 The next day we met Letty on Highway 95 at noon resupplied 
with two gallons of water apiece (at least for me) and headed for 
a camp near Hackberry Mountain. Those two gallons and the con-
tainers weighed 17 pounds, although I was losing some via leaks 
in my Platypus vessels. The sheep bladders used by the Mojave 

and Chemehuevi peoples 
probably worked better. It 
is well to remember that na-
tive people lived in the Mo-
jave for thousands of years, 
subsisting entirely on what 
they found there, knowing 
the value of each animal, 
each plant, and where water 
could be found. Young men 
could make their way to 
the coast and back in a few 
weeks unaided by vehicles 
loaded with food and water. 

 The next day Stacy and I arrived at Lanfair Road. Tom and 
Spencer, having gotten separated, arrived several hours later. We 
vowed to keep each other in sight thereafter. We continued on 
to Hole in the Wall, where Spencer left, and, using Macedonia 
Canyon as a route, to Kelso where Stacy left. Tom and I crossed 
from Kelso to Zzyzx in essentially two days avoiding the Devil’s 
Playground of sand. We were put up nicely by the Desert Research 
Station, able to shower, buy some meals, and use the researchers’ 
trailer. Madeleine joined us there.
 Space does not permit a day-by-day account of the entire trek, 

so here are some lowlights and 
highlights : 95 degree temper-
ature in Afton Canyon, a noisy 
night beside Ft. Irwin Road; 
not finding a single living des-
ert tortoise across the entire 
Mojave (perhaps we were too 
early); Joshua trees suffering 
from heat and drought; great 
carpets of wildflowers; finding 
8 gallons of water and two or-
anges left for us by Tom Bud-
long north of the Black Moun-
tain Wilderness; and a horizontal rainstorm with 30+ mph winds 
as we approached Highway 395 south or Red Mountain. 
 Joined by Joan Taylor at Jawbone Canyon, we climbed through 
an amazing demonstration of life zones to reach the PCT. For 60 
miles we hiked the PCT, crossing Highway 58 at Tehachapi Pass, 
where Joan left and David Reneau joined us. 
 We were dismayed by the damage ORVs, especially dirt bikes, 
have caused to the PCT on all the side canyons, whether public or 
private land. Some days later, near Tyler Horse Canyon, we made 
our connection to the Tejon Ranch. Here we were met, fed, and 
escorted by Dave Myerson, Lauren di Scipio, and Tom Maloney, 
Director of the Conservancy, through great oak woodlands to the 
San Joaquin Valley. The Conservancy’s 240,000 acres form the most 
vital link between the river and the sea. 
 Several days later we crossed I-5 at Grapevine and soon were 
on the Wind Wolves Preserve. Bear and cougar tracks as well as 
six California condors let us know we were in wild country as we 
crossed high above the San Joaquin Valley floor in three days to 
Bitter Creek National Wildlife Refuge. This refuge connects almost 
directly to the Carrizo Plain, where biologist Kathy Sharum hosted 
us at the M.U. Ranch. Two days later at the Carrizo Plain National 
Monument, Madeleine left the trek with a bad ankle and a lip ulcer-
ated from sunburn. The California Fish and Game Carrizo Ecologi-
cal Reserve provided a link to the Los Padres National Forest and 
lots of rough up and down terrain as we were covering 17 miles 
a day. Finally I was back in my boyhood haunt of Lopez Canyon, 
where I had made my first backpack sixty years ago. And in another 
two days we waded down Little Morro Creek right through Morro 
Bay and into the Pacific, where I opened the bag and released, in 
small drops, part of the Colorado River. 
 Yes, you really can walk across California from the Colorado to 
the Pacific on public and conservancy land. It all connects.  

Cal French, a 44-year member of the Sierra Club, is a retired high 
school teacher, an outings leader, and a wilderness advocate

1.  Collecting Colorado River 
water at the start of the trek

2. Ice tubes on pine needles
3. Tejon Ranch oak savannah
4. Rocks and barrels
5.  Desert candles and  

Joshua Tree
6.  The end of the trek at  

Morro Bay
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The California Archaeological Site Stew-
ardship Program (CASSP) is a statewide 
volunteer program, directed by the Society 
for California Archaeology (SCA). Trained 
CASSP volunteers regularly visit assigned 
sites on public lands and report on their con-
ditions to their supervisor, an archaeologist 
who works for the land management agency 
responsible for the sites. Volunteer site stew-
ards help protect archaeological and histori-
cal sites on public lands that are managed 
by the US Forest Service, the Bureau of Land 
Management, the California State Parks, 
and the National Park Service. Sites can 
vary from prehistoric rock art and village 
sites to historic farms, mining areas and rail-
road sidings. By making regular visits, site 
stewards recognize potential problems early, 
when changes more easily can be initiated. 
Volunteers have the opportunity to choose 
their site, based on interest or location, after 
discussing available locations with their su-
pervising archaeologist.
 CASSP started in 1999 with volunteer 
training workshops in Ridgecrest and El 
Centro. By 2010, about 300 volunteer site 
stewards were visiting an estimated 400 ar-
chaeological sites and districts throughout 
California. The two areas with the greatest 
numbers of CASSP volunteers are the Mo-

jave Desert and the Colorado Desert.
 CASSP volunteers come from all parts of the State and all types of backgrounds. They 
differ in age, archaeological experience, and recreational interests. However, all volun-
teers share a desire to help preserve irreplaceable prehistoric and historic resources. 
 Volunteer site stewards receive training in classroom and field settings over one week-
end. Archaeologists from the SCA, public agency personnel, Native American representa-
tives, and other professionals participate in the workshop. The first day of the workshop 
is a classroom setting that includes:
• A description of CASSP and what it takes to be a site steward,
• An overview of the region’s prehistory and natural resources,
• Native American perspectives,
• A review of the Archeological Resource Protection Act and other laws,
• Discussions and small-group role-playing exercises for dealing with the public,
• Planning site stewardship assignments.

On the second day, participants sign a confidentiality agreement not to reveal site location 
information. They then make a field trip to local archaeological or historical sites to learn 
about monitoring with the archaeologist who will be coordinating the local volunteer 
team. Volunteers may train at a distant workshop, and then join an existing CASSP team 
closer to home.
 In addition, there are advanced training workshops for volunteers who have complet-
ed the initial training workshop. Advanced workshops focus upon a single topic or specific 
skill area, such as preparing site sketch maps (to scale), use of hand-held GPS units, re-

CALIFORNIA ARCHEOLOGICAL SITE STEWARDSHIP PROGRAM 

 
CASSP Volunteers Help Protect 

Archaeological And Historical Resources

BY BETH and CHRIS PADON

Above: Volunteers practice their observation skills during the field trip part of the vol-
unteer training workshop. Top: CASSP workshop participants study an archaeological 
site record.
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Desert Committee Meeting

The Autumn meeting will be held November 12-13, 2011 at the Whitewater Preserve. Pat Flannigan will be the chair. The Winter meeting 

will be held February 11-12, 2012 in Shoshone and will be a joint meeting with the CNRCC Wilderness Committee. Terry Frewin and Vicky 

Hoover will be the co-chairs. We encourage local citizens in the area to attend, as many of the items on the agenda include local issues. Email 

Tom Budlong at tombudlong@roadrunner.com or call 310-476-1731 to be put on the invitation list.

Solar Truce on the Carrizo Plain
On August 4, 2011, two solar energy developers (Topaz Solar 

Farms and SunPower Corp) signed an agreement with three 

national environmental organizations (Sierra Club, Defenders of 

Wildlife, and Center for Biological Diversity) concerning two pho-

tovoltaic power plants proposed for the Carrizo Plain. Although 

the seventeen page document contains many specific require-

ments, some of the major points are:

 In exchange for environmental concessions, the environmen-

tal groups pledged that no litigation or formal opposition to the 

projects would be pursued.

 In return, the project developers pledged (1) an additional 

9,000 acres be set aside for permanent habitat protection be-

yond that required by permitting agencies, (2) removal and mod-

ification of fencing in the area for greater wildlife movement, (3) 

that no rodenticides would be used at the project sites, and (4) 

financial contributions be made to the county for acquisition of 

additional lands for wildlife habitat.

 While this agreement has been applauded by a variety of 

groups and agencies, it is equally certain that there will be oth-

ers who believe that too many environmental concessions have 

been made for projects of uncertain value. Whichever view one 

favors, this agreement represents a new twist in the renewable 

energy debate. 

BLM Completes Land Acquisition 
to Protect Ecosystem
The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) recently completed a 

400-acre land acquisition about 50 miles northeast of San Diego 

in northern San Diego County. The acquisition, arranged through 

The Conservation Fund, will provide a vital wilderness linkage 

and help offset increasing development pressure in this sensitive 

ecological area. 

 The purchase provides important connectivity for habitat and 

wildlife movement between protected lands in the Cleveland Na-

tional Forest, Anza-Borrego Desert State Park and Wilderness, and 

the Beauty Mountain Wilderness. 

 The land was purchased based on the Federal Land Transac-

tion Facilitation Act (FLTFA), passed by the U.S. Congress in 2000, 

which allows the agency to use funds from sales of unneeded  

public lands to purchase lands like these adjacent to specially  

designated areas. Although the legislation expired on July 25, 2011, 

BLM purchased the $1.2 million Adams/Sky Oaks property just 

before the FLTFA expired. The property, adjacent to the Johnson 

Canyon Area of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC), will be-

come part of the ACEC and will be managed as an unmodified 

environment in accordance with BLM’s 1994 South Coast Resource 

Management Plan.

Jim Kenna Selected as BLM’s New 
California State Director
Bureau of Land Management Director Bob Abbey has announced 

that James G. Kenna has been selected as the BLM’s new California 

State Director. Kenna, who is currently the State Director for BLM 

in Arizona, will begin in his new position in September. 

