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The renewable energy scene in the Southwest Des-
erts has changed dramatically in the past year, partly 
due to the changing market in global technology, new 
policies, and the latest biological research. 
 “Dumping” of inexpensive polysilicon photovol-
taic panels into the market by China has upset the 
balance of many US projects, causing several com-
panies to switch from solar thermal technology to 
photovoltaic (PV) in order to take advantage of the 
capital cost reduction, or causing a sell off of projects.
 By early October, Solar Millennium AG negotiated to sell 
off its American Southwest pipeline of projects (2.25 gigawatts’ 
worth) to another German company, solarhybrid AG, which spe-
cializes in photovoltaic power plants. This list included the Blythe, 
Palen, Ridgecrest, and Amargosa projects. Start of construction of 
the Blythe Solar Power Project was then delayed by a year.
 The American company First Solar, which specializes in man-
ufacturing Cadmium-Telluride thin-film photovoltaic technology 

and associated power plants, has similarly been af-
fected by the steep drop in prices from this competi-
tion. Its business model of building projects and sell-
ing them has suffered somewhat, as is evident with 
the 550 MW Topaz project in Carrizo Plain, which has 
stalled in negotiations with Enbridge[1]. 
 Other upsets to projects have yet to filter through 
the environmental review process, such as the bank-
ruptcy of Stirling Energy Systems, which made the so-
lar engine within the SunCatcher technology. One hun-

dred MW of SunCatchers are still slated to be used on the Calico Solar 
Project by K Road. K Road has switched most of the project to PV.
 The California Energy Commission (CEC) has been wrestling 
with these redesigns of projects, many of which fall out of their ju-
risdiction according to the Warren-Alquist Act, the law that created 
and authorized the CEC to oversee licensing of thermal (including 
solar thermal) power plants. Photovoltaic power plants have his-
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Above: Ivanpah Solar Electric Generating System (ISEGS) Tower 
September 2011 with Clark Mtns in background. 
Top: Desert tortoise
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Lost Youth
Over the past several years, I’ve been wondering how and if today’s 

youth are experiencing the desert. Do elementary and high school 

kids get cajoled into going to the desert by their parents or school 

groups? Do young adults in their 20s and 30s go out voluntarily 

and explore with their friends or organized groups? When I began 

hiking in the desert many years ago, I was always the youngest 

one in the group. Twenty years later, I am still usually the youngest 

one in the group. Are today’s school-age kids being provided the 

opportunities to explore the desert and gain an appreciation and 

understanding of what’s out there? If not, the desert will remain 

a foreign place to them and as adults they will have no reason or 

interest in helping to protect what desert we have left; whether 

that is as an active desert environmentalist or simply a voter at the 

ballot box.

 This subject is not new; Richard Louv wrote about this issue in 

his 2005 book “Last Child in the Woods: Saving our Children from 

Nature-Deficit Disorder.” But people are finally starting to take 

notice. Even the Western Governors’ Association winter meeting, 

which was held this month in Yucca Valley and Palm Springs, in-

cluded a session titled, “Passing Down a Western Outdoor Ethic to 

Today’s Youth”.

 This issue includes two articles on youth in the desert. One 

focuses on the Sierra Club’s Inner City Outings program, a program 

designed primarily for kids under 18. The other describes what it’s 

like to work with the Sierra Conservation Association and is written 

by a young woman who participated in the program. How do we 

get more youth out to the desert to provide them with experiences 

that will make them want to return again and again? That is the mil-

lion dollar question.

From The Editor

GETTING YOUTH OUTSIDE

 

Inner City Outings Offers Kids 
A New Perspective On The Desert

BY BILL TAYLER

Inner City Outings (ICO) is a community-outreach program of the 
Sierra Club dedicated to providing outdoor recreational experi-
ences to low-income urban youth of diverse cultural backgrounds. 
The goals are to help these children challenge themselves physi-
cally, learn how to enjoy wilderness safely, and develop a desire 
to enjoy and protect open spaces within their local communities. 
Established in 1976, there are now fifty ICO groups throughout the 
United States that organize approximately 800 trips annually for 
youth living in urban areas that might not otherwise ever experi-
ence the vast opportunities available to them in the wilderness.
 Many children grow up with certain misconceptions about the 
desert – that it is barren, flat, and generally devoid of life. This 
is particularly true of children who live in urban areas and have 
no real opportunity to visit the desert. With San Diego Inner City 
Outings, many youth in the San Diego area have had the opportu-
nity to see the desert as it really is – diverse, full of life, and fun  
to explore.
 In the eastern part of San Diego County, lies Anza-Borrego 
Desert State Park, the largest state park in California. In its 600,000 
acres, Anza-Borrego has 110 miles of hiking trails through many 
different types of desert habitat. Being in San Diego’s backyard, 
this park has been a frequent destination for ICO day hikes and 
camping trips.
 One of the most popular destinations for both day hikes and 
camping is Borrego Palm Canyon. The campground sits at the 
mouth of the canyon and is flanked by steep hills, which are fre-
quently traversed by groups of Desert Bighorn Sheep. It is not un-

common to be able to watch the sheep while eating breakfast in 
camp. And at night, kangaroo rats scurry around the campfire, look-
ing for bits of food dropped by kids as they roast marshmallows and 
make s’mores.
 Just 90 minutes from the city, this campground might as well 
be a different world for kids who have never spent a night outside 

Exploring a wind cave

Continued on page 13
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REPTILES, FLOWERS, AND FRIENDS

 

Changes Abound For 
Desert Dwelling SCA Crews 

Editor’s Note: The Desert Restoration Corps 
(DRC) is a partnership between The Student 
Conservation Association and the Bureau of 
Land Management (BLM) that has conducted 
desert restoration projects in Wilderness areas 
of Southern California since 1999.
 The major emphasis of the work of the 
Golden Valley Wilderness crew, out of the 
Ridgecrest BLM Office, was building fences to 
stop off-highway vehicle use on closed routes 
and in Wilderness areas. The crew working on these proj-
ects included a Project Leader and six Corps Members, 
with significant coordination with the Ridgecrest BLM 
agency contact.
 The following story was written by a Corps member 
and describes a “hitch”, one of the many 10-day work as-
signments that these youth commit to when they sign on 
with the project. The humor, energy and excitement that 
comes through in this article illustrates how these youth 
really enjoy, appreciate, and understand the wonders that 
are available in the desert.

Is this really Hitch 11? Time certainly does fly in the Desert Res-
toration Corps. You would think that having ten previous hitches 
would mean that we’re pretty much prepared for everything, right?
 Definitely not.
 Even as we first drove into the valley we noticed the change. 
As we pulled up to camp we realized that something profound had 
happened; namely, the season of spring. The hard, barren earth 
where we habitually placed our tents had traded its sparse brown 
grasses for new, more robust tufts of green. The concrete slab 
where many a morning we stretched was now surrounded by an 
army of fiddlenecks. Little did we know, these delicate yellow flow-
ers were only disguising the near-invisible, cactus-like spines that 
demonstrated a supernatural affinity to our skin.
 Not surprisingly, this was not our only foray into the world of 
botany. We had the pleasure of spending an afternoon with two bi-
ologists from the Bureau of Land Management, Carrie Woods and 
Shelly Ellis. That afternoon we picked their brains on everything 
from tortoise habitat to invasive grass species. At the end of the day 
we headed back to our valley equipped with considerably more 
knowledge on desert plants than we had before.
 As you might imagine, spring brought us more than just wild 
flowers. Besides our multitude of many-colored flowers, out came 

the herps. Now when I refer to herps, I mean the rep-
tiles of the desert. It was this hitch where we had our 
first encounters with two highly anticipated reptiles; 
the desert tortoise (Gopherus agassizii), and the Mo-
jave Green Rattlesnake (Crotalus scutulatus). I love 
all herps, so this posed no problem for me, but it did 
cause a little anxiety among some members of the 
crew. This was especially the case when, on separate 
occasions, a Mojave Green Rattlesnake was spotted 
on the road right next to camp. Another, more relaxed, 

encounter with herps happened with the federally protected Desert 
Tortoise. On two separate occasions, we played hero and removed 
a tortoise from the road. Although the tortoises and deadly snakes 
were cool to see, we also saw some more low-profile species. Liz-
ards of all colors were out and about, soaking up the sunshine and 
enjoying the 80 degree warmth. We were also stunned by the well-
camouflaged Desert Horned Lizards (Phrynosoma platyrhinos calid-
iarum) that became almost invisible when placed against the rocky 
soil of Golden Valley. 
 Beyond our interactions with the natural world, we also had 
the pleasure of hosting a multitude of people. For the first three 
days of hitch we were accompanied by a volunteer group from the 
Sierra Club out of Lancaster. For a day and a half they showed us 

BY MADDIE SHIELDS

Continued on page 12

Above: Owens Peak. Top: Golden Valley crew at work
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CITIZEN SCIENTISTS PROTECT WILDLIFE NEEDS 

 

BLM Grazing Allotment 
Practices Not Meeting Standard 

BY JIM CATLIN

Toby, my intern, and I hop across a desert 
stream and begin a mile climb, meandering 
around large sagebrush in the heart of sage 
grouse habitat in northern Utah. Guided by 
our GPS, we are on our annual trip to collect 
field samples at one of our 17 field sites. We 
are collecting data to assess the condition 
of sage grouse habitat in the BLM’s 25,000-
acre Duck Creek Allotment. We began this 
field work, which I call citizen science, six 
years ago, in order to obtain data to support 
what is perhaps the most significant legal 
challenge in decades against the way BLM 
makes grazing decisions. We expect a ruling 
next year in our favor requiring that BLM 
make grazing decisions in deference to wild-
life needs on grazed BLM lands.
 In pre-settlement times, the Duck Creek 
Allotment’s sage steppe was dominated by 
native bunch grasses that topped sagebrush. 
Except for wildlife burrows, biological crusts 
covered the soil where abundant plants 
didn’t. Streams lined by willows and cotton-
woods meandered through beaver-created 
meadows. Duck Creek had ducks then.
 The sage grouse habitat that Toby and 
I visited today is very different. Silt-laden 
streams, often entrenched, smother aquatic 
insects and frogs. The ducks are now gone 
from Duck Creek along with riparian trees 
and willows. Native grasses today constitute 
only a small fraction of what it should be, 
leaving large bare soil areas. The remaining 
plants, usually more grazing tolerant spe-
cies, often grow on small earthen pedestals 
rising above eroded soils. The reduction 
of insects and cover from grass and other 
plants has led to a loss of food and cover 
for sage grouse, whose population statewide 
has been in decline for decades.
 The Clinton Administration set ecologi-
cal standards to shape grazing decisions on 
BLM lands nationally. One of the most sig-
nificant accomplishments of Bruce Babbitt, 
Clinton’s Secretary of the Interior, these 

BLM rangeland health assessment Nationwide UT NV CA

A. Rangelands meet all standards or  11,603  813  296 363
are making significant progress towards  78% 80%  64% 71%
meeting standards 
 
B. Rangelands not meeting all standards or 1,620 132 97 68
making significant progress towards meeting 11% 13% 21% 13%
these standards but appropriate action has
been taken to ensure future progress.  

C. Rangelands not meeting standards,  335 9  17 20
making significant progress, or have  2% 1% 4% 4%
appropriate action taken to make 
significant progress.  

