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FLOODS

BY BIRGITTA JANSEN

DEATH VALLEY’S WETTEST 
OCTOBER ON RECORD

I
“I’ve never in my life been so scared,” said Isabelle Woodward as 
she told the tale of Sunday evening, October 18, 2015. On that 
night a major storm was flooding Grapevine Canyon in the park’s 
north end. Isabelle, a park guide at Scotty’s Castle, and her hus-
band Mike had arrived in their motor home at the Grapevine res-
idential area just two days before. She was scheduled to start her 
tenth season at Scotty’s Castle the next day, along with eighteen 
other park staff. “We knew from the weather forecast that it was 
going to rain, and as predicted it started to dribble around 6 or 
7 p.m. Then we started to see thunder and lightning. Around 8 
p.m. hail stones as big as quarters came down hard and fast for 
over an hour. The hail stopped around 9 p.m., but by then the 
power had gone out. We could not see anything, but we knew 
that water had started flowing in the canyon which could be dan-
gerous. Lots of fast moving water and debris can cut gullies, and 
if water started flowing underneath our motor home, we knew 
that it could be destabilized and tip. But there was nowhere for 
us to go.” 
 Meanwhile three Park Rangers arrived at the Park’s north 
end to assist stranded visitors at Mesquite Campground and 
Ubehebe Crater. Since it was rapidly becoming too dangerous 
to cross flood waters already flowing violently across the roads, 
twenty-three people spent a rather uncomfortable night at the 
Ubehebe Crater parking lot.
 When the water started rushing out of Grapevine Canyon,  
it crossed the Scotty’s Castle Road carrying rail road ties (that 
had been stored in an area near Scotty’s Castle) and literally tons  
of debris and mud. One of the Park Rangers was heard to  
exclaim on the park radio: “That’s a dumpster floating by!” Ains-
ley Holeso, the park’s Chief of Maintenance, confirmed: Yes, six 
full dumpsters were carried as much as four miles downstream. 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 8 BI
RG

IT
TA

 JA
N

SE
N

Scotty’s Castle Road



DESERT REPORT MARCH 20162
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Fourteen years ago, the California State Water Resources Con-
trol Board (Water Board) and California Legislature decided to 
approve the largest agriculture-to-urban transfer of water in the 
country. At its peak, the water transfer would move more than 
367,000 acre-feet of Colorado River water from farmland in the 
Imperial Valley to urban Southern California each year. That’s 
enough water to supply the household needs for more than 
2.2 million people for an entire year. At the time, Defenders of 
Wildlife and our partners – including the Pacific Institute, Sierra 
Club, and Audubon California – argued that any transfer had to 
address the environmental consequences of diverting so much 
water. While the transfer was necessary to create a more reliable 
water supply for the residents of San Diego and Palm Springs 
without taking that water from the fragile Bay Delta, we knew it 
would have an enormous impact on the Salton Sea that could not 
be ignored. 
 The Salton Sea is fed primarily by the runoff from nearby ag-
ricultural fields. The transfer reduces the water to the fields by 
more than 300,000 acre-feet of water each year. The Water Board 
was warned that as the water level in the Sea lowered, it would 
expose more than 70,000 acres of dusty and dry sea bed by 2047 
and would accelerate the path of the Salton Sea habitat toward 
biological collapse. 

