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Desert kit foxes (Vulpes macrotis arsipus) 
have survived and flourished in the harsh, 
arid conditions of the southwestern deserts 
for millennia, using burrow systems to es-
cape from the heat and cold of their desert 
environment, and to raise their pups. Once 
a relatively common denizen of desert lands 
in California, this smallest species in the 
Canidae family in North America is sud-
denly threatened by a devastating disease, 
well-known from domestic pets – canine 
distemper.
 This deadly disease outbreak was con-

firmed in late 2011, when dead kit foxes found on and adjacent to an industrial solar 
project (during its construction) were necropsied by state veterinarians. Distemper had 
never before been documented in desert kit fox populations. The outbreak was centered 
at the 250-megawatt Genesis solar facility, located on approximately 1,950 acres of public 
lands, 25 miles west of Blythe, California, along the Interstate 10 corridor. This “fast-
track” project was permitted by state and federal agencies in late 2010, and subsequently 
moved forward with construction.
 Desert kit foxes are not protected under either the state or federal Endangered Spe-
cies Acts, but they are protected as fur-bearing mammals under Title 14 of the California 
Code of Regulations § 460, which simply states that kit foxes may not be taken at any 
time. Because of this regulation, the state permitting agency for the Genesis project—the 
California Energy Commission (CEC)—in compliance with the California Department of 
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A NEW THREAT TO A DESERT SPECIES 

Canine Distemper Recently 
Found In Desert Kit Fox

BY ILEENE ANDERSON 
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LAS VEGAS’ QUEST FOR WATER CONTINUES

 

Nevada State Engineer 
Issues Latest Ruling 

BY JOHN HIATT

On March 23, 2012, the Nevada State Engineer issued his latest 
ruling in the decades-long saga of Las Vegas’ quest for additional 
water. While this latest ruling basically re-affirmed the previous 
one, the battle for eastern Nevada’s groundwater is far from over.
 Before discussing the current situation, some history is in or-
der. Las Vegas was founded in 1905 because of the abundance of 
local spring water, which provided the newly constructed San Pe-
dro, Los Angeles, and Salt Lake Railroad with enough water for 
its steam engines and a small town to house its employees. Soon 
thereafter, residents who didn’t want to depend on the railroad for 
their water tried drilling their own wells. They discovered that the 
Las Vegas Valley is an artesian basin and that water flowed forth 
from wells without the need for pumps. But by 1922, the aquifer 
had been depleted to the point that well water no longer flowed to 
the surface. By the early 1950’s it was recognized that the Las Ve-
gas Valley needed a new source of water to support growth of the 
urban population. In 1972 the first pipeline and pumping plant to 
bring Colorado River water from Lake Mead to the valley was com-
pleted, and further urban growth was promoted and encouraged. 
But by the early 1980’s, some of the managers of the Las Vegas 
Valley Water District (LVVWD) could see that Nevada’s allotment  
of Colorado River water would not support unbridled urban  
growth in the Las Vegas Valley indefinitely. For additional water 
supplies they looked north, to the higher elevation valleys of east-
central Nevada.
 The engineers at the LVVWD were well aware of the Maxey-
Eakin rule, developed in 1949 by hydrologists George Burke Maxey 
and Tom Eakin. These men observed that groundwater recharge 
in a particular hydrographic basin (valley) in the Great Basin de-
pends on the precipitation falling on the adjacent mountain ranges, 
and such precipitation increases with increasing elevation. Thus, 
most groundwater will be found in basins where the mountains 
are highest. The highest mountain range in eastern Nevada is the 
Snake Range, home to Great Basin National Park and Wheeler Peak 
(13,061 feet). The Snake Range has numerous perennial streams, 
and the valleys on either side (Spring Valley and Snake Valley) are 
well watered by Nevada standards.
 In what many considered a sneak attack, the LVVWD filed ap-
plications with the Nevada State Engineer in 1989 for all unappro-
priated water in virtually every valley (hydrographic basin) of east-
central Nevada, including most of Lincoln and parts of White Pine 
and Nye Counties. The total filings amounted to a claim on about 
800,000 acre-feet of water per year. By comparison, Nevada’s en-

Continued on page 5

tire share of Colorado River water amounts to only 300,000 acre-
feet per year.
 At about this time Pat Mulroy was appointed the new general 
manager of the water district. She realized that if even modest con-
servation measures were enacted, there was no immediate need for 
importation of groundwater. As a result, the LVVWD asked the State 
Engineer to defer action on the applications for groundwater until 
a later date, and that request was granted. In 1991, at Mulroy’s 
behest, all the government entities in and adjacent to the Las Vegas 
Valley came together to form the Southern Nevada Water Author-
ity (SNWA), which would serve as the Valley’s water wholesaler to 
each of the entities. Pat Mulroy’s duties expanded to include man-
agement of the SNWA.
 The year 2000 was the beginning of a string of dry years on 
the Colorado River which continues today. The year 2002, with 
just 25% of normal flow, was the driest year recorded on the Colo-
rado River, and caused a major drop in the level of Lake Mead. 
Coincident with the unprecedented drought, the Las Vegas build-
ing boom was accelerating towards its peak in 2005. These factors 
caused the Water Authority to re-think its long term plans for the 
Valleys’ water supply. After much discussion, the Authority asked 
the State Engineer to act on the 1989 groundwater applications, 
which in the meantime had been transferred to the SNWA. In 2004, 
the U.S. Congress enacted a multipart bill which designated some 
760,000 acres of Wilderness in Lincoln County, made some federal 
land available for disposal, and also ordered the BLM to grant a 
right-of-way (ROW) for a water pipeline to the SNWA. The bill also 
stated that water could not be transferred out of any basin shared 
by Nevada and Utah without a bi-state agreement spelling out the 
details of pumping and allocation. The bill, although ordering the 
granting of a right-of-way, did not exempt that ROW from National 
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) analysis and compliance. A very 
comprehensive draft Environmental Impact State (EIS) was pre-
pared, and hearings to solicit public comment were held in August 
2011. A final report has yet to be issued, however.
 In 2007, the State Engineer held hearings on the water rights 
applications in Delamar, Dry Lake, Cave Valley, and Spring Valley. 
Snake Valley was not included because no bi-state agreement had 
been reached and because SNWA had dropped their applications in 
most of Lincoln County in a separate agreement with the County. 
The State Engineer granted a portion of the water applied for but 
with requirements for pump tests, monitoring, and mitigation. That 
ruling was soon challenged, and the opponents prevailed in District 
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WILL FOOTPATHS RETURN TO THE JUNIPER FLATS AREA? 

 ACEC In San Bernardino 
Mountains Up Against  

Many Threats 

BY JENNY WILDER

For thousands of years, people have been 
hiking up from the Mojave River valley into 
the San Bernardino Mountains through the 
Juniper Flats Area. Today, the Victor Valley 
is home to approximately 300,000 inhabit-
ants along the Mojave River valley in Hes-
peria, Victorville and Apple Valley. Native 
Americans, living in villages along the Mo-
jave River used the Juniper Flats Area for 
tool manufacture, cooking, food processing, 
shelter, and hunting. The subregion encom-
passes approximately 11,835 acres of inter-
mingled private and public lands of which 
4,547 acres are protected as an Area of Criti-
cal Environmental Concern (ACEC) called 
the Juniper Flats Cultural Area.
 During the development of the Califor-
nia Desert Conservation Area (CDCA) Plan, 
the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) 
generated “Visual Polygon Descriptions” (a 
description of visual resources in an area) 
which included this subregion. The gran-
deur of the Mojave River and Desert can be 
seen from the hilltops within the area, and 
in rainy years wildflower displays are spec-
tacular. While hiking along the ridges one 
can easily imagine the importance of the 
area as part of the traditional territory of the 
Serrano Indians.
 The proximity of the area to urban life 
and the diversity of vegetation, large boul-
der fields and historic mining relics continue 
to be an attractive draw for those who en-
joy a scenic drive, hike, horseback or bicycle 
ride. Private properties within the area in-
clude ranches that have been occupied con-
tinuously for over 50 years. By 1871, Coxey 
Truck Trail (3N14) was a well used wagon 
road providing access to the gold mines in 
the San Bernardino Mountains and a con-
venient route to haul lumber and other ne-
cessities for the miners from Victorville and 
San Bernardino. Although it is still a dirt 

The author, Jenny Wilder
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road, Coxey Truck Trail is a popular San Bernardino County “scenic byway” between the 
mountains and the desert.
 The varied topography ensures a terrific hike, with challenging hills and valleys show-
casing a unique and complex watershed system. The seeps and springs emerging in small 
concealed valleys are readily identified by a dramatic change in vegetation as well as the 
signs and sounds of wildlife. Although groundwater comes close to the surface at these 
numerous locations, there are also 3 all year or intermittent flowing streams. Waterfalls 
along Arrastre Creek and riparian areas adjacent to Juniper Flats Road are popular des-
tinations. Just to the south, within the San Bernardino National Forest is the spectacular 
valley where Deep Creek gurgles and rushes over boulders and offers up its wild trout to 
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adventurous fishermen. The Deep Creek Hot Springs are enjoyed 
by hundreds of people every year via the Juniper Flats Area as well 
as from the U.S. Forest lands via the Pacific Crest National Scenic 
Trail, an internationally significant long distance hiking and eques-
trian trail.
 Like other ecosystems, this region is dynamic and experiences 
continual, gradual shifts in climate and vegetation. In the past few 
decades, however, that change has been rapid. In July 1994 the 
Devil Fire swept through much of the area and again in 1999 the 
catastrophic Willow Fire burned many more acres. Large trees were 
lost to fire in the riparian strips along the streams and despite se-
vere impacts from cattle grazing and motorized disturbance, they 
struggle to regain their grandeur. Southern California residents 
now buy second, third or more vehicles that are used primarily for 
recreational purposes. With the 2003 and 2006 route designation 
in the West Mojave Plan, approximately 300 miles of user-created 
routes were documented and are now closed. The major task of re-
storing native vegetation to sites that are damaged by Off-highway 
vehicle (OHV) recreation is a daunting project.
 The CDCA Plan classified lands within the Juniper Flats Area 
into the Multiple Use Class L (Limited Use) designation to “protect 
sensitive, natural, scenic, ecological, and cultural resource values 
through carefully-controlled, low-intensity human use of multiple 
resources while ensuring sensitive values are not significantly di-
minished”. Up until now, this balance has been largely ignored 
partly because travel management has historically focused on mo-
tor vehicle use. Despite the fact that people accessed the area on 
foot and horseback long before motor vehicles, there are still no 
designated hiking trails. Uncontrolled exploration by motorcycle 
dominates the cattle paths, historic Native American paths, and 
equestrian trails changing their character and alignment. Sadly, 
OHV “play” activities are scarring the hills, eroding the soils and 
destroying habitat for wildlife. (For photo examples of such dam-
age see: http://juniperflats.kodakgallery.com/)
 Travel on foot provides people with a more personal connec-
tion to the environment around them; a better understanding of 
the human impacts on the air we need to breathe and the water we 
need to drink; and a deeper appreciation of land stewardship. On 
foot or horseback in the Juniper Flats Area you appreciate the quiet 
as well as the sounds and smells of nature. With each visit you 
become more familiar with the variety and complex associations 
of plant life, animals and birds. This area is one of the few in the 
Mojave Desert that supports three yucca species, making it easier 
to differentiate between them: Joshua tree (Y. brevifolia), Mojave 
yucca (Y. schidigera), and chaparral yucca (Y. whipplei). You notice 
that soils vary from heavy clay to a very thin decomposed granite 