D. Rangeland not meeting all standards  1,318 65  51 62 
due to causes other than livestock. 9% 6% 11% 12%

E. Number of allotments that have been  14,876  1,019 461 513
assessed 100%  100% 100% 100%

F. Number of allotments that have not 6,487 389 333 175
been assessed

G. Total number of allotments 21,363 1,408 794 688

Source: BLM 2010 Rangeland Inventory and Monitoring Evaluation, Table 7, 
http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/prog/more/rangeland_management/rangeland_inventory.htm

Duck Creek allotment
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rangeland health standards call for assessments of habitat condi-
tions to meet measurable thresholds for soil stability, spring-stream 
function, wildlife habitat needs, and water quality. Importantly, 
federal regulations describing these standards required changes in 
grazing when standards were not met and grazing was determined 
to be a cause. This was a major improvement. BLM generated 
methods for staff to assess these new standards, which BLM tied to 
grazing permit renewals.
 Somewhere along the way, something went terribly wrong. 
Based on agency reports, BLM has continued to give most allot-
ments a clean bill of health, even when independent scientists 
witnessed continued range degradation and declines in wildlife 
populations. Each year in an online report, “Range Inventory and 
Monitoring Evaluation,” BLM summarizes its rangeland health as-
sessments in categories: Allotments meeting standards or making 
significant progress, allotments not meeting standards or showing 
progress but action has been taken that promises to help, allot-
ments not meeting standards and lacking progress or needed ac-
tion, and allotments with problems not caused by livestock graz-
ing. In Utah with 1,019 allotments assessed, only nine allotments 
were deemed to need change in grazing management. This is only 
1% of Utah’s BLM assessed allotments. Current management in the 
other 1,010 Utah BLM allotments can continue as it is (see table).
 Before I go deeper into what happened with the Duck Creek 
Allotment, disclosure is needed. Wild Utah Project along with 
Western Watersheds Project are the plaintiffs in a legal challenge 
before the Department of the Interior’s Office of Hearings and Ap-
peals. California and Nevada are not Utah, at least not yet. Grazing 
management varies between states and between BLM field offices 
within a state. The specific details for the Duck Creek case should 
not be applied without further field investigation to the Califor-
nia and Nevada deserts. However, a ruling in our favor at Duck 
Creek may lead to changes in how BLM assesses rangeland health 
nationwide.
 Seven years ago, I was invited by a local rancher to join a 
county collaboration to improve wildlife habitat and also improve 
ranching in Rich County (which includes the Duck Creek allot-
ment). I saw this as a good opportunity to discuss data that we’d 
jointly collect and to work together to design remedies to long 
standing range management problems. This collaboration of local 
ranchers, state and federal agencies, and conservationists chose 
the Duck Creek Allotment as the focus to demonstrate new meth-
ods to reach, what on paper, seemed to be good goals. My goal 
was to see significant progress on the ground each year based on 
monitoring methods we could commonly agree to. With these good 
intentions, the conservation community submitted a plan for our 
monitoring to the collaboration. 
 In its most basic form, range management requires knowing 
how much forage grows, how much the livestock and wildlife use 
[utilization], and how many livestock graze. The problem was that 
BLM normally used mainly visual estimates to get its information. 
We, the conservation community, chose to carry out quantitative 
field measurements of forage production and utilization to provide 
monitoring information not gathered in BLM range management. 
We used an agency approved method (the paired plot method) 
in which 4X4X4 rebar-fence wire cages were placed along several 
streams and in upland areas. Many of our monitoring sites for our 
cages were near BLM utilization and trend monitoring locations. 
We took great care to ensure that our monitoring did not impact the 
area BLM used for monitoring. One of our goals was to compare the 
objective, verifiable field data that we collected with BLM’s normal 

visual and subjective estimates of forage utilization.
 For most allotments, BLM measures utilization using the “key 
species utilization method” which visually estimates the amount 
of forage taken by livestock and other wild grazers. BLM normally 
uses an important forage grass species to represent utilization for 
all other plants species. Using the key species utilization method, 
BLM compares the general appearance of un-grazed key species to 
grazed plants to visually estimate the percentage of biomass that 
was removed. This subjective method requires the observer to 
judge how many leaves and how big the plant would be ungrazed  
and then mentally guess the percentage that had been taken  
by grazers. For many reasons including a lack of enough protected 
and un-grazed plants, this subjective method is generally consid-
ered unreliable.
 With over 1,700 field samples and five years of data, we had 
enough before and after data to make a robust critique. We con-
cluded that, on average, BLM’s subjective utilization monitoring 
underreported grazing use in upland areas by 33%. Based on our 
data, most of the upland areas were at or just above BLM‘s utiliza-
tion standard of 50% for allowed grazing use with fewer cattle then 
permitted grazing. The situation in riparian areas was far worse. 
Utilization typically was 90% or more along the edge of streams.
 Our monitoring program had one additional unique feature. 
We counted cows. Using crews on the ground and in the air, we sur-
veyed the entire allotment, counted mature cattle and noted their 
location. Only half of one percent of the Duck Creek Allotment is 
tree covered and most of the area is gently rolling sagebrush, so 
it’s easily visible from the air. Using methods BLM and others have 
used to count wild horses, we flew multiple passes, mapping the 
location for mature cattle. In the early years of our Duck Creek 
study, we found that, on average, fewer cattle grazed than were 
noted either in paid grazing bills or in rancher reports on graz-
ing use (actual use reports). Puzzled by this finding, we have con-
ducted similar surveys on nine other BLM allotments in Utah and 
Wyoming. Where BLM was unaware of us conducting surveys, we 
found that the number of cattle that grazed was roughly one quar-
ter of the number reported by the rancher or paid to BLM in grazing 
fees. This finding was unexpected and important. Later, as BLM be-
came aware that we were conducting our surveys, additional cattle 
appeared in the Duck Creek Allotment. This false reporting of the 
amount of grazing makes meaningful public involvement nearly 
impossible and environmental analysis based on false grazing num-
ber also in error.
 In 2008, BLM issued a new grazing permit for the Duck Creek 
Allotment that promised to solve grazing problems that BLM had 
identified in riparian areas. BLM identified a number of stream seg-
ments and springs that did not meet rangeland health standards. To 
remedy this, BLM renewed the grazing permit at the same number 
of animals, but divided the allotment into four pastures with ro-
tational grazing (changing each year, livestock spend one month 
in a different pasture) and developed upland water troughs. BLM 
argued that these remedies would lead to riparian areas making 
significant progress towards meeting standards. 
 In 2008, we (Wild Utah Project and Western Watersheds Proj-
ect) filed an appeal on the allotment renewal decision before the 
Office of Hearings and Appeals. Using our field data, we argued 
that BLM’s assessment of conditions fails to measure all the range-
land health standards, especially those for wildlife. Further, we ar-
gued that the remedies offered in the new grazing permit generally 
fail. When the final ruling is issued, probably in the fall of 2012, 

Continued on page 7
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On October 12, 2011, the Imperial County Planning Commission 
voted nearly unanimously to approve a Conditional Use Permit 
(CUP) and land use variance to enable Burrtec Waste Industries, 
Inc. (BWI) to expand their existing Class Three municipal solid 
waste landfill at Salton City. The CUP will allow the size of the cur-
rent landfill to expand from 8 acres to 320 acres, and the variance 
allows the existing height limit to increase from 80 feet to 225 feet. 
The reason for this expansion is to change it from a local Impe-
rial County landfill to a “regional landfill” which will accept solid 
waste from other southern California communities. These include 
(but are not limited to) San Bernardino, San Diego, Orange, and 
Los Angeles counties. The waste will be delivered in transfer trucks 
hauling 23 tons per load in three shifts per day. At peak operation 
the site will employ up to 47 people. BWI will be allowed to in-
crease collection of municipal waste from 50 tons per day to 6,000 
tons per day. In exchange, BWI will pay Imperial County $5 million 
up front and at least $500,000 annually, depending on how much 
goes into the landfill.
 Prior to the decision, notices of the scoping meetings were 
not widely published, and the meetings were held in areas and at 
times less than convenient for West Shores and other citizens to 
attend. Hundreds of residents of the community of West Shores 
signed a petition pleading with the Planning Commission to vote 

“no” on this project because of the substantial impact it will have on 
the area now and untold years into the future. Concerns were also 
expressed by Salton City and other Imperial County residents, Riv-
erside County, the California Department of Parks and Recreation, 
and the Desert Protective Council. Nonetheless, the Planning Com-
mission approved the landfill changes.
 The landfill is located 3 miles south of the desert town of Salton 
City and 3 miles west of Highway 86. It is less than two miles from 
the nearest homes. The Environmental Impact Report (EIR) states 
that 250 diesel trucks per day will clog Highway 86, which runs 
through the middle of the West Shores residential areas. Children 
ride the school busses along this route. Imperial County continues 
to be in non-attainment of Federal EPA standards for particulates 
and ozone. The Imperial County childhood asthma rate of 30% is 
tied with the California Central Valley for worst in the state. Ac-
cording to the EIR, BWI will be assessed a fine if they surpass allow-
able emissions within Imperial County Air Pollution Control District 
rules, but it is difficult to imagine how any of the fines collected 
will be used to mitigate the local effects of the excess emissions. 
If assessed, the fines will bring money into the county but will not 
ameliorate the direct addition of harmful greenhouse gases to the 
Imperial Air Basin.
 The landfill is adjacent to Ocotillo Wells State Vehicular Rec-
reation Area (SVRA), operated by the Colorado Desert District of 
the California Department of Parks and Recreation, which was not 
even notified by Imperial County of the planned expansion. Anza-
Borrego Desert State Park borders Ocotillo Wells SVRA on the north 
and will also be impacted. Both park entities submitted comments 
on the EIR, listing the many serious effects, including impacts on 
public safety, degradation of natural resources such as springs and 
seeps in the area, significant traffic increases, adverse noise, odors, 
and diminished dark skies. The landfill site and surrounding area 
also contain Native American cultural resources, whose loss con-
tributes cumulatively to the degradation of that landscape in the 
Colorado Desert Region.
 On October 11, representatives of the Planning Commission 
met with representatives of the California Department of Parks and 
Recreation and agreed to additional revisions to the CUP. These 
agreed-upon mitigations were referred to at the public hearing on 
October 12, but the public was not given a copy of these changes. 
A few of the changes State Parks asked for and that the county 
supposedly agreed to include (1) fencing around the entire landfill 
site and on the north side of the Surprise Wash Conservation Area, 
which will keep out humans and off-road vehicles, but will allow 

IMPERIAL COUNTY GETS BIG MONEY TO TAKE MORE TRASH

 
Landfill Expansion Will Bring Mountains 

Of Trash Near The Salton Sea

BY TERRY WEINER and LYNDA LOU TRUE

BLM land adjacent to the landfill with sandstone concretions 
looking toward Anza-Borrego Desert State Park and the Santa 
Rosa Mountains
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wildlife full access to the conservation area; (2) monitoring of the 
springs within a two-mile area; (3) biological and cultural training 
for off-site litter crews; and (4) a 35-mph speed limit on the access 
road and re-design of the intersection between the access road and 
the heavily-used perimeter Poleline Road. The County has allowed 
BWI to drill a well on-site for water to keep down dust. The EIR 
discloses that 92,000 gallons a day may be needed yet fails to pro-
vide mitigation for the potential impacts to the local aquifer and 
the plants and wildlife that rely upon it. The mitigation agreed to 
by State Parks is quarterly monitoring of the springs for decrease 
of flow-rate. In the event of such decrease, the plan is to cease tak-
ing water from the well and switch to piping in reclaimed water 
from Salton City.
 Even with the proposed mitigation measures, significant im-
pacts to recreation, cultural and natural resources, aesthetics, and 

dark skies remain. Local greenhouse gas emissions will be in-
creased. The project will alter the visual character of the area for 
state park visitors, travelers on Highway 86, and residents of the 
adjacent communities. Substantial light and glare from 24-hour 
operations will cause a significant and unavoidable impact on lo-
cal wildlife.
 Is there really a need for another Imperial County Regional 
Landfill? The Mesquite Regional Landfill, five miles northeast of 
Glamis on Highway 78 is permitted to receive up to 20,000 tons 
per day of municipal solid waste from southern California cities  
as well as 1,000 tons per day of Imperial County waste. The Mes-
quite Landfill is planned to have a 100-year life span and a capac-
ity of 600 million tons on 4,200 acres. These numbers dwarf the 
capacity of the BWI site, and call into question the actual need for 
its expansion.
 There is big money for Imperial County in the importation of 
garbage from adjacent desert counties and from distant big cities. 
And there is a long history in this country of foisting dumps and 
other destructive projects on our southwestern deserts. Counties 
regularly relegate harmful or unsightly projects, unacceptable to 
residents in urban neighborhoods, to desert communities. We pay 
the price in lost beauty of the desert, impacts to our natural and 
cultural heritage, and diminished health and well being of our des-
ert animal and plant inhabitants. 
 Editor’s note: Since this article was written, three parties have 
filed appeals to this expansion decision.