 Kenna served as the BLM’s Arizona State Director from Janu-

ary 2009 to September 2011. He previously served in numerous key 

agency positions, including Associate State Director in Oregon, 

Deputy Assistant Director for Resources and Planning in Washing-

ton, D.C., Budget Analyst for the Department of Interior in Wash-

ington, D.C., and Field Manager of the BLM’s Palm Springs Field 

Office in California.

Current Issues
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A large, colorful moth lands on a porch light only 
to be consumed during the night by a predator. The 
glare from a supermarket’s security lighting illumi-
nates the bedroom of a home, disturbing a sleeping 
couple. A creeping yellow glow from the center of 
town obscures the starry night sky and Milky Way.
 These are all examples of light pollution, the 
illumination and blanking out of the night sky by 
artificial light. Light pollution is more than just a 
problem for wildlife enthusiasts, stargazers and as-
tronomers. It is also a waste of ever-more expensive 
energy and some research suggests it adversely af-
fects human health. Light pollution is a widespread 
phenomenon in the United States. Two-thirds of Americans can’t 
see the Milky Way from their backyards and 99 percent of Ameri-
can citizens now live in places afflicted with significant outdoor 
light pollution.
 The Morongo Basin, located north of Joshua Tree National 
Park, has grown significantly in the last 20 years. Although resi-
dents still have a pretty good view of the night sky, light pollution 
is taking its toll. The Basin is a mixture of wildlands, along with 
rural, suburban, commercial areas and town centers. People come 
to our communities for the outstanding recreational opportunities, 
affordable living and year round sunshine. The population cur-
rently exceeds 90,000 full time residents and is expected to grow. 
The projected growth of our area and the proximity of wildlands 
like Joshua Tree National Park to gateway communities like Yucca 
Valley, Joshua Tree and Twentynine Palms make the protection of 
night sky resources paramount and timely.
 Our group, the Morongo Basin Dark Skies Alliance, was 
formed in the fall of 2010, following a night sky presentation for 
the Joshua Tree Community Association. The organizers of this 
event were surprised by the record attendance and animated dis-
cussion. Soon after, the meeting organizer and several attendees 
convened a focused dark skies group for the region. Within two 
months, eleven organizations were attending regular meetings to 
share ideas about improving lighting ordinances and educating lo-
cal community members about the value of dark night skies and 
protecting night sky resources. The participants of the Morongo 
Basin Dark Skies Alliance are the Andromeda Society, Internation-
al Dark Skies Association, Joshua Tree Community Association, 

Joshua Tree National Park, Marine Corps Air Ground 
Combat Center, Morongo Basin Conservation Asso-
ciation, Morongo Basin Open Space Group, National 
Parks Conservation Association, Sky’s the Limit, 
Southern California Desert Video Astronomers and 
Neil Derry, San Bernardino County Supervisor.
 Our Basin isn’t alone in recognizing the value of 
protecting night sky resources. Across the nation, 
there’s a need to better address light pollution and 
protect our dark skies. Cities and counties are creat-
ing working groups to draft lighting ordinances that 
will help guide future development. That’s why our 
coalition is working with Supervisor Neil Derry to 

draft a new night sky ordinance that will better balance the need 
for commerce, human habitation, tourism, wildlife and night sky 
viewing opportunities in San Bernardino County’s unincorporated 
desert and mountain areas.
 Our group began its task by examining existing local city light-
ing ordinances and evaluating their strengths and weaknesses. We 
reviewed the current San Bernardino County lighting ordinance 
and the International Dark Skies Association’s Model Lighting Or-
dinance. We also studied the city of Flagstaff ’s lighting ordinance, 
which protects the dark skies of that city’s outlying rural areas and 
observatories.
 Through this research, our working group learned about an 
intriguing concept called “Lighting Zones” that many cities and 
towns are incorporating into their ordinances today. Lighting zones 
are similar to land use zones in that they allow for certain types of 
lighting in certain areas. The value of lighting zones is that they rec-
ognize that different lighting is appropriate for city centers, subur-
ban neighborhoods, rural areas and wildlands. This system protects 
wildlife habitat, stargazing opportunities, habitation and commerce.
 For example, the International Dark Skies Association’s Model 
Lighting Ordinance has 5 zones with different types of lighting. 
Lighting zone zero would be used for national parks, wildlands and 
undeveloped rural areas. At the opposite end of the spectrum is 
zone 4, which would be used in high intensity business, commercial 
or industrial areas. The zones in between include rural and low 
density residential areas; light commercial districts and mixed resi-
dential areas; business and manufacturing districts.
 Lighting zones can also be closely integrated with land use zon-
ing that can mesh existing and planned land uses with appropriate 
lighting. Zones also outline acceptable types of lighting; amount of 
lighting; use of lighting and intensity of lighting. What’s important 

TURN OUT THE LIGHTS AND SEE THE NIGHT!

 
Morongo Basin Dark Skies 

Alliance Sheds Light On Darkness

BY SETH SHTEIR and LARAINE TURK

Continued on page 22

Tom O’Key, a member of the Alliance and also a member of the 
Southern California Desert Video Astronomers, sharing the solar 
telescope with a future astronomer.
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G
Great Falls Basin Proposed Wilderness – why does this haunt me? 
Starting about 1981, I must have missed a dozen opportunities to 
visit. What a mistake – not to see one of the closest, easy-to-reach, 
unusual geologic features in the California Desert. This year Sena-
tor Dianne Feinstein has introduced the California Desert Protec-
tion Act of 2011, S.138, including Great Falls Basin (GFB) as one 
of the few new wilderness provisions. I have an opportunity to fix 
my mistakes of ignorance, neglect and a failure to grasp the impor-
tance of the nearby community.
 In the 1994 California Desert Protection Act (CDPA), Great 
Falls Basin (GFB) became a “Wilderness Study Area”. I’ll note what 
has happened in the intervening 17 years, but first, what did I miss?
 In the late 1970’s when BLM staff was preparing the plan for 
the California Desert Conservation Area, it examined the area, just 
north of the town of Trona, and recommended designation as an 
ACEC – an Area of Critical Environmental Concern. There is an 
ephemeral winter/spring waterfall and a giant boulder field – a 
hangout for climbers and those literally learning the ropes. On 
my recent first trip to GFB, two climbers were working the east 
faces just above the falls. Then in the late afternoon a group of 
teens and pre-teens were working the boulders without benefit of 
ropes. You’d recognize GFB by its similarity to some other boulder 
fields: Wonder Valley in Joshua Tree National Park, and the Granite 
Mountains on the edge of Mojave Preserve.

 The biggest difference with nearly all similar boulder fields is 
the presence of springs and seeps throughout the basin. While there 
isn’t much open water, there is riparian vegetation – reeds, rushes, 
cattails, cottonwood and willows, in all the hollows. The mostly 
ground-hugging California Inyo Brown Towhee is here, in the Argus 
Mountains to the north, and nowhere else. At least two were calling 
much of the day while I added two others birds to my life list. In 
this one weekend visit, I also was goggle-eyed watching a six foot 
gopher snake, and my very first ever sidewinder. Where there are 
lots of ground squirrels, you’ll find their predators. I can’t promise 
you such luck; I think they scheduled their appearances just for me.
 Much earlier the town of Trona had water lines collecting out-
put from the springs, feeding a single line from the base of the falls 
across several miles of open desert, to serve its domestic supply. But 
the town outgrew the water source and the system was replaced 
with a line from the Ridgecrest area. Trona history and some stories 
can be found on the web – google ‘Searles Valley Historical Society’.
 Just north of Trona a couple of unpaved tracks (4WD in the 
summer when the sand has no moisture) lead to a broad sandy 
wash terminated by the ‘Falls’ at the west end, creating a blind can-
yon. Being a popular recreation spot for well over a hundred years, 
the wash itself is not included in the proposed Wilderness. The falls 
provide deep shade and water-cooled air in the Spring. No wonder 
it’s a popular spot for families.
 But the actual ‘Basin’ included in the proposed Wilderness, 
won’t show in your photo file unless you hike in. The old Mule Pipe-
line Trail switches up the south side of the wash to what’s called the 
Upper Collection Basin where the seeps and springs are.
 Another access to the proposed Wilderness is on the southeast 
boundary. It starts on land that in 1994 was private but now is 
owned by the California Department of Fish and Game in the inter-
est of protecting Towhee habitat. You’ll work up a trailless, short 
narrow canyon that heads toward the interior. An abandoned and 
barely visible track once was used to take fresh produce to Trona 
residents. Indian Joe, for whom the Canyon is named, had exploit-
ed one of GFB’s springs to grow vegetables. With some advance 
planning and good navigation skills you can find your way across 
the proposed Wilderness from Indian Joe Canyon to the Great Falls.
 Even a casual visitor can’t help noticing that the popular wash 
leading to the falls is well cared for. It wasn’t always so. About seven 
years ago the Ridgecrest Field Office of the BLM enlisted support 
from the community of Trona. This resulted in a substantial cleanup 
involving several community service trips over the next five years. 
Trona residents who knew and cared undertook a large reconstruc-

