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What is the condition of the Colorado River Delta? Although this is a frequently asked 
question, there is no short answer. When we compare the Delta of 100 years ago—before 
major dams and diversions were constructed on the river—to the Delta of today, we find 
that the nearly 2 million-acre expanse of lush riparian, marsh, and estuarine wetlands 
has been reduced to 10% of its original size. The riparian habitat that was lost due to lack  
of water in the river has negatively affected several bird species that depend on ma-
ture cottonwood and willow forests for nesting sites and food. But perhaps the most  
unexpected fact for many people is that the Colorado River does not even regularly reach 
the sea anymore.
 Despite these immense challenges, the Delta is far from being the dead ecosystem 
that some people in the 1970s and 1980s believed it to be. Remnant wetlands continue to 
provide diverse and critical habitat for over 368 species of resident and migratory birds, 
several of which are threatened or endangered. Furthermore, the upper Gulf of California 

estuary provides vital breeding and nursery 
grounds for various marine fisheries. Local 
users, as well as governmental and non-gov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs) from Mexi-
co and the U.S., are now working together to 
protect what is left of the Delta and to restore 
habitat for the benefit of people and wildlife. 
Over the past 20 years, their research and 
restoration efforts have shown that there is 
hope for the Delta’s future. 
 The first step occurred when a bi-na-
tional team of researchers and government 

Continued on page 18

CAN A FUNCTIONAL ECOSYSTEM BE RESTORED? 

The Colorado River Delta: 
Present And Future

BY FRANCISCO ZAMORA and KAREN SCHLATTER

On the lower right is the end of the bypass canal that brings the water to the Cienega. 
A small delta has been formed and continues to grow
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PALEONTOLOGICAL RESOURCES OF THE PROPOSED TULE SPRINGS 
FOSSIL BEDS NATIONAL MONUMENT

 Las Vegas Valley’s Treasure Trove 
Of Ice Age Fossils 

BY STEVE ROWLAND

On June 27, Sen. Harry Reid (D-NV) introduced into the U.S. 
Senate the Las Vegas Valley Public Lands and Tule Springs Fossil 
Beds National Monument Act of 2012. Sen. Dean Heller (R-NV) 
was a co-sponsor. Rep. Shelley Berkley (D-NV) introduced paral-
lel legislation into the House of Representatives. If this bill passes, 
it will create a 23,000 acre (35 square mile) national monument 
on the northern margin of Las Vegas Valley. Why should this land 
be protected and managed as a national monument? There are 
three compelling reasons: (1) paleontological and paleo-climate 
research, (2) education and public outreach, and (3) economic 
stimulation through ecotourism. In this brief summary I will ad-
dress only the first of these reasons.
 The proposed national monument contains an abundance of 
Pleistocene Ice Age fossils, including Columbian mammoths, cam-
els, horses, bison, ground sloths, and lions. The fossils occur in 
tan-colored sediments called the Las Vegas Formation, which ac-
cumulated over the past two hundred thousand years. This for-
mation consists of groundwater discharge deposits—spring and 
marsh sediments—that accumulated during wet intervals of the 
Pleistocene Epoch. The Pleistocene, which began 2.6 million years 
ago and ended 11,500 years ago, was a time of great climatic fluc-
tuations. During cold/wet intervals, glaciers covered Canada and 
advanced across the upper tier of states in the U.S. Here in the 
Southwest, there were alpine glaciers in places such as the Snake 
Range of east-central Nevada (site of Great Basin National Park) 
and the San Bernardino Mountains of southern California. Low-
elevation basins such as Las Vegas Valley were not covered by gla-
ciers, but they experienced the discharge of significant volumes 
of groundwater, which created marshes. Such Ice Age marshes 
provided ideal habitat for some species of large herbivores. When 
these animals died—whether by predation, accident, or disease—
their bodies would often be buried in the marsh. The marshiest 
portion of Las Vegas Valley in the Late Pleistocene is the area of the 
proposed Tule Springs Fossil Beds National Monument. Thousands 
of Ice Age animals became interred there, and their bones are wait-
ing to be exhumed.
 Paleontologists and archaeologists have been finding fossil 
bones in the Tule Springs area since the early 1900s, but the site 
did not attract much interest until 1933. In that year an archaeolo-
gist named Fenley Hunter collected an obsidian flake in the Tule 
Springs area, together with some charcoal and the bones of ex-
tinct Pleistocene animals. Obsidian does not occur naturally in the 
immediate vicinity of Las Vegas Valley, so Hunter concluded that 

Continued on page 4

Helen Mortenson showing mammoth tooth to her granddaughter 
Helen
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Many individuals have contributed to Desert Report 
during the past six months and their support is both  
essential and appreciated. These Sponsors and Donors 
of Desert Report are:

William Allayaud Sacramento, CA
Vern Benhart Lancaster, CA
Tom Budlong Los Angeles, CA
Roger DiJulio Westlake Village, CA
David Halligan Berkeley, CA
Gail Hanna San Diego, CA
Julian Holt Sacramento, CA
Edwin Lindgren Shawnee Mission, KS
Ed Lubin Los Angeles, CA
Deborah Meadows Los Angeles, CA
Steve Perry Livermore, CA
Ed Pushich Pasadena, CA
Heather Sargeant Twin Peaks, CA
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WITHOUT VISIBLE IDENTIFICATION, OFF-ROAD VEHICLE RIDERS 
VIOLATE THE LAW WITH IMPUNITY 

 

Fast, Furious, And Anonymous

BY PHILIP M. KLASKY

Sometimes when I am in my home in Wonder Valley (near Twen-
tynine Palms in the Mojave desert), I hear the insistent whine of 
off-road vehicles (ORVs). If it is a still day the sound carries widely. 
I can tell by the jolting roars that the ORVs are making their way 
through the nearby wash - strictly off-limits to ORVs. When I climb 
onto my roof for a better view, I watch five dirt bikes trespassing 
on two of my neighbor’s properties and then onto mine. They pass 
right by three of my “No Trespassing” signs and a series of “Closed 
Route” signs placed by the Bureau of Land Management on adja-
cent public lands.
 I jump into my truck to intercept the riders on the county road 
and flag them down. The five young men are wearing helmets that 
obscure their faces. In California ORVs are not required to display 
any kind of visible identification. There is no way I can identify 
them for law enforcement. I tell the riders that 
they are trespassing on both public lands and pri-
vate property and offer them brochures produced 
by the local Sheriff ’s department with a map of 
the area indicating where ORVs can and cannot 
ride. A couple of the young men give me a one-
finger salute. Then they all rev their engines and 
ride away across a number of private property 
parcels. The riders cannot be identified, and they 
know it.
 I then do what most of my neighbors do not 
bother to do anymore – I call law enforcement. I 
describe the situation to the Sheriff ’s department 
dispatcher and she asks:
“Can you identify the vehicles?”
“There were three Hondas and two Suzukis, two 
white, one red and another had black racing 
stripes.”
“Can you identify the riders?”
“I could not see their faces because of their hel-
mets. A couple of them were wearing red and 
white jumpsuits.”
“What is their current location?”
“They are long gone, traveling west across private 
property parcels south of the highway.”

Then the usual refrain:
“There is very little we can do without any way to identify them. 
It is difficult to find these riders unless an officer catches them  
in the act, and then it is very difficult to apprehend them across 
rough terrain.”

 This scenario is played out every major holiday weekend in the 
Mojave Desert and is exactly why people do not even bother to re-
port ORV trespass on their property, or vehicles racing up and down 
the roads. Many of these riders come from the surrounding urban 
areas and use our rural communities as their playgrounds. They 
would never be able to act like this in their own neighborhoods 
– leaving deep tracks on front lawns and carving donuts in public 

Examples of visible ORV license plates from 
Texas, Oregon, Maine, Colorado, Connecticut, 
Nevada, Montana and Arizona.
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Las Vegas Valley’s Treasure Trove Of Ice Age Fossils

it had been brought there by human hunters who had killed and 
butchered Pleistocene animals. He interpreted the charcoal to be 
the remains of the hunters’ campfire. These items were taken to 
the American Museum of Natural History (AMNH) in New York 
City, where a very prominent AMNH paleontologist named George 
Gaylord Simpson published a short report about them, entitled  
“A Nevada fauna of Pleistocene type and its probable association 
with man.”
 Simpson’s 1933 article reinforced the conclusions of another 
prominent scientist, archaeologist Mark Harrington, who had re-
cently excavated a nearby Southern Nevada site. Harrington had 
found projectile points and other artifacts underneath layers of 
ground sloth dung in Gypsum Cave, a few miles east of Las Vegas, 
and he had concluded that humans had lived in Southern Nevada 
prior to the extinction of ground sloths. With Simpson and Har-
rington, two of the most prominent American scientists of their 
day, independently and simultaneously concluding that human 
hunters had co-existed with Pleistocene animals in Southern Ne-
vada, Las Vegas Valley suddenly became an important site for re-
search into the early history of humans in the New World.
 A major problem for early Twentieth Century scientists pursu-
ing questions about the arrival of humans in North America was 
their inability to date fossils and artifacts. In the 1930s, when 
Hunter and Harrington were digging in Southern Nevada, radio-
carbon dating was not yet even a pipedream. These scientists had 
no way to determine accurately the age of prehistoric objects. This 
dating problem was eventually solved by a chemist named Willard 
Libby. Working in the 1950s at the University of Chicago, Libby 
developed the radiocarbon dating technique, by which scientists 
could measure the length of time that had passed since a former-
ly living organism had stopped ingesting carbon. In 1959 Libby 
moved to UCLA, where he set up a state-of-the-science radiocarbon 
dating lab, and in 1960 he received the Nobel Prize in chemistry. 
By that time, Libby’s powerful new technique had been used to 
date miscellaneous prehistoric objects, but it had not yet been used 
to address any big scientific questions.
 The big question Libby decided to attack was this: When did 
humans arrive in North America, and did they interact with the 
now-extinct Pleistocene megafauna? He wanted to confirm or falsi-
fy the earlier conclusions of Simpson and Harrington, and establish 
radiocarbon dates. In early 1962 Libby gathered a small group of 
archaeologists at UCLA to decide where to use radiocarbon dating 
to address these questions. The site they chose was Tule Springs 
(Upper Las Vegas Wash). Based on the discoveries made in the 
Tule Springs area during the preceding decades, along with some 
eyebrow-raising early radiocarbon dates, Tule Springs seemed like 
the most promising place to use Libby’s new dating technique to 
address questions of the antiquity of humans in North America and 
their interaction with the Pleistocene megafauna.
 By early October of 1962 Libby and his colleagues had assem-
bled an interdisciplinary team of paleontologists, archaeologists, 
and geologists to conduct a four-month, large-scale excavation at 
Tule Springs; they had obtained funding from the National Science 
Foundation and they had received donations of the use of earth-
moving equipment and other resources from the Las Vegas casino 
community. The National Geographic Society was also on board: 