Lynda Lou True is Co-Chair of West Shores Concerned Citizens and 
a property owner and resident of Salton City, California. She can be 
reached at louloutrue@msn.com. Terry Weiner is the Imperial Coun-
ty Conservation and Projects Coordinator for the Desert Protective 
Council. (www.protectdeserts.org). She also is Chair of the CNRCC 
ORV Issues Task Force and a member of the Sierra Club National Rec-
reation Issues Team. She can be reached at terryweiner@sbcglobal.
net; (619) 342-5524.

BLM Grazing Practices

Continued FRoM page 5

this will have been the longest and most involved appeal on record 
for a grazing case. We had twelve weeks of hearings during which I 
testified under oath for over 200 hours. The transcript of the hear-
ings is over 50,000 pages and there are 20,000 pages of exhibits. 
I estimate that BLM has spent nearly a million dollars defending 
their Duck Creek decision. This case is important because the final 
ruling may require that BLM make wildlife habitat the primary fo-
cus in management of grazed lands. 
 Part of our monitoring was designed to test the effectiveness 
of BLM’s 2008 remedies. With six years of study, we now have ad-
equate data to assess the before and after differences of the four-
pasture deferred grazing system. We also have data before and after 
the upland water troughs were installed. Our data show that heavy 
grazing above the utilization standard occurred before the four pas-
ture system and after, and with livestock numbers even lower than 
those permitted. In spite of increased grazing use near the new up-
land water troughs, riparian areas are still receiving excessive graz-
ing use and generally are still over 90% utilized. Bank trampling 
continues to dominate most stream banks.
 This case demonstrates several difficulties that the conserva-
tion community has in participating in the rangeland management 
administered on public lands. By design, it is only when permits are 
renewed at ten year intervals that the BLM normally allows public 
comment. Additionally, it appears that the data and the analysis 
which the BLM uses in making renewal decisions is often seriously 
flawed. There must be accurate counts of animal grazing numbers, 
and there must be agreed upon methods for assessing rangeland 
utilization if correct decisions are to be made. In the best of worlds, 
litigation of rangeland management might be replaced by meaning-
ful involvement by all parties in the decision making process. 

Jim Catlin is Executive Director of the Wild Utah Project, former  
Sierra Club board member, and member of the Sierra Club Grazing 
Team. Special thanks for the substantial work of Dr. John Carter.

The Environmental Impact Report states that 
250 diesel trucks per day will clog 

Highway 86, which runs through the middle of the 
West Shores residential areas.

1. Identify the allotment that covers your area of interest
• Go to BLM’s geocommunicator http://www.geocommuni-
cator.gov/GeoComm/site_mapper/home/
• In Geocommuncator on the left select interactive maps –
rangeland. (a map of the US will appear)
• Zoom in to select your area. On the left select rangeland al-
lotments to display them on the map.
• Select “identify” and click the cursor inside your allotment. 
(the allotment name, number and field office that manages 
this allotment will appear in a new window).

2. For more information go to BLM’s Rangeland Administra-
tion System (RAS) http://www.blm.gov/ras/index.htm

3. Contact BLM and ask to be an “interested public” for the 
allotment you have chosen. BLM has an excellent directory 
online for the field offices. Go to www.blm.gov and select 
“contact us - directory.”

4. Don’t be afraid to contact Sierra Club leaders who work 
on range management issues for help. Look for the Grazing 
team on the Sierra club Activity Network.

Learn More About Grazing
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This book stands outside the usual categories. It is a book about 
art, about the large welded steel sculptures that have been scat-
tered across the landscape in Borrego Springs, California. This bi-
ography of an extraordinary, perhaps eccentric, man is an opportu-
nity to wonder and learn about creatures that lived in the long-ago 
past of the Pleistocene epoch and the Jurassic period, It may even 
be an invitation to a strangely moving personal experience. Per-
haps it is easiest to begin with the story of Ricardo Breceda.
 Born in the state of Durango, Mexico, in 1962, he was fourth 
of eight children in a successful ranching family. His various ca-
reers included selling ice cream from a cart as a child; teaching 
school in rural Mexico; tending bar and operating a restaurant 
in Riverside, California; working construction; and selling fancy 
boots imported from Mexico. In one of his deals he traded a pair 
of boots for a welding set. When his seven year old daughter asked 
for a life-sized dinosaur for her birthday, Ricardo assumed this as a 
challenge, and indeed the creation of welded metal sculptures be-
came his passion. Diana Lindsay’s book tells the story of Ricardo’s 
development as an artist, the growth of this new business, and the 
eventual placement of over 120 sculptures across private lands sur-
rounded by the Anza-Borrego Desert State Park.
 The sculptures themselves range from two to sixteen feet in 
height. They include portrayals of the large fauna that once lived 
in southern California: giant sloths, sabertooth cats, extinct horses, 
tortoises, peccaries, camelids, and gomphotheres. The collection 
also includes dinosaurs from a much earlier age as well as an en-
tire grouping of bighorn sheep whose living relatives still reside in 
the nearby mountains. Perhaps half of the printed book consists of 
photos: Breceda’s family and home in Durango, the sculptures and 
their setting, as well as illustrations of the process by which they 
were created. The method of setting the sculptures in place and the 
reaction they create in visitors are parts of the story as well. The 
book concludes with a map and an implied invitation to visit and 
see the work in person.
 I was unable to resist this invitation and made the pilgrimage 
(and it was exactly that) to see the work for myself. Camping is 
explicitly permitted on the properties where the sculptures stand, 
and I spent a day looking, photographing, and simply existing in 
the shadow of these creations. The experience was astonishing. 
Standing directly beside a camelid you are impressed with the con-
struction and the detail. It is both a work of art and a museum 
piece. From farther off you see the sculptures in a natural setting 
that could never be shown indoors. You walk around them and 
they feel alive. You wonder why they haven’t seen you and moved 

off. You have discovered them before they have seen you. The car-
nivores, both cats and dinosaurs, are awesome and imposing, but 
strangely I found the peccary nursing its young particularly engag-
ing. While the piglets suckled, I ate my lunch nearby. When I turned 
around there was a giant tortoise grazing on the other side of the 
road. That night a giant sloth was silhouetted against the stars next 
to my sleeping bag, and at sunrise it moved off toward the moun-
tains to the west. If you spend time alone here, you become part of 
the story as well.
 Strangely my personal reaction was that I found the sculp-
tures of humans to be the least impressive. The rusting steel that 
conveyed age and strength seemed an ideal medium for the large 
fauna. Humans, by contrast, seemed insignificant in this setting and 
did not deserve the same artistic expression.
 Occasionally vehicles would pass along the road while I took 
photos or walked across the fields. These were construction workers 
on their way to morning jobs or residents returning home in late 
afternoon. They passed at what seemed to be excessive speeds and 
certainly gave no indication that they were aware of their surround-
ings. The contrast between the depicted fauna and our own species 
was provoking. It was impossible not to wonder why these earlier 
presences should exist only in statues while we have become heirs 
in their place. Explanations involving reptiles, mammals, and a me-

Continued on page 17

BORREGO SPRINGS, CALIFORNIA

 
Ricardo Breceda /Accidental Artist

By Diana Lindsay

BOOK REVIEW BY CRAIG DEUTSCHE
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Ivanpah Valley Conservation 
Proposal
A nomination to make 129,379 acres of the Ivanpah Valley an Area 

of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC) has been submitted 

to the BLM by Basin and Range Watch, Desert Tortoise Council 

and Desert Protective Council. This nomination is meant to be an 

alternative to the proposed First Solar Stateline and Silver State 

projects. The Ivanpah Valley contains outstanding examples of 

rare, diverse botanical and wildlife resources, contains archeolog-

ical resources, and is culturally significant to Native Americans. It 

is located next to federally designated wilderness areas and the 

Mojave National Preserve, the third largest unit of the National 

Park system in the Continental United States.

 The Ivanpah Valley has been identified as an area of excellent 

quality desert tortoise habitat with some of the highest tortoise 

population densities in the eastern Mojave Desert. The valley pro-

vides a north-south corridor that is crucial for genetic diversity 

in the Mojave desert tortoise populations. If all of the proposed 

solar projects are built the connectivity will be lost, isolating and 

destroying a genetically significant population of tortoises.

 The ACEC would also protect habitat and migration corridors 

for Nelson bighorn sheep, golden eagles, and 18 birds listed by 

the California Department of Fish and Game as Species of Spe-

cial Concern. Additionally, it would protect at least 36 special sta-

tus plants, including Desert pincushion, Parish’s club-cholla, and 

Mojave milkweed.

New Nevada Legislation
SB 257 increases penalties for graffiti at “protected sites” on 

public and private property. This new law helps protect Nevada’s 

cultural resources on both public and private property with simi-

lar protections that federal laws afforded resources on lands un-

der the federal government’s oversight.

AB 307 allows Nevada Department of Wildlife (NDOW) to re-

cover costs incurred for the agency’s review of proposed energy 

projects’ impacts to wildlife and habitat. Developers proposing 

energy projects will pay a fee for the state agency’s review of 

environmental impacts. Prior to this legislation, NDOW was re-

sponsible for reviewing an ever-growing list of energy develop-

ment permit applications at the expense of the agency’s general 

budget, that is primarily derived from the sale of hunting and 

fishing licenses and associated federal matching funds.

New California Legislation
SB108 allows certain mines to forgo reclamation plans. Under 

previous law, a surface mining operation was considered idle if it 

scaled back its activity for one year or more, by more than 90% 

of the operation’s previous maximum annual mineral produc-

tion. The bill was designed to save jobs by allowing low-producing 

mines to stay active, rather than falling into idle status.

SB 267 modifies the existing requirements to prepare a water sup-

ply assessment for projects that meet certain size thresholds. Un-

der the new law, a photovoltaic or wind energy generation facility 

that demands no more than 75 acre-feet of water per year is ex-

empt from the water supply assessment requirements. By eliminat-

ing this aspect of project analysis, this law is expected to reduce 

the time and cost associated with permitting new photovoltaic and 

wind projects.

SB 618 includes two separate sets of amendments to the current 

law that are intended to facilitate renewable energy projects. First, 

the bill amends California Fish and Game Code provisions that re-

late to fully protected species. Prior to SB 618, the California En-

dangered Species Act prohibited harming or disturbing (“taking”) 

species that have been listed as fully protected. The new law allows 

for incidental take of fully protected species where a conserva-

tion plan has been approved and is being implemented to ensure 

protection of those species. This bill will impact the Golden eagle 

and California condor populations, as they will most certainly be 

impacted by wind development projects. The bill also creates a 

mechanism for Williamson Act contracts (agricultural preserve 

easements), to be converted to solar use easements where the 

Department of Conservation determines that the property lacks 

agricultural value due to soil conditions and other considerations.

AB 628 creates a 5-year pilot program in Inyo County that allows 

green-sticker (non-street legal) off-highway vehicles to travel up 

to 10 miles on county maintained roads. This legislation creates 

a system linking combined-use highways with off-highway mo-

tor vehicle trails and trailheads on BLM or Forest Service lands so 

that riders can access services and lodging facilities. The legisla-

tion restricts travel at night and requires all motorists using county 

roads to have a valid driver’s license, wear a helmet, and abide by a 

35-mile-per-hour speed limit. The County of Inyo also agreed to in-

demnify the state against any claims resulting from this legislation.

BLM Releases 15-Year Strategy To 
Guide National Landscape 
Conservation System (NLCS)
 The NLCS, created more than ten years ago and administered 

by the BLM, includes over 886 federally recognized areas and ap-

proximately 27 million acres of National Monuments, National Con-

servation Areas, Wilderness Areas, Wilderness Study Areas, Wild 

and Scenic Rivers, National Scenic and Historic Trails, and Conser-

vation Lands of the California Desert. Read more about this system 

and the BLM’s strategy in a 32-page document at: http://on.doi.

gov/pttikY.