 Sacrificing the Salton Sea is not an option. It provides habitat 
for more than 400 species of birds – approximately two-thirds of 
all bird species in the continental U.S. As a critical stopover on the 
Pacific Flyway, it is one of the most important locales for migra-
tory birds in the Western United States. When the water transfer 
is operating at full capacity, these species will pay the price. The 
Sea’s remaining fish population will crash, eliminating food for 
birds – both those that live there, and those passing through. In 
addition, the shallow waters around the southern and northern 
ends of the Sea which are important feeding and resting areas 
for migrating shorebirds will disappear. With these important 
habitats destroyed, migratory birds will have few options to rest 
and feed during their migration up and down the Pacific flyway.
 Less water flowing to the Sea will also create severe health 
issues for residents in this region. It will leave more than 100 
square miles of lakebed exposed to the wind, creating horrific 
dust storms to plague a region that already has the highest rates 
of childhood asthma in California. A report by the Pacific Institute 
found that the combined impacts to wildlife habitat and public 
health could cost the state as much as $70 billion over the next 
30 years.
 The state recognized that these were problems that needed 
to be addressed, so it came up with a deal to buy everyone some 
time. The Water Board required Imperial Irrigation District (IID) 
to send additional water to the Sea for 15 years to keep it from 
receding. In the meantime, the State of California promised to 
take the lead in coming up with a plan for a more sustainable Sea. 
More importantly, the state agreed to ensure that the impacts of  
the water transfer would be mitigated in the event that the 
mitigation funds provided by the regional water agencies were 
insufficient to fully address the impacts of the water transfer. 
With those commitments in place, the Quantification Settlement 
Agreement (QSA) went forward, and the clock started counting 
down to 2017 when the mitigation water from the transfer will 
cease to be delivered to the Sea.
 For more than a decade, little progress was made at the 
Salton Sea. The Natural Resources Agency released an $8.9 bil-
lion plan in 2007 that proposed massive infrastructure and ex-
pensive details that were unrealistic and proved to be a barrier to 
any activity occurring at the Sea. Indeed, such a large and expen-
sive plan fell flat at the Legislature and served as a roadblock for 
moving forward expeditiously to address the inevitable impacts 
of the water transfer on the Sea. 
 While a larger solution for the Sea stalled out, smaller efforts 
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Wind, rain, and fog are not well-suited for an enjoyable day of 
birding. With a welcome break in the drought, Karen and I, along 
with several birding pals, decided to escape the inclement weath-
er in Sacramento and drive southward. Our destination, the 
Salton Sea. A review of recent observations posted on ebird.org 
indicated that flocks of winter migrants were enjoying the warm 
dry sea air. We were certain they needed our company.
 The Salton Sea is one of the most important places for birds 
in North America. Over 400 species of birds use the Salton Sea on 
a seasonal basis. Birds by the thousands stop here during migra-
tion and for good reason. Over 90% of the wetlands in California 
have long ago been tilled for agriculture or filled for develop-
ment. The Salton Sea is the only stop left in Southern California 
for birds following the Pacific flyway. I personally have enjoyed 
watching thousands of snow geese, hundreds of white-faced ibis, 
flocks of white and brown pelicans, double crested cormorants, 
terns, gulls, and many more species on my numerous visits to the 
Salton Sea. It is a unique and valuable habitat.
 Unfortunately, water levels in this largest lake in California 
are falling. Drought, evaporation, and dwindling runoff from 
adjacent agricultural fields are taking their toll. With no natural 
source of replenishment, the Salton Sea is drying up. We saw ev-
idence of the Sea’s decline at five of our six stops. At what were 
once birding “hotspots,” the shoreline had retreated dramati-
cally. What were once shallow waters teaming with shorebirds, 
gulls, and other water fowl were now dry lifeless salt flats. For 
example, the shoreline at the boat launch near Red Hill Bay had 
retreated by approximately 500 yards leaving the launch facilities 
high and dry. 
 For this trip, Karen selected several well-known stops for our 
birding adventure. The “hotspots” are shown on the accompany-
ing map. A brief summary of our journey follows.

Hotspot A 84th Avenue: Our first stop. We drove past acres of 
date palms before dead ending about 500 yards from the shore-
line. We encountered numerous birds along the road including 
Gambel’s Quail, a life bird for one of our group. 

Hotspot B Sonny Bono National Wildlife Preserve Visitor Center: 
This has always been my favorite stop. Inside the Visitor Center, 
volunteers are always helpful in directing birders to the best plac-
es to look and in suggesting what they might see. In the past, 
birding here has been great, but this time, with low water levels, 
birding was just OK.

Hotspot C Red Hill Bay and Obsidian Butte: Receding water has 
left these areas high and dry. The only birds were far off along 
the distant shoreline. With no cover, there was little point in try-
ing to sneak up on them. We were fortunate to see the most pi-
pets any of us had ever seen in the fields adjacent to road out. We 
didn’t try to count, but they numbered in the 100’s. 