layer; from sandy washes to limestone outcroppings. The area is 
enriched with three sensitive Unique Plant Assemblages (UPAs) 
which are defined in the California Desert Conservation Area Man-
agement Plan (1980-appendix X, Table 4-1).
 BLM land management strategies now encompass a broader 
view of public access in compliance with regulations and best land 
use management principles. BLM’s new Comprehensive Travel & 
Transportation Management (CTTM) Program clearly recognizes 
that a variety of modes of transportation are to be considered in 
land use planning. The CTTM further defines and categorizes lin-
ear assets, including hiking trails. By including a better balance 
and low impact modes of travel for access to sensitive habitats 
and archaeological sites within this sub region (and all across the 
Mojave Desert), the BLM will be better able to resolve conflicts and 
meet the goals and objectives as defined in The Federal Land Policy 
and Management Act of 1976 (FLPMA).
 Secretary of the Interior, Ken Salazar’s initiative, “Youth in 
the Great Outdoors”, seeks to improve the opportunities for more 
young people to the experience and the ben-
efits of interacting with the natural world. 
Perhaps hiking trails will finally return 
to the Juniper Flats Area and to oth-
er locations in the Mojave Des-
ert. But will it be too late?

Continued FRoM page 3

ACEC In San Bernardino Mountains Up Against Many Threats 

Bouldering around Juniper Flats

Hikers exploring riparian area in Arrastre Canyon
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 Carefully controlled low-intensity hu-
man use so far includes a cattle allotment, 
a powerline right of way, numerous mining 
operations, target shooting, hunting, bee 
keeping, and over 95 miles of designated 
open routes. It is the open route system 
and in particular the powerline right-of-
way that makes the area more attractive to 
wind energy development. This year ‘guyed 
met towers’ (temporary structures used to 
mount atmospheric sensors that measure 
wind and other local conditions) 300 feet 
high have been constructed to conduct wind 
testing. Two separate permits authorize the 
location of 8 such towers, two of which will 
be located in the ACEC. How will wind tur-
bines and the proposed enlarged footprint of 
power transmission lines (Pisgah/Lugo line) 
impact the “Visual Polygon”, wildlife and 
other natural resources and low-intensity 
recreation in the Juniper Flats Area? 

Jenny Wilder moved to the Victor Valley area 
in 1973. She is married and has two children 
who grew up here. She became a Girl Scout 
leader in 1977 and the volunteer Girl Scout 
regional coordinator soon afterwards. She has 
been a member of the Sierra Club since leav-
ing the Girl Scouts in 1996 and is currently 
an Outings Leader and Chair for the Mojave 
Group. In 2003 she helped form the non-profit 
group “Friends of Juniper Flats” and currently 
serves as the Coordinator. Contact: JensOa-
sis@aol.com

Continued FRoM page 2

Nevada State Engineer Issues Latest Water Ruling

Court on the basis of violation of a state law that requires the State Engineer to act on 
applications within one year. The State Supreme Court upheld the District Court Ruling, 
noting that the almost two decade delay deprived new property owners and others not 
present in 1989 of due process and the opportunity to protest the applications. The Court 
ordered that the process begin anew with filings, a protest period, and new hearings.
 This brings us to the present. The new hearings took place in the Fall of 2011, and 
Jason King, appointed to the State Engineer’s post in 2010, issued his rulings on March 
23, 2012. In a side agreement, the hearing on the Snake Valley applications has been 
delayed until 2019. The rulings, in terms of water rights granted, are quite similar to the 
2007 rulings but with a few changes.
 Before any pumping can occur, two years of baseline data collection on biological re-
sources and groundwater tables is required. In Spring Valley the ruling calls for pumping 
up to 38,000 acre-feet per year for a period of eight years. If monitoring results do not find 
significant harm to resources, pumping could then be increased to 50,000 acre-feet per 
year. After a further eight years, if no harm is demonstrated, pumping could be increased 
to as much as 61,127 acre-feet/year.
 The total amount of water rights issued for the four valleys are shown below:

 Hydrographic Basin acre feet/year

 Spring Valley 61,127

 Cave Valley 5,235

 Dry Lake Valley 11,584

 Delamar Valley 6,042

 The Great Basin Water Network, a coalition of groups and individuals including the 
Sierra Club, has filed notice of appeal. So the State Engineer’s rulings are again headed to 
State District Court and probably the Nevada State Supreme Court.
 Financial concerns are also in play. In 2005, when the SNWA announced its intention 
to proceed with its water rights applications and plans to build a pipeline, the proposed 
cost was between $2.0 and $2.5 billion. It would be paid for with new hook-up fees and 
funds in reserve (SNWA received some $285 million from sale of public land around Las 
Vegas), thus avoiding a vote on a bond issue. Since that time, hook-up fees for new hous-
ing have virtually disappeared with the collapse of the real estate market in Las Vegas. 
The decline in the water level of Lake Mead has prompted the Water Authority to begin 
construction on a new lower level intake at a cost of some $800 million. In addition, 
construction costs for a pipeline to central Nevada have escalated to about $7.5 billion, or 
as much as $15 billion with financing. Pat Mulroy, SNWA general manager, has asked the 
SNWA Board to put off a vote on whether to proceed with pipeline construction until such 
time as a shortage condition on the Colorado River is declared. This would happen when 
the surface level of Lake Mead falls to 1,075 feet above sea level. The lake level currently 
stands at 1,124 feet above sea level and is expected to fall by about 15 feet between now 
and the end of 2012. Since 2005, the SNWA has ambitiously promoted a water conser-
vation program, and consumption in the Valley has fallen from some 330,000 to about 
260,000 acre-feet per year, even though the population has increased by some 400,000. 
The rationale for the pipeline has changed from “we need it for growth” to “we need an 
alternate supply in case of continued drought on the Colorado”. At this point, with court 
appeals, financing questions, and very little growth in Las Vegas, it seems unlikely that a 
water pipeline from Las Vegas to Lincoln and White Pine Counties will be constructed any 
time soon.  

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

Visit my Flickr site: http://tinyurl.com/
cqmveb2

Comparison photos from Friends of 
Juniper Flats monitoring efforts 2004 
to present. This set shows the impacts 
of motorized travel over time: http://
tinyurl.com/c7cxckn

BLM Travel Management Program: 
http://tinyurl.com/d9hvamg 

BLM Land Use Planning Handbook 
H-1601-1: http://tinyurl.com/bogbk4x

BLM California Desert District Office: 
http://tinyurl.com/bp4ffd3
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A
April 25, 2012 marked a significant event 
in the history of wilderness conservation 
and our public lands: the 200th birthday of 
the General Land Office (GLO). While most 
Americans have never heard of it, the GLO 
is an important part of the history of our na-
tion. This agency was responsible for trans-
ferring 1.1 billion acres of public lands to 
citizens and states. It produced our national 
parks, forests, and other conservation lands, 
and eventually became today’s Bureau of 
Land Management.
 The famous historian Frederick Jack-
son Turner proclaimed in 1903 that “The 
Western wilds, from the Alleghenies to the 
Pacific, constituted the richest free gift that 
was ever spread out before civilized man.” 
Though Turner’s views and his “Frontier 
Thesis” have been much debated, the con-
cept that public lands are central in the his-
tory of the United States is undisputed. But 
where did public lands come from, and how 
did they evolve into the wilderness areas, 
parks, and conservation lands that we cher-
ish today?
 Public lands date to the founding of the 
United States in the late 1700s. At the end of 
the Revolutionary War, Great Britain trans-
ferred to the new United States the lands be-
tween the original thirteen colonies and the 
Mississippi River. These lands were referred 
to as the “back lands” or the “western lands”. 
Several of the new states claimed their colo-
nial charters ran all the way to the Mississip-
pi and that, as sovereign states, they should 
have exclusive jurisdiction over the western 
lands. The smaller coastal states disagreed 
and believed that their efforts in the Revolu-
tion gave them rights to these lands as well. 
As a compromise, New York and other large 
states ceded their claims on these western 
lands to the federal government. This led to 
the Land Ordinance of 1785 and the policy 

that these lands would be “disposed of for the common benefit of the United States.”
 The first step in the disposition of these public lands was to have them surveyed. 
Thomas Jefferson, once a colonial surveyor, developed and implemented the policy of di-
viding the land into one-square mile grids (called sections) and 36-square mile townships. 
Once surveyed and recorded, the lands could then be disposed of in an orderly manner. 
The method of disposal was another debate, but it was agreed that the lands should be 
used for revenue generation with some given as payment to the soldiers who had fought 
in the Revolution. The question then turned to whether they should also be sold to farm-
ers and settlers at low rates or sold through auction in large blocks for maximum profit. 
Over time, a variety of mechanisms, including generous grants of free land, were used to 
transfer the parcels to citizens and states.
 After the Louisiana Purchase doubled the size of the United States and the demand 
for land grew, Congress saw a need for a new agency to oversee the public lands. On April 
25, 1812, the GLO was established to “perform all acts and things touching or respecting 
the public lands of the United States.” The two most important functions of the GLO were 
to conduct the public land surveys and to facilitate disposal of the land. Land offices were 
soon set up across the frontier to auction and sell off the parcels. Public land laws and 
GLO policy were also debated and revised to satisfy the needs of both land speculators 
and small farmers.
 Between 1812 and 1867, the size of the United States doubled again with the ac-
quisitions of Texas, California, Oregon, the Southwest, and Alaska. The era of westward 
expansion challenged the GLO to complete surveys and regulate land sales within a much 
broader set of boundaries. The overwhelming tide of miners that flooded California dur-
ing the Gold Rush further compounded the problem and exposed the lack of a federal 