A PERSONAL PERSPECTIVE

 
Great Falls Basin Wilderness Study Area

BY JUDY ANDERSON

Great Falls Basin looking east.
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water from an aquifer so much as foci of precipitation collected in 
mountain slope watersheds. In some cases there may be saturated 
sediments in a canyon or pore water trapped in fractures. But pre-
dominately these seeps are ephemeral on timescales of months to 
years as a function of local precipitation.
 As the settlers moved in, they modified and diverted water 
sources. Many water sources were created by means of tunnels 
and wells where today water flows to the surface through pipes 
installed by ranchers for livestock. Some springs in the Preserve 
originate from mining activity and are named after mines such 
as Ginn Mine, Big Hunch Mine, and Sagamore Mine—while the 
largest body of water in the Preserve is a pond in the bottom of 
an abandoned open pit gold mine. One beautiful oasis, Hackberry 
South Spring, is created by leakage from a pipe of unknown origin. 
Desert bighorn sheep, Gambel’s quail, gray foxes, and numerous 
bird species frequent this broken-pipe oasis.
 Mojave National Preserve’s General Management Plan states 
that “the National Park Service will actively begin to restore natu-
ral water sources to be self-sustaining”, where the term “natural” 
implies that it’s not one of the 122 known artificial watering struc-
tures for wildlife. But what do the terms “restore” and “self-sus-
taining” mean? In the context of a cultural landscape modified by 
human activity for perhaps thousands of years, a restoration goal 
that is idealistically natural may be nearly impossible to determine. 
Budweiser Spring, for example, consists of a water source that orig-
inates deep in an excavated tunnel that is then piped about 100 
meters to a concrete tank where it supports a stand of seep willow 
and various native animal species. Restoration of this spring to a 
natural state would be equivalent to eliminating the spring entirely, 
along with the biota it supports. At least a dozen other “springs” in 
the Preserve fall into this category. A few of these, such as Chicken 
Water Spring and Mexican Hat Spring, no longer discharge ground-
water to the surface as a consequence of disrepair. Restoration in 
this case might consist of repairing the plumbing and infrastruc-

ture to restore the flow of water from a human-modified or cre-
ated source. Mojave National Preserve managers struggled with 
this conundrum during the restoration of Henry Spring, one of the 
very few water sources in the northwest quarter of the Preserve. 
The “spring” consisted of a trench and tunnel excavated in alluvial 
soils down to a shallow water table. When the area was an active 
grazing allotment, water was piped by gravity flow to a metal tank. 
After the grazing was retired, the tank was removed, and water 
ceased to flow to the surface, reverting to its natural state. Preserve 
managers decided to restore the “spring” to its cultural status as a 
ranching development. After stabilizing the soil and removing de-
bris from the excavation, water once again flowed to the surface, 
creating a small pond.
 A self-sustaining spring is characterized by relatively stable 
groundwater discharge over time. Discharge from regional and 
basin scale springs is relatively stable as a consequence of the 
large amount of groundwater stored in the aquifer. Flow from 
these types of springs represents many years of past precipitation 
and aquifer recharge. A slight lowering of the water table due to 
groundwater pumping, however, will ultimately impact flow from 
the spring since wells remove water that would otherwise flow 
from the spring. The interval between the onset of pumping and 
reduction in spring discharge can vary from hours to hundreds of 
years as a function of aquifer size, distance between the spring 
and the well, and other factors. Inevitably, though, once spring dis-
charge is reduced the damage is done and discharge will continue 
to decrease even after the well is shut off. Of the two basin-scale 
springs in the Preserve, the recharge zone and aquifer for Piute 
Spring are almost entirely protected inside the Preserve whereas, 
for Soda Springs, they are almost entirely unprotected.
 The most common type of spring or seep in the Mojave occurs 
along the slopes and edges of the major mountain ranges. Aquifers 
that feed this type of spring are small, usually not much larger 
than a single canyon or drainage on the mountain slope, and are 
separated from the larger basin-scale aquifers by bedrock underly-
ing the mountain range. These springs are typically disconnected 
from the larger, alluvial basin aquifers and are thus protected from 
the consequences of groundwater development, but, because of 
the small amount of groundwater in storage, discharge from these 
springs is highly variable and correlated to annual precipitation. 
Following a wet winter it seems like water is everywhere in the 
desert, but after two or three years of drought, only the few most 
reliable springs are still flowing. This observation has led resource 
managers to conclude that climate change is the single greatest 
threat to surface water availability and its dependant biota in Mo-
jave National Preserve.
 Humans have changed the chemistry of Earth’s atmosphere 
since about 1850, primarily through the combustion of petroleum 
and coal, increasing the concentration of carbon dioxide and other 
so-called “greenhouse” gases. The effect has been to increase the 
amount of radiated heat trapped by the atmosphere and to in-
crease temperature near the Earth’s surface on a global scale. More 
heat results in more evaporation from the oceans, while warmer air 
holds more water vapor. Thus global warming is expected to result 
in increased precipitation and more flooding on average. But the 
Mojave Desert lies in the subtropical dry zones created by the high 

Seeps And Springs In The Mojave National Preserve
Continued FRoM page 2

The water source of Budweiser Spring is a tunnel excavated in 
granitic rock and shored with timbers. Water is piped about 100 
meters to a concrete tank, where it attracts wildlife and supports 
a small stand of seep willow. 
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The NPCA’s Perspective

Continued FRoM page 3

pressure of downward-moving dry air in a pattern of atmospheric 
circulation known as Hadley cells. Warming is expected to shift 
the Hadley cells northward, bringing a drier, increasingly variable 
climate to the Mojave. Variability in precipitation from year to year 
is expected and appears to be happening, as the two driest years 
on record in the Mojave Desert, 2002 and 2007, bracketed the  
wettest year on record, 2005—all within the last decade of a 116-
year record. Several dry years in a row would substantially reduce 
the water available for the Mojave Desert ecosystem and dry up 
many springs.
 As the National Park Service develops a Water Resources Man-
agement Plan for Mojave National Preserve, it’s worth keeping in 
mind that the idealistic models of restoration and sustainability 
may create more questions than answers. A more pragmatic ap-
proach of adaptive management, posing management actions as 
hypotheses and implementing management actions as an experi-
mental design, may be more likely to preserve the wildland values 
we cherish in this desert. A completely “natural” condition would 
be impossible to achieve, even if we knew what it was. 

Debra Hughson is Science Advisor at Mojave National Preserve, where 
she has worked since 2001. Her education is in subsurface hydrology 
and her main interest is preserving the desert environment.

Henry Spring ‘before’

Henry Spring ‘after’
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species and make a determination. 
• Restoration of natural water sources: We should also ask the Pre-
serve to identify locations that are appropriate for the restoration 
of native water sources. In locations where drinkers are removed 
and are associated with natural springs, restoration of the habitat 
and removal of invasive plant species should happen when possible. 
Due to the potential for the presence of state and federally listed 
species, surveys should occur prior to any activities.

• Re-introduction of native species into appropriate Preserve waters. 
The Preserve has the opportunity within this EIS to study the fea-
sibility of returning native species that are no longer found in the 
Preserve’s aquatic habitats. Examples include re-introducing native 
fish species and the pond turtle. 

• Improve data sharing between California Department of Fish 
and Game and the Preserve to make public existing research on 
wildlife. Seek out new research opportunities to increase public 
knowledge about the Preserve’s water resources and their relation 
to monitored species. This is critically important due to the emerg-
ing threat of water-intensive industrial development surrounding 
the Preserve. NPCA recommends that the Preserve work with the 
Desert Landscape Conservation Cooperative2 (a private-public 
partnership group tasked with cooperative management of natural 
and cultural resources) to identify funding to study global climate 
change, wildlife connectivity, and above-ground and underground 
water systems in and surrounding the Preserve. 
 It is important that individuals who care about the Preserve 
participate by sharing their opinions during this process. Although 
scoping comments for the EIS closed on August 13, 2011, calls and 
emails to the Superintendent (760-252-6101, stephanie_dubois@
nps.gov) will be accepted and considered throughout this multi-
year effort. 

David Lamfrom is NPCA’s California Desert Program Manager. He 
works to connect the voices of California desert communities and ac-
tivists to those who, often remotely, make decisions about the well-
being of this last great landscape.

Editor’s note: while the NPCA is a non-profit organization with the 
mission of assisting and protecting the Preserve, this article is only 
one view concerning the current planning effort, and as the article 
suggests, other comments on the management plan from the public 
will be welcomed.

2 http://www.fws.gov/science/shc/lcc.html

It is important that individuals who 
care about the Preserve participate by 

sharing their opinions during the 
Water Resource Management Plan EIS process.

See below to find out how.
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THREATENED SPECIES CAPTURED AND HARASSED 

Desert Tortoises In The 
Northern Ivanpah Valley 

We are losing part of America’s wild 
heritage. While wild desert tortoises 
have survived for millions of years, these 
magnificent animals are at risk because 
humans continue to degrade, destroy 
and fragment their habitat and place 
them at risk of direct and indirect hu-
man caused mortality. Desert tortoises 
are as wild as polar bears and as much 
a part of our heritage as bison. Yet be-
ginning in October 2010, tortoises at 
the 3,582 acre site of the Ivanpah Solar 
Electric Generating System (ISEGS) so-
lar thermal power project were tracked 
down, captured, and moved off the 
land. Burrows were collapsed. Habitat 
was altered beyond recognition. Fences 
were installed to keep tortoises out of 
the industrial complex. Some tortoises 
are confined to pens, quarantined until 
they can be relocated to other areas. Fe-
males of reproductive age are x-rayed to 
determine if they are gravid. Some of the 
animals captured from the BrightSource 
Energy project will be confined to pens 
for up to five years. Other tortoises in the 
Ivanpah Valley will be tracked, captured, 
handled, tested, and fixed with transmit-
ters for monitoring. Hundreds of desert 
tortoises will be subjected to this regime 
for up to five years.