they hired Boulder City-based photographer Bill Belknap to docu-
ment the project with photographs. The research objective was to 
determine the age relationship between humans and extinct Pleis-
tocene animals. Libby’s radiocarbon lab at UCLA was dedicated to 
testing quickly any datable material that turned up.
 The Tule Springs excavation team successfully created a chron-
ological framework for the Las Vegas Formation. It was the first 
time radiocarbon dating had been used in a major excavation to 
help scientists interpret their findings and decide what to do next. 
Part of the justification for creating Tule Springs Fossil Beds Na-
tional Monument is the historical significance of this early use of 
radiocarbon dating, and the opportunity to interpret this history to 
the public.
 The 1962-63 Tule Springs excavation recovered a diverse as-
semblage of Pleistocene animals, but the results were disappointing 
to archaeologists. No spear points were found sticking into the rib 
cages of mammoths, for example. A small number of man-made 
objects were in fact recovered, some of which are quite old, but 
none of them documented interaction between humans and Pleis-
tocene animals. Shortly after the excavation ended, other sites—
in Arizona and New Mexico—did document such an interaction. 
So, in terms of the most compelling research questions of the mid-
Twentieth Century, Tule Springs was a disappointment. However, 
research questions evolve, and in terms of the most compelling 
research questions of the early Twenty-First Century, Tule Springs 

Mammoth tusk excavated in 2010 – Eric Scott, Palentologist from 
the San Bernardino County Museum
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Fast, Furious, And Anonymous

is among the most exciting and promising 
sites in North America.
 In the mid-1900s, scientists wanted to 
know whether humans had interacted with 
Ice Age animals in the New World. Having 
answered that question in the affirmative, 
we now are interested in other questions, 
such as this: What caused North America’s 
magnificent megafauna of mammoths, cam-
els, horses, and giant ground sloths to go ex-
tinct? How did ecosystems in the American 
Southwest respond to climate change dur-
ing the Pleistocene, and what can that teach 
us about responses of biotic communities to 
climate change that is happening now? Sci-
entists from UNLV and the San Bernardino 
County Museum are actively engaged in 
pursuing such questions through the study 
of fossils and sediments in the Tule Springs 
Fossil Beds.
 The Tule Springs deposits record cli-
matic fluctuations during two glacial cy-
cles—much longer than the La Brea Tar 
Pits and most other Pleistocene sites. This 
provides an opportunity for researchers to 
test hypotheses about how various plant 
and animal species responded to climate 
change. We have available a new tool kit 
of research techniques that were unknown 
to mid-Twentieth Century researchers. For 
example, by measuring the abundance of 
stable isotopes of carbon and oxygen in the 
enamel of fossil teeth, we can study sea-
sonality and diet in extinct herbivores. My 
students and I have turned up surprising 
patterns in the winter versus summer di-
ets of some species of herbivores, and we 
want to see whether that pattern continues 
up to the time these species became extinct. 
Under National Park Service management, 
such research efforts will be promoted and 
coordinated with high-quality interpreta-
tion and public outreach. A visitor/research 
center will be established where the Tule 
Springs fossils can be stored, studied, and 
displayed.
 The proposed Tule Springs Fossil Beds 
National Monument is a felicitous conver-
gence of science, education, ecotourism de-
velopment, and public policy. It should be a 
legislative “no-brainer”, even in an election 
year. 

Steve Rowland is a geology professor at the 
University of Nevada Las Vegas.

parks. The situation causes tremendous frustration on the part of local residents as ORV 
riders continue to break the law with impunity. Only 45 minutes away from Twentynine 
Palms is Johnson Valley, the largest ORV open area in the entire country, but riders choose 
instead to invade our communities without regard for our property rights, quality of life, 
or even safety.
 Off-road vehicles in California are not required to display any kind of visible identifi-
cation. The only information that could possibly link the vehicle to the rider is on a small 
sticker obscured behind or below the driver. Private property owners have no recourse 
from the onslaught of illegal and irresponsible ORV abuse. Riders violate the law without 
consequences and law enforcement is frustrated in any attempt to apprehend them. On 
ORV web sites and blogs, riders boast that they are impervious to the law due to their an-
onymity. Imagine if automobiles on our nation’s highways did not have to display visible 
identification. How would you report a hit-and-run incident, or an intoxicated, reckless 
or speeding driver? Why should ORVs be any different than automobiles in displaying 
identification?
 “I’ve experienced ORV trespass onto my private lands. But I’ve had no way to identify 
the culprits when reporting trespass or illegal ORV use to local law enforcement. Congress 
should require that ORVs used on public lands have visible identification plates or decals. 
Doing so would remove the anonymity enjoyed by ORV riders who are bent on breaking the 
rules.” – Ambers Thornburgh, Oregon
 According to a recent report by Responsible Trails America (RTA), a non-profit or-
ganization that supports common-sense off-road vehicle enforcement and management 
policies, other states are taking the lead on the requirement for visible identification.
The report (found on www.responsibletrails.org), explains that twelve states require 
large, visible identification in the form of a license plate or decal, and more states are 
joining the effort. The initiative helps to weed out the renegade riders, and may, in turn, 
help protect opportunities for those who follow the law. Visible identification gives law 
enforcement the tools they have asked for in order to respond to illegal activity. The 
rules regarding ORV identification are different from state to state resulting in a confus-
ing patchwork of regulations. Some states require visible identification, registration and 
decals while others have no title, visible identification or registration requirements at all.
 In states without ORV identification, stolen vehicles are rarely recovered and riders 
can speed away from a crime scene without any way to track them. With visible identifi-
cation, law enforcement would not have to engage in dangerous pursuit of illegal riders 
in rough terrain. RTA has offered a number of recommendations including:
• A national, uniform, visible identification standard
•  Plates or decals at least 4” by 7” with a easily readable font at least 1.5” tall with a 

highly contrasting color
•  A standardized location for mounting the plates, at the front and/or rear of the vehicle 

to allow law enforcement and witnesses to quickly locate identifying information
 Studies show that with an increase in the number of ORVs nationwide, there has 
been a dramatic rise in trespass and illegal activity. According to federal land manag-
ers testifying before Congress at the subcommittee on National Parks and Public Lands, 
ORV abuse is the NUMBER ONE threat to our public lands. ORVs are causing widespread 
destruction of farmlands, wilderness areas, National Forests, vegetation, wildlife habi-
tat, waterways and riparian areas. Erosion from ORV activity leads to silting of healthy 
streams and results in huge costs for law enforcement and the rehabilitation of damaged 
areas. In the Mojave desert area, ORVs are damaging fragile soils and flood control infra-
structure. The cost of this reckless behavior has become a burden for local taxpayers.
 The situation is unacceptable, but there are remedies. We invite ORV organizations 
in California to join in our efforts to support legislation requiring visible license plates. 
This is an important way that the Blue Ribbon Coalition, American Motorcycle Associa-
tion, California Off-Road Vehicle Association, Off-Road Business Association and other 
ORV special interest groups can exhibit their often-stated goal of encouraging legal and 
responsible behavior. Riders can encourage others to respect the rights of private prop-

Continued on page 21
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The Palo Verde Mesa is located on the east-
ern edge of the California Desert in the geo-
graphic province known as the Colorado 
Desert. It is west of the Colorado River, in 
a region of the Sonoran Desert. It paral-
lels the Colorado River; the town of Blythe 
is the nearby population center. Although 
the Blythe area has seen extensive agricul-
tural development, the Palo Verde Mesa is a 
mostly undeveloped swathe of public land. 
The Mesa borders two wilderness areas: the 
Palen-McCoy Wilderness Area and the Big 
Maria Mountains Wilderness Area. It con-
tains unique geology, important microphyll 
habitat, and significant cultural resources. It 
can also be considered a Ground Zero region 
for several proposed energy projects.
 The Palo Verde Mesa is a large alluvial 
drainage for the McCoy Mountains, the Big 
Maria Mountains and the Little Maria Moun-
tains. It extends about 25 miles from north 
to south. The geology of the Palo Verde Mesa 
reflects an ancient river terrace from a time 
in the Pleistocene (which lasted from 2 mil-
lion years ago to 10,000 years ago) when 
the Ice Age Colorado River meandered in 
great bends gradually across its wide flood-
plain. Over thousands of years the river dug 
deeper into the channel, leaving this ter-
race high and dry. Palo Verde Mesa is one of 
the few places where a desert pavement of 
rounded water-worn pebbles can be found, 
evidence of past erosion by a river.
 Some parts of the Palo Verde Mesa have 
desert woodlands that are biological com-
munities dominated by palo verde, desert 
ironwood, catclaw acacia, smoke tree and 
mesquite. These communities are known 
as “microphyll woodlands” in the Sonoran 
Desert. Microphyll, derived from the Greek, 
means ‘small leaf ’. All of these trees have 
small, compound or bipinnate leaves. The 
small surface of the leaf reduces transpira-
tion and conserves moisture for the plant.
The Desert ironwood tree (Olneya tesota) is 
an evergreen tree and is found throughout 