THE BEGINNINGS OF THE BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT

 
Public Lands And The General Land Office 

1812 – 2012

BY GREG HILL

Top right: General Land Office surveyors. Above: Homesteaders

DESERT REPORT JUNE 20126



policy regarding who owned the rights to subsurface minerals.
 During the 1860’s, several important acts transformed public 
land management again. Laws were passed that encouraged set-
tlement, mining, and industrial development. In 1862, Congress 
passed the Homestead Act. Through the GLO, settlers could receive 
160 acres of land for free after five years of residence and culti-
vation. To finance the transcontinental 
railroads, Congress also granted the rail-
road companies 5 to 40 alternate sections 
of land for each mile of track they laid. 
This resulted in the checkerboard pattern 
of public and private lands that we see in 
much of the desert today. However, after 
millions of acres had been given away to 
the railroads, public outcry led Congress 
to halt the grants in 1871. Public educa-
tion was also a beneficiary of public lands 
policy. To finance public colleges, states 
received 2 to 4 sections of land per town-
ship. In the West, many of these “school sections” are still in state 
ownership today. Then, to address the chaos over mineral rights, 
the General Mining Law gave mining claims priority over other 
land uses.
 Yet, in addition to these substantial grants for settlement and 
development, a new idea for public lands emerged. In 1864, Pres-
ident Abraham Lincoln ceded the Yosemite Valley to California, 
for “public use, resort, and recreation”. Although the lands were 
transferred to the state, this act set the stage for the National Park 
System. Following the Civil War, government surveys - which in-
cluded artists and photographers in their expeditions - presented 
reports on the western wilderness to Congress and an increasingly 
urban population. Gradually, interest grew for the conservation 
of wild lands, not just their disposal. In 1872, Congress created 
the world’s first national park, Yellowstone. And after decades of 
devastation from unrestricted logging, the General Public Lands 
Reform Law of 1891 allowed for withdrawal and reservation of 
timber lands into the first federal forest reserves.
 The GLO initially had responsibility for the national parks and 
forest reserves, but had limited means to protect or manage these 
areas. President Theodore Roosevelt saw a need for new agencies 
to take over management of public lands from the GLO, and cre-
ated the U.S. Forest Service in 1905. An ardent conservationist, 
Roosevelt also used the Antiquities Act of 1906 to create national 
monuments. The monuments were administered by the GLO until 
the creation of the National Park Service in 1916.
 Although land management responsibilities were gradually 
turned over to other agencies, the GLO continued to survey and 
dispose of public land. The last authority granted to the GLO was 
the management of livestock grazing on public lands. To better 
control grazing and repair the land, Congress passed the Taylor 
Grazing Act in 1934, establishing grazing districts. Grazing lands 
were to be leased and regulated by the new U.S. Grazing Service, 
although the GLO continued to play a role. Eventually, in 1946, 
the GLO and the Grazing Service were merged to become a new 
agency, the Bureau of Land Management (BLM).
 In its early days the BLM continued to manage surveying, 
grazing, and land disposal programs, differing little from the work 
of the GLO. However, in 1976, Congress passed the Federal Land 

Policy and Management Act (FLPMA) which, among other things, 
ended the 200 year policy of disposing of public lands. FLPMA re-
pealed many outdated land laws (including the Homestead Act), 
making it federal policy to retain public lands and manage them for 
a variety of uses. FLPMA also required the BLM to manage public 
lands as part of the National Wilderness Preservation System, and 

created the first National Conservation Ar-
eas. Today the BLM administers over 245 
million acres of public lands and is respon-
sible for about 700 million acres of sub-
surface mineral resources. The BLM also 
carries on the official boundary surveys 
of public lands for the United States. BLM 
public lands include 17 National Monu-
ments, 13 National Conservation Areas, 
and 221 wilderness areas.
The General Land Office has left a rich 
legacy. It was responsible for surveying 1.8 
billion acres of land and transferred 1.1 

million acres of publicly-held land into private ownership. The GLO 
laid the foundation for the Bureau of Land Management, the U.S. 
Geological Survey, the U.S. Forest Service, and the National Park 
Service. You can join in events and commemorations of the 200th 
Anniversary of the General Land Office by visiting your local BLM 
office or by checking the BLM National Website at http://www.blm.
gov/history. 

Greg Hill is the Wilderness Coordinator for the BLM California Des-
ert District Office. Greg attended UCLA and in 1976 served as an in-
tern with the Sierra Club California Office, working on the California 
Coastal Protection Act. Since 1981 Greg has worked throughout the 
Southwest and California as a Park Ranger for the National Park Ser-
vice and as an Outdoor Recreation Planner for the BLM. He resides in 
Yucca Valley, California.
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S
Southeastern California and Northwestern 
Baja California form one of North America’s 
best preserved regions. The area had sur-
prisingly escaped the large development 
projects that have caused the disappearance 
or degradation of many coastal regions in 
the Californias. Unfortunately, these un-
fragmented ecosystems are now the target 
of several large-scale energy projects that 
will change this region forever. Last March, 
the binational organization Terra Peninsular 
brought together indigenous leaders from 
San Diego County and across the state, re-
newable energy and conservation experts, 
and lawmakers in San Diego to evaluate 
strategies for renewable energy implemen-
tation. The workshop focused on the best 
ideas and strategies for implementing re-
newable energy in Southern California and 
Northern Baja California (Mexico) in an 
environmentally and culturally respectful 
manner. Workshop speakers included Dan-
iel J. Tucker, Chairman of the Sycuan Band 
of the Kumeyaay Nation, Chairman Anthony 
Pico of the Viejas Band of Kumeyaay Indi-
ans, national energy consultant Bill Powers, 
P.E. of Powers Engineering, former Mexican 
Congressman Jaime Martinez Veloz, former 
San Diego Trial Judge and attorney Robert 
C. Coates, attorney Cory Briggs, Congress-
man Bob Filner, and San Diego Supervisor 
Dianne Jacob.
 Workshop speakers talked about the 
lack of transparency during the evaluation 
process for energy projects on both sides of 
the border, and a growing frustration with 
the agencies in charge of protecting public 
lands and our natural resources. Despite 
overwhelming local opposition and signifi-
cant impacts to environmental and tribal 
cultural values, federal, state, and private 
sector agencies have pressed to get many of 
these projects approved. The region affected 

is not only home to desert tortoises, bighorn sheep, and mountain lions, but it is also 
vital for the Yuman indigenous tribes (i.e. Quechans, Kumeyaays, Cocopahs, Paipais, and 
Kiliwas), since it harbors many important sacred sites. Referring to the Ocotillo Express 
project (the largest wind project proposed on Bureau of Land Management lands in the 
country with more than 155 wind turbines), Chairman Pico stated that “the proposed 
project area landscape is rich with evidence of its use and occupation by tribal peoples. 
Our tribes maintain a spiritual connection to the landscape, and its plants, animals, views 
and natural features which include three spiritually significant mountains. Non-native 
peoples put their history in books; our ancestors put our history on the ground. This is 
the proof of our existence. This tells us about our history, our ceremonies, how we lived, 
and how we moved. Destruction of this record is irreparable and takes a part of our lives. 
Our knowledge of who we are and where we come from is passed along in songs, stories 
and ceremonies that reference the Ocotillo area and the animals and plants that live 
there. We still tell those stories, sing those songs and practice those ceremonies today. It 
is also a teaching place, a place where we educate our tribal youth about our traditions 
and spiritual practices. This is a house for the ancestors. Disturbance of our ancestors 

ENERGY INDUSTRIALIZATION ACCELERATES IN THE BACK COUNTRY

 
Renewable Energy

Why Not On Rooftops 
In San Diego?

BY SAUL ALARCON FARFAN

Location of the Ocotillo Wind project, where the Yuman indigenous tribes maintain a 
spiritual connection to the landscape

Continued on page 19
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Bureau of Land Management (BLM) 
Director Bob Abbey Retires
 BLM Director Robert Abbey retired May 31. After being 

appointed in 2009, Abbey oversaw the approval of 29 large-

scale renewable energy projects on public lands, including 16 

solar projects, 5 wind farms, and 8 geothermal plants. Prior to 

2009, not a single solar project land had been approved for 

construction on public lands. During his tenure, Abbey also 

oversaw a significant expansion of the National Landscape 

Conservation System (NLCS).

 BLM Deputy Director Mike Pool will serve as Acting 

Director.

Grand Canyon Bans Bottled  
Water Sales
 The National Park Service announced in February that 

it would ban the sale of water bottled in plastic contain-

ers within the Grand Canyon National Park boundaries. This 

comes more than a year after the move was first announced 

and then delayed amid rumors that water bottler Coca Cola 

opposed the decision.

 The restrictions, which are now in effect, are in line with 

a new park service policy spelled out in December 2011 in 

which all parks are to stop selling plastic water bottles within 

their boundaries.

 The Grand Canyon has installed ten water filling stations 

on the South Rim and three on the North Rim. Some of the 

park’s concessionaires have installed similar facilities at ho-

tels or restaurants. Many of the gift shops now sell refillable 

containers.

 Plastic water bottles account for 30% of the park’s recy-

clables and 20% of the overall waste stream. The bottles have 

become a serious litter problem along trails on the rim and 

inside the canyon.

 The park service originally announced its intent to ban 

plastic water bottles in May 2010; however, they delayed the 

move in December of that year. Public Employees for Envi-

ronmental Responsibility (PEER) released documents that 

suggested the park had bowed to pressure by Coca Cola, 

which bottles and sells the Dasani brand of water. The park 

and Coca Cola strongly denied the charges.

Record of Decision Signed for Ocotillo 
Wind Energy Project
 On April 25 2012, the Imperial County Board of Super-

visors approved the final Environmental Impact Report for 

a huge industrial wind project on 12,500 acres of Bureau of 

Land Management (BLM) public land close to the community 

of Ocotillo. On May 11, Secretary of the Interior Ken Salazar 

signed the Record of Decision (ROD) for this project.

 “After careful consideration and environmental review, 

we have worked with interested parties to create a project 

that protects the important cultural values of the area and 

produces clean energy on American soil to power the popu-

lation centers of Southern California,” said Jim Kenna, state 

director for the BLM.

 Because of the sensitive resources in the area to be devel-

oped, it has been managed under the BLM’s California Desert 

Conservation Area (CDCA) Plan as a “limited-use” area, which 

allows vehicular travel only on designated routes of travel. The 

area contains forests of ocotillos, a diversity of low-desert spe-

cies, an intricate system of braided washes, some with healthy 

populations of smoke trees, mesquite and indigo bushes. The 

area contains good habitat for the flat-tailed horned lizard, a 

species under special management by the USF&WS. The area 

is an extension of the Yuha Desert Native American cultural 

landscape. Local tribes have used this area for hundreds of 

years in their travels between the Colorado River and the San 

Diego coast. Anza Borrego Desert State Park’s southern bor-

der is adjacent to the project site. The project, called the Oco-

tillo Wind Energy Facility (OWEF) surrounds the community 

of Ocotillo.