Hotspot D Sonny Bono National Wildlife Preserve, Unit 1: Finally, 
finally, we saw birds in numbers that the Salton Sea is famous for. 
Tree swallows swarmed around us like gnats, thousands of them. 
Snow geese flew overhead in waves of 50-100 birds. Hundreds 
of white pelicans were feeding in the open water of the sea. The 
list of waterfowl, egrets, stilts, and dowitchers goes on and on. 
A large flock of raucous Caspian terns and numerous flocks of 
white-faced Ibis flew nearby. Sandhill cranes are an amazing spe-
cies. They are ungainly, colorful, and have a cry that can not be 
forgotten. As we stood there, large numbers were leaving the 
marshes to feed in the nearby fields. The spectacle of wildlife was 
truly humbling. 

 A MAGICAL PLACE AT RISK

BY KAREN ZUMWALT AND JIM POMPY

BIRDING THE SALTON SEA

CONTINUED ON PAGE 5

Map of the Salton Sea depicting the areas birded
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THE CLOCK IS TICKING AT THE SALTON SEA

did move forward slowly. The Department 
of Water Resources and Department of 
Fish and Wildlife developed the Species 
Conservation Habitat (SCH) program, in 
which the state proposed to build up to 
3,700 acres of aquatic habitat cells near 
the New River. The project has received 
its permits and has funding to develop 
640 of the 3,770 acres. In addition, the 
state awarded $3 million in Financial As-
sistance Project grants to three projects 
– the Torres Martinez Tribe wetlands/geo-
tube project, the Salton Sea Water Habitat 
Project, and the Red Hill Bay project. Of 
all of the projects, the Red Hill Bay proj-
ect, led by IID, is the closest to breaking 
ground. This project, like the SCH project, 
is intended to test out how to construct 
habitat at the Sea. 
 With less than three years left be-
fore the mitigation water ceases to be 
delivered to the Sea, IID launched an 
offensive to get the state of California 
to pay more attention to the looming 
disaster at the Sea. On November 18, 
2014, IID filed a petition to the Water 
Board requesting that it initiate a col-
laborative dialogue among the various 
stakeholders with the objective of build-
ing consensus around a restoration and 
funding plan that can be implemented 
immediately. More importantly, IID asked  
the Water Board to modify its original or-
der and require the state to fulfill its obli-
gations to the Sea.    
  The Brown Administration took 
notice of IID’s petition and the looming 

deadline and launched a Salton Sea Task Force in 2015, comprised of lead staffers from 
the Natural Resources Agency, Department of Fish and Wildlife, Department of Water 
Resources, Energy Commission, CalEPA, California Air Resources Board, and the Water 
Board. The Task Force released a set of recommendations related to projects, deadlines, 
and governance. In addition, the Task Force recommendations resulted in the hiring of 
Bruce Wilcox as the Assistant Secretary for Salton Sea policy within the Natural Resourc-
es Agency in September 2015. No stranger to the Salton Sea, Assistant Secretary Wilcox 
worked for several years for IID as the lead on the Salton Sea. He has worked extensively 

with the Salton Sea Authority (yet another State appointed group dealing with the Sea) 
and is respected by stakeholders as a knowledgeable advocate for the Sea. Wilcox has 
been tasked with the daunting responsibility of bringing together the various stakehold-
ers to arrive at a solution for the Sea before it is too late. Those stakeholders include 
Riverside and Imperial County elected officials and staff; the various water districts (IID, 
Coachella Valley Water District, San Diego County Water Authority, and Metropolitan Wa-
ter District); local and regional air districts and the state Air Board; the Salton Sea Author-
ity; assorted local, statewide, and national NGOs; and state and federal agencies.
 Today the Salton Sea is less than two years away from disaster, though there is at 
least activity and some effort to address the looming deadline. However, as was the 
issue when the State launched its first ill-fated restoration planning process, there are 
diverse views among stakeholders on what a “restoration and management” plan should 
look like. While the current leadership of the Salton Sea Authority, and its supporters, 
have recognized that any plan for the Sea will not return it to its past hey-day, there are 
still those that continue to hope for a full sea solution that would ‘freshen’ up the Sea’s 
salty waters by delivering water from the Gulf of California or by generating water from 
desalinization plants in order to return it to a more marine environment for fish and sta-
bilize the shoreline so that housing developments and golf courses could be built along 
the shores of the sea. 
 However, both the “Sea-to-Sea” idea and the desalinization idea suffer fatal flaws. 
More than a decade ago, the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation examined and rejected options 
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The geothermal field at the south end of the Salton Sea