Flawed Tortoise Census
 California Energy Commission and 
Bureau Land Management (BLM) ap-
proval of ISEGS was based on an inad-
equate analysis of the size and reproduc-
tive capacity of the Mojave population of 
the desert tortoise (Gopherus agassizii) 
at the proposed site. The ISEGS builder, 
BrightSource Energy, testified before the 
CEC that 25 live tortoises were encoun-
tered during 2007 and 2008 surveys. 
The surveys, however, were conducted 
during drought years, when tortoises 

commonly remain underground and are difficult to detect. Despite the seeming definitiveness 
with which the surveys were presented to the CEC, they were designed to only determine the 
presence or absence of tortoises and their relative abundance rather than to provide a com-
plete census. Still, the survey number remained central to the biological assessment prepared 
for the BLM by BrightSource consultant CH2MHill. Company executives repeatedly empha-
sized via the news media that only a few tortoises would be disturbed. In contrast, tortoise 
experts testified that twice as many adult tortoises were likely present on the ISEGS site, an 
estimate corresponding with the long-term assessment by public agencies that most of the 
Ivanpah Valley is first-class tortoise habitat.
 BLM designated the area as Category I Desert Tortoise Habitat (i.e. highest level of sup-
port for the species) in 1992. The Northern and Eastern Mojave Plan Amendment of 2002 to 
the California Desert Conservation Area Plan notes that the non-lakebed portion of the Valley 
is considered excellent tortoise habitat with some of the highest population densities in the 
East Mojave. The Amendment calls attention to the Category I designation and explains that 
the northern Ivanpah Valley was not delineated as critical habitat for administrative reasons, 
not because the habitat had changed. The California Department of Fish and Game in 2008 
recorded its view that the ISEGS site provides quality habitat for desert tortoises, with low 
levels of disturbance and high plant species diversity.
 Using the surveys reported by CH2MHill and a revised protocol, USFWS estimated in 
its October 2010 biological opinion that the ISEGS site contained approximately 32 adult 
tortoises and 35 juveniles. USFWS concluded that construction of ISEGS would not “appre-
ciably reduce” its ability to recover the species and determined that the project “is not likely to 
jeopardize the continued existence of the desert tortoise.” Nonetheless, subsequent clearance 
surveys and fence monitoring indicated that the site contained far more tortoises than USFWS 
anticipated. By Spring, the threshold of 38 adult tortoises “captured and/or harassed” was 
exceeded and formal consultation between agencies was re-initiated. On April 25, BLM for-
warded a revised assessment prepared by Sundance Biology, Kiva Biological Consulting, and 
CH2MHill. USFWS issued a revised biological opinion on June 10, again with a “no jeopardy” 
determination.
 The population estimates in the revised biological opinion are calculated as a range, yet 
there is no doubt that ISEGS is impacting a large population of wild desert tortoises. The 
revised population estimate for just the site alone is 51 to 141 sub-adult and adult tortoises 
greater than 160 mm and 317 to 860 smaller tortoises. It is estimated that anywhere from 
160 to 434 eggs and hatchlings may be on the site. It is a rare occurrence with a species in de-
cline to discover a large, healthy, and reproducing population; the numbers and reproductive 

Impacted Animals ISEGS Site Recipient Sites Total

  Minimum Maximum Minimum Maximum Minimum Maximum

Sub-adults & 51 141 91 391 142 532
Adults (>160 mm) 

Smaller Tortoises 317 860 574 2,376 891 3,236

Eggs & Hatchlings 160 434 291 1,197 451 1,631
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capacity of the northern Ivanpah tortoises are especially notable 
given the absence of a stable, recovered population elsewhere in 
the Mojave desert.
 The construction of ISEGS will affect directly an even larger 
number of animals because sub-adult and adult tortoises cleared 
from the project site will be moved (or, “translocated”) to other 
areas, locations with tortoises already in residence. The estimated 
range of sub-adult and adult animals on the recipient sites is 91 to 
391, while 574 to 2,376 smaller tortoises may already be resident 
on the recipient areas. The egg and hatchling production of these 
tortoises is estimated to be between 291 and 1,197.
 In sum, USFWS estimates that ISEGS will impact a minimum 
of 142 sub-adult and adult tortoises, 891 smaller tortoises, and 451 
eggs and hatchlings. Or, ISEGS could impact as many as 532 adult 
tortoises, 3,236 smaller-class animals, and 1631 eggs or hatchlings. 
The actual number of impacted animals in either case is signifi-
cantly greater than the original estimate.

Impacts Threaten Tortoises
 Elimination of 5.6 square miles of habitat and fragmenting the 
remaining lands in the vicinity are the most devastating impacts of 
the BrightSource project on these tortoises because habitat loss di-
rectly contributes to the continued decline of the species. The dete-
rioration and loss of habitat as a result of human activities was one 
of the primary reasons for the USFWS determination in April 1990 
that the Mojave population of the desert tortoise is “threatened” 
with extinction. The Desert Tortoise Recovery Plan (1994) reiterates 
that the destruction, degradation, and fragmentation of habitat is 
a principal cause of the decline in tortoise numbers. Conserving 
habitat is key to the conservation of this Federally- and State-listed 
species, delineating the obvious conclusion that the construction 
of ISEGS contradicts the national goal of ensuring the future of the 
Mojave desert tortoise.
 The impacts of ISEGS include a heightened risk of tortoise 
mortalities, a significant concern as human-and disease-related 
mortality is the other principal cause of the decline in desert tor-
toise numbers. Although regulations for handling tortoises are 
detailed and the biological consultants managing them are expe-
rienced, some number of tortoises will die as a result of, or in as-
sociation with, ISEGS. By May 2011, five deaths had already been 
documented: two killed by vehicles, two deaths by predation, and 
one death from dehydration as the tortoise paced an exclusion 
fence. The greatest risk arises from the limits of clearance surveys: 
it is very difficult to locate smaller tortoises and tortoise eggs. The 
consequence is that tortoises and eggs will be crushed as construc-
tion proceeds. BrightSource is especially unlikely to locate a large 
portion of the hatchlings and eggs, which will simply perish.
 Translocation carries special risks of mortality. Translocated 
tortoises may experience higher rates of mortality as they move 
through unfamiliar terrain to establish a home range. The repeated 
handling of tortoises subjected to long-term monitoring may cause 
increased levels of stress, with the result that the animals may  
be more susceptible to disease. Based on evidence from the Fort 
Irwin translocation, it is likely that predation will be a major cause 
of mortality. Younger tortoises in particular are prey to coyotes  
and ravens.

Cumulative Impacts
 The impacts are even more alarming when one considers the 
cumulative effects of ISEGS and other projects begun or planned 
for the Valley. First Solar began construction on its Silver State so-

lar project on the east in Spring 2011. First Solar proposes to build 
its Stateline photovoltaic facility on 2,154 acres of public lands ad-
jacent to ISEGS. The impacts of these projects on tortoises parallel 
those of ISEGS. The DesertXpress rail line will degrade and fragment 
habitat. Tortoises will be at further risk from the Mountain Pass Lat-
eral (pipeline) Project. Together, these projects will create islands of 
isolated habitat and block connections among tortoise populations. 
The tortoises immediately northeast of the Clark Mountains will 
be isolated on fewer acres. The Silver State project, if completed, 
would block the biologically-crucial connection between tortoises 
to the north and those within the Mojave National Preserve. Both 
populations are part of the Northeastern Mojave Desert Tortoise Re-
covery Unit, and connectivity between them is crucial to conserving 
the biological diversity necessary for long-term sustainability.

A Way Forward
 The construction of ISEGS and other planned projects conflicts 
with the national mandate under the Endangered Species Act and 
state mandates in California and Nevada to conserve this threat-
ened species. Implementation of two USFWS recommendations, 
however, offer an opportunity to conserve the species and its habi-
tat in the Valley. First, in its 2010 biological opinion, USFWS urged 
that BLM amend the California Desert Conservation Area Plan to 
prohibit any further large-scale, energy facilities within the area 
bounded by Interstate 15, the Stateline, and the Clark Mountains. 
USFWS advised that “the potential exists that this portion of the 
Ivanpah Valley may be disturbed and fragmented to the extent that 
desert tortoises and other wildlife populations may be severely 
compromised.” Second, USFWS recommended in its revised bio-
logical opinion of 2011 that BLM amend its land use plans “to pro-
hibit large-scale development within all remaining portions of the 
Ivanpah Valley to reduce fragmentation within the critical linkage 
between the Ivanpah Critical Habitat Unit and the Eldorado Critical 
Habitat Unit.” Jointly, these recommendations represent a conser-
vation vision that merits public support. 

G. Sidney Silliman is Professor Emeritus of Political Science at Cali-
fornia State Polytechnic University, Pomona and chair of the Desert 
Tortoise Council’s Ecosystems Advisory Committee. He has followed 
public land issues in the Ivanpah Valley since 2008. The arguments 
expressed here do not represent the views of either the University or 
the Desert Tortoise Council.

Mojave Desert Tortoise
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New Federal Wind Energy Guidelines Are Up In The Air

 Since its beginning, there have been serious questions about 
the Wind FAC’s compliance with legal requirements for openness 
and balanced representation, according to Eric Glitzenstein of Mey-
er, Glitzenstein & Crystal, a Washington, DC public-interest law 
firm that represents a coalition of animal welfare and conserva-
tion groups6. That coalition sent a letter to the Department of the 
Interior (DOI) in 2008 stating that, contrary to the Federal Advi-
sory Committee Act, the Wind FAC was controlled by wind industry  

interests and that the committee’s balance needed to be adjusted to 
add more wildlife expertise7. 
 A bat expert was added, but the overall balance was not ad-
justed. In 2009, the coalition formally asked the DOI to suspend 
operations of the Wind FAC until DOI “had a chance to make a 
fresh evaluation of its composition and operation, and to take 
steps to ensure that the Committee has the genuine scientific  
expertise and independence necessary to develop recommenda-
tions that are truly protective of migratory birds, bats, and other 
wildlife resources.”8

 The suspension did not happen. The Wind FAC contin-
ued working and in March 2010 presented a final draft of its  
recommendations to Secretary of the Interior Ken Salazar. Eleven 
months later, FWS released a draft of its new Wind Guidelines for 
public comment.
 The FWS draft Guidelines followed the format of the Wind 
FAC recommendations, but included more protection for wildlife, 
such as avoiding active construction during nesting seasons. In ad-
dition, wind developers were asked to consider wildlife impacts 
triggered by noise and barrier effects (e.g., if birds and bats fly 
around a wind project instead of through it, it can require extra ex-
ertion). Furthermore, the FWS draft Guidelines did not give wind 
developers air-tight protection against prosecution for deaths of 
legally protected wildlife.
 To say that the Wind FAC and wind industry were unhappy 
with FWS’s draft Guidelines is an understatement. The American 
Wind Energy Association (AWEA) denounced them, stating that 
they were “extremely onerous, unreasonable, and unworkable” 
and not based on “sound science.”9