SACRIFICED FOR SOLAR ENERGY

 
The Palo Verde Mesa

BY KEVIN EMMERICH and LAURA CUNNINGHAM

BLM PEIS map with additions from Basin and Range Watch

the Palo Verde Mesa. It can grow 45 feet high and can live to be over 1,500 years old.
 Over 150 bird species are known to use ironwood and more than 230 plant species 
have been documented growing under the protective microclimate of ironwood nurse 
plants. The ironwood root systems fix nitrogen in the soil. In wet years, annual wildflow-
ers are abundant under ironwood. Some of the oldest desert ironwood trees in California 
are located in McCoy Wash which drains through the Palo Verde Mesa.
 The close proximity to the Colorado River makes the region a great bird viewing area. 
It is not uncommon to see a Crissal thrasher, verdin, golden eagle, osprey, or a long eared 
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owl using the microphyll habitat adjacent to the river.
 Among the many species of wildlife that inhabit the mesa 
are burrowing owls, chuckwallas, desert tortoises, kit foxes, big-
horn sheep and the desert burro deer, all endemic to the Colorado 
Desert.
 The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) identified over 450 
archeology sites that would be destroyed by the Blythe Solar En-
ergy project alone. Geoglyphs and intaglios are scattered in the 
stony natural desert pavement, forming a continuum of past cul-
tural legacies with present living traditions. Local tribes and resi-
dents consider these rock alignments and geometric patterns in 
the stony ground to be sacred, connecting the present with the 
past, and actively care for them. In spite of the fact that these 
sites are still currently being used, the BLM has basically deter-
mined that these sites are not significant enough to be avoided 
by developers. So far, two of these sites have been damaged or 
completely destroyed by the first development of the Blythe Solar 
Energy Project.
 Although the Palo Verde Mesa contains rich biological, cultur-
al and visual resources, it has been deemed sacrificial by the Inte-
rior Department. The close proximity to existing transmission lines 
has created a magnet for large utility scale solar energy requiring 
up to 7,000 acres for just one project. There are 7 applications to 
build projects here. Three of these applications have completed the 
review process for the BLM and the California Energy Commission 
(CEC). They are classified as ‘Prioritized for Review’ by the BLM. 
Of special mention is the Solar Programmatic Environmental Im-
pact Statement. This plan sacrifices the Palo Verde Mesa. The solar 
projects of most immediate concern are:
 The Blythe Solar Energy Project was originally planned to be 
a 7,345 acre concentrated thermal solar power project. The com-
pany Solar Trust of America received a 2.1 billion dollar loan from 
the Department of Energy, but later returned the loan because they 
filed for insolvency. They later attempted to sell the project to So-
lar Hybrid, a photovoltaic developer, but Solar Hybrid also ended 

up filing for insolvency. The Blythe Project was sold to NextEra 
in June of 2012. They plan to convert the project to photovolta-
ics (solar panels) in 8 phases. NextEra claims this will be a more 
environmentally friendly project because it will use less water, but 
they still plan on the complete removal of 7,000 acres of Colorado 
Desert including about 2,500 acres of microphyll habitat and sev-
eral intaglios sacred to Colorado River Tribes. The removal of 7,000 
acres of desert soils will degrade air quality. Before Solar Trust filed 
for insolvency, they managed to blade a bunch of roads on the site. 
We have heard from local residents of Blythe that the dust is still 
not under control. The Bureau of Land Management will release a 
revised environmental Impact Statement for this project.
 The McCoy Project is also a NextEra Project and seeks to de-
velop about 4,700 acres of desert in two phases. The first phase 
is for 250 megawatts and Southern California Edison has already 
agreed to purchase the power for that phase. This would also be 
a photovoltaic project. The project would be located next to Mc-
Coy Wash and would remove microphyll washes east of the McCoy 
Mountains. There would be massive visual impacts to the view-shed 
from the McCoy Mountains and the Big Maria Mountains wilder-
ness areas. Several cultural sites are on the chopping block includ-
ing the El Tosco geoglyph.
 The 500 megawatt Rio Mesa Solar Electric Generating Facility 
would be two 750 foot tall concentrating thermal power towers 
leased on 3,960 acres of land owned by Metropolitan Water Dis-
trict of Southern California. The developer is BrightSource Energy, 
the company who is building the Ivanpah Solar Electric Generat-
ing System. The Rio Mesa facility would be located 13 miles south 
of Blythe next to the Mule Mountains. This has some of the most 
dense microphill habitat on the Palo Verde Mesa.
 Lying close to the project area are two globally Important Bird 
Areas. Cibola National Wildlife Refuge lies 5.6 miles to the south 
of the project boundary and 8 miles from the nearest power tower. 
The other Important Bird Area lies 10 miles to the north.
 The Rio Mesa Project would be located in the Pacific Flyway, 
which is a migration corridor for waterfowl reaching from the Sea 
of Cortez in Mexico, to the Salton Sea in Imperial Valley, California, 
northwards to the Central Valley marshlands, and eventually to Or-

Desert Ironwood
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Continued on page 9

The Cici Geoglyph located on the approved right-of-way for the 
Blythe Solar Project
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Ocotillo California is an apron of desert fanning out broadly from the base of the rugged 
Jacumba and Inkopah Mountains, ninety miles east of San Diego and 60 miles west from 
Yuma Arizona. After winding down 16 miles of Interstate 8 from the agricultural town 
of Jacumba at 3,000 ft. to the desert floor at 500 ft., you will be treated to a view of a 
spectacular and relatively uncluttered Colorado Desert landscape. On a rare clear day, you 
can see the blue of the Salton Sea about 40 miles away. Mexico is just south on the other 
side of the Jacumba Mountains.

The Resources:
 The Ocotillo desert is an integral part of the Yuha Basin, a large portion of which is 
designated as an Area of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC) and managed for the 
protection of the rich Native American and geological resources. The Yuha ACEC protects 
the Yuha geoglyph, the De Anza Historic Trail, the Crucifixion Thorn Natural Area, and the 
Yuha Well. Over thousands of years, many Native American tribes have traveled through 
the Yuha Basin, leaving behind geoglyphs, ceremonial sites, cremation sites, and thou-
sands of lithic and other artifacts.
 The Ocotillo desert is a part of the larger Sonoran Desert with summer temperatures 
up to 120°F and with less than 3 inches of annual rainfall. Elevations range from approxi-
mately 1,500 ft above mean sea level to 300 ft, generally decreasing from the west to the 
east. The area closest to the mountains is a broad alluvial fan with an intricate system 
of drainages. Robust populations of smoke trees, cats claw, and desert willows reside 
in some of the long, deep washes. This desert has wonderful desert scrub assemblages, 
and in the spring, scores of species of desert annuals sprout. Colorful desert pavement 

coats the high places between washes. Most 
stunning are the expansive forests of ocoti-
llo throughout the area. Several endangered  
or threatened species make this desert home 
as well.
 The tiny community of Ocotillo/Nomi-
rage is nestled in the Ocotillo desert along 
both sides of Interstate 8. With around 400 
residents Ocotillo has only one gas station, 
one locally owned convenience store, the 
Lazy Lizard Bar and Grill, an off-road ve-
hicle rental place, a very small post office, a 
community center and park, and a small fire 
station. Ocotillo is a quiet place. The neigh-
borhoods are dense with native desert trees 
and shrubs, and there is not a lawn in sight. 
The citizens chose Ocotillo for the desert 
dark skies, the broad vistas, for the proximity  
to wildlife, and for peace and quiet and a 
slow pace. People bought property on the 
outer fringes of town believing that their des-
ert would be protected and their quality of 
life ensured.

The Problem:
 Enter the U.S. government, climate 
change, the Energy Policy Act of 2005, the 
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 
2009, President Obama’s decision to subsi-
dize renewable energy development across 
wide swaths of the American west, and Sec-
retary of the Interior Ken Salazar’s plan to 
create a process for fast-tracking develop-
ment of remote, industrial-scale energy proj-
ects on public lands.
 Enter in 2009 the Pattern Energy Group 
LP (offices in San Diego, San Francisco, Hous-
ton, NY and Toronto). Pattern develops, con-
structs, owns and operates renewable energy, 
particularly wind projects and transmission 
lines in the U.S., Latin America, and Canada. 
As stated on their web site, their company’s 
full development pipeline exceeds 4,000 MW 
of renewable energy and transmission lines.
 The Ocotillo desert can be a windy place, 

HANGING THE TOWN OUT TO DRY

 
An Ill-Wind Blows In Ocotillo

BY TERRY WEINER

Ocotillo on project site Continued on page 10
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Continued FRoM page 7

The Palo Verde Mesa

Each one of these projects is open for comments.

More on the updated Blythe Project can be found here: 
http://www.energy.ca.gov/sitingcases/solar_millennium_
blythe/compliance/documents/amendment/

The Draft Environmental Impact Statement for the McCoy 
Project can be found here: http://www.blm.gov/pgdata/etc/
medialib/blm/ca/pdf/palmsprings/Solar.Par.56442.File.dat/
Vol1_McCoy%20PA-EIS_1exsum_ch1-2.pdf

Information on the Rio Mesa Solar Energy Generating Facil-
ity can be found here: http://www.energy.ca.gov/sitingcases/
riomesa/index.html

Info on the Solar PEIS can be found here: http://solareis.anl.
gov/news/index.cfm#fpeis

Take Action

egon wetlands where ducks and geese nest in summer. An offshoot 
of the flyway follows the Colorado River.
 A problem with these 750-foot power towers is the radiant 
heat flux from the receiver could be very hot and burn or kill flying 
birds passing through the concentrated solar field. Also, avian eyes 

are much more sensitive to a broader spectrum of light than the 
human eye. Will the birds be blinded?
 The Solar Programmatic Environmental Impact Statement 
(PEIS) seeks to develop 17 “Solar Energy Zones” (SEZs) in 6 west-
ern states. The purpose of the zones is to select vast areas of public 
land that could streamline review for industrial scale solar energy 
projects on 285,000 acres of public land. The goal would be to 

streamline the review for the lands and resource issues in advance. 
The problem with the PEIS is that it is very incomplete. It lacks 
basic information on resource conflicts as well as planned mitiga-
tion measures. The largest SEZ is called the East Riverside SEZ and 
would designate streamlined development on 148,000 acres of 
BLM land. That is equal to 231.24 square miles. The SEZ engulfs 
all of the public land on the Palo Verde Mesa with the exception of 
a one quarter mile buffer around McCoy Wash. In the plan, McCoy 
Wash would be the only area off limits to streamlined development. 
But hundreds of other parallel washes with equally significant mi-
crophyll habitat would be sacrificed. McCoy Wash is just a small 
fraction of the habitat on the mesa.
 The Palo Verde Mesa is described as “disturbed” by solar de-
velopers. While there are some off highway vehicle tracks on the 
Blythe Project Site, those tracks only impact about 3 percent of the 
whole area. The minimal disturbances on the Palo Verde Mesa do 
not justify the wholesale removal of the entire landscape. Because 
most utility scale solar energy technology is photovoltaic, it is an 
absolute waste of the unique habitats of Colorado Desert to not first 
examine the alternative of placing photovoltaics in the already built 
environment. The country of Australia recently announced that 
they installed 1.7 GW of photovoltaic solar energy on the rooftops 
of 750,000 homes. Why are we not doing the same thing?  

Kevin Emmerich is a former park ranger and field biologist. He has 
lived in the Mojave Desert for 25 years and recently co-founded the 
renewable energy watch group, Basin and Range Watch. He now lives 
on a Nature Reserve in Nevada near Death Valley National Park.