Current Issues
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SOLUTION TO CALIFORNIA’S WATER WOES 
OR SPECULATIVE WATER GRAB? 

 
Cadiz Valley Water Conservation, 

Recovery, And Storage Project

BY SETH SHTEIR

Blink your eyes as you travel east from the town of Amboy on old 
Route 66 in the California desert and you may miss Cadiz alto-
gether. There are just a few white, rectangular buildings, sprinkled 
by the side of the road, languishing beneath the Mojave Desert’s 
piercing sunlight. To the north, the Marble Mountains’ trilobite-en-
crusted layers of Latham Shale lure many paleontologists in search 
of fossil treasure. But these days a different sort of prospecting has 
put Cadiz on the map.
 Cadiz Incorporated has resurrected a plan to intercept ground-
water from the Fenner Valley Groundwater Basin on its way to 
Bristol and Cadiz Dry Lake beds, transfer it through a 42 mile con-
veyance pipeline to the Colorado River Aqueduct, and send it to 
thirsty Southern California water districts. The groundwater would 
be taken from the Fenner Watershed, some of which comes from 
sources high in the mountains of the Mojave National Preserve.
 Cadiz’s plan raises numerous concerns about the project’s en-
vironmental impacts to groundwater, air quality, and the Mojave 
National Preserve. Though Cadiz Inc. is billing this project as sus-
tainable, there’s a lot of evidence to the contrary.
 The issue is the amount of water that will be transferred. The 
Santa Margarita Water District, the lead agency for this project, 
states that Cadiz will transfer up to 50,000 acre feet per year to 
several cooperating water districts from water intercepted from the 

Fenner Groundwater Basin on Cadiz property. Cadiz will drawdown 
the aquifer at a rate of approximately 17,500 acre feet per year to 
maintain “Hydraulic control” of the groundwater and an additional 
32,500 acre feet per year. The Santa Margarita Water District has 
claimed that the recharge rate of the watershed is 32,500 acre feet 
per year. Even if one accepts this optimistic recharge rate, there 
would be a net loss of 17,500 acre feet per year of groundwater—
clearly not a “sustainable” rate. The drawdown of groundwater in 
the Fenner Valley Groundwater Basin could also change the flow 
of groundwater beneath the Mojave Preserve, adversely impacting 
water resources within the Preserve’s boundaries.
 Moreover, there’s a lot of scientific evidence that the recharge 
rate of the aquifer is substantially lower than 32,500 acre feet per 
year. Most studies place it somewhere between 2,000 and 11,000 
acre feet per year. And what of climate change? There’s plenty of 
scientific data that indicates the climate of the Mojave Desert will 
see increasing variability in precipitation, meaning that over the 
project’s proposed 50 year life span, the rate of recharge won’t re-
main constant. The California Climate Adaptation Strategy, a report 
published by the State’s Natural Resources Agency, cites Scripps 
Oceanographic Institute climate change models that predict a 12-
35% reduction in average annual precipitation for California by 
2050. How can Cadiz and the Santa Margarita Water District ac-

Continued on page 19
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DEATH VALLEY SUPERINTENDANT 

Interview With Sarah Craighead 
Death Valley National Park is an internationally cel-
ebrated desert landscape. This 3.3 million acre land 
of extremes is the largest National Park in the lower 
48 states. Its wilderness, high country, wet canyons, 
and salt flats protect an enduring natural, cultur-
al, and historic legacy. The story of Death Valley is  
continuously written. Recent chapters read of in-
creasing visitation and popularity; emerging threats 
to water resources; improved relationships and part-
nerships between the park, its neighbors, and its 
stakeholders, and creating innovative programs that educate urban 
youth against the backdrops of the Panamint Range, Badwater, and 
Salt Creek.
 In March 2009, Sarah Craighead became Death Valley’s Super-
intendent. The National Parks Conservation Association (NPCA) 
interviewed Sarah in order to introduce her to the Desert Report’s 
community, and to deepen the understanding of programs, threats, 
and emerging opportunities at this revered desert park. NPCA rec-
ognizes Desert Report readers’ long-term investment in the cre-
ation of Death Valley National Park and their on-going efforts to 
protect the park. 
 Sarah grew up in Kentucky and studied Biology at Transylva-
nia University. She has worked as a career employee in a variety of 
positions for the National Park Service, ranging from Interpretive 
Ranger to Superintendent. Her work has taken her to Georgia, Ken-
tucky, Pennsylvania, Virginia, Washington, DC, Oklahoma, Colo-
rado, New Mexico, Arizona, and now California.
 Before coming to Death Valley, Sarah served as the Superin-
tendent of Saguaro National Park. She brings a unique and well-
balanced set of experience and tools to her leadership position at 
Death Valley. On a more personal level, Sarah is married and has 
a dog named Haggis. She enjoys hiking, gardening, and Scottish 
Country Dancing.

David: Sarah, firstly, I thank you for sharing your voice and perspec-
tive with the Desert Report’s readers and advocates. What brought 
you to the Park Service? Was there a formative experience or relation-
ship that influenced your path?
Sarah: I grew up within a few miles of Mammoth Cave National 
Park in Kentucky. My family would occasionally go for Sunday 
drives through the park and eat lunch there at the restaurant (they 
were known for their Fried Chicken). We occasionally went on 
cave tours and had picnics with scout and church groups. It was 
a great place to be outdoors as a kid, to run and play, to look at 
the animals, to explore the woods, and just to have a great time. 

So National Parks were a part of my life from a young 
age. Then, while in college, I worked both for the con-
cession operation and the National Park Service as a 
seasonal employee. I lived for those summers and the 
experiences that they brought.

David: After spending time managing Saguaro Nation-
al Park, why did you decide to come to Death Valley? 
How do the parks compare?
Sarah: I love the desert and desert resources, partly 

because I don’t like to be cold! Deserts are such amazing and fragile 
places, and we continue to work every day on education efforts 
about the need for protection of these places. Coming to Death Val-
ley from Saguaro was not a conscious goal; I’ve worked in many 
environments and ecosystems and enjoyed them all. My time in 
Saguaro probably helped me to compete for the job because of my 
experience in a nontraditional/desert park.

David: What are your favorite places in Death Valley? What experi-
ences are you still seeking?
Sarah: It’s almost impossible to pick a favorite place in Death Val-
ley. I’m drawn to the slot canyons and enjoy the mystery of wonder-
ing what can be found around the next corner. Their cool shade in 
the middle of a hot desert day is certainly inviting and gives a more 
intimate experience. I’m awed by the grand sweeping vistas and the 
changes of color as the day goes by. There are thousands of places 
that I need to explore.

David: What are Death Valley’s managers, staff, and programs doing 
right?
Sarah: We have a highly professional and dedicated staff at Death 
Valley. They are doing everything that they can to look towards 
the future to determine the best ways of preserving and protect-
ing the park in the face of climate change, development pressures, 
and increasing demands on their time. They are actively working to 
increase the park’s relevancy to the public and are creative in the 
ways they introduce the park to nontraditional users, particularly 
kids from urban environments. They recognize the value of strong 
research and science to use as the basis of park management and 
strive to bring researchers into the park who can perform those 
studies.

David: What do you see as the biggest short and long term threats to 
Death Valley National Park?

 BY DAVID LAMFROM

Continued on page 12
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Sarah CraigheadChanges Abound For SCA

Continued FRoM page 3 Continued FRoM page 11

Sarah: Water, water, water. As the west continues to grow and de-
velop, there is and will continue to be a demand for increased water 
resources. People may think that Death Valley is dry and that we 
don’t need to worry about water. In fact, there are amazing plants 
and animals here that depend on the seeps and springs that pop out 
of the canyons in unlikely places. We believe pumping groundwater 
outside of the park can have devastating consequences inside the 
park given the groundwater modeling and research that has been 
done. There is a demand and a need for this country to decrease our 
reliance on petroleum and to replace that with renewable energy. 
We certainly support that agenda. We do have to be extraordinarily 
careful that we don’t compromise precious and limited resources 
such as the Devil’s Hole Pupfish by pumping water for other uses. I 
don’t think we have to choose renewable energy over park resources 
or vice versa if we are very careful and thoughtful about how we 
proceed with energy development. Water needs in large metropoli-
tan areas such as Las Vegas should also be carefully thought out 
before we proceed with large diversion projects.

David: What actions can the Desert Report’s readers and advocates 
take to support protecting the park’s natural and cultural resources? 
Sarah: The most important thing that we can all do to protect this 
country’s natural and cultural resources is to become educated on 
the issues and then to act on your beliefs. The National Park Ser-
vice works to preserve and protect park resources while providing 
educational and recreational opportunities for the people of today 
and in the future. We are working diligently to help our visitors to 
connect with these special places so that they can fulfill this mission 
as well. My best advice is to go outside, get into a park, take your 
kids to these places and help them to enjoy them as well! They are 
the future conservationists, and we need to help them understand 
this sacred trust.

David: Thanks for taking time out to share your voice with us, Sarah. 

Sarah Craighead can be reached at sarah_craighead@nps.gov. 

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 wellbe-
ing of this last great landscape

that despite their age, they could work just as hard as we did. In 
return, we took them on a hike into Golden Valley. Once in the wil-
derness, we caught numerous horned toads, saw a red racer snake 
(and yes, I attempted to catch it!), and got up close and personal 
with a Mojave Green Rattlesnake. Nearing the end of their time 
with us they pointed out a metate near our camp, and explained 
its use in ancient times. All in all we had an excellent time with the 
volunteers and even learned a thing or two from them.
 Such a busy hitch right!? But there’s more to come! Midway 
through the hitch we took a break from fencing to do some wilder-
ness monitoring. We monitor to get an idea of the trespass that is 
occurring within Golden Valley Wilderness. To do this we hiked 
through the valley up to Klinker Mountain, then once up contin-
ued on to summit Dome Mountain as well. This ten mile hike was 
breathtaking as we got a real taste of Golden Valley in the spring. 
Sadly we found a few fresh tracks, but hopefully our fence will 
help remedy that!
 In the end I’d have to say that the changes we discovered in 
Golden Valley were for the better. To compare the seemingly life-
less winter Mojave and the promising fertile green of the spring 
Mojave is seriously mind blowing. All of these changes take place 
in just a single location. I mean come on, where else can you have 
80 degree highs and 20 degree lows in one week? 
 All this really makes me wonder what changes we’ll be seeing 
next, not in the desert but in ourselves. 

Maddie is a recent college graduate originally from Green Bay, Wis-
consin who is passionate about a lot of things, first and foremost of 
these being frogs. She loves being outside and believes that laughter is 

good for the soul. She’s explored everywhere from the rainfor-
ests of Belize to her own backyard and is always up for 

an adventure. Prior to SCA, she did a field season 
in Florida researching frogs.