 The conservation community split. The animal welfare and 
conservation group coalition working with Meyer, Glitzenstein 
& Crystal sent a letter asking for stronger, mandatory regula-
tions10. Another 20 scientific and conservation groups organized 
by American Bird Conservancy (ABC) sent a letter asking for the 
guidelines to be strengthened and made mandatory; these groups 
were a subset of the nearly 60 groups that had already endorsed 

an ABC statement asking for mandatory standards. Other conserva-
tion groups wrote on their own asking for something stronger and 
mandatory, making a total of more than 80 groups that wanted 
something stronger than the voluntary Guidelines drafted by FWS. 
These groups included American Bird Conservancy, Animal Welfare 
Institute, Center for Biological Diversity, Cornell Lab of Ornithol-
ogy, Desert Protective Council, several state ornithological societies, 
many independent Audubon Societies, and several local conserva-
tion groups.11 In addition, around 21,000 members of the public 
sent emails to FWS asking for the Guidelines to be strengthened 
and made mandatory (representing about two thirds of the com-
ments FWS received).
 These groups expressed a range of reasons for desiring man-
datory standards rather than voluntary Guidelines. They included 
concern that the wind industry was largely unregulated and would 
not follow the Guidelines unless they were mandatory, conviction 
that existing law gives DOI the legal authority to regulate the wind 
industry and must do so to fulfill its federal trust responsibilities, 
belief that the Guidelines did not go far enough to protect wildlife, 
and preference for the science used by FWS rather than that recom-
mended by the FAC.
 However, some of the largest conservation groups endorsed 
voluntary (rather than mandatory) guidelines and were more in 
agreement with what the FAC had written than with the FWS draft. 
These included the national Audubon Society, Bat Conservation In-
ternational, Defenders of Wildlife, The Nature Conservancy, Nation-
al Wildlife Federation, and The Wilderness Society. In fact, a few 
national conservation groups signed a joint letter with AWEA and 
several wind energy companies including Defenders of Wildlife, 
National Audubon Society, Sierra Club, and Union of Concerned 
Scientists.12

Not all wind projects include bird 
mortality studies; they are not required by 

law or regulation, and the newest draft of the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Guidelines 

suggests but does not require them.

Wind turbines near North Palm Springs.
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CASSP Volunteers
Continued FRoM page 6

 Each of these groups had its own reasons for preferring volun-
tary to mandatory guidelines and for backing what the FAC wrote 
over FWS. Commonly stated reasons included wanting guidelines 
the wind industry felt were workable, desire to support the work 
of conservation group members on the FAC, concern that advocat-
ing for mandatory standards would make it harder for conserva-
tion groups to work with the wind industry, belief that voluntary 
guidelines would encourage more action on climate change, and 
preference for the science recommended by the FAC rather than 
that used by FWS.
 At the same time that the wind industry and major conserva-
tion groups criticized the FWS Guidelines, elected officials also cre-
ated pressure. Twenty-one Senators and some Governors wrote to 
Ken Salazar expressing deep concern over the FWS Guidelines and 
preference for the Wind FAC recommendations13.
 In response to the storm of criticism, a second draft of the 
Guidelines was published. Much of what the FWS scientists had 
written was gone, often replaced with text from the Wind FAC. The 
second draft is at least two-thirds new to the public and (unlike 
the first draft) not peer reviewed by scientists from The Wildlife 
Society. One of the most disturbing features of the draft is a new 
requirement that FWS review wind developers’ projects within 60 
days of receiving project materials. This makes the only mandatory 
requirement in the new Guidelines something that FWS has to do. 
 In addition, the new draft had only a 23-day public comment 
period, which prevented many interested groups from responding. 
Worse, many concerned groups and individuals didn’t even know 
there was another draft published, since FWS didn’t send notifica-
tion to everyone who commented on the first draft14.
 Advocates for mandatory standards were outraged. The coali-
tion working with Meyer, Glitzenstein & Crystal sent a particularly 
stern letter stating that FWS was violating the Federal Advisory 
Committee Act. The letter also described FWS as “now apparently 
operating under a politically driven mandate to do whatever it 
takes to appease the wind power industry.”15  
 As of this writing in early August 2011, the Wind FAC is ex-
pected to meet twice more, and there is expected to be one more 
interim draft before the final version is published by the end of the 
year. In the long run, industry adherence to the upcoming Wind 
Energy Guidelines will depend on whether there is credible fear of 
prosecution under the Endangered Species Act, Bald and Golden 
Eagle Protection Act, or Migratory Bird Treaty Act. If the investiga-
tion of bird deaths at the Pine Tree wind facility results in prosecu-
tion, we may see fewer wind energy facilities sited in locations 
that are high-risk for wildlife. Without prosecution, that change  
is unlikely. 

Kelly Fuller works in Washington, DC as American Bird Conservancy’s 
Wind Campaign Coordinator. She was formerly the San Diego Sierra 
Club’s wind energy representative and an early leader of the Sierra 
Club’s campaign against the Sunrise Powerlink. She has also worked 
to stop new coal-fired power plants and protect rural communities 
from the Keystone XL pipeline.

1For accompanying footnotes to this article please see the “Notes” 
section of www.desertreport.org

cording techniques for rock art, faunal identification, flintknapping 
demonstrations, historic and prehistoric artifact identification, and 
field survey techniques. 
 Most people who visit parks and other public lands are pleas-
ant and friendly, and site stewards often share their interest in ar-
chaeology and history with them, explaining that sites are fragile 
and that artifacts should not be taken. Site stewards do not disclose 
where specific sites and artifacts are located. Sometimes, visitors 
are deterred from inappropriate behavior just by seeing other peo-
ple around, or by knowing that there is a site stewardship program 
in the area. Site stewards do not have any law enforcement respon-
sibilities; they assist by being the eyes and ears of the responsible 
land agency.
 Most of the support for CASSP activities comes from the mem-
bers of the public who volunteer as site stewards, and from the 
agency archaeologists, rangers, and other personnel who donate 
weekends and other time to work with the site stewards. 
 Major funding is provided by grants from the Off-Highway 
Motor Vehicle Recreation (OHMVR) Division of California State 
Parks through the US Forest Service, Pacific Southwest Region. The 
OHMVR Division receives no support from the State’s general fund. 
Monies for the Division and its grants are generated by user fees 
associated with off-highway vehicle recreation activities. Most of 
the funding is spent on providing training workshops. Funding is 
matched by the value of in-kind services donated by volunteers; 
in 2010 the value of volunteer citizen participation in CASSP was 
estimated to be about $270,000.
 The SCA is a nonprofit scientific and educational society that 
was organized in 1966 to support research, understanding, inter-
pretation and conservation of the heritage of California and the 
regions that surround and pertain to it. The SCA has about 1,000 
members. Many archaeologists belong to the SCA, but many SCA 
members are not employed in archaeology; they enjoy archaeology 
outside of their regular jobs. In addition to CASSP, the SCA sponsors 
other programs such as Archaeology Month (October) and holds 
conferences in the Spring and Fall. 

Beth and Chris Padon have chaired the SCA Site Stewardship Com-
mittee and conducted the CASSP workshops since the program began. 
Also, they provide cultural resource management services through 
their company, Discovery Works, Inc.

CASSP workshops scheduled for 2011
•	October	15-16	at	the	BLM	Bakersfield	Field	Office.

•	November	5-6	at	the	Sierra	National	Forest.

•		November	19-20	at	the	Western	Divide	Ranger	District,	

Sequoia National Forest.

•	December	3-4	at	the	BLM	Ridgecrest	Field	Office.

•		December	10-11	at	the	BLM	Palm	Springs-South	Coast	Field	

Office.

CASSP: www.cassp.org
Society for California Archaeology: www.scahome.org

More Information
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In December 2010, students and staff at Saul Mar-
tinez Elementary School in Mecca, California be-
came sick at school – very sick. Students and staff 
experienced fainting, weakness, and vomiting that 
coincided with an overpowering stench throughout 
the school. Concerned about a possible major gas 
leak, the school called in the local hazardous materi-
als response team, which, however, was not able to 
pinpoint the source of the odor. At the same time, 
residents throughout the town of Mecca began to 
notice similar symptoms, also associated with the intense odors. 
Residents shut themselves in their houses, afraid to let their chil-
dren play outside in an atmosphere that was causing episodes of 
faintness, asthma attacks, and other symptoms. School officials 
and community residents began to complain to the South Coast Air 
Quality Management District (AQMD), a California state agency 
that has the largest and one of the most sophisticated air quality in-
vestigation teams in the United States. After extensive air sampling 
throughout Mecca, AQMD pinpointed the source of the odors: they 
were coming from a facility known as Western Environmental, lo-
cated just upwind of the town, immediately across the street from 
two low-income housing communities and barely two miles from 
Saul Martinez Elementary.