 Several organizations filed protests against this in order to 

prepare for possible litigation. Twenty square miles of desert 

adjacent to several wilderness areas and the second largest 

state park in the country will be filled with 112 turbines piercing 

the clear desert sky up to 465 feet.

 The final project approval document claims the project 

will produce power for only 25,000 homes. When it was ini-

tially trying to win support from Imperial County’s Supervi-

sors and Planning Commission, the developer, Pattern Energy, 

claimed their project would power 130,000 homes.

Photographer David McChesney Sends 
the Mojave to Washington
 In March, photographer/author David Jesse McChesney 

of Joshua Tree began his “Send the Mojave to Washington” 

campaign by mailing 25 copies of his latest book The Mojave 
Desert: Miles of Wonder to members of the U.S. Senate Com-

mittee on Energy and Natural Resources (CENR), President 

Obama, Interior Secretary Ken Salazar and National Park Ser-

vice Director Jon Jarvis. The intent is to offer national legisla-

tors and selected administration officials a better understand-

ing of the Mojave Desert as consideration of Senator Dianne 

Feinstein’s legislation (S.138 the California Desert Protection 

Act of 2011/12) progresses.

 McChesney sent the 540-image book to each member 

of the CENR’s subcommittees on National Parks and Public 

Lands and Forests. Currently the book is seen at national park-

lands, museums, travel and visitor centers and libraries across 

the Mojave.

 McChesney is the advanced photography instructor for 

the Desert Institute at Joshua Tree National Park and has pho-

tographed much of the western hemisphere including 53 Na-

tional Parks.

 In September, McChesney plans a cross-country trip to 

Washington DC which will include talks and presentations in 

Current Issues

Continued on page 11
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Several solar and wind energy projects 
proposed or under construction on desert 
wildlands have been beset by financial and 
legal problems. But the industry appears 
undeterred and continues to propose new 
projects on ecologically intact desert. Al-
though environmental groups and wildlife 
officials have sought to steer new projects 
to already-disturbed or less sensitive lands, 
the industry has generally balked at and ig-
nored such efforts over the past few months.
 Solar Trust of America (STA) put its 
entire solar project pipeline up for auction 
after declaring bankruptcy in April. The 
swaths of desert that STA targeted will get 
at least a temporary reprieve. These include 
a nearly 11 square mile Blythe solar project 
site that contains culturally significant ar-
eas and microphyll woodland habitat. The 
Ridgecrest solar power project proposal, 
which may imperil Mohave Ground Squirrel 
and Desert Tortoise habitat in the western 
Mojave Desert, will also be up for grabs to 
potential buyers. Other projects stalled by 
the bankruptcy include Palen and Amargosa 
Valley. NRG Energy has expressed interest in 
salvaging some of the projects, although we 
will not know which projects will move for-
ward until after the auction, scheduled for 
late June 2012 in Delaware.
 First Solar is another company that has 
hit some financial hurdles, caused by hefty 
warranty claims on defective solar panels 
and dropping solar panel prices, which have 
forced the company to shut down some of its 
manufacturing and research wings. None-
theless, the company has promised to con-
tinue its “systems” business, which involves 
building large facilities in the southwestern 
deserts. First Solar is currently building a 
nearly 6 square mile solar project on intact 
desert south of Joshua Tree National Park, 
in addition to two projects in the Antelope 
Valley and Carrizo Plain of California, and 

one in Yuma County, Arizona. The company is now requesting Department of Interior ap-
proval for two more projects in the contested Ivanpah Valley, where BrightSource Energy 
is already building its 5.6 square mile solar project. US Fish and Wildlife officials have 
warned that additional industrial development in the Ivanpah Valley -- including First 
Solar’s proposed Silver State South and Stateline projects -- would disrupt desert tortoise 
habitat connectivity. Conservationists argue that Ivanpah’s richness of rare plant and ani-
mal species make the area worth conserving, and have proposed that the public lands 
there be designated as an Area of Critical Environmental Concern.
 BrightSource Energy decided not to list its company on the stock market in April, 
citing unfavorable market conditions. The company has already mowed native vegetation 
on much of its Ivanpah project, and has begun installing giant mirrors and constructing 
the three “power towers.” BrightSource has complained about the costs of mitigating its 
environmental damage, according to Department of Interior records recovered by the Los 
Angeles Times. Still, the company is pushing for yet another rushed review and approval 
process for two more massive solar projects -- Rio Mesa and Hidden Hills. BrightSource 
is also in the early stages of project development for several other sites on desert habitat, 
including Siberia (southeast of Ludlow, California), Sandy Valley in Nevada, and two oth-
ers near Mormon Mesa and the Muddy Mountains of Nevada.
 Wind energy projects have so far consumed the most desert. But many projects pro-
posed for the Barstow area, which threatened to industrialize over 100 square miles, 

AN UPDATE ON ALTERNATIVE ENERGY PROJECTS

 
Energy Companies Continue 

To Eye Desert Despite Setbacks

BY SHAUN GONZALES

BrightSource Energy’s ISEGS in Ivanpah Valley, showing the second of three phases; 
the first is partly visible on the left
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have been culled by BLM officials, citing lack of follow-through by 
the developer or conflicts with Department of Defense radar and 
flight operations. However, the Department of Interior approved 
the over 18 square mile Ocotillo Express wind project just south of 
Anza-Borrego Desert State Park, and is expected to give approval 
to an 87 wind turbine project surrounding Searchlight, Nevada. 
Both wind projects would carve miles of wide roads into intact 
desert, and imperil local and migratory bird species.
 In the western Mojave Desert, the Sierra Club, Center for 
Biological Diversity, and Defenders of Wildlife are challenging 
the hasty approval of the North Sky River Wind energy project 
by the Department of Interior and Kern County. The nearly 20 
square mile project would fragment habitat with nearly 100 giant  
turbines and jeopardize California condors, golden eagles, and 
other birds.
 The rooftop solar energy alternative faces its own hurdles in 
the United States, but it is marching forward steadily. Small-scale 
installations of photovoltaic panels on rooftops and other available 
spaces in our cities offer the potential for generating thousands 
of megawatts of electricity without the environmental damage 
caused by large solar and wind projects in our deserts. But federal 
regulations and utility companies continue to hold back the poten-
tial for thousands of megawatts of potential rooftop solar instal-

lations by opposing proper feed-in-tariffs and Property Assessed 
Clean Energy (PACE) programs. Feed-in tariffs pay rooftop solar 
owners for the energy they generate and feed into the grid. PACE 
programs allow homeowners to pay back the costs of energy effi-
ciency upgrades and rooftop solar installations over time through 
their property tax bill. The Federal Housing Finance Agency this 
spring solicited public comments after it was forced by the courts 
to reconsider its rule barring PACE programs. This may loosen the 
Obama Administration’s grip on rooftop solar financing.
 Yet even with these hurdles, Californians alone have installed 
1,185 megawatts of rooftop solar panels, the equivalent of three 
Ivanpah solar projects or two Reid Gardner coal power plants. Al-
though this number is dwarfed by progress in Germany, which has 
already installed nearly 20,000 megawatts of local solar gener-
ating capacity, environmentalists and communities here are look-
ing to catch up. The Los Angeles Business Council in April lauded 
the city’s approval of an initial feed-in tariff for larger rooftop 
solar projects, and urged an even wider program to tap an esti-
mated 5,000 megawatts of rooftop solar potential within city lim-
its. The Sierra Club in May officially launched its My Generation 
campaign to encourage policies that expand access to local clean  
energy. With so much potential in the places where we live, it  
would be a shame to see another acre of desert destroyed for  
our energy habits. 

Shaun Gonzales is a Sierra Club member and desert activist who also 
writes the Mojave Desert Blog.

Current Issues
Continued FRoM page 9

Californians alone have installed 1,185  
megawatts of rooftop solar panels, the  

equivalent of three Ivanpah solar projects.

16 states. In October he will meet with key legislators and dis-

tribute additional Miles of Wonder books to Senate and House 

members while extolling the benefits of establishing two new 

national monuments and protecting valuable desert wilder-

ness areas in the Mojave.

Imperial County Board of Supervisors 
Rescinds Approval of Wind Zero  
Training Facility
 The permits for what would have allowed for the develop-

ment of a military and law enforcement training facility near 

the communities of Ocotillo and Nomirage were rescinded by 

the Imperial County Board of Supervisors on May 8.

 Wind Zero, at one point set for a 944-acre site south of In-

terstate 8 and mostly north of Highway 98, would have includ-

ed two race tracks, indoor and semi-enclosed shooting ranges, 

a live-fire training house, indoor virtual training environments, 

and lodging and meal facilities on site. 

The project was approved by the Imperial Board of Supervi-

sors late in 2010 amid opposition from Ocotillo residents, envi-

ronmental groups and the Quechan tribe. Soon after the vote 

of approval, groups like the Quechan Tribe, the Sierra Club and 

the Desert Protective Council sued the county. The issue never 

went to court, and in December the property was foreclosed 

after the applicant filed for bankruptcy.

 When the applicant stopped paying the litigation fees as 

required, the county stopped defending the action. The per-

mits go with the ground, and not with the proponents, so there 

was a concern that if someone were to take over the property, 

the project could still be developed. By rescinding the permits 

and rezoning authorization, the land will revert back to a resi-

dential zone.

New Sierra Club CA Campaign:  
My Generation
 In May, the Sierra Club launched a new state-wide clean 

energy campaign in California, called the My Generation cam-

paign. The My Generation campaign will show that there is 

public demand for local clean energy, particularly rooftop solar 

power, and is calling for 30% of the state’s electricity needs to 

be met by local clean energy sources by 2020.

 “Across our state, big utilities are denying California fami-

lies the opportunity to save money, create local jobs, and 

reduce the enormous health problems that come from dirty 

fossil fuels,” said Evan Gillespie, My Generation Campaign Di-

rector. “Rooftop solar is better for our kids’ health, better for 

our wallets, and better for jobs. It’s time utilities got out of the 

way of local clean energy.”

 The Sierra Club press release states that local clean en-

ergy includes various forms of clean and renewable sources of 

power, such as rooftop solar, energy efficiency, combined heat 

and power, and energy storage programs.
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GREAT MURAL ART IN BAJA CALIFORNIA 

 

Technology Assists In The  
Understanding Of Cave Paintings 

BY JON HARMAN 

Editor’s note: Decorrelation stretch (DStretch) is an image en-
hancement technique first used in remote sensing. DStretch 
was found to be a useful tool for archaeologists involved in the 
study and documentation of rock art. Because human color 
vision is poor, color contrast can be improved by the use of 
DStretch. Its enhancement techniques can bring out very faint 
pictographs almost invisible to the eye. Subtle differences in 
hue are enhanced which can give clues to superposition. Pic-
tographs can be enhanced for publication or presentation to 
viewers not capable (or inclined) to puzzle out faint elements. 
Use of DStretch can be as simple as just hitting a button, but it 
also contains sophisticated tools for the manipulation of false 
color images. 