Laura Cunningham is an artist, naturalist, and writer who has 
worked in the field of wildlife biology for the past 20 years. She is a 
co-founder of Basin and Range Watch and lives in the Nevada desert.

Palo Verde Mesa is  
one of the few places  
where a desert pavement  
of rounded water- 
worn pebbles can be 
found, evidence of past  
erosion by a river.

McCoy Wash, Palo Verde Mesa K
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Continued FRoM page 8

An Ill-Wind Blows In Ocotillo

at least during several months of the year. Does that make it a good 
place for an industrial wind project? Is there sufficient documenta-
tion that there is enough wind to power 130,000 homes in San Di-
ego? The Department of the Interior, Pattern Energy, SDG&E (Sem-
pra Energy), and Imperial County think so. Thus, between 2009 
and 2011, Pattern, its consultants, and the BLM crafted an EIR/EIS 
(Environmental Impact Report/Environmental Impact Statement) 
and BLM Plan Amendment for a 12,400 acre, 20-square-mile in-
dustrial wind turbine project in the Ocotillo desert. In 2011, Pat-
tern Energy obtained a power purchase agreement with SDG&E, 
whose Sunrise Powerlink transmission line runs through the proj-
ect area. There will be 112 turbines, each 450 feet tall (picture 
40-story buildings), a permanent operations center, a switchyard 
for SDG&E, a cement batch plant, miles of underground cable, and 
at least 42 miles of roads to send energy 90 miles to San Diego, los-
ing 6-7% of the electricity along the route. None of the electricity 
will stay in Imperial County.
 The Ocotillo Wind Energy Facility is a graphic example of 

what’s wrong with the federal government’s current policy of fast-
tracking so-called renewable energy projects on public land.
 According to the Final EIS/EIR, this project is inconsistent with 
the BLM Yuha Desert/West Mesa Visual Resource Class Three des-
ignation, which requires that a project or action partially retain the 
existing character of the landscape. This project would introduce 
structurally prominent industrial features into an otherwise natu-
ral landscape adversely affecting visitor experiences in the Anza-
Borrego Desert State Park and adjacent real property. The project is 
inconsistent with Imperial County’s Conservation and Open Space 
Element. It is incompatible with the Ocotillo/Nomirage Community 
Plan, which is designed to protect the community resources includ-
ing its sole source aquifer and the community quality of life from 
commercial and industrial development. The project is also incon-
sistent with the California Desert Conservation Area (CDCA) plan 
which designates the Ocotillo desert area as Class L Limited Use in 
order to provide for “lower-intensity, carefully controlled multiple 
use of resources, while ensuring that sensitive values are not signifi-

Fig. 2.3-3 from the final EIS for the project. The map shows the outline of the project and turbine locations. The outline area is  
approximately 8 miles by 4 miles
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cantly diminished.”
 Despite these inconsistencies in land use planning, injustices 
to Native American sacred sites, injustices to the community of 
Ocotillo; despite thousands of pages of testimony and documenta-
tion of inadequacies in the draft and final EIS/EIR; despite formal 
protests of the final document and the CDCA Plan Amendment; 
and despite testimony from several tribes at public hearings; still 
Secretary of the Interior Ken Salazar issued the Record of Decision 
on May 11 2012 approving the CDCA Plan Amendment and the 
final Environmental Impact Statement.
 The damage to the Ocotillo desert is underway. As of August 
1 2012, Pattern Energy contractors have scraped nearly 50 of 112 
planned, 2-acre turbine pads and have bladed and graveled dozens 
of miles of roads, some as wide as 110 feet. Additional habitat dis-
turbance from trenching for underground cables has begun. Sur-
face hydrology has been altered by newly carved roads and huge 
dirt berms that blocked the flow of washes during a July 13th rain 
event. Entire sections of the ocotillo forest have been plowed down; 
millions of gallons of water have been sprayed to suppress dust. In 
addition to noise, high intensity night lighting and destruction of 
their cherished desert plants and animals, local residents will be 
exposed to documented health problems caused by turbine noise, 
shadow flicker, infrasound, and stray voltage. There is also the pos-
sibility of an increased incidence of Valley Fever, a spore document-
ed to live in areas of disturbed soil in Imperial County and released 
by further soil disturbance.

The Solution:
 Pattern Energy’s massive industrial Ocotillo wind turbine proj-
ect demonstrates the need for people who support renewable en-
ergy to work with local, state, and federal policy makers to shift 
tax credits, low cost loans, and other incentives from large, for-
profit corporations to home and business owners. Rooftop solar 
and distributed generation in cities and towns provide a cleaner, 
cheaper, and faster solution to combating climate change. Accord-
ing to the California Public Utilities Commission, PG&E now pays 
less for moderate-sized rooftop solar power ($114/MWhr) than 
for wind energy ($118/MWhr). Given the unreliability of the wind 
resource and the vast environmental and other costs of wind en-
ergy’s harmful impacts, it behooves us to press our policy makers 
for a reasonable system of feed-in-tariffs for local rooftop solar that 
sends energy into the grid. If we are to protect our southwest des-
erts from further taxpayer-supported corporate land appropriation 
for private profit, the Federal Production Tax Credits for large-scale 
wind projects must not be re-instituted in 2012. 

Terry Weiner is the Imperial County Conservation and Projects Coor-
dinator for the Desert Protective Council. (www.protectdeserts.org), a 
co-founder of Solar Done Right (www.solardoneright.org), and Chair 
of the CNRCC ORV Issues Task Force and the Alliance for Responsible 
Recreation. Terry grew up in western Massachusetts, but has lived in 
San Diego since 1979 and spends as much time hiking, camping and 
botanizing in the southwest deserts as she can manage. She can be 
reached at terryweiner@sbcglobal.net; (619) 342-5524.

Tom Budlong enjoying an Ocotillo

Overview of Ocotillo
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A TRAGIC EXPERIMENT BY PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA 
AND GOVERNOR BROWN 

 

The Death Of The 
California Desert

BY PAUL SMITH 

Climate change is serious. The likely impacts to ecosystems around 
the world have been extensively discussed in academia and the 
media. Among many other consequences, scientists are now study-
ing the possibility of salt intrusion into the California water system 
from rising sea levels in the Sacramento Delta, which would have 
catastrophic impacts on the water supply to Southern California. 
Fossil fuel power plants have been identified as a major contributor 
to climate change, and many scientists and concerned citizens ad-
vocate replacing such power plants with wind- and sunlight-driven 
ones. In 2005 the Federal Energy Policy Act established a goal of 
developing utility-scale renewable energy facilities on federal pub-
lic land to provide up to 10,000 megawatts of non-hydropower 
capacity. In April 2011, California Governor Jerry Brown signed 
into law a plan for California to meet a 33% renewable energy goal 
by 2020.
 But could the “cure” be worse than the “disease”? The seri-
ousness of this challenge should cause a rapid search for the right 
decisions, not ones driven by large corporate energy companies, or 
even poorly-advised environmental organizations.
 The response by the administrations of President Barack 
Obama and Governor Brown includes two developing planning ef-
forts: (1) the Desert Renewable Energy Conservation Plan (DRECP) 
for all forms of alternative energy in California alone, and (2) the 
Programmatic Environmental Impact Statement (PEIS) for solar 
energy development in the six Western States.
 If these plans come to fruition, millions of acres of the desert 
ecosystem will be needlessly destroyed. Significant businesses in 
the desert will be crippled—particularly tourism, but also other 
industries and local governments which rely on a healthy desert 
ecosystem and attractive view sheds for their livelihood.
 The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has provided 
sound guidance on the correct way to proceed for locating alterna-
tive energy projects. President Obama and Governor Brown should 
listen to that advice.

Background
 Solar Energy Development PEIS (solareis.anl.gov/): This 
is a Programmatic Environmental Impact Statement for solar in-
dustrial development on federal land in the six western states. In 
addition to providing for two high-priority Solar Enterprise Zones 
in California, the PEIS identifies over 20 million acres of “variance” 
lands, which are mapped in detail in the PEIS.
 Variance lands would be available for solar projects using 
traditional (but not necessarily optimal) processes. The provision 
for variance lands is widely perceived as an endorsement of those 

lands for eventual solar industrial development and an abdication 
of serious planning on a local level. Economic impacts were not 
considered.
 DRECP (drecp.org): This is a collaboration of federal and 
California agencies to facilitate renewable energy production in 
California on federal, state, local, and private lands. It would cover 
solar and other alternative energy sources. It is currently in the 
scoping stage, after publishing six conceptual alternate scenarios. 
The advisors to the DRECP do not include any economists.
 If the DRECP becomes effective, it would supersede the PEIS 
in California. If the DRECP does not become effective, the PEIS will 
govern solar development on BLM lands in the six western states. 
Either way, the ecological integrity of millions of acres of virgin 
land will be destroyed.

The mistakes
 The planners of the DRECP and the PEIS have set the stage for 
the death of the California Desert as we know it. Their mistakes:
1. Failing to follow the recommendations of the EPA for the place-
ment of alternative energy on degraded lands, rooftops, parking 
lots, and other places where there is no threat to desert ecosystems 
or the economy.
2. Failing to look at the deserts of the Southwest as intact ecosys-
tems. USGS scientists Jeffrey Lovich and Joshua Ennen can find no 

Location of a current application with BLM for a 20k acre wind 
project near 29 Palms
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peer-reviewed science which supports these government and corpo-
rate plans (Scientific Investigations Report 2011-5103).
3. Failing to complete a thorough economic study of the effects of 
the DRECP and the PEIS on businesses, non-governmental orga-
nizations, our national parks, local governments, and millions of 
desert visitors from around the world.