“It’s almost impossible to pick a 
favorite place in Death Valley. 
I’m drawn to the slot canyons 

and enjoy the mystery of 
wondering what can be found around 

the next corner.” 
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of their neighborhood. When you take trips into the desert with 
kids, they tend to ask a lot of unexpected questions because for 
them, everything they are seeing is a new experience. On one trip, 
one of them asked, “Why did they put all this sand here?” This be-
gan a conversation about how the granite and quartz rocks on the 
sides of the canyon break down into the sand that is on the bottom 
of the canyon, and how some of that sand eventually reaches the 
coast and makes beaches.
 From the campground, a 1.5 mile trail wanders up the canyon 
through ocotillo, cholla, barrel cactus, prickly pear cactus and, in 
the springtime, a colorful array of wildflowers. At the end of the 
trail, a waterfall sits among a grove of palm trees. A small pool 
below the waterfall provides a place to cool off when the weather 
is warm, as it often is even before the real heat of summer hits. A 
night hike along parts of the same trail provides a whole new set of 
experiences, from taking in the innumerable stars above (most of 
which are not visible in the city), to making sure not to step on the 
scorpions that prowl the ground at night.
 While a trip to Borrego Palm Canyon shows the kids how a 
little bit of water brings new types of life to the desert, other areas 
in Anza-Borrego have different lessons to teach. Some 20 miles east 
of Borrego Palm Canyon, lies a modest peak known as West Butte 
in the Borrego Mountains. A rough jeep trail leads to a parking 
area about a mile off the paved road. For many kids, the drive to 
the trailhead is their first time driving off-road, and it is always one 
of the highlights of the trip. From the trailhead, a somewhat stren-
uous one-mile climb to the top of West Butte yields far-reaching 
views in all directions, including the Salton Sea glimmering in the 
distance. The Salton Sea, while beautiful from here, also provides 
an opportunity to teach the kids about how people’s attempt to 
divert the flow of water from several rivers for agricultural use has 
created an environmental cesspool.
 From West Butte, the loop trail leads west into the mouth of 
Borrego Mountain Wash, which starts as a wide, sandy, meander-
ing canyon. A short ways up the wash, shallow wind caves and 
small arches have been carved into the sandstone layers above the 
wash. The caves are easily reached by scrambling up the sandstone, 
and the kids always love exploring these caves and relaxing in the 
cool shade they provide. The caves also provide an opportunity 
to impress on the kids the power of wind, erosion and time. After 
leaving the wind caves, the hike continues up the wash, which nar-
rows significantly, eventually becoming a slot canyon which the 
more adventuresome kids are able to span with the arms and legs 
and climb a short way off the ground. From there, the trail emerges 
right at the parking lot, surprising those kids who were sure we had 
gotten lost in the slot canyon.
 In the southern part of Anza-Borrego park, the mud caves and 
canyons of Arroyo Tapiado provide yet another type of desert ter-
rain to explore. The arroyo itself is wide and flat, allowing easy 
access by car to short hikes up slot canyons and into mud caves 
that have eroded out of the soft sedimentary silt deposits laid down 
several million years ago when the area was a shallow sea. Explor-
ing this area provides not only hours of fun for the kids, but also 
a chance to talk about how these interesting geological features 
formed (and about how different the region was in the past).
 San Diego ICO also takes trips to Joshua Tree National Park, 

some three hours northeast of San Diego. Although we visit this 
park less frequently than Anza-Borrego, it is even move loved by 
the kids. While Joshua Tree has much to offer any visitor, the prime 
attraction is always the rocks. We generally camp at a group site in 
the Indian Cove area, and directly behind camp are piles of boul-
ders just waiting to be climbed. The kids soon learn that the rocks 
in Joshua Tree are quite different than the rocks they have climbed 
on in Anza-Borrego. While the granite rocks in Anza-Borrego are 
relatively smooth and not always easy to climb, the monzogranite 
in Joshua Tree has a rough crystalline surface that is both easy to 
grip and, as the kids soon learn, very abrasive on the skin. A trip to 
Joshua Tree always requires a good supply of bandages for scraped 
knees and cut hands, but the minor wounds do not diminish the 
kids’ enthusiasm for climbing up the mounds of boulders. And it is 
always gratifying to see their self-confidence grow over a weekend, 
turning even the most timid climbers into rock monkeys.
 In Joshua Tree, the kids also are able to see a very different 
type of desert habitat. The higher elevation Mojave Desert sup-
ports many different type of plants, including the Joshua Tree for 
which the park is named. For kids who previously have visited the 
Anza-Borrego, a trip to Joshua Tree provides a chance to see a very 
different type of desert. After taking a trip to Joshua Tree, one boy 
said to me while hiking in Borrego Palm Canyon, “This desert is 
nice, but I like the Mojave Desert better.” This from a child who, 
just several months earlier had never even been to a desert. That 
he could now express a preference for the Mojave Desert over the 
Anza-Borrego made me think that, aside from just having a lot  
of fun, the kids really do learn a thing or two about deserts on  
our trips. 

Bill Tayler is co-chair and a trip leader for San Diego Inner City Out-
ings. Bill has been active with ICO since 2008, and has led more than 
100 trips.

Inner City Outings Offers Kids A New Perspective On The Desert
Continued FRoM page 2

California:
• Eastern Sierra

• Los Angeles

• Orange County

• Sacramento

• San Diego

• San Francisco

• San Francisco Rafting

• San Jose

Nevada: 
• Las Vegas

Arizona:
• Phoenix

• Tucson

ICO Groups in CA, NV and AZ

Joshua Tree National Park

B
IL

L
 T

A
Y

L
E

R

DESERT REPORT DECEMBER 2011 13



L
Less than an hour’s drive north on I-15 out of Las Ve-
gas you see the Bunkerville/Riverside turnoff. Taking 
that exit, you cross the Virgin River and then a sharp 
right turn has you on the Gold Butte road. If you are 
up to traveling over 23 miles of pitted paved road you 
will soon see a great expanse of land before you.
 Stop at about 13.5 miles. A dirt road intersects 
with the paved road where you will see a small ki-
osk on your right. Step out of your vehicle and take a 
look around. The beauty and vastness of Gold Butte 
is now before you. For over eight thousand years Native people 
have walked and lived here. In an early treaty between the United 
States and the Moapa Band of Indians, their tribal lands included 
all of Gold Butte. In a subsequent act our government removed Gold 
Butte Tribal ownership. The Moapa Tribe may not hold title to the 
land but they still consider it their “homeland.”
 Numerous petroglyph sites, rock rings, roasting pits, middens, 
and rock shelters, all evidence of Native use are still in situ with-
in the area that now lies before you. Archaeologists estimate over 
2,000 sites lie within the Gold Butte complex including rock art 
which is found throughout the sandstone area of central Gold Butte. 
It can even be found “billboard” style with panels up to 90 feet long. 
Archaic Bands of hunter-gathers were first here. The Keyenta Ana-
sazi followed. After that around 1000AD the Patayan and after that 
the Southern Paiutes arrived.
 European white settlers have left traces of their over 100 years 
of history here. A rock corral and rock piled fence that snakes its 
way up the side of a small hill sit in a small canyon just north of 
the Gold Butte town site. You cannot help but be amazed at the ac-
cumulation of rocks needed and the rock laying that went into this. 
Family members of these pioneers still reside in Clark County.
 The Spanish came through in the late 1700’s also leaving evi-
dence of their encounters within Gold Butte. Hard working and in-
novative, they have left behind pick and shovel dug shafts and ar-
rastras for grinding their ore. It is hard to look at one of these shafts 
and think about someone actually creating it without the use of all 
the modern mining equipment in use today.
 South all the way to the river and east of the road all the way 
to the first set of small hills is a broad landscape of rugged terrain, 
with an extensive system of braided shallow washes. This area has 
been set aside as an Area of Critical Environment Concern for the 
desert tortoise. A recent archaeological study discovered that for 
thousands of years the inhabitants of Gold Butte’s main source of 
sustenance was the desert tortoise. Humans were able to exist be-
cause the tortoise was there as a food source and now we are saving 
areas to ensure their survival. Burrowing owls, heat tolerant rep-
tiles, coyotes, kit foxes, and many other desert critters are happy to 
also call this area home.

Also toward the south, the rocky slopes to your right 
that are west of the road are home to bighorn sheep. 
Blackbrush, a valuable browse to bighorn sheep and 
nesting site for Brewer’s sparrows make this area their 
home as well. Where you find bighorn sheep you will 
also find mountain lions and golden eagles.
Now turn around and look north. On your left looking 
north you will see the Virgin Mountains. These moun-
tains are between 5,000 and 8,000 feet in elevation 

and are home to pinion-juniper woodlands mixed with cliffrose and 
service berry. Birds and bats use the serviceberry for nesting and 
roosting and it is an excellent browse for deer. There also are higher 
mountain “pygmy forests” of Pinion and Juniper. And Douglas fir, 
ponderosa pine and white pine are there as well.
 Now, as you bring your eyes slowly down the mountain, you 
will see the upper and then lower bajada. Joshua trees, blackbrush, 
gamble oak, and manzanita create a mid-elevation mixed desert 
scrub on the upper bajada and higher slopes. The Joshua trees are 
home to the Scott’s oriole and desert night lizard. Mid-elevation 
rocky outcrops are habitat for ringtails and chuckwalla.
 Are you noticing all the wonderful creosote bushes on display? 
What would the desert be like without this least understood of all 
desert bushes? Nothing eats it so how important can it be? Well just 
imagine a desert floor without the creosote. In the heat of the sum-
mer it is the creosote that provides desert dwellers with the comfort 
of shade all summer long. It is under the creosote these same desert 

THERE’S MORE THAN GOLD IN THEM THAR HILLS

 
Gold Butte

BY TERRI ROBERTSON

Continued on page 22

Above: Jump for Gold Butte Joy: SCA crew enjoying the beauty 
of Gold Butte. Top: The famous Falling Man petroglyph
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In 1976, the Federal Land Policy and Management Act [FLPMA] 
passed. This is the Bureau of Land Management’s [BLM] “Organic 
Act” in that it transformed the BLM from a land and resource dis-
posal agency to a multiple use resource management agency. The 
act precipitated a hiring wave by the BLM in the late 1970’s. I was 
one of those sometimes affectionately known as “FLPMA Babies.” 
Over the next three decades, I witnessed and participated in this 
evolution. Others may have had different experiences and drawn 
different conclusions, but this is my story.
 Three decades ago I knew virtually nothing about the BLM. 
I was working my way through college as a Forest Service and/
or Park Service summer employee. Like many forestry and natural 
resource students, my career goal was to get a job with the Forest 
Service, a private timber company, or a state resource agency. One 
of my last college courses was a comparative study of various land 
management agencies. None of us were particularly familiar with 
the BLM nor knew, according to the professor, that BLM was an 
acronym for “the Bureau of Livestock and Mining.” So there were 
looks of incredulity and sympathy when I informed my friends that 
I was heading for eastern Montana to work for the BLM in the Miles 
City office. As one said – that’s almost North Dakota!
 Prior to the passage of FLPMA, the Miles City Office was typical 
of many BLM field offices in that is was relatively small with staff 
specialties mirroring the nature of the workload. There were several 
rangeland conservationists, oil and gas specialists, reality special-
ists, administrative staff, and perhaps another specialist, such as a 
biologist. When I arrived at the Miles City Office the whole staffing 
structure of the office was changing. There were many new “olo-
gists,” such as archeologists, wildlife biologists, and soil scientists.
 One might have supposed that there would be a clash of cul-
tures between the “old guard” and the newcomers. On the contrary, 
we were welcomed. Both the “old timers” and the FLPMA Babies 
realized that there was a tremendous workload associated with 
implementing FLPMA and that any help, even from those of slim 
experience, was going to be needed. There was another dimension 
that still amazes me. Many of the old timers were intellectually curi-
ous and very supportive of the skills and perspectives that we were 
bringing to the BLM. I believe many of them realized that there were 
many resource opportunities that prior to FLPMA could not be and 
were not being addressed, and they now looked forward to proac-
tively managing those resources.
 My job was to perform the wilderness inventory to identify Wil-
derness Study Areas for the eastern third of Montana. The inventory 
entailed considerable field work and much contact with the locals, 
most of whom were ranchers. Most of them were not big fans of 
the federal government and were suspicious of having wilderness 
designated. One old rancher listened to my spiel about wilderness 
as a response to expanding settlement and the advancement of civi-

lization. He noted that when he was a boy there were 25 families, 
a store, and a post office in the drainage in which we were stand-
ing. He and Benny Binion were now the only two ranchers in the 
drainage - all the rest were gone. His conclusion was that he did not 
need wilderness “ . . . cause things were going the other way!” Most 
folks were supportive of the objectives of the Wilderness Act, but 
they did not see where wilderness designation was needed. A les-
son from these many discussions was when you were the only two 
people within ten miles, you could have civil and candid conversa-
tions about polices with which one totally disagreed.
 There were several court cases concerning the wilderness inven-

tory, one of which focused on the size of the Wilderness Study Areas. 
While the size criterion for wilderness in the Wilderness Act is that 
an area “ . . . has at least five thousand acres of land or is of sufficient 
size as to make practicable its preservation and use in an unimpaired 
condition,” the wilderness review mandate in FLPMA specified that 
the areas be 5,000 acres or more. Based on lawsuits of the Forest 
Service’s Roadless Area and Review and Evaluation Process, the 
BLM also identified smaller areas that had wilderness characteris-
tics. The authority was a separate section of FLPMA from that for the  
wilderness review mandate. The BLM’s position was supported in 
the courts, but the issue has remerged several times over the past 
three decades. 
 In 1989 I transferred to the wilderness position within the Cali-
fornia Desert District. I knew California was different - the acreages 
included in Public Lands, Wilderness Study Areas, and proposed wil-
derness were huge, as was the size and diversity of the local popu-
lations. And the office staffs were larger than anything I had seen 
elsewhere. This allowed staff to work in very specific disciplines and 
become exceptionally competent. It was like going back to school – 