DStretch is pretty well accepted by now. It has proven itself around 
the globe. I no longer need to demonstrate how it can make faint 
or invisible pictographs visible, as I have done many times over 
the years. But I still go to conferences and need to give papers. 
But on what? This question is what brings me to Baja California 
on this trip: searching for something intelligent to say about Great 
Mural art. What that may be I have no clue. I do have an idea for 
a place to search. Harry Crosby has written the definitive book on 
the Great Mural art of the central peninsula [The Cave Paintings 
of Baja California : Discovering the Great Murals of an Unknown 
People, Harry Crosby 1998]. A major focus of his book is the art in 

the Sierra San Francisco, but he explored other sierras both north 
and south looking for the limits of the art. The northern limit is 
in the Sierra San Borja south of Bahia (de Los Angeles). Crosby 
calls the Sierra San Borja a “vast rock pile”. It is very dry and so 
sparsely inhabited. He visited a particularly remote area and wrote 
as follows:
 The next day, Galo showed us his site, significantly called Rincón 
de las Cuevas, the boxed-in or out-of-the-way place of the caves. Three 
hours’ ride north of San Pedro, we were directed up a cañada to the 
northeast of the main wash of the arroyo. According to Galo, this box 
canyon had long been used as a place for cattle roundups and its caves 
often served the vaqueros as shelters.
 We were now looking at different terrain. In the decidedly mixed 
geology of the Sierra de San Borja, we had arrived at the eroded edge 
of an ancient volcanic formation about 2,000 feet above sea level. The 
caves are smaller duplicates of those typical in the entirely volcanic San 
Francisco mountains, and in the first cave we found an array of paint-
ings that might have come directly from San Francisco. We saw the  
remains of carefully and beautifully painted representations of deer, 
rabbits, and people-remains, and only remains. Fires, apparently of 
rather recent origin, had been built against the painted walls and they 
had caused the surface rock to expand and flake away in sheets. Higher 
up, the paintings are badly smoked. On the floor near the back wall, 
partially obscured by the fallen debris, we found a maze of those enig-
matic cuplike pits we had encountered at several sites in other sierras.

Figure 1: Wall of cave. At lower left is the area of lost surface, at 
top is the blackened surface

Figure 2: DStretch enhancement (LRE). See text for description
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 We pored over the polychromatic patches of paint, trying to in-
terpret them. We photographed the small areas that were reasonably 
intact. Later, when our trip was done, we felt the sense of loss even 
more keenly. By then we realized that all the other San Borja Great 
Mural sites present a distinctly parochial aspect: Style, paints, and the 
surfaces on which the Painters chose to paint would define a “Red-on-
Granite” school of painting, of which our recent find at San Pedro was 
typical. But that little cave at Rincón de las Cuevas demonstrated with 
finality that the familiar tradition of the San Francisco style of Great 
Mural art extended well into the Sierra de San Borja. And, for the mo-
ment at least, that is the only evidence.
 Those words are what brought me to Rancho Quattro A to ask 
the owner Matilde Murillo if he would arrange for a mule trip to 
Rincon de las Cuevas. Matilde is one of 8 brothers from Rancho La 
Bocana at the mouth of Valle de San Pedro and the starting point 
for the trip. He established his own ranch a few miles away and 
lives there with his wife Andrea. I learned of Matilde from Carolina 
Shepard Espinoza who runs the museum in Bahia. Carolina highly 
recommended Matilde as a guide.
 I depend too much on my wife Sheila to communicate in 
Spanish. This time she is not with me; I am on my own. Not a big 
problem as it turns out. A few drawings in the dirt and some place 
names communicate to Matilde what I want. He can do it. He will 
get the animals together and we will start the day after next on a 
three day trip to the caves.
 I slept at Matilde’s rancho the night before our trip to get an 
early start the next morning. No lights. Matilde has some solar pan-
els, but no battery yet. That doesn’t stop him from showing me 
hours worth of videos that Andrea and he took last summer of the 
bighorn herd in the mountains above the ranch. He hooked a small 
TV and video camera to his car battery to show me the video. Their 
routine is to go to sleep at 8 when the light is gone and to wake up 
at 5 when there is barely enough light to see. 
 I drive half an hour to La Bocana in the morning; Matilde and 
Andrea follow later with the animals, 5 in all. Three for us to ride, 
one pack animal and one extra that tags along (I don’t know why). 
I was surprised that Andrea came along. This is unusual in the sier-
ras. The women usually stay at home.
 When I got to La Bocana I said hello to Matilde’s mother Maria 
who was there. In a few minutes two of her sons came in on horses 
pulling a steer. It was branding time. I watched them brand the 
few cattle that were around while I waited for Matilde and Andrea. 
Shortly they arrived; we packed, had a nice breakfast and then set 
off. It took us only an hour and a half to get to San Pedro, a very old 
dilapidated rancho used as a summer place by the family. That it 
was old was testified to by a few datil (date palm) trees nearby. The 
trees probably are descended from trees planted in Mission times. 
San Pedro was on a route (but not the main Camino Real) from 
Mission Santa Gertrudis to Mission San Borja. There is a nice spring 
nearby, the only water for miles. In the 1880’s the rancho supported 
a gold mine a few kilometers away in the mountains. A 5-stamp 
mill and 1-stamp mill stand rusting near the rancho.
 There are some sites near San Pedro of the “Red-on-Granite” 
style and we searched for them in the heat of midday. We found 
3 very faded sites, perfect for DStretch. They reminded me of the 
“Red-on-Granite” sites I had seen near Campo Monte maybe 30 
miles away to the southwest. That afternoon I wandered over to 
the stamp mills. They are very well preserved along with forge parts 
and other interesting mining relics. Carolina tells me that the scrap 
metal dealers have their eye on it and there is no money to preserve 

it, for example, by putting a sign up and a fence around it.
 The next day was our trip to Rincon del las Cuevas. Thank 
god it was cooler. It took two and a half hours to get there with 
me struggling to get my mule to keep up with the others. I had 
no spurs and these animals quickly sense that the gringo on top 
knows nothing and so they can get away with a lot. Matilde loaned 
me his ramal (a short whip) and that helped. We got to the caves 
before 11. They were exactly as Crosby described them. Crosby is a 
remarkably accurate and discerning observer. However I did not see 
any evidence of fires in the caves and the blackened walls (I think) 
have a natural cause. The original surface of the back wall of the 
main cave was half gone, but no big pieces were on the floor. Had 
someone cleaned it out? Not likely, so this is a mystery. There is no 
way DStretch can bring the paintings back from a surface that is 
gone. But there are other places where DStretch can help decipher 
what is there. 

 Careful study of the DStretch enhancements (Figure 2) can re-
veal some information. Great Mural subject matter is sufficiently 
consistent so that it can be guessed at from fragments. In this figure 
two monos (human figures) with their hands up can be seen at 
either side. A big animal facing left (deer?) lies over the lower part 
of the mono on the left. A borrego (bighorn) facing right with mul-
ticolored body is in the center over the left arm of the mono on the 
right. Below the body of the borrego is another large animal facing 
right. Below that animal are a series of small deer going to the right. 
 This site is indeed different from the “Red-on-Granite” sites at 
San Pedro and it is much more like the Sierra San Francisco art. The 
photos and enhancements will provide much food for thought. 

Jon Harman has spent over twenty years pursuing rock art as a seri-
ous hobby. He is a member of the Bay Area Rock Art Research As-
sociation (BARARA), the Society for California Archaeology, and the 
American Rock Art Research Association (ARARA). He has traveled 
throughout the United States as well as to Mexico, North Africa, East 
Africa, and France in search of petroglyph and pictograph sites. Jon 
has enjoyed a lengthy career in medical imaging, working for a CT 
manufacturer and an ophthalmology device manufacturer, specializ-
ing in the design of algorithms used in creating medical images and 
in analyzing structures in the images. This vocation prepared him 
for the development of the rock art enhancement program DStretch 
which uses sophisticated mathematical algorithms to bring out faint 
pictographs in digital images. For more information on how DStretch 
works, go to: www.DStretch.com

Left: Matilde beside a “Red-on Granite” painting. Right: DStretch 
enhancement (YRD). Arms down are a “Red-on Granite” trait
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A HIDDEN GEM IN NEVADA 

 

Sloan Canyon  
National Conservation Area 

BY TERRI ROBERTSON

For most of our current and proposed Na-
tional Parks, National Monuments, and 
National Conservation Areas, their stories 
began with citizens who had love in their 
hearts for each area. So it was with the 
Sloan Canyon National Conservation Area 
(NCA) with Wilderness. Before there was a 
Sloan Canyon NCA, there was the creation 
of Friends of Sloan Canyon. Members were 
gathered from organizations all over the Las 
Vegas Valley. No group was left out in the 
search for members. Individuals from the 
Red Rock Audubon Society, the Sierra Club, 
Southern Nevada Rock Art Association, the 
Las Vegas Paiute Tribe, and Archaeo Nevada, 
were the first on board. 
 Years were spent networking in south-
ern Nevada. We were educating citizens, 
local officials, and federal legislators to the 
wonders that could be found in the North-
ern McCullough Range. That work paid off. 
Thanks in a large part to Senator Harry Reid 
listening to our pleas, federal legislation 
created the Sloan Canyon National Conser-
vation Area with Wilderness areas in 2002. 
The NCA is located just south of Henderson 
Nevada within the County of Clark. The area 
is approximately 46,000 acres of unspoiled 
desert washes and mountains. Within that 
are 14,763 acres of wilderness called the 
North McCullough Wilderness Area. It is lo-
cated on the northwest side of the Northern 
McCullough Range. 
 Geologically, this range was created 
by volcanic action millions of years ago. 
The results of that volcanism are apparent 
throughout Sloan Canyon NCA. If you are 
interested in more information on the Mc-
Cullough Mountain volcanic action you can 
go to www.geoscienceconsultants.com/re-
sources/Volcanoes+of+the+McCullough+
Mountains.doc.
 The cultural centerpiece of the NCA 
is the Sloan Canyon Petroglyph Site. More An old Yucca
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than 17,000 petroglyphs are visual proof that the area was used 
by native cultures from Archaic to historic eras. This very sacred 
place is still utilized by Southern Paiutes today. The main set of 
petroglyphs are within a stunning water-bearing wash whose side 
walls are stacked with volcanic rocks in all shapes and sizes. The 
petroglyphs begin about two miles from the northern end of this 
wash. They continue on both sides of the wash for more than a 
mile. Above the mile long area of petroglyphs you will find ancient 
pathways. Exploration can also reveal hunting blinds and shelters.
 Like a lot of people, my first outdoor experiences were at the 
side of a family member. The Sloan NCA is located near a now 
closed small company town called Sloan. The lime mine closed and 
the town of Sloan is long gone, but it was my home from the time 
I was born until the age of 14. We lived in company housing there 
that was provided for the miners and their families.
 The McCullough Mountains and the Sloan Petroglyph Site 
were the nearest and dearest of my father’s favorite places. We 
visited there on a regular basis. We walked there in the rain, on 
hot and windy summer days, in daylight, and on incredible desert 
nights. Dad never owned a four wheel drive vehicle. We drove the 
dirt roads throughout Southern Nevada first in an old Model T 
with rumble seat and later in a 1952 Pontiac Chief. He ordered 
snow tires from Denver Colorado to give us the traction to move 
through the gravel and sand. The V8 engine gave us the power we 
needed to climb hills. My love of four wheeling began with this 
very vehicle.
 So here is what I know about Sloan. It is a remarkable place. 
It surrounds you in quiet except for some occasional plane noise. 
At the southern entrance through Hidden Valley, it seems almost to 
be a strange and moon-like place. Also in this area is a very nar-
row and steep canyon that produced a yucca that grew to 16 feet 
in height. Sometime between the middle of October and the first 
week in November of 2002, the yucca lay her heavy head down. 
Her skeleton lies there still. The children she left behind are healthy 
and continue to stand beside her. Since there are several of them, 
I imagine they will not grow as tall as she did. They are beautiful 
just the same.
 Big horn sheep herds call the McCulloughs home. Migration 
routes run between the Southern and Northern McCulloughs. Lo-