Today the Salton Sea is less than two years away 
from disaster, though there is at least activity 
and some effort to address the looming deadline.
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for pipelines or canals to pump water about 100 miles between 
the Gulf of California and the Salton Sea in part because the costs 
were estimated to run between $15 billion and $38 billion. The 
Natural Resources Agency and the Salton Sea Authority have 
also rejected the “Sea-to-Sea” concepts. The use of desalinization 
plants also suffers from cost and technical problems. It has been 
estimated that it could cost at least $17 billion to build enough 
desalinization plants at the Sea. 
 While a fully formed solution for the Sea has not yet sprung 
forth, there is movement that hopefully will coalesce into a 
larger, widely supported project. Parties are beginning to rec-
ognize that even without importing or generating more water 
to make up for reductions in inflows to the Sea, there will still  
be hundreds of thousands of acre-feet of inflow for the fore-
seeable future, and that a large amount of water can produce a 
comprehensive plan that will give everyone at least most of what 
they are seeking: fish and wildlife habitat, air quality projects, and  
the ability to keep a smaller open water surface for recreation  
and habitat. 
 IID and Imperial County have been working with partners 
on a “Salton Sea Restoration and Renewable Energy Initiative.” 
This initiative knits together the existing proposed projects, such 
as Red Hill Bay and SCH, with a vision of incremental building 
projects that address air quality and habitat concerns as the Sea 
recedes as well as more fully developing the Sea’s geothermal 
energy resource. Not surprisingly, IID’s project is focused on 
the near term threat at the southern end of the Sea created by 
shrinking inflows and a shallow southern seabed. Stakeholders in 
Riverside County, including elected officials, have proposed their 
own plan, the Salton Sea Water Incremental Funding in Time (SS-
WIFT) proposal. The SSWIFT plan proposes to build levees around 
the Sea to separate the high salinity center of the lake from a low-
er salinity outer lake. This outer lake would receive 140 thousand 
acre-feet per year of freshwater from the New River and White-
water River to support bird and fish populations and the inner 
brine sink would keep the lakebed wet to prevent fugitive dust. 
Again, not surprisingly, the SSWIFT plan is focused on stabilizing 
the shoreline around the Sea with a deeper lake to attract more 
development and economic opportunity. The state is currently 
examining both proposals to determine if they are both techni-
cally and financially feasible and if they can be “married” together 
into a plan that will satisfy all interests. 
 While the fate of the Sea remains uncertain, there should be 
optimism with the State’s renewed interest and efforts by stake-
holders to work together. With this optimism should come cau-
tion as there is no extra time to argue over plans for the Sea, and 
any solution should avoid the fate of the past restoration plan 
– death by price tag. If parties can keep these cautions in mind, 
we may avoid environmental disaster at the Sea and create a plan 
that benefits both fish and wildlife and the people who call the 
Salton Sea home. 

Kim Delfino is the California Program Director for Defenders of Wild-
life. She has developed expertise in California wildlife and land use 
planning laws, energy policy, and water issues. Kim has worked on 
protecting the Salton Sea and its diverse array of wildlife since 2001.

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 3

BIRDING THE SALTON SEA

Hotspot E Bombay Beach: After leaving Unit 1, we drove past 
Wister Wildlife Preserve along highway 111 as it was closed for all 
but waterfowl hunters. Driving into the village of Bombay Beach 
was a little like entering the Twilight Zone. It is a bit of a shanty 
town. Although there were cars parked in front of some struc-
tures, there was no one in sight. Birding was disappointing with 
only a few species present in small numbers. 