REMINISCENCES AND OBSERVATIONS

 
Growing Up & Growing Old With The BLM

BY CHRIS ROHOLT

Continued on page 22

One old rancher listened to my spiel about 
wilderness as a response to expanding settlement 

and the advancement of civilization. 
He noted that when he was a boy there were 25 

families, a store, and a post office where we 
were standing. Now there were only two ranchers – 

all the rest were gone. His conclusion was 
that he did not need wilderness 

“...cause things were going the other way!”
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Renewable Energy Update: Policy And Conservation

torically fallen outside CEC jurisdiction. But with many applicants 
switching to partial PV or wholly PV, the Energy Commission has 
had to re-evaluate its authority to be the lead agency under the 
California Environmental Quality Act. Many counties have been 
arguing that they should have full jurisdiction over PV projects, not 
the CEC. This has yet to be resolved.
 State legislation has tried to keep pace with these changes. 
Senate bill SB 226, for example, signed by California Governor 
Jerry Brown in September, is legislation that deals mostly with 
easing state environmental quality rules for distributed generation 
projects. But a provision tacked on in the final hours of the legisla-
tive session that ended September 9 would expand the California 
Energy Commission’s jurisdiction over large solar projects.
 Some of the drivers of the rush of renewable energy applica-
tions on public lands are ending or winding down: the Department 
of Energy loan guarantee program ended in September, causing an 
agency race to close loans that were outstanding. Many projects, 
such as Topaz, did not meet the deadline. The US Treasury 1603 
program (Payments for Specified Energy Property in Lieu of Tax 
Credits) that gives a grant of 30% of construction costs to projects 
that fulfill certain obligations has not been extended into 2012. It is 
unlikely given the current economic situation, that these subsidies 
will be extended. This will mean renewable energy companies will 
have to raise private equity and seek private bank loans in order to 
finance future projects.
 Landscape level management plans are not keeping pace with 
the initial waves of renewable projects, and are yet to be final-
ized, including the US Department of Interior Solar Programmatic 
Environmental Impact Statement on Bureau of Land Management 
lands across six western states. The Desert Renewable Energy Con-
servation Plan is also being finalized for California, but may still be 
a year or more away from release.
 Meanwhile, new finds in biology could have impacts for re-
newable energy development in deserts. Also of significance, many 
research biologists and conservationists have questioned the re-
cent decisions by US Fish and Wildlife Service to deny listing or 
“preclude” listing of many imperiled species, such as the Mojave 
ground squirrel (denied) and Greater sage grouse (precluded), 
whose habitat coincides with renewable energy development. In 
addition, questions yet remain on how to mitigate impacts to other 
sensitive species that will be in the path of development, such as 
the Mojave fringe-toed lizard, Golden eagle, numerous bat species, 
and rare plants that could be harmed by solar and wind projects.

Solar PEIS
On October 27, 2011 the Department of Interior released a Sup-
plement to the giant draft Solar Programmatic Environmental 
Impact Statement (PEIS). The changes responded to over 80,000 
comments.
 First released for public review in December 2010, the Solar 
PEIS will establish a framework for developing large utility-scale 
solar energy projects on public lands, based on landscape-level 
planning designed to promote the development in “solar energy 
zones” in six western states.
 The Solar PEIS would provide incentives to companies to lo-
cate in the Solar Energy Zones, including shorter reviews and the 

ability to contribute to landscape-scale mitigation programs for 
each zone, as opposed to developing mitigation individually for 
each project. But there is still a provision for some exceptions if 
companies want to site in areas outside these zones and instead 
build in “Variance Areas.” In these locations, applicants must show 
how their proposed project site is low conflict.
 The Supplement also identifies Desert tortoise connectivity 
corridors where development is not prioritized. The Ivanpah Val-
ley is part of an identified tortoise connectivity corridor that would 
discourage solar energy development, yet most of the mapped areas 
overlap heavily with Variance Areas, so true protected tortoise con-
nectivity habitat is very limited. 
  

 From 24 proposed Solar Energy Zones (SEZs), the number has 
been reduced to 17. The overall acreage in zones has been reduced 
from 677,000 acres to 285,000.
 In California, the Pisgah and Iron Mountain SEZs were elimi-
nated. In Nevada, Delamar and East Mormon Mountain zones were 
eliminated. In Arizona, Bullard Wash was crossed off the list. Also 
two SEZs in New Mexico were eliminated.
 But the PEIS states that for most of these zones: “Although the 
area will be dropped from consideration as an SEZ, most of the 
lands that composed the proposed … SEZ will be retained as solar 
right-of-way variance areas, because the BLM expects that individ-
ual projects could be sited in this area to avoid and/or minimize 
impacts. Any solar development within this area in the future would 
require appropriate environmental analysis.”[2]

 Only Iron Mountain was designated as inappropriate for solar 
development. The basin holds an historic airfield and camp used by 
General Patton for training maneuvers preparing for World War II.
 Additional Solar Energy Zones will be identified in the  
California Desert Renewable Energy Conservation Plan (DRECP), 
such as the proposed West Chocolate Mountains Zone. The DRECP 
is a state-mandated program to create conservation guidelines  
for future alternative energy projects in 22.5 million acres of fed-
eral and non-federal land in the Mojave and Colorado Deserts. It  
will also eventually include a mitigation bank where companies can 
pay into instead of independently seeking and acquiring compensa-
tion lands for tortoises, burrowing owls, jurisdictional waters, and 
the like.

In June a major scientific analysis of the Desert 
tortoise was released, describing the finding 

by tortoise biologists and geneticists 
that split the species into two. The recognition of 

Gopherus morafkai (the Sonoran Desert tortoise )
reduces the geographic range of 

Gopherus agassizii (the Mojave Desert tortoise) to 
about 30% of its former range.
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teor impact seem shallow in this setting. In spite of its considerable 
detail, the book had not prepared me for these thoughts.
 What was it about the book that had brought me to this place? 
“Ricardo Breceda / Accidental Artist” is a coffee table book in many 
respects. The photos have been contributed by a great many per-
sons and are works of art in themselves. They follow the text only 
loosely, but rather tell their own story in parallel with the written 
material. The illustrations show details of individual pieces, the 
process of construction, distant views of the sculptures, and the re-
actions of visitors standing beside the creations. Indeed, as I stood 
below an immense whimsical dragon I regretted only that I did not 
a have a spear and someone to photograph St George at his mo-
ment of triumph. Intriguing in a different way are the photos from 
Durango. The formal portrait of Ricardo’s parents is a delightful 
testimony to the distance he has traveled in a short time.
 As a biography the text is a fine piece of journalism rather than 
a work of literature in its own right. In places the language seemed 
a bit trite, but perhaps this is exactly correct for a subject that is 
unique. This is a complete story, and as a reader I felt that I had met 
and known the artist. Indeed, Ricardo seems a charming person, 
and although it may be difficult to identify with him in a personal 
way, you are glad to have met him and are even a bit in awe of his 
versatility and strength of purpose. You are left wishing that you 
knew still more.
 There are many faces to the desert, and this book presents one 
that many do not recognize. I personally look for places to explore: 
big sky and long views. Others look for physical challenges, for 
photographic opportunities, for wildflowers, or for family recre-
ation. The desert in this book is not remote. Rather it is a part of a 
surrounding community, and it is a canvas for a human vision. In 
its own unique way, this desert art also raises big questions about 
our own existence. Thank you Ricardo Breceda for bringing us this 
vision. Thank you Diana Lindsay for bringing us Ricardo Breceda. 

Craig Deutsche retired from teaching ten years ago and has since been 
active as a trip leader with the Sierra Club, as former editor of the 
Desert Report, and as a “full time” volunteer for the Carrizo Plain Na-
tional Monument. He admits that retirement leaves him no spare time.

Ricardo Breceda /Accidental Artist
Continued FRoM page 8

 Existing applications will be processed under the current envi-
ronmental review process. In the past two years, the US Department 
of Interior has approved 22 major renewable energy projects, includ-
ing 13 commercial-scale solar energy facilities. There are 79 applica-
tions on 685,000 acres of BLM land in the six covered states (CO, NM, 
AZ, UT, NV, CA). But this “grandfathering” in of existing applications 
has the potential to lead to more badly sited projects moving forward 
before the zone-based program is fully established.

Desert Tortoise
In June a major scientific analysis of the Desert tortoise (Gopherus 
agassizii) was released, describing the finding by tortoise biologists 
and geneticists that split the species into two: the Sonoran Desert 
tortoise was split off from the Mojave Desert tortoise, and given a 
new name, Gopherus morafkai. The Mojave Desert tortoise keeps the 
name G. agassizii[3].
 The recognition of Gopherus morafkai reduces the geographic 
range of Gopherus agassizii to about 30% of its former range. Since 
the Mojave Desert tortoise was found to be restricted to such a lim-
ited area, it warrants even more protection. Calls for raising the level 
of federal protection from Threatened to Endangered status may be 
needed, in the face of large-scale solar project habitat destruction, 
military base expansions, diseases, off-road activity, poaching, and 
predation by subsidized ravens, coyotes, and feral dogs. 
 In August the Revised Desert Tortoise Recovery Plan was released 
by the US Fish and Wildlife Service Desert Tortoise Recovery Office 
out of Reno, Nevada[4]. Preparers of the plan, which would guide re-
covery and eventual delisting of the Desert tortoise, admit that the 
huge onslaught of renewable energy on tortoise habitat has been 
difficult to analyze, and that a “supplemental chapter on renewable 
energy” would be forthcoming. Many conservationists lamented that 
this revised recovery plan did not adequately address the utility-scale 
renewable energy threat to tortoise habitat, and watered down the 
science of tortoise biology from the previous Recovery Plan version 
of 1994. This controversy is ongoing. In addition, the Recovery Plan 
does not reflect the latest taxonomic research and species split. Mean-
while tortoise populations continue to crash and high-quality habitat 
is destroyed.
 In the future, good national and state planning will be vital in 
balancing these many concerns so that renewable energy can con-
tinue to be a growing part of our energy portfolio. 

Laura Cunningham is an artist-naturalist and writer who has worked in 
the field of wildlife biology for the past 20 years. She lives in the Nevada 
desert.
 
[1] http://www.streetinsider.com/Analyst+Comments/Jefferies+Comments+on+Repo
rts+First+Solar+(FSLR)+Topaz+Sale+to+Enbridge+Falters/6879784.html, accessed 
October 31, 2011.
[2] http://solareis.anl.gov/documents/supp/Chapter_2.pdf
[3] The dazed and confused identity of Agassiz’s land tortoise, Gopherus agassizii 
(Testudines, Testudinidae) with the description of a new species, and its consequences 
for conservation, by Robert W. Murphy, Kristin H. Berry, Taylor Edwards, Alan E. 
Leviton, Amy Lathrop, and J. Daren Riedle. ZooKeys 113: 39–71, doi: 10.3897/
ZooKeys.113.1353. Published 28 June 2011. http://www.pensoft.net/J_FILES/1/
articles/1353/1353-G-1-layout.htm
[4] http://www.fws.gov/nevada/desert_tortoise/
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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 con-

tact 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.)