cated within the Sloan Canyon NCA are several important lambing 
areas. The existing healthy herds have their ancestors etched on 
the volcanic rocks in the Sloan Canyon Petroglyph Area. 
 If you ask the residents of Anthem who live adjacent to the 
NCA they will tell you that coyotes, kit fox, quail, kangaroo rats, 
mountain lions, lizards, and snakes are alive and well in this desert 
paradise. When we create National Parks, National Monuments, 
and National Conservation Areas we make forever homes for all 

the wildlife residents. 
 Friends of Sloan Canyon provides free presentations to adult 
and youth groups on just this subject. Using plush puppets resem-
bling our native wildlife, we try to bring a little wildlife education 
to our community. How far can a mountain lion jump? We unravel 
a rope that shows just how far that is. What does the big horn sheep 
have in his horns that we have somewhere on our body? Do you 
know the length of a red tail hawk’s wings? What kind of footprint 
does a roadrunner make in the sand? How does a tarantula feel 
in your hand? Do all birds have the same toe pattern? Why would 
some birds need long legs and some short? Why are desert animals 
able to survive without water?
 Our hope is that we can get our community to absorb the fact 
that, as they look at the mountain ranges surrounding our valley, 
wildlife is there 24/7, living uninhibited and free. Whether people 
are looking at an outstanding desert wash or the beautiful outline 
of a mountain against our blue Nevada sky, we hope the thought of 
wildlife will come to mind. 
 We have great empathy and connection for the wildlife we 
view on our TV or see in a movie. The fact is we need to create eco-
systems for wildlife to continue to exist and thrive. In saving places 
for ourselves and future generations to enjoy and explore, we take 
care of them at the same time.
 This last fall, my great grandson walked to the petroglyph site 
in Sloan Canyon. He saw big horn sheep and a red tailed hawk. 

Continued on page 22

Petroglyphs in Sloan Canyon
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The cultural centerpiece of the NCA is 
the Sloan Canyon Petroglyph Site.  

More than 17,000 petroglyphs are visual 
proof that the area was used by native 
cultures from Archaic to historic eras.
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Death Valley National Park is a well-known tour-
ist destination in the United States and around the 
world. Over a million tourists visit this rugged yet 
starkly beautiful destination each year. Its boundaries 
straddle California and Nevada, and its presence has 
become an important engine for the economic sus-
tainability of the surrounding communities. Adjacent 
to Death Valley is another beautiful and mysterious 
valley that also is becoming a tourist destination, the 
Amargosa Valley.
 Although the Amargosa Valley is not as famous as its neigh-
bor, its resources are just as impressive. One of the many reasons 
this area is so special is that it is located at the intersections of the 
Great Basin, the Mojave and the Sonoran deserts, and as a result, 
is the home to many diverse species, For example, in the Kingston 
wilderness alone there are over 500 unique plant species, including 
the Giant Nolina. This makes it the most botanically diverse wilder-
ness area in the California desert. There are seven other wilderness 
areas which frame the Amargosa Valley that are equally spectacular 
and as diverse as the Kingston wilderness.
 The Amargosa River, which flows through the valley, also en-
hances the richness of the area. The river originates in the south-
ern Great Basin near Pahute mesa in western Nevada, then finally 
winds its way to ancient Lake Manley on the floor of Death Val-
ley in California. The Amargosa River often travels underground, 
sporadically surfacing to create spectacularly beautiful oases. Since 
these oases are isolated from one another they are home to many 
endemic species, found only in the Amargosa Valley. This makes 
it one of the most biodiverse valleys in the western hemisphere. 
Because of its attractive yet fragile resources 26 miles of the Ama-
rgosa River was declared a Wild and Scenic River in 2009 in the 
Omnibus Bill sponsored by Representative Howard MeKeon, Sena-
tor Barbara Boxer and Senator Diane Feinstein.
 Although Native Americans have lived in the Amargosa Val-
ley for thousands of years, few European visitors entered the area 
until the early 1800’s. In 1829, Antonio Armijo established the Old 
Spanish trail, which opened the area to more travelers. In 1849 
during the gold rush to California gold also was discovered at Salt 
Creek in the Amargosa Valley creating a boom in prospecting and 
mining. Prospectors and promoters rushed to the Amargosa Val-
ley, and to Death Valley, in droves to seek their fortune. Although 
gold fever created the boom in mining, as the boom expanded, 
other minerals rose in prominence and one of these was borax, also 

known as white gold. As result of the development of 
the borax industry, Borax Smith, a well-known figure 
in Death Valley lore, constructed the Tonopah and 
Tidewater Railroad in the early 1900‘s along the floor 
of the valley and next to the Amargosa River. Towns 
soon began springing up along the station stops. As 
mining continued to boom the small station stops in 
the area, such as Shoshone, Tecopa, Death Valley Junc-
tion and Beatty developed into thriving communities. 
Mining was the driving force behind the prosperity of 

the region for almost one hundred years, from the late 1880’s until 
the late 1980’s. This prosperity ended when burgeoning multina-
tional corporations consolidated most of the small mining compa-
nies and then relocated to foreign countries to enhance their profits. 
In order to survive, the communities had to find another source 
for economic stability and the most logical source, being located 
between Las Vegas and Death Valley National Park, was tourism.
 In the last twenty years, after the prosperity based on mining 
evaporated, the communities in the Amargosa Valley have worked 
hard to ensure that tourism will provide a sustainable base for the 
future. This transition however has not come without sacrifices. 

WILL LARGE-SCALE SOLAR PROJECTS 
THREATEN THEIR FINANCIAL FUTURE?

 
Communities In The Amargosa Valley 

Strive To Make Tourism A Success

BY SUSAN SORRELLS

B
IL

L
 C

H
R

IS
T

IA
N

Top: Tecopa wetlands Area of Critical Environmental Concern. 
Above: Hikers along the Amargosa River
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During this transitional period schools closed, families moved 
away and businesses disappeared. Since tax dollars were drying 
up, the government services that had been provided when the 
area was prosperous also began drying up, leaving the communi-
ties dependent on their own resources. The businesses, families 
and institutions that survived had to create new solutions to old 
problems and had to band together to implement these solutions. 
It soon became clear that the natural and cultural resources of 
the area were the most valuable assets available to the communi-
ties for achieving financial sustainability. In order to achieve this 
transition the communities created new organizations, such as the 
Death Valley Chamber of Commerce, and, as the result of much 
hard work and co-operation, these efforts were successful. As visi-
tors began arriving from around the United States, as well as from 
around the world, to see this intriguing and mysterious region the 
communities became even more concerned that these resources be 
protected. It became even clearer that the protection of the flora 
and fauna, as well as the breathtaking scenery, was crucial not 
only for the survival of the resources, but also for the survival of 
the communities.
 In 2004 the communities formalized their concerns over the 
protection of the environment by forming another non-profit or-
ganization, the Amargosa Conservancy, which adopted the simple 
yet meaningful mission statement of “protecting the land, water 
and beauty of the Amargosa”. In addition to working with elected 
representatives to achieve legal protection of the land the Amar-
gosa Conservancy also has partnered with government agencies, 
other nonprofits and private landowners to eradicate invasives and 
to restore important habitat for birds and other animals. As a re-
sult of these efforts hundreds of acres of tamarisk trees on private 
and public lands have been removed saving 150 to 350 gallons 
of water per tree per day, which has restored seeps and springs 
that sustain important animals and plant life. Through these part-
nerships the Conservancy also has received grants funding bird 
surveys conducted by the Point Reyes Bird Observatory. These sur-
veys have documented the importance of the Amargosa River as 
a wildlife corridor facilitating in the migration of birds and the 
propagation of their offspring. Over 260 bird species, including 
several endangered species such as the Least Bell’s Vireo and the 
Southwestern Willow Flycatcher, depend on these wetlands cre-
ated by the Amargosa River.
 As the result of the success of these activities many private 
landowners and businesses in the communities, following the lead 
of the Conservancy, have entered into partnerships with govern-
ment agencies to improve the habitat on their land and have gone 
a step further by making the decision to include ecotourism in 
their business plan. Shoshone Village, which employs over twenty-
five people, is one of these businesses. The Village partnered with 
the Bureau of Land Management, the Nature Conservancy, the 
Amargosa Conservancy and US Fish and Wildlife to eradicate over 
two thousand tamarisk trees on their lands. The landowners also 
entered into a partnership with the National Resource Conserva-
tion Service and US Fish and Wildlife to continue brush removal in 
preparation for wetlands restoration. In addition, the landowners 
have worked with California Fish and Game to create a pupfish re-
fugium and are working on a plan to create a demonstration pond 
for the enjoyment and education of the public. The Village also has 
built nature trails throughout the wetlands and historical districts 
so that the visitors can enjoy the beauty of the land and also learn 
about stewarding it for future generations. Two years ago this little 

desert village brought a staff naturalist on board, who, among many 
other activities, conducts free weekly bird walks though the wet-
lands. Both visitors and locals alike have supported these activities, 
and, partially as a result of these activities, Shoshone Village, in 
addition to Tecopa and China Ranch, is becoming a destination for 
birders and hikers.
 But the hopes for a bright future are dampened by the prospect 
of solar and wind farms destroying these pristine lands. Like many 
other desert communities, such as Joshua Tree, whose economies 
are based on tourism, many business owners and citizens feel that 
the Solar PEIS, and the ensuing variance areas that would open up 
an additional 21 million acres for solar development that were not 
included in the original solar zones, are a threat to the financial 
future of the region. It is also disconcerting that these decisions to 
allow the construction of large solar plants in this area were made 
without including the communities affected in the decision making 
process. These decisions seem even more inappropriate since this 
area is replete with lands that are a part of the National Landscape 
Conservation System, such as the eight wilderness areas, the Wild 
and Scenic River and the Old Spanish Trail. In 2000 the National 
Landscape Conservation System was created to protect the crown 
jewels of public lands. Its mission is to “conserve, protect, and re-
store these nationally significant landscapes that have outstanding 
cultural, ecological, and scientific values for the benefit of current 
and future generations.” It is discouraging that this innovative land 
system that is designed to protect America’s most important cul-
tural and natural treasures, in the Amargosa Valley could be com-
promised by solar farms that may be white elephants before they 
are operational.  