The Town of Mecca
 Mecca is a densely populated community of 
about 8,500 located in the eastern Coachella Valley, 
one of the hottest and driest places in the United States 
and one of the areas of greatest concentrated poverty 
in California. As of the 2000 census, 38.9% of fami-
lies and 44.4% of individuals lived below the federal 
poverty line. As is true of communities throughout the 
eastern Coachella Valley, Mecca’s population is almost 
99% Latino. According to Luis Olmedo, Executive Di-

rector of the desert environmental justice group Cómite Cívico del 
Valle, “Mecca has all the characteristics of an environmental justice 
community.”
 Although Mecca is located within the Colorado Desert, heavy 
irrigation has fostered a significant agricultural industry. Most resi-
dents of Mecca work in the agricultural fields and packing houses 
that make up the backbone of the local economy.
 The Coachella Valley is also home to a number of federally 
recognized Native American tribes, three of which hold land in the 
eastern Coachella Valley. Rather than the large reservations found 
in some other parts of the United States, tribal lands in the eastern 
Coachella Valley are in small parcels – many less than one square 
mile – interspersed with non-tribal lands. Because state and local 
laws are generally not enforceable on tribal lands, this pattern of 
land ownership creates a patchwork of legal regimes and cross-bor-
der impacts.

The Legal Background
 Bordering Mecca on the north is a one-square-mile parcel of 
land held by the Cabazon Band of Mission Indians. In 2002, the 
Cabazon Band granted Western Environmental a permit to build 
and operate a facility on this parcel. Under the terms of the permit, 
the facility was to perform “remediation of hydrocarbon contami-
nated soil” (i.e. soil contaminated with petroleum or petroleum by-
products) and “non-RCRA [Resource Conservation & Recovery Act 
– see below] solid waste.” The permit included a clause requiring 
that “[n]o emission, process or material shall cause injury, detri-
ment, nuisance, annoyance or endanger the comfort, repose, health 
or safety of any persons (employees or persons in the Mecca Com-
munity) or have a natural tendency to cause injury or damage to 
business or property.”
 The “non-RCRA” waste described in the permit highlights ma-
jor differences between the way hazardous waste is regulated by 
the federal government and the state of California. RCRA is the fed-

SOMETHING IS ROTTEN IN THE TOWN OF MECCA

 
An Under-Regulated Hazardous 
Waste Facility Throws A Desert 

Community Into Crisis

BY LAURA MASSIE

Above: One of the piles of contaminated soil at Western Environ-
mental, viewed from the entrance to Chapultepec Apartments, a 
low-income apartment complex that’s directly across the street.
Top: Meeting convened by Riverside County on February 16, 2011 
to discuss Western Environmental; the meeting was held Saul 
Martinez elementary school and was standing room only.
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eral Resource Conservation and Recovery Act, a 1976 law that sets 
the framework for the regulation of hazardous waste throughout 
the United States. Under a RCRA amendment inserted in 1980, 
certain wastes are exempt from RCRA regulation even if they have 
potential to cause serious environmental or health hazards. These 
include hydrocarbon-contaminated soils and byproducts of oil and 
gas exploration and production. Waste that is defined as hazard-
ous under RCRA is referred to as “RCRA waste”; waste that is ex-
empt from RCRA regulation, but potentially still hazardous to the 
environment or human health, is referred to as “non-RCRA waste.”
 California has chosen to regulate hazardous waste more strin-
gently than the federal government, including regulation of such 
potentially hazardous materials as petroleum-contaminated soil. 
California state law sets strict standards for how such waste must 
be transported, contained, processed, and tracked. Facilities with-
in the state of California that process non-RCRA hazardous waste 
must maintain a valid permit from the California Department of 
Toxic Substances Control (DTSC) and are subject to inspection and 
enforcement actions if they fail to comply with legal requirements. 
Similarly, waste haulers who transport non-RCRA hazardous waste 
to an unpermitted facility in California are subject to enforcement 
actions, including civil penalties and/or criminal prosecution.
 Although Western Environmental planned to operate a non-
RCRA hazardous waste processing facility, it did not obtain a 
permit from California DTSC. Representatives of Western Envi-
ronmental have stated that they do not believe the facility is sub-
ject to California law because it is located on land that Western 
Environmental leases from the Cabazon Band of Mission Indians. 
However, the situation is unique in California history and the legal 
picture is murky at best.
 By 2005, Western Environmental was receiving significant 
amounts of non-RCRA hazardous waste – an average of 16,282 
tons per year from 2005-2008, ballooning to 113,073.9 tons dur-
ing 2009. These materials consisted predominantly of “contami-
nated soils from site clean-up,” a descriptor that offers little insight 
into what kind of contaminants or what level of contamination 
might be involved. DTSC has subsequently stated that the con-
tamination is believed to consist primarily of heavy metals and 
petroleum, but Western Environmental’s refusal to comply with 
California state reporting requirements means that very little de-
tail is now available to regulators seeking to understand the nature 
of the waste at the site.
 Notably, throughout this time and into early 2011, haulers 
were regularly reporting to DTSC that they were transporting non-
RCRA hazardous waste to Western Environmental. For at least 
part of this time period, DTSC’s website incorrectly listed West-
ern Environmental as a facility that was permitted to receive non-
RCRA hazardous waste. In April 2011, DTSC issued a notice to 
hazardous waste haulers stating that Western Environmental did 
not have the appropriate permits to receive non-RCRA hazardous 
waste and that “any shipments made to this facility are therefore 
considered to be out of compliance with California law.” According 
to DTSC staff, the agency is conducting an internal audit to deter-
mine how DTSC could have allowed non-RCRA hazardous waste 
to be transported to an unpermitted facility from 2003-2011.

Regulatory Response: Is It Sufficient?
 After the South Coast Air Quality Management District 
(AQMD) pinpointed Western Environmental as the source of the 
overpowering odors plaguing Mecca, community residents began 

to investigate. It quickly became apparent that the facility present-
ed significant hazards other than the odors. Community residents 
started articulating concerns about possible threats to groundwater, 
non-odor-causing air pollution, and contamination by dust blowing 
off Western Environmental’s towering piles of contaminated soil 
onto neighboring residential areas and agricultural fields. Blowing 
dust from strong winds is a fact of life in the Eastern Coachella Val-
ley. Just a few miles north of Mecca, Interstate 10 bears signs warn-
ing of blowing dust that can be severe enough to reduce visibility 
to near zero. At a community meeting held by the AQMD in April 
2011, dozens of residents stepped up to the microphone to voice 
their desire for Western Environmental to be closed down in order 
to abate the threat to the community’s health.
 On May 9, 2011, three days after receiving a letter from Sena-
tor Barbara Boxer demanding action, the United States Environ-
mental Protection Agency issued a Unilateral Administrative Order 
requiring Western Environmental to take major steps to control 
sources of odor, including possible blowing dust. The Unilateral 
Administrative Order noted the language cited above from the 
Cabazon Band’s permit to Western Environmental, barring the 
company from “caus[ing] injury, detriment, nuisance, annoyance 
or endanger the comfort, repose, health or safety of any persons”. 
However, the Unilateral Administrative Order failed to address 
any concerns about the potential for other forms of contamination  
to air or groundwater that could impact the environment or  
public health.
 On June 17, 2011, the California Assembly Committee on En-
vironmental Safety and Toxic Materials held a public hearing in 
Thermal, a rural community near Mecca, to hear testimony on the 
issue. The overwhelming majority of community members who 
spoke at the hearing reiterated their concern about insidious threats 
to air and groundwater and again stated their desire to see Western 
Environmental closed down or moved elsewhere, to a more remote 
location that would not jeopardize public health.
 Despite the strong community voice in favor of closing down 
Western Environmental’s Mecca facility, state regulators at the June 
17 hearing articulated a preference for entering into a “coopera-
tive agreement” with the Cabazon Band in order to allow Western 
Environmental to continue operating. The structure for such a co-
operative agreement is set out in a little-used California statute that 
would require the Cabazon Band to regulate Western Environmen-
tal at least as strictly as DTSC regulates other non-RCRA hazardous 
waste facilities throughout California. However, the statute makes 
no provision for abating existing hazards at the site, such as the 
towering piles of contaminated soils, oil-water separation tanks, 
and other aggregations of non-RCRA hazardous waste.
 Multiple community residents have now stated that they have 
lost trust in Western Environmental and fear that its ongoing pres-
ence in their community would lead to further public health and 
environmental dangers. Celia Garcia, a lifelong Mecca resident and 
teacher at Saul Martinez Elementary, put it this way: “There is no 
way they can operate in our community with our trust. Why would 
anyone with a sane mind put a facility like this so close to homes 
and schools?” 

Laura Massie is a Staff Attorney at California Rural Legal Assistance, 
Inc. (CRLA), which provides free legal assistance to farm workers and 
other low-income residents of rural areas in California. CRLA repre-
sents a number of Mecca residents concerned about the environmental 
and public health impacts of Western Environmental’s operations.
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These trips are not rated. If you have not previously par-

ticipated in an outing of the type you are considering, call 

the leader and ask about the suitability of the trip given 

your conditioning and experience. Distance and elevation 

gain can give an indication of the difficulty of a hike, but 

the condition of the trail, or lack of a trail can change the 

level. An eight mile, 900’ elevation gain hike on a good 

trail would be easy to moderate, a similar hike up a brush-

filled canyon could be strenuous. 

 For questions concerning an outing, or to sign up, 

please contact the leader listed in the write-up. For ques-

tions about Desert Committee outings in general, or to re-

ceive the outings list by e-mail, please contact Kate 

Allen at kj.allen96@gmail.com 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 be-

fore 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, visit the Desert Report website 

at www.desert report.org and click on outings.

 The Sierra Club California Seller of Travel number is CST 

2087766-40. (Registration as a seller of travel does not 

constitute approval by the State of California.)