What does peer-reviewed science tell us about these 
plans?
 In December, 2011, Jeff Lovich and Josh Ennen investigated 
the science behind solar industrial development in an article en-
titled Wildlife Conservation and Solar Energy Development in the 
Desert Southwest, published in BioScience, a peer-reviewed, heavily 
cited monthly journal. Here is what they said:
1. …the implementation of large-scale solar energy development as an 
“environmentally friendly” alternative to conventional energy sources 
may actually increase environmental degradation on a local and on 
a regional scale.
2. …almost no information is available on the effects of [industrial] 
solar energy development on wildlife.
3. …tortoises are important as ecological engineers who construct 
burrows that provide shelter to many other animal species, which al-
lows them to escape the temperature extremes of the desert…little is 
known about the effects of USSED [utility-scale solar energy devel-
opment] on the species. The recent Ivanpah solar utility experiment 
suggests that the adverse affects are more serious than predicted.
4. The construction and decommissioning of solar energy facilities 
will have impacts on wildlife, including rare and endangered species, 
and on their habitats in the desert. These activities involve signifi-
cant ground disturbance and direct (e.g. mortality) and indirect (e.g. 
habitat loss, degradation, modification) impacts on wildlife and their 
habitat. Many of the areas being considered for the development of 
solar energy in the Mojave and Sonoran Deserts are, at present, rela-
tively undisturbed.
5. …construction activities produce dust emissions .... Dust can have 
dramatic effects on ecological processes at all scales. The authors then 
explain these effects: alteration of fertility and water-retention ca-
pabilities of the soil, adverse influence on gas exchange, adverse in-
fluence on photosynthesis, changes in water usage of desert shrubs, 
root exposure, and damage to leaves and stems.
6. …there is a dearth of scientific research and literature on the effects 
of dust suppressants on wildlife.
7. We are not aware of any published studies documenting the direct 
effects of USSED on the survival of wildlife.
8. Other poorly studied effects referenced by Drs. Lovich and En-
nen include impacts of roads, off-site impacts, habitat fragmenta-
tion, noise effects, electromagnetic field generation, microclimate 
effects, pollutants from spills, water consumption by wet-cooled 
solar power plants, increased fire risks, light pollution, etc.

From a biological and geological standpoint, industrial alternative 
energy development in the California Desert is a grand unguided 
experiment.

What does the epa recommend?
 The EPA assigns priority to locating industrial energy facili-
ties on contaminated and underutilized sites, such as abandoned 
mines, parking lots, rooftops, and the like. These sites would then 
be more economically productive without sacrifice of virgin lands.
1. Contaminated Sites: The EPA estimates that nationwide there 
are approximately 490,000 sites and almost 15 million acres of po-

tentially contaminated properties. These sites degrade economic 
growth, jobs, and the vitality of our local communities. They could 
be converted to productive use for alternative energy, producing 
income and jobs, without sacrifice of our environment.
2. Underutilized Sites: Jared Blumenthal, Regional Administrator 
of the EPA’s Pacific Southwest Region, states: Opportunities to in-
stall renewable energy systems on vacant properties can be found in 
every community. . . . Tapping sun and wind power at brownfield sites, 
rooftops, parking lots, and abandoned land could provide untapped 
gigawatts of clean energy. 

These common-sense solutions should be applied before ruining 
our desert ecosystems, tourism, and related economies, and before 
increasing climate change.

Economic issues arising from drecp and peis
 An economic analysis of the effects on tourism and related lo-
cal businesses should first look at why tourists visit this region. A 
survey by the University of Idaho prioritizes why people visit Josh-
ua Tree National Park. This is why they come:

 Views without development   90%
 Clean air     89%
 Natural quiet/sounds of nature   87%
 Desert plants/wildflowers   83%
 Native wildlife    81%
 Solitude      73%
 Dark, starry night skies   65%
 Access to historical/cultural sites  52%

Large, industrial scale solar and wind sites would destroy most of 
these visitor satisfaction goals.
 Jim Andre, a highly regarded scientist and director of the Uni-
versity of California’s Granite Mountains Desert Research Center, 
tells us: “This area is treasured by scientists throughout the world 
for its unparalleled pristine quality among deserts, one of the last 
functional ecosystems left on planet earth.” And wildlife biologist 
Laura Cunningham says, “This site is rich in life and needs to be 
preserved, not industrialized.” Tourists understand these values and 
do not want to be surrounded and obstructed by huge wind farms 
with flashing red lights, 450+ ft towers, and solar arrays.
 The economic benefit of tourism to Joshua Tree National Park 
amounts to over $64 million each year and 700+ jobs. Other stud-
ies indicate an annual economic benefit, from tourism and other 
uses, of over $1.4 billion for the Mojave Desert as a whole. The 
possible negative impacts of wind and solar developments on these 
economies deserve to be studied and not ignored. 

Conclusion
 A few years ago I was shopping in a souvenir store in Rome, 
Italy. It was selling T-shirts with an image of our wide open, undis-
turbed California Desert. To the Italians, our desert is an icon. The 
shirt was made in Hong Kong. To the Chinese, our desert is an icon. 
Should we not try harder to respect the iconic nature and pristine 
ecosystem of our desert? 

Paul Smith and his wife Jane own the 29 Palms Inn. Paul is the chair 
of the Tourism Economics Commission which was formed to deal with 
the forgotten issue of wind and solar developments - their effects on 
existing businesses and governments in the California Desert.
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UNPRECEDENTED STEPS BEING TAKEN TO PROTECT SPECIES 

 

Saving The Greater Sage-Grouse 
…And The Sagebrush Sea

BY MARK SALVO and ERIK MOLVAR

The greater sage-grouse mating ritual is often described as among 
the most stirring and colorful natural history pageants in the West. 
In early spring at dawn, and often at dusk, sage-grouse congregate 
on “leks”— ancestral strutting grounds to which the birds return 
year after year. Leks vary in size from one to forty acres and may 
be up to fifty miles from other seasonal habitats. To attract a hen, 
males strut, fan their tail feathers, and swell their breasts to reveal 
yellow air sacs. The combination of wing movements and inflating 
and deflating air sacs makes an utterly unique “swish-swish-coo-
oopoink!” sound.
 Sage-grouse were described by Lewis and Clark in 1806, and 
Nineteenth Century travelers reported seeing huge flocks of sage-
grouse as they traversed the “Sagebrush Sea”, a term applied to a 
vast, diverse landscape of the American West, comprised of cold 
deserts, high plateaus, and mountains. Native Americans emulated 
sage-grouse in ceremonial dress and dance. Settlers hunted the 
bird for food, and even collected sage-grouse eggs in spring for 
table use. Centuries of westerners have admired sage-grouse as fel-
low dwellers of the high desert, and birders from around the world 
cherish adding sage-grouse to their life list.
 If only this could be the end of the story. Unfortunately, and 
like too many other iconic western wildlife species, the sage-grouse 
is in trouble. Sagebrush steppe—without which sage-grouse can-
not survive—is a heavily used landscape. Humans have plowed, 
sprayed, burned, drilled, developed, mined, grazed livestock, and 
driven over millions of acres of sagebrush habitat. The remaining 
habitat is fragmented and degraded by weeds, unnatural fire, juni-
per encroachment, utility corridors, roads, and fences. Sage-grouse 
range has been reduced with the loss of sagebrush steppe, and 
populations have decreased between 69 and 99 percent from his-
toric levels.
 William Hornaday of the New York Zoological Society ex-
pressed concern for sage-grouse as early as 1916, publishing a 
pamphlet titled “Save the Sage Grouse from Extinction: A Demand 
from Civilization to the Western States.” Conservationists have 
heeded his call and launched a West-wide campaign to protect 
sage-grouse and the Sagebrush Sea. Central to our campaign is 
listing the greater sage-grouse under the Endangered Species Act 
(ESA). We petitioned to list the species as “Threatened” or “Endan-
gered” in 2003, and sued the Bush administration for fallaciously 
finding the grouse unwarranted for listing in 2005. The Obama 
administration finally declared the species “Warranted but Preclud-
ed” for listing in 2010, but the finding offered no formal protection 
for the grouse. It was subsequently relegated to the “Candidate” Greater sage-grouse
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list, an administrative purgatory where species often linger for de-
cades before finally being listed under the ESA.
 Thankfully, the sage-grouse will not have wait that long. Last 
year marked another breakthrough for the species: conservation or-
ganizations announced two settlement agreements with the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS), in which the agency agreed to pro-
cess listing decisions for more than 250 candidate species, including 
the sage-grouse. The FWS is committed either to propose the grouse 
for listing or to find the species “not warranted” for protection by 
September 2015. The FWS also agreed to consider the Mono Basin 
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sage-grouse—a genetically unique population of sage-grouse that 
occurs along the border in east-central California and southwest-
ern Nevada—in September 2013.
 The date certainty for a 2015 range-wide sage-grouse listing 
decision has compelled a multitude of federal and state agencies 
and local entities to finally develop conservation strategies that 
will protect and restore sage-grouse and the Sagebrush Sea. Fed-
eral land management agencies, particularly the Bureau of Land 
Management (BLM) and the U.S. Forest Service, as well as state 
fish and game agencies, have launched massive and accelerated 
planning processes in the last year to develop new and adequate 
conservation measures that might preempt the need to protect 
sage-grouse under the ESA. 
 More than half of remaining sage-grouse range—approxi-
mately 70 million acres—is on federal public land. In July 2011 
the BLM, having recognized that current management was failing 
to conserve sage-grouse on public land, announced that it would 
develop a new conservation strategy for the species. In December 
2011, the BLM and Forest Service posted a notice on the new plan-
ning process that unmistakably describes its purpose as developing 
and implementing conservation measures to avoid the need to list 
sage-grouse under the ESA:

In view of the identified threats to the greater sage-grouse, and the 
FWS timeline for making a listing decision on this species, the BLM 
and FS [Forest Service] propose to incorporate consistent objectives 
and conservation measures for the protection of greater sage-grouse 
and its habitat into relevant RMPs [risk management plans] and 
LMPs [land management plans] by September 2014 in order to avoid 
a potential listing under the Endangered Species Act.