Susan Sorrells is a fourth generation resident of Shoshone, California. 
She was a founding director of the Death Valley Health Clinic, funded 
by the Rural Health Initiative, the Death Valley Chamber of Com-
merce, the Shoshone Museum and the Amargosa Conservancy. She 
owns and operates Shoshone Village with her husband Robby Haines. 
She received a BA in English at Smith College and a MA in Aftrican 
Studies from UCLA.
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Len Warren, Shoshone Naturalist, birding at Shoshone wetlands
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Continued FRoM page 1

Canine Distemper Recently Found In Desert Kit Fox

Fish and Game’s enforcement of Title 14 CCR § 460, required that the desert kit foxes on 
the site be “passively relocated.”
 In effect, the kit foxes were hazed out of their dens, which were then destroyed. 
Theoretically this would encourage the kit foxes to leave and establish another territory 
elsewhere, outside of the project zone. The Center for Biological Diversity’s (CBD) ques-
tion has always been…what happens to those “passively relocated” kit foxes? Will they 
actually reestablish another territory, or will they end up treading on another kit fox’s 
territory and not surviving? Despite CBD’s requests—made during legal hearings at the 
CEC—that displaced kit foxes be monitored in order to document that “take” was not oc-
curring, no such monitoring was ever required…until kit foxes started turning up dead.
 Desert kit foxes have great fidelity to natal burrows. They generally mate for life, 
and mating occurs from mid-December to January. One to seven pups is a typical kit 
fox litter, the number of pups largely determined by the richness of adjacent resources. 
Pups emerge from the natal den at about four weeks, and become independent at five to 
six months. At that stage they tend to disperse, although young females often remain in 
their natal home range to help raise the next litter. Kit foxes can live up to seven years in  
the wild.
 The kit foxes at the Genesis site were not eager to leave their dens. Additional mea-
sures were enacted to entice them to leave. Kit foxes’ primary predators are coyotes, 
which account for over 75 percent of kit fox mortality. So coyote urine was sprinkled 
around the denning areas to encourage den abandonment. Still the kit foxes were reluc-
tant to leave.
 In late August 2011, two kit foxes were found dead. At the time, this was presumed 
to be due to dehydration and stress from the summer heat, which easily reaches triple 
digits daily. In October another dead fox was found, and this time a necropsy was per-
formed by California Department of Fish and Game veterinarians. Canine distemper was 
determined to be the cause of death—the first time it had been documented in desert kit 
foxes. By February 2012, four more kit foxes were found dead.
 State and federal biologists tried to prevent further spread of the disease by plac-

ing electric wires on top of desert tortoise 
fencing, in an attempt to discourage kit 
foxes from reentering the construction site. 
In hopes of thwarting an epidemic, they also 
put trackable electronic collars on nine kit 
foxes, and inoculated twenty-nine others 
against distemper. Unfortunately, the inocu-
lation efforts have not been successful, and 
so far the kit fox distemper epidemic has 
spread over 11 miles south of the Genesis 
project site. Hope is now dimming that the 
epidemic can be contained.
 In an unsettling event, biologists track-
ing a mortality signal from a radio-collared 
female kit fox tracked it to a locked tool box 
in a truck bed on the Genesis project site. 
The driver had no key to open the box. The 
following morning, the dead kit fox was 
found about 100 feet from where the truck 
had been located.
 There has been much speculation and 
few answers as to how canine distemper 
spread to the kit foxes on the Genesis site. 
Was it transmitted by an infected domestic 
dog? The project permits had stipulated that 
no dogs were to be allowed on site. Was the 
disease transmitted by the coyote urine (ca-
nine distemper also affects coyotes)? Was it 
always present in the population and just 
now being discovered? Was it the stress of 
“passive relocation” that caused an out-
break? The state wildlife veterinarian for the 
California Department of Fish and Game has 
said that she isn’t certain the outbreak is con-
nected to the construction activities, but that 
habitat disturbance causes stress, and when 
animals succumb to stress they become more 
susceptible to disease. The Department of 
Fish and Game is in the process of identify-
ing the strain of canine distemper that is af-
fecting the desert kit foxes, which could shed 
light on the source of the infection.
 These housecat-sized canines are adapt-
ed to thrive in desert areas, with conspicu-
ously large, closely set ears that help dissi-
pate body heat, as well as making kit foxes 
incredibly charismatic. Dense hair between 
their footpads give kit foxes better trac-
tion on the sandy soils, while also protect-
ing their paws from the heat of the desert 
sand. They are most active nocturnally, but 
can occasionally be seen during the daytime. 
They hunt small animals such as kangaroo 
rats, cottontail rabbits, jackrabbits, insects, 
lizards, snakes and ground-dwelling birds. 
They also scavenge carrion, and occasionally 
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Continued FRoM page 8

eat fruits from cactus and other plants. 
 Kit foxes (V. macrotis) are found only in western North Amer-
ica and have been separated into two to four subspecies based on 
morphology. In the United States, the kit fox’s distribution ranged 
from southern California to western Colorado, and from western 
Texas north into southern Oregon and Idaho. In Mexico, it occurs 
across the Baja California Peninsula, across northern Sonora and 
Chihuahua to western Nuevo León, and south into northern Za-
catecas. Prior to the distemper outbreak, the largest threat to desert 
kit fox was destruction of habitat.
 The population numbers of desert kit foxes is unknown, but 
based on range and localized densities is thought to be large. 
Catching and inoculating even a small percentage of animals as a 
remedial measure is too costly for cash-strapped California, so the 
likely scenario is that the epidemic will continue to spread unabat-
ed, potentially ravaging the population. One hope is that a certain 
number of kit foxes will survive and develop resistance.
The Center for Biological Diversity will be watching carefully the 
plight of the desert kit fox to ensure that it does not go the way 
of the two other subspecies in California. The San Joaquin kit fox 
(Vulpes macrotis mutica) was formerly common in the San Joaquin 
Valley of California. But its population numbers have dropped per-
ilously low, primarily due to habitat destruction – 95% of its habitat 
has been converted to agriculture or suburban/industrial develop-
ment. It has been protected by Endangered Species Act protection 
by both the state and federal governments for over 40 years, but 
still continues to decline. The long-eared kit fox (Vulpes macrotis 
macrotis) native to Southern California became extinct in 1903.  

Ileene Anderson is a biologist with the Center for Biological Diver-
sity and coordinator of the Center’s involvement in the siting of solar  
energy facilities in the desert.

and destruction of their final resting places cannot be mitigated  
by ethnographic studies done after the fact or by donations to local 
museums.”
 In Mexico, despite the importance of the Sierra de Juarez to 
Baja California for water retention, carbon sequestration, and high 
biological diversity, Energia Sierra Juarez (owned by San Diego Gas 
& Electric) obtained approval to install hundreds of wind turbines 
to export power to the United States. Without a proper environ-
mental impact assessment (for example, the company never dis-
closed where these turbines will be placed,), without complying 
with US standards required for any project that brings energy to the 
United States, and by using legal and fiscal loopholes, this corpora-
tion plans to convert Sierra de Juarez into an industrial waste zone. 
Former Mexican Congressman Jaime Martinez Veloz asked, “Why 
does Sempra want more than 740,000 acres of land in Baja Cali-
fornia, an area twice the size of Mexico City, and what are the im-
plications in terms of sovereignty and national security for Mexico? 
And if wind power is the solution to our energy needs, why does 
it require such large subsidies to make it viable? The United States 
already went this route and failed. Just in California, large areas 

in Altamont Pass, San Gorgonio and Tehachapi, considered among 
the best wind sites in the world, are covered with thousands of 
idle wind turbines that have become too expensive and inefficient  
to operate.”
 Who are the main beneficiaries of these projects? Government 
subsidies largely eliminate the risk to private companies, transfer-
ring it to taxpayers. The benefits to the “investors” includes loan 
guarantees, cash grants, and contracts that require electric custom-
ers to pay higher rates, almost guaranteeing large profits for these 
private companies. The beneficiaries include financial firms like 
Goldman Sachs and Morgan Stanley, conglomerates like General 
Electric, utilities like Exelon and NRG, and other big companies 
like Google. In the words of one of the company’s chief executives, 
it is a “once-in-a-generation opportunity” that incentivizes energy 
companies to “fill the desert with panels.” The New York Times calls 
it “a gold rush of subsidies in clean energy.”
 In addition, since they are hundreds of miles away from the 
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Renewable Energy In San Diego

“Non-native peoples put their history in books; 
our ancestors put our history on the ground. 

This is the proof of our existence. 
This tells us about our history, our ceremonies, 

how we lived, and how we moved. 
Destruction of this record is irreparable and 

takes a part of our lives.” 

CHAIRMAN ANTHONY PICO 
OF THE VIEJAS BAND OF KUMEYAAY INDIANS
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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.)

SANTA ROSA WILDERNESS TRAIL MAINTENANCE
June 15-17, Friday-Sunday

Join Graham Stafford and Pat Bruce of Friends of Nevada 

Wilderness for this trip 1 hour north of Winnemucca. We will 

be building an exclosure on a spring near Mahogany Creek. 