TAMARISK BASH IN HAPPY CANYON
SERVICE TRIP & HIKE
September 3-5, Saturday-Monday

Help restore a desert riparian area in Death Valley National 

Park by removing invasive tamarisk from Happy Canyon in the 

Panamint Mts. The year-round stream will let us soak and cool 

if the temperature gets too warm. On Saturday, we will work 

with Marty Dickes, our coordinator from the BLM. On Sunday, 

there will be a hike to nearby Manley Peak. Monday is an op-

tional tour through Striped Butte Valley and Warm Springs 

Canyon to the east. Enjoy carcamping, a potluck dinner Sat-

urday, and campfire stories. Contact leader Craig Deutsche, 

craig.deutsche@gmail.com, 310-477-6670. CNRCC Desert 

Committee

CARRIZO PLAIN NATIONAL MONUMENT WORK 
PARTY
September 24-25, Saturday-Sunday

Here is another chance to knock down barbed wire fences and 

clear the Carrizo of these relics of the past. Pronghorn ante-

lope need wide-open spaces for survival, and we have been 

successfully clearing the land – slowly, fence by fence. We will 

again work with Alice Kock, pronghorn specialist from CA 

Dept of Fish and Game. Work all day Saturday, happy 

hour, potluck dinner, and campfire Sat. night. Sunday 

we may work, or take the day to enjoy the Monument. 

Participants need to bring heavy work gloves and every-

thing needed for the weekend; there are no stores or gas 

stations on the Carrizo. For more information, contact: 

Cal and Letty French, lettyfrench@gmail.com, 805-239-7338. 

CNRCC Desert Com/Santa Lucia Chapter

HOT SPRINGS AND COOL NIGHTS AT NEVADA’S 
BLACK ROCK DESERT
September 30-October 2, Friday-Sunday

We’ll be camping at a hot spring in the Black Rock and visiting 

other hot springs in the area. Our camp is right on the route 

of the Emigrant Trail, so we learn about it, the Black Rock and 

hot springs. The days and nights are starting to cool off and 

there are fewer visitors so this is a great time to visit the Black 

Rock! Leader is very familiar with the area. Sign up after 9/15. 

Leashed dogs ok. Leader: David Book, 775-843-6443. Great 

Basin Group-Toiyabe Chapter

MOJAVE NATIONAL PRESERVE – WORK PARTY
October 8-9, Saturday-Sunday

Join the Mojave National Preserve Conservancy and the Na-

tional Park Service to remove another section of abandoned, 

barbed-wire fence. Meet in the Kelso Depot parking lot at 

California/Nevada Regional Conservation Committee Desert Committee

Outings
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ROCK ART IN EASTERN CALIFORNIA
October 29-30, Saturday-Sunday

This outing represents an opportunity to visit four different 

petroglyph sites. On Saturday, we visit sites in the southern 

Owens Valley area bordering the Coso Mountains, and on Sun-

day, we will be escorted to the famous sites in the China Lake 

Naval Weapons Center. As government restrictions apply on 

the weapons center, all arrangements and confirmations must 

be completed by October 10. High clearance 2WD sufficient. 

Group limit, 12 participants, Contact leader Craig Deutsche for 

further information, craig.deutsche@gmail.com, 310-477-6670. 

CNRCC Desert Committee

HOLIDAY SERVICE IN CARRIZO PLAIN
Dec. 29, 2011-Jan. 2, 2012, Thursday-Monday 

Once again we return to the Carrizo Plain to celebrate the end 

of the year and to offer service to the pronghorn antelope  

in this National Monument. Lying between Bakersfield and San 

Luis Obispo, this vast grassland is home to pronghorn ante-

lope, tule elk, kit fox, and a wide variety of birds. A welcome 

hike Dec. 29, two and a half days of service modifying 

barbed wire fencing, and a full day for hiking and ex-

ploring are planned. Use of accommodations at Good-

win Ranch is included. Limited to 14 participants, $30  

covers four dinners and breakfast on New Year’s morn-

ing. For more information, contact leader: Craig Deutsche, 

craig.deutsche@gmail.com, 310-477-6670. CNRCC Desert 

Committee

9 a.m. on Saturday, or stay Friday night at the group camp-

ground. Possible Sunday morning project. Bring leather work 

gloves, water, sun screen, a hat, and lunch. Layers of cloth-

ing are best as temperatures can be unpredictable. Tools pro-

vided. The group campground at Hole-In-The-Wall (with water 

and vault toilets) is reserved for Friday and Saturday nights. 

Sturdy tents with strong stakes are advisable in case of high 

winds. Directions are available at http://www.nps.gov/moja/

index.htm. Contact Sid Silliman at gssilliman@csupomona.edu 

regarding safety precautions for the weekend and to RSVP. 

Please note: This is a non-Sierra Club activity. Non-sierra club 

trips are not sponsored nor administered by the Sierra Club. 

The Sierra Club has no information about the planning of these 

activities and makes no representations or warranties about 

the quality, safety, supervision, or management of such activi-

ties. They are published only because they may be of interest 

to the readers of this publication

DEATH VALLEY SERVICE TRIP
October 28-30, Friday-Sunday

Wilderness restoration in a beautiful and remote Na-

tional Park. On Friday, help install wilderness boundary 

signs in Salsberry Pass. On Saturday, hike 2 miles up Cot-

tonwood Canyon for some work on the trail. Primitive 

camping in Cottonwood Canyon. Need moderate to high 

clearance vehicle. Work Friday afternoon and Saturday. Sun-

day we will be treated to a ranger guided hike thru the narrows 

of Marble Canyon that will include a trip to the petroglyphs. 

Leader: Kate Allen, kj.allen96@gmail.com, 661-944-4056. 

CNRCC Desert Committee

GHOST TOWN EXTRAVAGANZA
October 29-30, Saturday-Sunday

Spend Halloween weekend visiting the ghosts of California’s 

colorful past. Visit this eerie desert landscape near Death Val-

ley; camp at the historic ghost town of Ballarat (flush toilets & 

hot showers). On Sat, a challenging hike to ghost town Lookout 

City with historian Hal Fowler who will regale us with tales of 

this wild west town. Return to camp for Happy Hour and pot-

luck feast, followed by a midnight visit to Ballarat’s graveyard. 

On Sun, a quick visit to the infamous Riley townsite. 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.

Thank You!
The following have contributed to Desert Report during 
the past six months and their support is both essential and 
appreciated. 

Tom Budlong  Los Angeles, CA

Terry Frewin Santa Barbara, CA

Stacy and Gerry Goss Santa Clara, CA

Lynn Nebus San Diego, CA

Sue Palmer Westlake Village, CA

Ed Pushich Pasadena, CA

Laura Sherrod Morongo Valley, CA

Mellba and Willis Simms Woodland Hills, CA

Ruth Wagner Lancaster, CA

Mary Jess Wilson Sacramento, CA

Toiyabe Chapter of Sierra Club

Tahquitz Group, San Gorgonio Chapter of Sierra Club
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HYBRID BACM* TO THE FUTURE

 
Science To Remediate Hazardous Dust 

And Create Historic Habitat 
feet of water per acre per year, managed vegetation uses 2.5 feet of 
water per acre and gravel uses no water. At present over 40 square 
miles are ponds or sheet flooding, 3.5 square miles are managed 
vegetation and a few small areas are gravel. You might think that 
LADWP would wish to use only gravel because it uses no water, but 
its cost is enormous. As Ted Schade of the Great Basin Air Pollution 
Control District has stated, “To cover the dust areas with gravel, LA 
would have to pick which mountain they would like to take down.” 

What Might Hybrid BACM’s Look Like?
 In the spring of 2008 the Eastern Sierra Audubon Society and 
Audubon-California organized a stakeholder-driven process to look 
at comprehensive management of Owens Lake, attempting to man-
age the lake as a whole rather than piecemeal as had been done 
previously. The Audubon Society’s approach won the confidence 
of critical stakeholders including the California State Lands Com-
mission and LADWP, each with their own interests – Public Trust 
for the former and water conservation for the latter. The Audubon 
Society has been a defender of wildlife for more than a century 
and in 2001 designated Owens Lake as a National Audubon Impor-
tant Bird Area. As the Audubon process morphed into the current 
Owens Lake Management Plan effort, stakeholders began to ask,  

BY MIKE PRATHER 

*BACM, n., Best Available Control Method. An approved method 
of controlling dust at Owens Lake.