Hotspot F North Shore: We made several stops along the north-
ern shoreline. Great egrets were more common here than any 
other place we had previously birded. Karen set up her scope at 
our first stop and soon spotted two large raptors in a distant tree. 
After several attempts at a closer look, we all agreed these were 
two juvenile bald eagles. They were not yet old enough to have 
the characteristic white head and tail. Later, we spotted a pair of 
red-shouldered hawks sitting next to each other in a palm tree. 
It was easy to distinguish the larger female sitting next to the 
smaller male. Red-shouldered hawks are common around Sacra-
mento, but rare around the Salton Sea.

 Crazed birdwatchers emote over the unusual and rare spe-
cies that they find, but the sheer numbers and activity of birds at 
the Salton Sea can go far beyond these interests. It is a place to 
escape from everyday concerns and to connect with a world that 
is larger than human. Needless to say, the warm sunny desert 
weather was also a welcome change to the cold, rainy weather  
in Sacramento.

Karen Zumwalt has been birding for more than 30 years. She has 
been an active member of the local Audubon Society and has birded 
throughout the United State and internationally.

Jim Pompy has been birding for over 10 years and is a member of the 
Audubon Society. He is a passionate advocate of protecting and en-
hancing bird habitat so future generations can enjoy the wonderful 
sounds and exquisite beauty of birds.
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THREE NEW NATIONAL MONUMENTS IN THE 
CALIFORNIA DESERT

BY LAURA CUNNINGHAM

 In the past, all three monuments 
have had large-scale renewable energy 
projects proposed within their borders, 
and desert advocates are appreciative of 
the protection that has now been given 
to these landscapes. Still, the work is not 
complete. Areas within the monuments 
need to be managed properly, their bor-
ders and buffers need to be protected 
from other large-scale renewable ener-
gy threats, and the rest of the California 
Desert should also be considered for con-
servation and protection. Following are a 
sampling of some issues facing the mon-
uments and the deserts in general. 

Desert Renewable Energy Conserva-
tion Plan (DRECP)
 The multi-agency plan will affect 9.8 
million acres of public lands in California. 
It will identify lands for potential renew-
able energy development and other lands 
for conservation. Under all action alterna-
tives in the DRECP, the BLM lands with-
in the national monuments are mostly 
within existing or proposed conservation 
allocations, including National Landscape 
Conservation lands and Areas of Critical 
Environmental Concern. But inconsisten-
cies remain, such as special recreation 
management areas and open off-high-
way vehicle areas still shown in DRECP 
alternatives that are now part of the new 
monuments. These designations should 
be removed from the DRECP, and the 
plan should be updated to reflect the new 
monuments.

Mining and groundwater
 As established by the proclamations, 
the monuments are subject to valid exist-
ing rights. There is no current mining ac-
tivity in the 20,920-acre Castle Mountains 
National Monument, but it surrounds an 
8,340 acre parcel referred to as the Castle 

Desert lovers applauded the declaration on February 12 of three new national monu-
ments in the California Desert. Using the Antiquities Act, the President issued procla-
mations creating the monuments after more than a decade of legislative work by Sena-
tor Dianne Feinstein (D-Calif.) as well as tireless advocacy work by many environmental 
groups. Mojave Trails National Monument, Sand to Snow National Monument, and Cas-
tle Mountains National Monument will protect 1.8 million acres of beautiful and diverse 
desert lands. 
 The Joshua tree savannas of the Castle Mountains were originally omitted from the 
Mojave National Preserve when it was established because of an operating gold mine. 
Now 20,920 acres will be added back to a more protected status, managed by both the 
National Park Service and Bureau of Land Management (BLM). The 1.6 million acres in-
cluded in the Mojave Trails National Monument will be managed by the BLM, and the 
154,000-acre Sand to Snow National Monument will be managed jointly by the BLM and 
the U.S. Forest Service.

MOVING FORWARD WITH PROTECTION

Proposed boundaries of the three new national monuments - official maps are 
available online.