HOLIDAY SERVICE IN CARRIZO PLAIN
December 29-January 2, Thursday-Monday 

Once again we return to the Carrizo Plain to celebrate the 

end of the year and to offer service to the pronghorn ante-

lope in this National Monument. Lying between Bakersfield 

and San Luis Obispo, this vast grassland is home to pronghorn 

antelope, tule elk, kit fox, and a wide variety of birds. A wel-

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

barbed wire fencing, and a full day for hiking and exploring 

are planned. Use of accommodations at Goodwin Ranch is in-

cluded. Limited to 14 participants, $30 covers four dinners and 

breakfast on New Year’s morning. For more information, con-

tact leader: Craig Deutsche, craig.deutsche@gmail.com, 310-

477-6670. CNRCC Desert Committee

NEW YEAR’S IN GERLACH
December 31-January 1, Saturday-Sunday

A totally informal New Year’s celebration, involving walking 

between the three bars in Gerlach. Unless you are really har-

dy, stay at Bruno’s Motel, check in and reservations at the bar, 

775-557-2220. We may have other activities, hot springs if the 

playa permits, the local art gallery, scenic drive, etc. Dogs lim-

ited, prepare to clean up after your dog. Sign-up 12/15-12/28. 

Leader: David Book, 775-843-6443. Great Basin Group/Toi-

yabe Chapter

DEATH VALLEY NATIONAL PARK WILDERNESS 
RESTORATION
January 20-22, Friday-Sunday

Come help restore wilderness values in this beautiful and 

remote desert area. We will work with Death Valley Wil-

derness Coordinator Charlie Callagan. Past projects have 

included re-landscaping former OHV routes that are now 

in wilderness, trail repair, and cleaning up around historic 

cabins. We will meet early Friday afternoon and begin 

working. Happy hour potluck Saturday night. Friday and 

Saturday night camping may be primitive or may be in one of 

the parks campgrounds. Leader: Kate Allen, kj.allen96@gmail.

com, 661-944-4056. CNRCC Desert Committee

WINTER ESCAPE IN THE CARRIZO PLAIN
January 28-29, Saturday-Sunday

This outing combines a day of assistance to the Carrizo Na-

tional Monument with a day of sightseeing and/or hiking. 

Weather can be cold, gray, and rainy, or it can be warm and 

bright - we take our chances. The service will be in remov-

ing or modifying fences to give pronghorn greater mobility on 

the Plain, and the recreation will be determined by the wishes 

of the group. This is an opportunity to combine carcamping, 

day-hiking, exploring, and service in a relatively unknown wil-

derness. Leader: Craig Deutsche, craig.deutsche@gmail.com, 

(310-477-6670) CNRCC Desert Committee

EXPLORE AND SERVE IN THE GRASS VALLEY 
WILDERNESS
February 18-20, Saturday-Monday

Slightly east and south of Ridgecrest, CA, the Grass Valley 

Wilderness was created in 1994. It features rolling hills and a 

few higher rock outcroppings. As it is no longer available for 

grazing we will join a group of college age SCA interns in re-

California/Nevada Regional Conservation Committee Desert Committee

Outings
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DESERT COMMITTEE MEETING

The winter meeting will be held February 11–12, 2012 in Sho-
shone and will be a joint meeting with the CNRCC Wilder-
ness Committee. Terry Frewin and Vicky Hoover will be 
the co-chairs. The spring meeting will be held May 18–19, 
2012 at the Mojave National Preserve. We encourage local 
citizens in the area to attend, as many of the items on the 
agenda include local issues. Email Tom Budlong at tombud 
long@roadrunner.com or call 310-476-1731 to be put on the 
invitation list.

Cadiz Valley Water

Continued FRoM page 10

curately calculate the amount of groundwater recharge for an un-
certain future? 
 Yet another cause for concern is the project’s impact to air qual-
ity in our desert region. Bristol and Cadiz dry lake beds, deprived of 
all moisture, could contribute to airborne dust particles and jeopar-
dize air quality. There’s no way of knowing what the exact ramifica-
tions of the project will be on air quality, but Owens Lake, a dried 
lake bed that for many years was deprived of water resources, pro-
vides an instructive example. A U.S. Geological Survey report states 
that the lakebed has produced enormous amounts of windblown 
dust since its desiccation, and that it is probably the largest source 
of PM 10 airborne particulates in the United States. Their website 
states, “PM10 dust is regulated by California and the United States 
because these dust particles are so small that they can be inhaled 
deeply into the human respiratory tract to create a health hazard.” 
In fact, a study by the Pacific Institute titled, “Economic Evalua-
tion of the Cadiz Project,” which analyzed the economic and en-
vironmental cost of an earlier Cadiz proposal to pump the desert’s 
groundwater, stated in 2001 that the cost of mitigating airborne 
dust impacts from the drying out of Owens Lake is estimated to be 
$60 million. 
 Water is a critical resource throughout the desert and the state 
of California. There’s no doubt that our state needs clean, reliable 
sources of water for people, industry, agriculture, and wildlife. But 
that doesn’t mean that water development projects should move 
forward without a thorough evaluation of scientific data and en-
vironmental costs. Currently, Cadiz’s proposed project raises more 
questions than it answers. Cadiz, the Santa Margarita Water Dis-
trict, and the other water agencies that stand to benefit have a long 
way to go to prove that this isn’t just another economically specu-
lative project that will harm air quality, water resources, and the 
Mojave National Preserve. 

Seth Shteir is California Desert Field Representative at the National 
Parks Conservation Association.

Note- as of the submission of this article, the Santa Margarita Water 
District has not released the Draft EIR for this project. Once the Draft 
EIR is released organizations are encouraged to submit written com-
ments. For more information, please contact Seth Shteir at sshteir@
npca.org.

moving old fence poles and disguising an illegal road. Satur-

day and Sunday are for work, and Monday, President’s Day, 

will be reserved to hike and explore the Wilderness. This is 

an opportunity to combine car-camping, day-hiking, explor-

ing, and service in a relatively unknown wilderness. Leader: 

Craig Deutsche, (310-477-6670), craig.deutsche@gmail.com. 

CNRCC Desert Committee

DEATH VALLEY AREA TOUR
March 3-4, Saturday-Sunday

Meet in Shoshone, south of Death Valley at 8:00 am Saturday 

morning, or camp overnight nearby. Tour will take us to stops 

at Badwater, Natural Bridge, Golden Canyon, and Artists Pal-

ette. Short hikes and lunch stop along the way. Camp Saturday 

night at Texas Springs (fee). Sunday morning, visit Zabriskie 

Point, then drive through 20 Mule Team Canyon. Continue to 

Death Valley Junction, then to Ash Meadows National Wildlife 

Refuge. If time allows, we will go south to Amargosa Canyon 

and China Ranch for a hike and date shakes. For those want-

ing to stay over Sunday night there will be primitive camping 

in the area and we could do more hiking in Amargosa Canyon. 

Contact leader for reservations and trip details. Carol Wiley, 

desertlily1@verizon.net or 760-245-8734. CNRCC Desert 

Committee

MOJAVE NATIONAL PRESERVE
April 7-8, Saturday-Sunday

Saturday morning we will meet at Teutonia Peak trailhead on 

Cima Road for a hike to Teutonia Peak and out onto Cima Dome 

and then camp at Sunrise Rocks, which is primitive camping. 

Sunday we will hike from Midhills to Hole-in-the-Wall. This is 

an 8 mile, downhill hike and if the timing is right could have 

wonderful windflowers. For those wanting to arrive on Friday 

we can go out to the Rock Springs Loop Trail. For those want-

ing to stay over night on Sunday we can primitive camp near 

the Kelso Dunes and hike the dunes on Monday morning. For 

reservations contact Carol Wiley at desertlily1@verizon.net or 

760-245-8734. CNRCC Desert Committee

ESCALANTE RIVER CANYON – SERVICE TRIP/
BACKPACK 
April 29-May 5, Sunday-Saturday

We will work with National Park Service Ranger Bill Wolverton 

on this ongoing Russian olive eradication program. 42 miles of 

the Escalante River have been cleared. This project will clear 

more, using loppers, small handsaws, and herbicide. Meet in 

Escalante Sunday morning, caravan to the trailhead and hike in 

about 7 miles. Expect knee to thigh deep river crossings, and 

some bushwhacking. We work 4 days, dayhike 1 day and hike 

out Saturday morning. Participants must follow work-clothing 

requirements, provide their own food and gear on the trail, and 

travel expenses to the trailhead. For more information contact 

leader, Paul Plathe at 209-476-1498. Delta-Sierra Group/Moth-

er Lode Chapter
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INTANGIBLE VALUES OF PUBLIC LAND NEED BETTER PROTECTION

 

Mt. Tenabo
Where Gold Mining Clashes

With Cultural Traditions 
 On the heels of the Bureau of Land Management’s (BLM) de-
cision to approve the mine on November 8, 2008, the South Fork 
Band Council of Western Shoshone of Nevada, the Te- Moak Tribe 
of Western Shoshone Indians of Nevada, the Timbisha Shoshone 
Tribe, the Western Shoshone Defense Project, and the Great Basin 
Resource Watch (plaintiffs) filed a preliminary injunction to stop 
action at Mt. Tenabo until the general legal case against the mine 
could be heard. 
 At the heart of the case is religious freedom and irreparable 
harm to the Western Shoshone culture and environment on one 
side, and economic benefits on the other. The approximately 7-8 
million ounce deposit is worth $13 to $14 billion at current prices. 
Barrick’s shareholders are the main beneficiaries of the billions of 
dollars of profit from this mine. The mine will also provide up to 
285 jobs, and another 200 indirect jobs for about 10 years. Are these 
economic benefits worth permanently destroying a sacred site?
 There are significant legal impediments to protecting spiritu-
ally significant areas from mining on public lands. Among them is 
the General Mining Act of 1872, which states: “All valuable mineral 
deposits in lands belonging to the United States … shall be free and 
open to exploration and purchase, and the lands in which they are 
found to occupation and purchase.” (US Code Title 30 § 22) The Dept. 
of Interior (including BLM) interprets this to mean that mining is 
the highest and best use of public land. 
 One would expect that the Religious Freedom Restoration Act 
would be able to protect spiritually significant areas, but the courts 
have chosen in recent years (as in the San Francisco Peaks case 

BY JOHN HADDER

The Cortez Hills Gold Mine under development by Barrick Gold 
Corp. on the flanks of Mt. Tenabo will blast a new mine pit at the 
base of the sacred White Cliffs, approximately 8,900 feet in length, 
6,400 feet in width, and a maximum depth of 2,200 feet. The dis-
turbance will encompass 6,792 acres of land, including heap leach 
and waste rock facilities covering much of the pass just south of 
Tenabo, and extending east into Grass Valley. In order to mine, Bar-
rick will need to remove some 16 billion gallons of groundwater 
from wells surrounding and within the pit, lowering the region-
al water table and resulting in the loss of numerous springs and 
seeps. The pumped water would be largely discharged in adjacent 
Crescent Valley, thus creating a water imbalance with unknown 
long-term consequences.
 The Western Shoshone people have been using Mt Tenabo 
since time immemorial. It is a place for food and medicine gather-
ing, for refuge and spiritual guidance, and whose springs feed the 
wildlife that feed the people. For the Shoshone bands indigenous 
to the Great Basin the cultural history of Mt. Tenabo is so rich and 
deep that it would be accurate to state that Mt. Tenabo is at the 
heart of who Shoshone people are and is central to their long pres-
ence in the region. It is a prominent element in Western Shoshone 
creation stories. Caves penetrated by historic mine shafts have 
revealed large caverns within the mountain. The shaft known as 
the Arctic Tunnel has a permanent cool breeze emanating from it, 
indicating that the mountain breaths. According to Joyce McDade, 
Western Shoshone Grandmother, “Denabo1 means the writing on 
the rock walls of the mountain (White Cliffs) put there by our Cre-
ator. We go to pray to our Creator to give us strength to keep us 
going. How can we pray to our creator when the place in being 
blown up?”
 All mining will result in some insult to the land, water, and air. 
It has become a common practice to weigh these impacts against 
potential benefit of the mine to civilization. This is often called a 
cost benefit analysis, where detailed studies are done regarding the 
area to be mined and tables of numbers are generated upon which 
a decision is to be rendered. But how do the cultural and spiritual 
aspects of a region get “added” in? The cultural value of the land is 
often called intangible since it is impossible to quantify this value, 
as we do the population changes of jackrabbits, or the feet of water 
drawdown from dewatering. However, if you were told you could 
not practice your religion it would be very tangible. Despite the 
difficulty in quantifying the cultural value of Mt. Tenabo the BLM 
is obligated under law to evaluate these impacts.