Conservation opportunities like this are rare. The Obama Admin-
istration has chosen to engage in a planning process that could 
fundamentally transform federal public land management affect-
ing a multitude of land uses on millions of acres of the Sagebrush 
Sea. The resulting reforms could solve myriad problems posed by 
development and other land uses that have blighted the West and 
harmed hundreds of species of flora and fauna, as well as human 
communities. The New York Times foresaw the importance of 
sage-grouse conservation in 2007, writing that “[p]olitically and 
economically speaking, [sage-grouse are] a keystone species, one 
whose legal status will determine patterns of grazing, urban ex-
pansion and, especially, oil and gas development over much of the 
American West.” Even though the sage-grouse is not (yet) listed 
under the ESA, the law is already driving improved land manage-
ment throughout the species’ range. 
 The federal agencies also took a bold and unprecedented step 
by convening a team of experts from federal and state agencies 
to craft science-based recommendations on how to manage land 
use and development to make them compatible with sage-grouse 
conservation. The result was the National Technical Team report, 
with proposed standards for oil and gas drilling, fire management, 
and other land uses that were far stricter than federal and state 
agencies have ever implemented in sage-grouse habitat. But some 
federal and state planners have noisily pushed back against these 
conservation measures, in some cases labeling them unrealistic or 
extreme and advocating for a less restrictive approach. With ESA 
listing looming, it will be fascinating to see if state and federal 
agencies implement stronger protections for the species or risk ESA 
listing by adopting lesser protections preferred by industrial and 

commercial interests.
 Not to be left out, a coalition of conservation organizations 
submitted hundreds of pages of comments to the federal planning 
process that also included a comprehensive Sage-Grouse Recovery 
Alternative for agency planners to analyze and consider in the mul-
tiple Environmental Impact Statements that will be required. We 
identified planning issues and proposed planning goals, submitted 
scientific information on myriad threats to sage-grouse prescribed 
management and restoration for sagebrush habitats, and recom-
mended that federal agencies designate a system of sagebrush 
reserves to conserve sage-grouse and other sagebrush-dependent 
species.
 BLM and Forest Service administrators have both described the 
current sage-grouse planning process as “unprecedented” for their 

agencies. They understand that if they fail to develop and imple-
ment adequate regulatory mechanisms to conserve sage-grouse, 
FWS will have little choice but to list the species. The new emphasis 
on sage-grouse conservation has already yielded tangible benefits: 
The BLM recently announced that it will delay by two years making 
a final decision on whether to approve the China Mountain Wind 
Project, which proposes to string 170 wind-power turbines across 
nearly 30,000 acres of mostly federal land in prime sage grouse 
habitat in southern Idaho. The Forest Service also withdrew a pro-
posal to develop a coal mine in Utah that would have extirpated the 
southernmost population of sage-grouse in the West.
 The new planning effort has the potential to protect expan-
sive sagebrush habitats, and benefit dozens of rare species, from 
pygmy rabbits to white-tailed prairie dogs to ferruginous hawks. 
If decisive action can be taken now to restore sage-grouse  
populations, then a new balance can be struck in the West where 
there is once again harmony between industry, wildlife, and west-
ern communities. 
 
Mark Salvo directs the Sagebrush Sea Campaign for WildEarth Guard-
ians. The Campaign works to protect and restore sage-grouse and the 
vast sagebrush steppe landscape in the American West by fundamen-
tally changing management and land use across the region.

Erik Molvar is a wildlife biologist and Executive Director of Biodiver-
sity Conservation Alliance, a conservation group working to protect 
wildlife and wild places in Wyoming and surrounding states.

Sage-grouse were described by Lewis and  
Clark in 1806, and Nineteenth Century  
travelers reported seeing huge flocks of  

sage-grouse as they traversed the “Sagebrush 
Sea”, a term applied to a vast, diverse  

landscape of the American West, comprised of 
cold deserts, high plateaus, and mountains.
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In sixty days of work in the spring of 2011 on a square mile plot in 
the Desert Tortoise Natural Area I had failed to see a single juvenile 
tortoise. On the final day of the project, volunteer Freya Reder did 
spot a juvenile tortoise - struggling in the beak of a raven. Freya 
described the flailing legs of the doomed young tortoise.
 My thirty-five year career as a tortoise 
research field worker has consisted largely 
of documenting their decline, including 
gathering data important in the original list-
ing of the species as threatened by federal 
and state agencies. I have worked on dis-
ease transmission studies, observations of 
tortoise behavior, and detailed 
recording of dietary choices. I 
have spent two seasons on highly 

controversial projects - the 2008 
translocation of tortoises from 
the Ft. Irwin Southern Expan-
sion Area and a fall 2011 stint 
working on the final clearance of 
tortoises from the Ivanpah Solar 
Electricity Generating Site.
 I am a foot soldier in the ef-
fort to understand the ecology 
and population trends of a spe-
cies I have come to respect and 
treasure deeply. I want to pro-
pose an expansion of the tool kit we apply to the challenge of keep-
ing this tortoise on the planet.

Background
 The story of the decline of the desert tortoise has been told 

many times, and its broad outlines are well known. Consider how 
different the desert of 2012 is from that of 1950 or 1850. Human 
use of the desert has pulled the ecological rug out from under the 
tortoise. Their range is crisscrossed by hundreds of roads of all siz-
es. Huge areas of tortoise habitat have been destroyed by urban, 

agricultural, mineral and energy development, and degraded 
by off-highway vehicle use, military maneuvers, and grazing.
 Profound ecological changes have also occurred. Nutri-
tious native plants have been crowded out by invasive grass-
es and mustards, which are low quality forage for tortoises. 

Human induced climate 
change is likely to make 
the desert droughts even 
more extreme. Diseases, 
possibly introduced and al-
most certainly exacerbated 
by release of ill captive tor-
toises, have swept through 
wild populations, killing a 
large proportion of adults. 
Perhaps the most obvious 
deleterious ecological shift 
has been the explosive 
growth in the number of 
ravens inhabiting the des-
ert. Their population has 
increased many times over 
in the last fifty years with 
dire consequences for the 
survival to breeding age of 
juvenile tortoises. Resource 
subsidies to ravens - wa-
ter from agriculture, golf 
courses, sewage treatment 
ponds and suburban lawns, 
scraps from fast food res-

taurant dumpsters and landfills, roadkills from a web of highways, 
shady trees in which to shelter from midday heat, powerline towers 
providing ideal observation posts and nest sites- have combined to 
make life easy for them where once it was difficult or impossible. 
Add to this similar unwitting support for coyotes, and the importa-

EXPANDING THE TOOLBOX: NEW TECHNIQUES 
TO SAVE AN ANCIENT DESERT ICON

 
Desert Tortoise Conservation

BY TIM SHIELDS

Some of the threats to the survival of the tortoise: (clockwise 

from left) habitat destruction, roads, OHVs, and raven and coyote 

predation
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tion of feral/free roaming dogs and it is obvious that humans have 
greatly increased predation pressure on all age classes of tortoises.

Reaction to the Decline
 The reaction to the decline of the desert tortoise has been ex-
traordinary. Tens of millions of dollars have been spent by public 
and private entities in an attempt to reverse the slide of the species 
toward extinction.

These are some of the steps that have been taken:
• Long term population study plots were established in the 1970s 
to provide a baseline for assessing declines and their causes. Con-
tinued monitoring using a variety of techniques to track tortoise 
population dynamics is ongoing.
• The Desert Tortoise Natural Area was established in 1973.
• Desert Tortoise was granted fully protected status in California 
in 1973.
• With the appearance of diseases in the late 1980s the species 
was listed in 1989 as threatened, both federally and in California. 
Protection from other states has followed. A long series of studies 
followed to prescribe research needs and possible steps to reverse 
population declines. Government agencies- BLM, Fish and Wild-
life, National Park Service and USGS increased their efforts on the 
tortoise’s behalf.
• Efforts were undertaken to learn more about the species’ biology 
and ecology. These included disease studies, behavioral, ecological 
and physiological research.

Current Management: A review of the steps now  
being taken
 The steps in play currently fall into the following categories:
• A legal framework has been established to limit human behavior 
that is detrimental to tortoises. Administered mostly by the US 
Fish and Wildlife Service, these standards are designed to mini-
mize the damage to tortoises from human activity in the desert 
and to compensate for the damage that does occur.
• Habitat acquisition is a principal form of mitigation for destruc-
tive activities. Many thousands of acres have been set aside for the 
benefit of the desert tortoise.
• Fencing of roads and of certain parcels of habitat have made 
huge swaths of land near roadways safe for occupation by tor-
toises that might otherwise become roadkill.
• Headstarting attempts are designed to raise tortoises in preda-
tor proof pens so they grow to a size that renders them resistant to 
attack by ravens and other predators.
• Translocation is currently used primarily to move tortoises out 
of the way of development projects. This is both problematic and 
highly controversial.

Expanding the Toolbox
 Current efforts are mostly ecologically passive methods, i.e. 
setting land aside and letting “nature take its course.” These limit 
human damage to tortoises but stop short of active intervention. 
The exception is headstarting, very high intensity management of 
small areas to raise tortoises to a size at which they can survive ra-
ven attacks. All of these steps are valuable and necessary, but they 
have been inadequate to reverse the disappearance of desert tor-
toises. Passive techniques fail to address the profound ecological 
changes that have occurred throughout the desert, even in “pris-
tine” areas. The poor record of headstarting efforts to date serves 

to emphasize the intricate interactions between tortoises and their 
environment. The artificial conditions prevailing in small headstart 
pens may make it difficult for the young tortoises raised there to 
develop the skills necessary for survival in a complex environment 
that penalizes inability to recognize and appropriately respond to 
threats and opportunities.
 Every year there are fewer tortoises than there were before. 
New tools are needed to fill in the spectrum of intervention that lies 
between passive habitat protection and headstarting. A wider vari-
ety of tortoise conservation techniques will offer maximum flexibil-
ity in responding to future challenges. I want to suggest a range of 
active interventions to supplement current efforts. These could be 
applied on different scales and at different intensities. The process 
of developing and testing them can be thought of as expanding the 
toolbox of tortoise conservation. Used in various combinations they 
may allow us to stabilize and eventually increase tortoise popula-
tions, at least on a small scale.

Water
 Water is the most important resource for tortoises, and hydra-
tion state determines much about their ability to digest food, resist 
disease and procreate. They directly ingest water during rainstorms 
and maximizing water intake during these rare events is a mat-
ter of life or death. Tortoises have a variety of techniques to take 
maximum advantage of available water. Rains insufficient to create 
puddles produce a film of water on rocks that tortoises can ingest 
through their nostrils. Harder or more sustained rains create pud-
dles. In such events tortoises use water collection basins. They also 
use artificial drinking sites. I once witnessed a large male tortoise 
in a light rain spend an entire night snorting water off a piece of tin 
roofing. He gained 350g while the greatest weight gain any other 
tortoise on the plot achieved was 50g. Well-designed drinking sites 
could increase the amount of water available to tortoises. The natu-
ral ability of wild tortoises to find such sites and their demonstrated 
willingness to use them, renders this approach a low maintenance 
method to facilitate and increase tortoise hydration.
 Tortoises can also be directly hydrated using coelomic injection 
of water and will also accept water introduced into the vicinity of 
their nostrils. These more active methods have been successfully 
used to replace fluid lost via urination during handling. Long-term 
hydration maintenance should be investigated on a carefully moni-
tored group of tortoises. A comparison of survival rates, growth rates 
and behavior between control and treatment animals would show 
the effect of keeping tortoises above a minimum level of hydration. 
Such techniques may be important tools during droughts and in as-
sisting tortoises following translocation and other disturbances.