Propeller-driven steamers navigated the waters of Owens Lake in 
the 1870’s, yet by the 1920’s the lake’s waters had vanished due 
to diversion for municipal use to Los Angeles County. For 80 years 
thereafter, enormous dust storms smothered the Eastern Sierra and 
beyond as the forces of nature sought to stabilize a new imbal-
ance. Quenching the thirst of Los Angeles citizens left the lungs of 
Owens Valley residents clogged with dust. “The greatest good for 
the greatest number,” spoke President Theodore Roosevelt when he 
approved turning over the Owens Valley Federal Irrigation Project 
to the City of Los Angeles. 
 As decades passed, physicians in Lone Pine and Ridgecrest saw 
increased visits by patients with emphysema, asthma and other re-
spiratory illnesses due to dust storms. Local schools received alerts 
from the air pollution control office to keep students inside at re-
cess. The passage of the Federal and California Clean Air Acts even-
tually provided a legal remedy leading to public health benefits 
in rural areas such as Owens Valley. In 1998, Los Angeles agreed 
to control the dust hazard at Owens Lake and to date has spent 
$1,000,000,000 controlling dust over an area totaling 40 square 
miles. The Los Angeles Department of Water and Power (LADWP) 
was permitted to perform three mitigations known as Best Avail-
able Dust Control Measures, or “BACM” – these three BACMs are 
water, gravel and managed native vegetation. In addition, the 
LADWP was allowed to design, test and evaluate new BACMs in a 
process that can take up to five years – an amount of time that may 
prove to be too slow to be effective. But this process does allow Los 
Angeles a path to develop new control measures that use less wa-
ter; currently 70,000-plus acre-feet of Los Angeles Aqueduct water 
flows into Owens Lake. Water conservation is needed, but there is a 
hitch – water must be allocated for wildlife uses. Water for wildlife 
is not a waste. 
 In the early years of the Los Angeles Owens Lake Dust Con-
trol Project the focus was dust and dust only. But over time public 
trust values such as wildlife, esthetics and public access have been 
a requirement of the State Lands Commission for LADWP leases  
on any lands that it manages. As a result, new BACMs must not 
only control dust, but also protect or enhance the lake’s public  
trust values.
 Each of the three current BACM’s consumes varying amounts 
of water to suppress dust. Ponds and sheet flooding require about 4 BACM at work on Owens Lake.
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“Perhaps dust control measures could be designed to enhance habi-
tat and conserve precious water? Shouldn’t esthetics be a part of 
the design?”
 A new waterless BACM type called moat-and-row had recent-
ly been proposed by LADWP, but it was rejected by State Lands 
for not protecting or enhancing public trust values, in particular 
wildlife and esthetics. But from this impasse the idea of a ‘hybrid’ 
BACM sparked the interest of Owens Lake stakeholders. A hybrid 
BACM would combine the already approved BACM’s in varying 
portions; gravel, ponds or sheet flooding and managed vegetation 
could blend into a habitat-rich and esthetically more organic form 
that would control dust, enhance public trust values and conserve 
water. Working with computer generated images visualizing the 
hybrid BACM, the LADWP went further and committed to bringing 
in a landscape architect for landscape-scale habitat creation. Where 
soils permit, native vegetation will be grown in a mosaic of ponds, 
sheet flooding, gravel and open mudflat. Salinity will be managed 
in a range that fosters vegetation as well as macro-invertebrates, 
the primary food source for birds. Water depth will be managed for 
those depths that favor various shorebird species and waterfowl.
 Other new BACMs will be developed over time and the origi-
nal BACMs will continue to operate. Gravel will have an expanded 
role, but will still be limited by cost and lack of enhancement of 
public trust values. Future BACMs may use a hardened salt crust 
that would float or armor the soil surface to reduce water evapo-
ration and retard dust emissions. Dry tillage in clay soils for one 
season that would be flooded the next season is another potential 
BACM being tested. New ideas are being brought before the LAD-
WP and the Great Basin Unified Air Pollution Control District. Ex-
pect them to continue. Whatever new BACMs are developed, they 
will not only be used to control dust, but also to protect or enhance 
the lake’s public trust values. 

 Mike Prather has been residing in Inyo County since 1972 when 
he and wife Nancy moved to Death Valley to teach in a one room 
school house. Mike has actively been working on land and water is-
sues in the Owens Valley since 1980 with the Owens Valley Committee 
(past president), Eastern Sierra Audubon (past president) and Sierra 
Club (past chapter chair). He currently lives in Lone Pine.

American Avocets at Owens Lake
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1911 Sept. 14 “As we proceeded around the western 
margin of Owens Lake, great numbers of ducks and 
waders, scattered and in large masses, were seen on 
the beach and out on the water. At this season (of mi-
gration) a station on the shore of Owens Lake should 
certainly produce some valuable observations.”

1913 Feb. 5 “Along the margins of Owens Lake were 
very many mud hens, a few gulls, and out on the 
glassy surface were vast numbers of birds – ducks, 
grebes etc.”

1917 Sept. 24 “The shore shallows are thronged 
with water birds. Avocets predominate; I estimated 
one bird every four feet of shoreline, which would 
make 1300 per mile!”
 “There are groups of Northern [Red-necked] 
Phalaropes swimming on the water just off the 
shore, with choruses of weaker ‘pits’; and ducks 
in groups farther off shore, with an occasional gull 
flying along low over the water add to the avian 
activity…”
 “Great numbers of water birds are in sight along 
the shore – Avocets, Phalaropes and Ducks. Large 
flocks of shorebirds in flight over the water in the 
distance, wheeling about show en masse, now sil-
very now dark, against the gray-blue of the water. 
There must literally be thousands of birds within 
sight of this spot. En route around the south end 
of Owens Lake to Olancha saw water birds almost 
continuously.”

1922 July 25 “The reduction of the lake cannot 
help but influence the annual program of various 
water birds which have been wont to use this body 
of water as a forage place for periods at migration 
time or during the winter.”

Joseph Grinnell, Ornithologist, of the Museum of 
Vertebrate Zoology, Berkeley recorded the following 
notes from his Owens Lake visits:

Phalaropes in flight at Owens Lake
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Dark Skies Alliance

Continued FRoM page 8 Continued FRoM page 9

to understand is that a new lighting ordinance will not only set some 
standards for existing lighting and help reduce the amount of light 
pollution in the Morongo Basin, but it will also guide future growth 
and development in a way that protects our night sky resources.
 In addition to working to improve San Bernardino County’s night 
sky ordinance to make significant, long-term improvements in dark 
sky friendly lighting, Alliance members are engaging in community 
education. Alliance volunteers began the Dark Skies Campaign with 
a multi-media presentation to a coalition of local non-profit groups. 
We developed posters, large-scale photos, and brochures to share at 
information tables during Earth Day celebrations and spring fairs.
 Well-known night sky photographer Wally Pacholka supported 
the Alliance by granting the use of an eye-catching night sky photo-
graph. Another attention-attracting image was provided by Joshua 
Tree National Park that shows a 360-degree photo representing 
light pollution from two locations in the Park. The Marine Corps 
Air Ground Combat Center in Twentynine Palms provided a popu-
lar poster showing ‘Before’ and ‘After’ photos of its recent lighting 
reduction project. International Dark Skies Association flyers be-
came valuable tools shared with local residents at these events.
 While colorful photos and posters drew people to the Dark 
Skies Alliance information table, the presence of a local amateur 
astronomer with a sun telescope was an even stronger attraction, 
especially for young people. We are lucky to have three local astron-
omy groups as part of our Alliance and they enjoy teaching people 
about astronomy, while helping to promote appropriate lighting.
 Efforts to work with local businesses that sell outdoor light-
ing started with the local Home Depot. The store’s management 
not only invited the Alliance to have a table at one of their out-
door weekend events, but also agreed to let us design and mount 
a dark skies display in the lighting section of the store. We hope to 
convince them to expand their selection of approved Internation-
al Dark Sky Association lights. Similar outreach to locally-owned 
hardware stores is also underway.
 With the assistance of Supervisor Derry’s representative, dis-
cussions have been initiated with managers of local County and 
hospital buildings about the need to correct some parking lot light-
ing. Future planned activities for the Alliance include meeting with 
the County’s code enforcement officer, setting up a website, cre-
ating bumper stickers, and continuing to have a presence at lo-
cal community fairs and events. Supervisor Derry has expressed 
strong interest in finding funds to assist low-income residents pay 
for lighting retrofits.
 The Morongo Basin is a unique place to live, and like many 
other communities has recognized the importance of protecting its 
dark skies. The Morongo Basin Dark Skies Alliance’s education ef-
forts have taught businesses, citizens and elected officials about the 
value of the night sky and that saving energy may go hand in hand 
with saving money. Perhaps more importantly, the groups in our 
coalition have initiated a public dialog about how best to protect 
the night sky for astronomers, tourists and wildlife while balancing 
these needs with commerce and human habitation. 

Seth Shteir is California Desert Field Representative for National 
Parks Conservation Association and Laraine Turk, President of the 
Morongo Basin Conservation Association.

Great Falls Basin

tion and restoration project, and continue to maintain the area. The 
restoration efforts eliminated unsightly illegal OHV hill climbs, dis-
guised damaged areas, relocated and controlled the parking, and 
sandblasted graffiti. It now looks natural. That takes a lot of work. 
The area is free of not just ‘big litter’ but also what is called ‘micro 
trash’, the bits of broken green and brown glass, pull tabs, cigarette 
butts and shell casings. Even cinders and charcoal are under control 
since ground fires and rock rings have given way to elevated grill 
tops perfect for chicken or burgers. The result is a quality natural 
experience and recreational outlet. The involvement by business, 
industry, educational, governmental and social interests in the Tro-
na area is documented in a program prepared by Marty Dickes, the 
BLM Wilderness Specialist. For more information on the program, 
contact her at the Ridgecrest BLM office.
 With this history of connection to the area – a historic source 
of both food and water, and a continuing involvement with recre-
ation – it’s no surprise that Trona residents would be concerned 
when something is proposed for their own special place. CDPA pro-
ponents like me had dismissed such concerns as simply echoes of 
pressure from mineral and mining interests that routinely oppose 
land protections. But now we know better.
 So how do we proceed this time? How do we take Trona’s pro-
tective feelings into account, and help protect this local gem? Can 
we agree that an intelligently derived set of boundaries can actu-
ally help Trona maintain the status quo? Unlike many Wilderness 
areas, GFB isn’t protected by isolation and remoteness – it’s too ac-
cessible and well known. We should, in fact, hope that each desig-
nated Wilderness and Wilderness Study Area has a community that 
knows and cares as much as Trona. We can hope that the area will 
be recognized for what it is: an important natural and recreational 
resource for the community and visitors.
 What can wilderness designation do for Trona? Consider that 
an ACEC designation doesn’t come with funds, and agency desig-
nations can be ‘undone’. But Congressional Wilderness designation 
can provide a known set of guidelines for use of the area. It can 
protect from unplanned county actions such as sprawl (think Vic-
torville), and fields of solar panels, relay towers, pipe lines, power 
lines, and wind turbines (think Tehachapi). GFB lies within Inyo 
County with a county seat over 100 miles away. Trona votes for 
San Bernardino County Supervisors 134 miles away. Ridgecrest, the 
nearest large community, elects Kern County Supervisors meeting 
over 125 miles away. Cash strapped counties and casual decisions 
by distant corporations wanting to exploit the area for increased 
profits and revenue would find Wilderness designation a hurdle. 

Judy Anderson, former Desert Committee Chair, lives in Los Angeles. 
She chaired CDPA meetings for a decade, and directed the effort to 
map the areas that went into the 1994 CDPA.

To learn more about Great Falls Basin and the community of 

Trona, a good place to start is the museum in Trona run by 

the Searles Valley Historical Society.

More Information
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