This is north of the Black Rock NCA near the Summit Lake 

reservation. It is a family friendly event. All meals included 

except lunch. For details contact Leader Graham Stafford, 

775-686-8478, graham@grahamstafford.com. Great Basin 

Group/Toiyabe Chapter

EMIGRANT TRAILS IN THE BLACK ROCK DESERT
June 29-July 1, Friday-Sunday

We’ll probably leave Reno, NV, Friday evening and head to 

Double Hot Springs about 30 miles north of Gerlach, NV to 

meet a group of Trails West people who are doing a survey 

of the Emigrant trail between Double Hot Springs and Mud 

Meadows about 20 miles north. Some hiking, some driv-

ing, some time in hot springs. We’ll probably visit the ghost 

town site of Hardin City and the Lassen-Clapper Murder site 

nearby. Sorry, no RV’s or Trailers, 4WD strongly preferred. 

Sign up 6/15-6/27. Leader: David Book, 775-843-6443 Great 

Basin Group-Toiyabe Chapter

HIGHLAND RANGE NEVADA SERVICE
July 13-16, Friday-Monday

Once again we partner with ranger John from the Ely, Nevada 

office of BLM for a scintillating Wilderness service project in 

Highland Ridge, just south of Great Basin National Park. Help 

find and mark old historic trail, clean up aspen grove 

in order to keep vehicles on designated cherry stem 

route, inventory historic Arborglyph in aspen stand, 

maybe also put up a small post-and-rail fence, and 

route obliteration/rehab etc. Good work at a beauti-

ful location. Sign up with Vicky Hoover (vicky.hoover@

sierraclub.org, 415-977-5527). Central commissary of-

fered. CNRCC Wilderness Committee

SHELDON NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE
July 13-15, Friday-Sunday 

We will be working with the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service in the 

Sheldon National Wildlife Refuge, removing old barbed wire 

fence. Cattle grazing has been eliminated in the refuge and 

the fence is a threat to native pronghorn antelope and sage 

grouse. This is a family friendly event. All meals are provided 

except lunch. For details contact Graham Stafford 775-686-

8478 graham@grahamstafford.com or Pat Bruce of Friends 

of Nevada Wilderness pbruce@nevadawilderness.org. Great 

Basin Group-Toiyabe Chapter

LITTLE HIGH ROCK CANYON WILDERNESS
July 20-22, Friday-Sunday 

We will be rebuilding culvert and doing route rehabilitation 

on the edge of Little High Rock Canyon Wilderness in the 

Black Rock Desert High Rock Canyon Immigrant Trails NCA. 

All meals except lunch provided. For details contact Graham 

Stafford 775-686-8478 graham@grahamstafford.com or Pat 

Bruce of Friends of Nevada Wilderness, pbruce@nevadawil-

derness.org. Great Basin Group-Toiyabe Chapter

California/Nevada Regional Conservation Committee Desert Committee

Outings
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SHELDON NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE 
Aug 24-26 or Aug 3-5 (Date depends on wildfire risk), 

Friday-Sunday

We will be working with the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service in the 

Sheldon National Wildlife Refuge, removing old barbed wire 

fence. Cattle grazing has been eliminated in the refuge and 

the fence is a threat to native pronghorn antelope and sage 

grouse. This is a family friendly event. All meals are provided 

except lunch. For details and updates contact Graham Staf-

ford, 775-686-8478, graham@grahamstafford.com or Pat 

Bruce of Friends of Nevada Wilderness, pbruce@nevadawil-

derness.org. Depending on wildfire risk the Aug 24-26 date 

may be moved up to Aug 3-5. Great Basin Group-Toiyabe 

Chapter

NATIONAL PUBLIC LANDS DAY IN BLACK ROCK
September 21-23, Friday-Sunday

We will be doing assigned service work and celebrating Na-

tional Public Lands Day in the Black Rock Desert High Rock 

Canyon Immigrant Trails NCA. All meals except lunch are 

provided. Contact closer to the date for full details Graham 

Stafford 775-686-8478 graham@grahamstafford.com or Pat 

Bruce of Friends of Nevada Wilderness pbruce@nevadawil-

derness.org. Great Basin Group-Toiyabe Chapter

DESERT COMMITTEE 
MEETING

The summer meeting will be held August 18-19, 2012 at 
the Nelson Group Camp in the White Mountains. John 
Moody will chair. 

The fall meeting will be held at Joshua Tree National 
Park on November 17-18, 2012; see www.desertreport.org 
or the next issue of Desert Report for more details.

We encourage local citizens in the area to attend, as 
many of the items on the agenda include local issues. 
Email Tom Budlong at tombudlong@roadrunner.com or 

urban centers they serve, the proposed energy projects require ex-
pensive transmission lines and the destruction of other intact eco-
systems. Referring to the controversial $2 billion Sunrise Powerlink 
project, San Diego Supervisor Dianne Jacob said, “This line is an 
absolute tragedy and it is not needed, and it is just not me saying 
that, there is an eleven thousand-page environmental document 
and an independent administrative law judge who reached the 
same conclusion.” It is understandable that the companies which 
benefit greatly will portray these destructive projects as the only 
alternative to our dependence on traditional sources of energy. But 
that is far from the truth.
 In 2008, California prepared its Energy Efficiency Strategic 
Plan. The main thrust of this plan is to convert existing homes and 
businesses into zero net energy buildings. The concept of “zero net 
energy” is to build or retrofit buildings so that they produce at least 
as much electricity on site as they use. A combination of energy 
efficiency measures and rooftop photovoltaic panels are used to 
achieve zero net energy. The timeline established in the Energy Ef-
ficiency Strategic Plan envisions the conversion of 25 percent of 
San Diego-area homes and commercial buildings to zero net energy 
buildings by 2020. All new homes will be built as zero net energy 
structures from 2020 onward, and all new commercial buildings 
will be zero net energy from 2030 onward. 
 The participants in the workshop understand that energy 
needs have to be met, but massive, destructive energy projects that 
only benefit big corporations at the expense of the consumer and 
the environment, are not the solution for Baja California or Cali-
fornia. As Dianne Jacob put it, our current system is one where 
the power utilities are a monopoly, resulting in some of the highest 
energy rates in the country. The competition is rooftop solar. The 
competition is a municipal utility district. Competition is commu-
nity choice aggregation. And competition means thousands of more 
jobs. According to Bill Powers, California energy policy has not yet 
addressed the fundamental conflict between a state strategy built 
around zero net energy buildings (which will substantially reduce 
demand for utility-supplied electricity) and the traditional private 
utility revenue model that is dependent on costly transmission 
lines. In the renewable energy arena, this will require shifting the 
focus from utility-scale renewable energy projects in rural areas of 
the California – Baja California border region to local rooftop and 
distributed photovoltaic systems. 

Saul Alarcon Farfan is Executive Director of Terra Peninsular. For five 
years, Saul was the Wildlands Conservation Program Manager for 
Wildcoast/Costasalvaje, a binational organization based in San Diego 
and Ensenada, doing extensive land conservation work in the Baja 
California Peninsula. Before working with Wildcoast, Saul worked for 
Jones & Stokes and the Bureau of Land Management in California 
as a biological consultant. For more than five years, he represented 
the Mexican Secretariat of Agriculture, carrying out commodity in-
spections as part of international treaties. Saul received his M.S. in 
Natural Resource Management, a graduate certificate in Geographic 
Information Systems from the University of Michigan, and a B.S. in 
Agronomy from the Universidad Autonoma Chapingo. Currently he is 
pursuing an MBA at the Rady School of Management at the University 
of California San Diego.
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How wonderful to know that when his great grandchildren are 
ready to go, the site will be there in all its glory, untouched ex-
cept for time and nature, just waiting for them. Walking in wilder-
ness is as wonderful today as it was thousands of years ago. These 
continuing experiences shape who we are and influence who our 
children will become. The 2002 legislation creating Sloan Canyon 
NCA has made this a reality.
 That 2002 legislation also included a funding mechanism 
never tried before. An area of 500 acres was carved out of the 
originally proposed boundary lines. This parcel was sold under the 
Southern Nevada Public Management Act with the stipulation that 

these particular funds would go into the management and devel-
opment of the Sloan Canyon NCA. How smart was that? The land 
was sold at auction for $68 million. Every study that could pos-
sibly be needed before the development of Sloan Canyon NCA has 
been done. It is time to proceed. This year forty miles of trails will 
be ready for use. 2012 is also the 10th year since the legislation 
passed. We are planning a birthday party in October to celebrate. 
The Henderson Chamber of Commerce has produced their first city 
map showing the entire Sloan Canyon NCA area. Henderson orga-
nizations and business are beginning to see that this area is a big 
plus for their community.
 A goal of Friends of Sloan Canyon is, “Conservationists must 
accept the responsibility of introducing our special places to the 
hearts, minds, and feet of children.” So what happens to urban 
children that never get a chance to walk in the wild? Can they be-
come the environmentalists of tomorrow if they never have the op-
portunity to learn to love the earth in person? What do you think? 
 The first weekend in March 2012, our organization provided 
a camping trip for 28 inner city students from two middle schools 
in Las Vegas. The students participate in the After School All Stars 
Lifetime Adventures Program. Under the direction of JT Reyn-
olds (former superintendent of the Death Valley National Park), 
the program provides environmental education twice a week and  
outdoor field trips for the students. During the year they visit  
National Parks, National Monuments, and National Conservation 
Areas. They also spend a part of their time at each site performing 
work projects.
 We wanted them to spend the weekend in an area that as yet 
has no permanent designation, so we took the students to visit 
cultural sites and the beautiful landscapes in Gold Butte, less than 
an hour’s drive north of Las Vegas (see Desert Report, December 
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2011, p. 14). They saw first-hand that conservation is an on-going 
process and that there are many areas like Gold Butte that are wait-
ing for their chance at protection.
 Sloan Canyon NCA is just one of the wonderful places that 
are now part of BLM’s National Landscape Conservation System, 
also known as our National Conservation Lands. Sloan joins areas 
all across the west that capture the hearts of those that visit and 
explore them. Places that have been visited for thousands of years 
by human beings and draw each new generation back because of 
their beauty and cultural resources. Friends of Sloan Canyon and 
the Conservation Lands Foundation work with other groups across 
the West to protect, restore and expand the areas protected under 
the National Conservation Lands. Hopefully, soon, through federal 
legislation, the Gold Butte area and many other wilderness areas 
will be able to join us. 

Terri Robertson is Vice President of Friends of Sloan, a fourth genera-
tion Nevadan and long-time preservation activist. Her work began in 
the last 1960’s with Red Rock and continues today in her efforts to-
ward the creation of the Gold Butte National Conservation Area with 
Wilderness. Anyone interested in knowing future areas where she will 
be working may go to friendsofsloan@gmail and leave her a message. 
Website: friendsofsloan.org

We were educating citizens, local  
officials, and federal legislators  

to the wonders that could be found in 
the Northern McCullough Range.  

That work paid off. 
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