Food
 Making more high quality native food available to tortoises 
would provide obvious benefits. One method, the control of less 
nutritious invasive plants, may be unfeasible on a large scale but 
may be achievable on smaller scales.
 Another way to increase the amount of food available to wild 
tortoises would be the use of simple devices to concentrate rainfall. 
The effect of added water can be seen in the profusion of plant 
growth along roadsides, even in relatively dry years. The roadside 
strip receives, in the form of runoff, many times the background 
level of water. At the Desert Tortoise Natural Area, in an otherwise 
dry year, a strip garden grew under the dripline of the interpretive 

Continued on page 19
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The Colorado River Delta: Present And Future

officials identified conservation priorities in the Delta region. Subsequently, restoration 
projects were developed which are now being implemented by a partnership of NGOs and 
government agencies. This significant step in understanding the environmental condi-
tions of the Delta was essential to garnering additional support for the Delta’s protection 
and restoration. The conservation priorities are now a part of discussions on water man-
agement between Mexico and the U.S. Furthermore, conservation of the Delta ecosystem 
has become a national priority in Mexico, and federal and state agencies are working 
together to try to enhance this precious resource. The National Water Commission in 
Mexico recently formed the Specialized Wetland Group for the Colorado River Delta with 
the objective of protecting and restoring Delta wetlands, the first such organization in 
the nation. The bi-national and multi-institutional collaboration that has occurred in the 
Delta is a unique and inspiring example of successful cooperation between two countries 
and the civilian society.
 It is unlikely that the Delta will be restored to its pre-development condition, at least 
in our lifetimes. Yet, by creating a network of functional habitats through various restora-
tion projects, portions of the Delta’s ecosystems can be revived and protected. The short-
age of water has been the main cause of the Delta’s degradation over the past century; 
thus, securing water for the Delta is a principal focus of the various institutions working 
to restore it. Very specific restoration goals and water requirements to achieve these goals 
have been determined, and the good news is that efforts to reach these goals are already 
underway.
 But how do we bring water to the Delta when the Colorado River is 115% over-
allocated to municipal, industrial, and agricultural users in the arid regions of the  
western United States and northwestern Mexico? Several sources of water and mecha-
nisms to acquire water are currently being explored and implemented. These include 
voluntary market transactions and the use of wastewater and agricultural return flows, 
among others.
 Voluntary market transactions were made possible through the creation of the Colo-

rado River Delta Water Trust, a legal mecha-
nism that allows water rights to be purchased 
and dedicated to the Delta in perpetuity. The 
Trust, which was established in 2008 by an 
NGO coalition of Pronatura Noroeste, the 
Sonoran Institute, and the Environmental 
Defense Fund, has thus far purchased nearly 
4,000 acre-feet of water. This is being used 
to maintain over 150 acres of restored ripar-
ian habitat, with many more acres to come. 
The Trust has also enabled this coalition of 
NGOs to participate in discussions with the 
U.S. and Mexican governments to dedicate 
water to the Delta. 
 The first such use of the Water Trust 
in bi-national negotiations involved the al-
location of flows to the Ciénega de Santa 
Clara, the largest wetland in the Delta. The 
Ciénega’s nearly 13,000 acres of open water 
lagoons and cattail marsh provide habitat for 
several endangered bird species, most nota-
bly the Yuma clapper rail. In 2010, an his-
toric agreement was made between Mexico, 
the United States, and the NGO coalition 
to dedicate 10,000 acre-feet of water from 
each country to the Ciénega de Santa Clara, 
in order to maintain its ecological integrity 
during a pilot run of the nearby Yuma Desalt-
ing Plant (YDP). The Water Trust provided a 
critical mechanism through which the NGOs 
were able to negotiate equal water allocation 
to the wetland by both parties. The expec-
tation is that new agreements to dedicate 
more water flows to the Colorado River ri-
parian corridor can be made in the near fu-
ture, which will have significant benefits for 
people and wildlife, particularly resident and 
migratory birds. 
 In addition to water secured through 
the purchase of water rights, another unique 
source is being utilized: treated effluent from 
the city of Mexicali. The only project of its 
type in Mexico, a 250-acre artificial wetland 
is being developed to provide additional 
treatment to effluent water from the Las Ar-
enitas Wastewater Treatment Plant, located 
13 miles south of Mexicali. The effluent from 
the treatment plant currently flows into the 
Hardy River, a tributary to the Colorado Riv-
er. The treatment wetland has dual positive 
impacts on the habitat in the region. It im-
proves the water quality of the effluent flow-
ing to the rivers, which enhances riparian 
habitat. In addition, the wetland itself has 
become a major attraction for both resident 
and migratory birds. More than 145 species 

Planting near the river. Cuttings and seedlings are grown in a nursery and then trans-
planted
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Continued FRoM page 17

of aquatic and terrestrial birds have been documented there, in-
cluding the endangered Yuma clapper rail.
 Perhaps the most difficult challenge to restoring the Delta is 
the enhancement of estuarine conditions. The absence of river 
flows to flush out sediment brought in by the tides and wind has 
allowed the development of a large sand bar in the estuary. This 
barrier is inhibiting the connectivity between the river and the Gulf 
of California, thus degrading the estuarine conditions critical to 
the development of many fish and shrimp species. Working with 
other NGOs and academic institutions, we are implementing a res-
toration strategy that includes creating a pilot channel through the 
sand bar to facilitate connectivity. This, in addition to increased 
flows to the Colorado and/or Hardy Rivers, will help to once again 
ensure a regular connection between the river and the sea.
 It is not just water that will bring the Delta back to life. The 
concentrated efforts of people in all levels of society in both the 
U.S. and Mexico are required to ensure its future. Restoration proj-
ects are critical to maintaining and providing additional habitat for 
wildlife species. We as a society can still do a lot for the Delta. We 
should continue to build on the progress made to create a network 
of restoration sites that will bring back a functional ecosystem.  

Francisco Zamora is the director of the Colorado River Delta program 
at the Sonoran Institute. He has fourteen years of experience working 
on identifying conservation needs and designing and implementing 
restoration projects in the Delta.

Karen J. Schlatter is a Program Associate with the Colorado River 
Delta Program at the Sonoran Institute. For the last two years she 
has been implementing and monitoring riparian restoration projects 
in the Delta.

Yuma clapper rail
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Desert Tortoise Conservation

kiosk and was visited by at least five different tortoises. Placing 
devices as simple as angled sheets of roofing would create strips 
of more highly watered soil. The devices could be removed after 
winter rains have ceased. Such strips could be seeded with native 
annuals to increase the benefits. Again, the ability of wild tortoises 
to locate and exploit patchy resources would help insure the suc-
cess of this low tech, low cost method.

Predation management:
 The profusion of predators, especially ravens, is a major threat 
to tortoises over wide swaths of their range. Tackling this anthro-
pogenic problem is essential. The simplest response is to kill large 
numbers of ravens. Such large-scale raven kills have been proposed 
but never instituted due to their controversial nature.
 While wide-scale raven control should be pursued, a variety 
of non-lethal methods applicable on a smaller scale should also 
be developed. The creative use of technology to establish predator 
exclusion areas could create functional refuges many times larger 
than the current headstart pens. The visual, auditory and gustatory 
systems of ravens and other predators may provide clues as to the 
nature of such exclusionary devices or treatments.
 Another possible avenue is behavior modification through the 
use of tortoise carcasses treated with nausea inducing but non-le-
thal chemicals. Such techniques are being tested on a wide variety 
of carnivores and may be applicable in the case of desert tortoise 
predators. Correct use of these emetics could train resident ravens, 
and perhaps coyotes, to avoid eating young tortoises.
 Harassment of ravens at potential nest sites and in the vicinity 
of tortoises might be another way to reduce predation pressure on 
tortoises, particularly young ones.
 A network of tortoise refugia could integrate all of the above to 
create small, intensively managed sites whose purpose is to foster 
tortoises that could survive long-term. These will be designed to 
protect tortoises from most predation but, crucially, to allow them 
to develop normal behavior patterns. Some lower cost techniques 
could be applied on a broader geographic scale to extend the ben-
efits. This expanded toolbox will provide increased flexibility to re-
spond to the challenges and crises that will arise in the complex 
endeavor of insuring the survival of desert tortoises.

Why bother?
 The actions of humans to rescue the desert tortoise from the 
effects of human actions have so far proven inadequate to the task. 
If we are to have tortoises in the future we clearly must do more. 
We need a wider spectrum of action to reverse the decline of tor-
toises. The challenges are so pervasive and so complex that I sug-
gest we should be thinking in terms of buying time for the species. 
To do even this we must think more creatively and act more boldly 
than we have to date. In this spirit I offer the foregoing ideas. 

Tim Shields has spent thirty-five years in field research on desert tor-
toises in the Southwest. In the process he has witnessed and docu-
mented the dramatic decline in their numbers and looked deeply into 
their ways of surviving in their harsh and unforgiving home. He is 
dedicated to keeping them on the planet.
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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 before you choose to 
participate, please go to http://www.sierraclub.org/
outings/chapter/forms/, or contact the Outings De-
partment at 415-977-5528 for a printed version.
 For an updated listing, visit the Desert Report web-
site 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.)