Ted Howard (far left) opening with song at the January 20, 2009 
press conference in Reno, Nevada just prior to the opening argu-
ments of legal hearings
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 The legal challenge has so far not been able to stop the con-
struction of the mine largely because Barrick was able to move 
mining equipment and personnel from other mine sites to keep 
Cortez Hills in production while the courts deliberate. However, 
Barrick is not all-powerful, and the preliminary injunctive action 
was in part successful at the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals level, 
agreeing with the plaintiffs that the BLM failed in its duties under 
the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). As a result the BLM 
was required to develop a Supplemental EIS to fix the deficiencies 
plaintiffs pointed out, and Barrick was required to stop groundwa-
ter pumping (under the 2008 authorization) and the transporta-
tion of ore to its Goldstrike mill effective as of April 2010.
 Last fall the Supplemental EIS was released for comment. It 
did satisfactorily address many of the issues plaintiffs raised except 
the impact to groundwater from the massive pumping to dewater 
the mine. BLM had not addressed the core of Shoshone concerns 
around the groundwater pumping: that the culturally significant 
springs and seeps will be protected. The plan proposed by BLM on 
behalf of Barrick to address impacts to the groundwater is a water 
replacement scheme, which does not protect the cultural aspects 
of the water as stated by Joe Kennedy, chair of the Timbisha Sho-
shone band:
 The water flowing underneath the Mt. Denabo area is especially 
important to maintaining the balance and power of life I value as a 
central tenet of my religious beliefs as a Western Shoshone. Under 

in Arizona) to interpret the law very narrowly. This narrow inter-
pretation is evident from the line of questioning to Ted Howard 
(Western Shoshone Owyhee band), by Barrick’s attorney, Francis 
Wikstrom, during the initial hearing on the case in January 2009:
 Wikstrom: So in certain areas of the project you won’t be able 
to go, but my question is a little bit different. Is there anything 
that you are going to be forced to do that your religion says is 
prohibited?
  Howard: Not that I know of.
 Note the use of the word “force” in Wikstrom’s interrogation 
and that he did succeed in obtaining the response from Ted How-
ard that he was fishing for, “Not that I know of.” This is the current 
narrow interpretation by the courts; so long as an action is not forc-
ing Native people from doing something against their religion, then 
their religious freedom is not being impacted even though a very 
significant site used for religious practice will no longer be avail-
able. In a recent phone call with Western Shoshone and key witness 
Shawn Collins, he said, “I haven’t been back [to the mountain]… 
can’t go back; too disheartening to see . . . ” The power that Mt. 
Tenabo has had may disappear if, as Joyce, Shawn, Carrie Dann, 
and many other Shoshone say, the spirits of Mt. Tenabo will be 
driven away by the mine. The law and how it is interpreted so far 
has allowed this place of unique cultural and spiritual significance 
to be sacrificed for a gold mine. 

View of Mt. Tenabo from the southwest with mining operations, including the open pit, May 2011
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our religious beliefs, the water in Mt. Denabo is unique and is con-
nected to specific spirits that reside in the Mountain and in the water. 
These spirits will suffer greatly, and indeed will likely be eliminated 
altogether, when this water is lost through the project’s dewatering 
operations.
 Therefore, on May 27, 2011, the plaintiffs filed in protest of the 
second Record of Decision issued by the BLM finalizing the mine 
plan. However, soon after the Record of Decision, (April 2011) the 
courts lifted the injunction and Barrick turned the pumps on.
 A key aspect of the plaintiffs’ legal case which the courts have 
not ruled upon is the “unnecessary or undue degradation” (UUD) of 
the land by the mine. According to the Federal Land Policy Manage-
ment Act of 1976 (FLPMA), which also governs BLM land manage-
ment decisions “In managing the public lands the Secretary shall, 
by regulation or otherwise, take any action necessary to prevent un-
necessary or undue degradation of the lands,” (Public Law 94–579, 
§ 601(c)). FLPMA regulation supersedes the 1872 Mining Law and 
even though mining is considered a primary use of public land it 
still must not result in UUD.
 The court heard arguments in the Reno Federal Court on Oc-
tober 6, 2011, and will render its decision on the UUD issue prob-
ably by the end of the year. During the hearing BLM and Barrack’s 
attorneys argued that the cultural impacts from dewatering cannot 
be quantified and that Western Shoshone did not provide the infor-

mation necessary for an analysis to be performed. Such statements 
were shocking to plaintiffs who submitted extensive declarations 
on the use of the Mt. Tenabo area for cultural and spiritual practice.
 If the court accepts BLM’s contention that the cultural impacts 
cannot be evaluated, the implications for protection of “intangible” 
aspects of public lands will be far reaching. Much of what is valued 
on public land is intangible: the “value” of a rare snail or the appre-
ciation of the natural setting. This case is likely to set a precedent. 
It will either force BLM to do its duty under NEPA and FLMPA to 
take a hard look at impacts and prevent UUD even for “unquantifi-
able uses,” or it will further erode protection of public lands from 
industrial development. 

John E. Hadder is the Executive Director for Great Basin Research 
Watch, and teaches chemistry and math at Truckee Meadows Commu-
nity College. His academic background is in physical chemistry with a 
MS from the University of Cincinnati, and continued graduate studies 
at the University of Nevada, Reno in the area of theoretical chemistry. 
In 1991 he first visited the Nevada Test Site and became involved with 
work around nuclear issues in Nevada. Since that time he has been 
applying his knowledge of chemistry and science to public policy and 
environmental issues.

[1] The Shoshone say Denabo, but in all the documents and most if not all news stories 
it is written as Tenabo.
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Gold Butte

Continued FRoM page 14 Continued FRoM page 15

dwellers rely on the root systems to stabilize their burrowed homes.
 That wonderful smell that covers the desert after a rain comes 
from the creosote. Its leaves are topped with resin. This resin pre-
vents water loss in the hot summer months. It is the resin that also 
keeps the creosote from being eaten by most mammals and insects. 
The creosote also produces a toxic substance to keep other plants 
from growing next to it. This all adds up to a long life span for the 
creosote. One creosote is estimated to be nearly 12,000 years old. 
King Clone, as it is called, lives in the Lucerne Valley, and is 45 feet 
in diameter. The creosote was and still is an important medicine 
plant for Native Americans.
 Welcome to Gold Butte. Many organizations, including Friends 
of Gold Butte, Friends of Nevada Wilderness, Nevada Wilderness 
Project, PEW, and Western Lands Foundation have committed pas-
sion and energy in an effort to see this area become a National Con-
servation Area with Wilderness. 
 Over the years, the Nevada Wilderness Coalition’s proposal, 
first introduced in 2001, has evolved to accommodate stakeholders’ 
needs and the BLM’s Transportation Management Plan. The Clark 
County Commission and the City of Mesquite have both passed 
resolutions in support of conservation for Gold Butte. The League 
of Women Voters of the Las Vegas Valley and the Nevada League of 
Women Voters support the efforts along with the Southern Nevada 
Rock Art Association. Caesars Palace and more than 25 other local 
businesses have signed on in support. And yet the area still hasn’t 
received protection. With each new Congress and elected official, 
the campaign begins in some ways anew.
 With over five hundred miles of designated dirt road that al-
lows for access and exploration to its 345,000 thousand acres, how 
much time do you have? You can’t see it all in a day or a week so you 
will have to keep coming back. 

Terri Robertson is the Program Director of Friends of Gold Butte, a 
fourth generation Nevadan and long-time preservation activist. Her 
work began in the late 1960’s with Red Rock and continues today in 
her efforts toward the creation of a Gold Butte National Conservation 
Area with Wilderness.

Growing Up & Growing Old With BLM

my fellow staffers taught me something critical about their resource 
programs every day. But there was a darker side. The office staffs 
were heavily politicized over two competing wilderness proposals. 
An administration bill would designate two million acres and was 
based on the California Desert Conservation Area [CDCA] Plan.  
A citizen’s bill would designate three million acres and transfer a 
similar amount to the Park Service. BLM staff had devoted much  
of their careers to the Desert and the CDCA Plan. It was very  
difficult to rationalize the differences between the two bills. Dia-
logues between the BLM and proponents of the larger bill had 
ceased. The larger bill passed in 1994. One of the major subsequent 
accomplishments of the BLM and all publics has been to establish 
and maintain substantive discussions, no matter how controversial 
the issues.
 Although the BLM was moving into the realm of managing 
natural areas for conservation, still there was considerable and bit-
ter criticism of the BLM’s multiple use management. Asserting that 
FLPMA was a complex act dealing with disposal of resources as 
well as conservation did not attenuate many of these concerns. As 
a result there was an evolving movement among staff to provide a 
better understanding and recognition of those conservation efforts. 
In this same time period, there was a growing sense that National 
Monuments or congressionally designated areas on the Public Lands 
should be retained by the BLM, rather than transferred to another 
agency such as the Park Service. I do not accept the assertion that 
this was a bureaucratic turf battle. Rather, BLM staffers felt that 
more resource and funding emphasis could be devoted to special 
areas prior to any designation if there was a continuity of BLM man-
agement after designation.
 The concept that evolved in the 1990s was a National Landscape 
Conservation System [NLCS]. After some discussion, it was decided 
to include other BLM areas that had been previously designated by 
law as part of this National System. So the NLCS included compo-
nents of the National Wilderness Preservation System, the National 
Wild and Scenic Rivers System, and the National Trails System. As 
such, it is a system of systems that provide visibility and funding 
for all components, particularly the National Monuments. The huge 
Omnibus Public Land Management Act of 2009 established the 
NLCS by law.
 Over the past three decades, the BLM multiple use management 
has broadened to include the conservation, protection, and restora-
tion of nationally significant landscapes. This management, in con-
junction with development of mineral, forage, and timber resources 
has, in my mind, demonstrated that the BLM is a full-fledged mul-
tiple use resource agency. So I have seen dramatic growth of the 
BLM as it evolved from the Bureau of Livestock and Mining to a full-
fledged multiple use resource agency. 

Chris learned to love wildlands in Montana. While attending the Uni-
versity of Montana, he served as one of the first co-directors of the 
Wilderness Institute. He then worked in the ‘Big Sky’ regions of Eastern 
Montana and Southern California.

Sunset fire at Little Finland
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OUR MISSION
The Sierra Club California/Nevada Desert Committee works 

for the protection and conservation of the deserts of Cali-

fornia, Nevada and other areas in the Southwest; monitors 

and works with public, private, and non-profit agencies to 

promote preservation of our arid lands; sponsors education 

and service trips; encourages and supports others to work 

for similar objectives; and maintains, shares and publishes 

information about the desert.

DESERT FORUM
If you find Desert Report interesting, sign up for the CNRCC 

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

you’ll find open discussions of items interesting to desert 

lovers. Many articles in this issue of Desert Report were 

developed through Forum discussions. Electronic subscrib-

ers will continue to receive current news on these issues—

plus the opportunity to join in the discussions and contrib-

ute their own insights. Desert Forum runs on a Sierra Club 

listserv system. 

To sign up, just send this e-mail:

To: Listserv@lists.sierraclub.org
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Subject: [this line is ignored and may be left blank]
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SUBSCRIBE CONS-CNRCC-DESERT-FORUM 
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By return e-mail, you will get a welcome message and 
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jim.dodson@sierraclub.org (661-942-3662)

JOIN SIERRA CLUB
From community issues and action to lobbying on a nation-

al level, membership helps you take action on many issues. 

As a member, you’ll have opportunities to get involved with 

local chapters, as well as be part of a large national net-

work of environmental advocates. Your voice will be heard 

through congressional lobbying and grassroots action.

www.sierraclub.org/membership
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