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 leaders closer to the date for full details. 
Graham Stafford 775-686-8478 graham@grahamstafford.com 
or Pat Bruce of Friends of Nevada Wilderness pbruce@ne-
vadawilderness.org. Great Basin Group-Toiyabe Chapter

NATIONAL PUBLIC LANDS DAY IN THE CARRIZO 
PLAINS
September 29-30, Saturday-Sunday
This is an opportunity to visit and to assist an outstanding and 
relatively unknown national monument. There will be an op-
tional and scenic hike high in the Caliente Mountains on Friday. 
Others may join us for National Public Lands Day on Saturday 
when we will participate with other volunteers in placing bar-
riers and fence on a backcountry road to protect resources. 
On Sunday we will tour a number of the historic, prehistoric, 
and geologic sites in the Monument. Leader Craig Deutsche, 
craig.deutsche@gmail.com, (310-477-6670) CNRCC Desert 
Committee

EXPLORE AND SERVE IN THE CARRIZO PLAINS
October 13-14, Saturday-Sunday
Pronghorn antelope will not jump fences to escape predators 
but rather attempt to crawl under. This trip is one of a continu-
ing series to either remove or modify several sections of fence 
to facilitate this mobility. Saturday will be a work day. We will 
camp and have a pot-luck dinner that evening in one of the 
campgrounds. Sunday, at the choice of the group, will be either 
a hike in the Caliente Range or else a tour of popular viewing 
areas in the Plains. Leader: Craig Deutsche, craig.deutsche@
gmail.com, 310-477-6670. CNRCC Desert Committee

GHOST TOWN EXTRAVAGANZA 
October 27- 28, Saturday-Sunday
Spend the weekend before Halloween with the ghosts of 

California’s colorful past in this eerie desert landscape 
near Death Valley. Camp at the historic ghost town of 
Ballarat (flush toilets). On Sat, do a challenging hike to 
ghost town Lookout City with historian Hal Fowler who 
will regale us with tales of this wild west town. Later 
we’ll return to camp for Happy Hour and a potluck feast, 
followed by a midnight visit to Ballarat’s graveyard. On 
Sun, a quick visit to the infamous Riley townsite before 

heading home. Group size strictly limited. Send $8 per person 
(Lygeia Gerard), 2 large SASE, H&W phones, email, rideshare 
info to Leader: Lygeia Gerard, P.O. Box 721039, Pinon Hills, CA 
92372; 760-868-2179. CNRCC Desert Committee

DEATH VALLEY SERVICE TRIP
November 2-4, Friday-Sunday
Work with Death Valley National Park Wilderness Coordinator 
Charlie Callagan on restoration activities in the Park. Projects 
are to be determined, but will probably include fence removal. 
Camping will be at Mesquite Springs campground, north of 
Stovepipe Wells. Arrive Friday afternoon and work for part of 
the afternoon, work will continue on Saturday, with a potluck 
Saturday night. Sunday may be a work day or perhaps rec-
reational. Leader: Kate Allen, kj.allen96@gmail.com, 661-944-
4056. CNRCC Desert Committee

EXPLORE AND SERVE IN THE CARRIZO PLAINS
Dec 1-2, Saturday-Sunday
Pronghorn antelope will not jump fences to escape predators 
but rather attempt to crawl under. For nearly eight years work 
has continued to remove fences and/or modify them to fa-
cilitate mobility of the pronghorn. The project has been very 
successful, and this will be one of the very last of these work 
weekends. Saturday will be a work day. We will camp and have 
a pot-luck dinner that evening in one of the campgrounds. 
Sunday, at the choice of the group, will be either a hike in the 
Caliente Range or else a tour of popular viewing areas in the 
Plains. Leader: Craig Deutsche, craig.deutsche@gmail.com, 
310-477-6670. CNRCC Desert Committee

California/Nevada Regional Conservation Committee Desert Committee

Outings
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DESERT COMMITTEE 
MEETING
The fall meeting will be held at Black Rock Visitor Center 

at Joshua Tree National Park on November 17 - 18, 2012. 

Reservations for Black Rock and Indian Cove Camp-

grounds can be made by calling 1-877-444-6777 or going 

online to www.recreation.gov. If making reservations by 

phone, mention that you are with the Sierra Club Desert 

Committee meeting in the Visitor Center and would like a 

campsite near other participants.

The winter meeting will be held jointly with the CNRCC 

Wilderness Committee in Shoshone, California on Febru-

ary 16 - 17, 2013 with co-chairs Terry Frewin and Vicky 

Hoover. We encourage local citizens in the area to attend, 

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

Email Tom Budlong at tombudlong@roadrunner.com or 

call 310-476-1731 to be put on the invitation list.

Continued FRoM page 5

Fast, Furious, And Anonymous

erty owners and businesses by policing themselves through ‘peer re-
porting’. Advocacy for visible license plates would show proof that 
the ORV industry and user groups are serious about reining in those 
who give the sport such a bad reputation.
 Support by ORV groups in Wisconsin helped to move legis-
lation forward in that state. Wisconsin now has a new state law 
requiring ORVs to have visible license plates. “They [license plates] 
are not only more visible than the side decal for credentialed law 
enforcement; their purpose is to also assist in ‘peer reporting,’” said 
Randy Harden, President of the Wisconsin ATV Association. “Our 
organization has many local club members and hundreds of trained 
trail patrol ambassadors that volunteer thousands of hours each 
year doing their part to keep our trail systems open for all. For the 
law abiding, this is a small price to pay for the few who constantly 
ruin it for everyone else by choosing to ride illegally and inappro-
priately. In these instances of obvious illegal riding when the rider 
has complete disregard for friendly advice, our trail ambassadors 
need an easier and accurate means for reporting these criminals to 
our law enforcement professionals. These dedicated people deserve 
the kind of tools that make their jobs easier; the rear plate is one 
such important tool.”
 Contact Community ORV Watch through our web site www.
orvwatch.com if you are interested in supporting efforts to make 
riders more identifiable and therefore more responsible. We in-
vite vendors and user groups to work with us on an ad campaign  
that encourages responsible recreation through education and  
accountability. 

Philip M. Klasky owns a home in Wonder Valley near Joshua Tree 
National Park. He is on the Steering Committee of Community ORV 
Watch and a member of the Alliance for Responsible Recreation, a 
coalition of homeowners associations, conservation groups, residents 
and business people working to protect private and public lands from 
ORV abuse.

No visible identification on illegal rider
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Current Issues
Grand Canyon To Remain Noisy, At 
Least For Now
When the National Park Service released its draft plan sev-

eral months ago, it was expected to extend quiet hours in the 

morning and evening, move air tour routes away from popular 

areas during certain seasons, and limit air tour numbers in the 

future. However, John McCain (R-AZ) successfully undermined 

this decades-long effort to reduce aircraft overflight impacts 

in the Grand Canyon.

 With no public debate, McCain slipped in his last-minute 

amendment to reinforce the status quo into the recent Trans-

portation bill that was passed by the House and Senate and 

quickly signed by President Obama. The Arizona and Nevada 

congressional delegations, including Harry Reid, had support-

ed the effort to minimize or delay changes to air tour opera-

tions. The law will now allow half the park to have unlimited 

aircraft noise, and allow the rest of the park to hear air tour 

noise 25% of the time throughout the day. Additionally, under 

certain conditions, air tour numbers can increase in the future.

 This last-minute, secretive action followed years of agency 

noise studies costing taxpayers $6 million, hundreds of hours 

of public meetings, and almost 30,000 public comments.

 The National Park Service is currently reviewing how to 

incorporate the amendment into its Final Environmental Im-

pact Statement or into subsequent noise mitigation planning. 

The National Park and allies will now be forced to develop new 

strategies in their efforts to reduce air tour noise in Grand Can-

yon National Park. For additional information on this issue, see 

Desert Report, June 2011, p. 14.

Inyo County’s Claim On Roads In Death 
Valley Thrown Out
Nearly four years after a federal judge ruled against most 

of the claims by Inyo County to what it considered roads in 

a remote area of Death Valley National Park, the judge has 

thrown out the final piece.

 In October 2006, Inyo County filed a lawsuit claiming 

(through the 19th Century right-of-way law RS2477) that 

it was within its rights to maintain the rights-of-way for the 

two stretches of “highway” in Death Valley National Park that 

the county contended had been recognized as county high-

ways for decades. The county proposed that these roads ran 

through Greenwater Canyon, Greenwater Valley, and Last 

Chance Canyon. Those areas were designated as wilderness 

when Death Valley was given national park status in 1994.

 However, in August 2008, U.S. District Judge Anthony 

Ishii ruled that the county waited too long to assert its claims 

to these roads within the national park. He agreed with argu-

ments by conservation groups and the National Park Service 

that the county’s claims were barred because the county failed 

to file within the statute of limitations. The court dismissed 

most of the county’s claims.

 This past June, Judge Ishii ruled against the county again 

regarding the final piece of the claim; the last half mile of Last 

Chance Canyon. The judge held that, “The factual context of 

public use indicates unequivocally that the segment of Last 

Chance Road at issue in these cross-motions for summary 

judgment never existed as a highway within the meaning of 

either California common law or within the meaning of federal 

law interpreting R.S. 2477.”

 Inyo County could have appealed some or all of the entire 

case to the 9th Circuit Court of Appeals, but has decided to 

take no additional action. This decision “means that counties 

can’t obstruct efforts to protect national parks and other natu-

ral areas by claiming as a highway every wash a jeep may have 

once driven down.” states Lisa Belenky, senior attorney for the 

Center for Biological Diversity.

100-Year Flood At Genesis Solar  
Energy Project Site
In July, a flash flood hit the Genesis Solar Energy Project in the 

Chuckwalla Valley.

 The flood was the latest problem for the $1 billion project, 

which has seen previous construction delays due to the discov-

ery of evidence of prehistoric settlement, and the site’s desert 

kit fox population contracting distemper (see Desert Report, 

June 2012, p.1).

 Although still assessing the damage, the company es-

timates that the site incurred less than $5 million in damage 

from the flood. Damage included loss of some mirrors and 

damaged roads. However, the company states that it is still on 

track to start generating 125 megawatts of power in 2013, with 

an additional 125 megawatts coming online in 2014.

 The project site, Chuckwalla Valley, is located in the Colo-

rado Desert west of Blythe. The area is prone to large flood 

events during the summer monsoon season, as large thunder-

storms occur in Arizona and Mexico, causing torrential down-

pours in a few hours.

 NextEra, the company responsible for the Genesis project, 

received $852 million from the Department of Energy as a loan 

guarantee.
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OUR MISSION
The Sierra Club California/Nevada Desert Committee works 

for the protection and conservation of the deserts of Cali-

fornia, Nevada and other areas in the Southwest; monitors 

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

promote preservation of our arid lands; sponsors education 

and service trips; encourages and supports others to work 

for similar objectives; and maintains, shares and publishes 

information about the desert.

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

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

you’ll find open discussions of items interesting to desert 

lovers. Many articles in this issue of Desert Report were 

developed through Forum discussions. Electronic subscrib-

ers will continue to receive current news on these issues—

plus the opportunity to join in the discussions and contrib-

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

listserv system. 

To sign up, just send this e-mail:

To: Listserv@lists.sierraclub.org
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SUBSCRIBE CONS-CNRCC-DESERT-FORUM 
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some tips on using the system. Please join us! 
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jim.dodson@sierraclub.org (661-942-3662)

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

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

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

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

work of environmental advocates. Your voice will be heard 

through congressional lobbying and grassroots action.

www.sierraclub.org/membership
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