BL
M
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Mountain Mine Area. This consists of BLM-managed federal land, 
state land, and private land, where NewCastle Gold, Inc., a Cana-
dian mining company, has conducted an exploration drilling pro-
gram. Any new mining operations would have to be authorized in 
accordance with applicable federal and state law. The monument 
proclamation directs that after any such mining and reclamation 
are completed, or after ten years if no mining occurs, the federal 
land in the Castle Mountain Mine Area is to be transferred to the 
National Park Service. 
 The President also specified that for Castle Mountains and 
Mojave Trails the Department of Interior should protect the 
groundwater resources for monument purposes. An ongo-
ing groundwater-banking proposal, the Cadiz Water Project, 
could now be in conflict with this guidance within Mojave Trails 
Monument.

Off-road vehicles
 Within the monuments, the proclamation allows for motor-
ized vehicle use on existing roads and requires the BLM to pre-
pare a transportation plan to designate roads and trails for mo-
torized vehicle use.
 Sen. Dianne Feinstein said in January, however, that she will 
introduce legislation to create 142,000 acres of off-highway rec-
reation areas around the three new national monuments in the 
Mojave Desert. Her new legislation would permanently designate 
five off-highway recreation areas outside the monument. 
 Rep. Paul Cook (R-Yucca Valley) continues to push his com-
peting bill through Congress, the California Minerals, Off-Road 
Recreation, and Conservation Act of 2015. If passed, it would al-
low new mining claims and expanded off-road vehicle areas, and 
make Mojave Trails a less-restrictive special management area 
instead of a monument.

Development threats to the boundaries of the monuments
 Large-scale renewable energy projects have been proposed 
and are upcoming around the boundaries of the new monu-
ments. Crescent Peak Wind Project is a recent proposal that lies 
along the border of the new Castle Mountains National Monu-
ment. The wind project would lie on 40,000 acres of BLM land and 
possibly construct 750-foot-tall giant wind turbine generators. 
The visual impact on the new monument is obvious.
 The Cady Mountains are home to a large bighorn sheep pop-
ulation, and fortunately this area has been included in the Mo-
jave Trails National Monument. Immediately to the west of this 
and not included in the Monument are an alluvial fan, lava flows, 
and sand areas that were the site of a the former large-scale solar 
project called Calico. This area has Mojave fringe-toed lizard (Uma 
scoparia) populations as well as rare plant populations, such as 
white-margined beardtongue (Penstemon albomarginatus), and 
serves as connectivity for bighorn populations. This bordering 
desert area should also have a conservation designation to pro-
tect it from future renewable energy proposals.

Management Plans
 The White House proclamation directed the BLM, National 
Park Service, and U.S. Forest Service to undertake a monument 
planning process for each of the three separate monuments, in-

cluding opportunities for public input according to the require-
ments of the National Environmental Policy Act and each agen-
cy’s planning regulations and policies. Management plans would 
be implemented within three years. It is important that the public 
be actively involved in this planning process. 

Recreation
 A 25-mile stretch of the Pacific Crest Trail falls within in the 
Sand to Snow Monument. Hiking, camping, mountain biking, 
horseback riding, backpacking, bird-watching, star-watching, 
snowshoeing, cross-country skiing, hunting, and fishing will be 
allowed in all these monuments. Not all these activities are mu-
tually compatible, and questions about their management will 
need to be worked out.

Funding
 The Antiquities Act provides no funding mechanisms. Bud-
gets will need to be made and funds raised to manage the new 
monuments and must include such important functions as fire 
protection. Potentially greater public usage may occur under the 
new designations.

Tourism
 Public lands in the California Desert contribute significantly 
to the regional tourism economy: according to the National Park 
Service, more than 3.2 million people visited Joshua Tree National 
Park, Death Valley National Park, and the Mojave National Pre-
serve in 2014, adding $194 million to the economy and support-
ing over 2,700 jobs. The new national monuments will bring even 
more attention and more visitors to the area. To accommodate 
the increased tourism, there will be a need for friends groups, vis-
itor centers, signage, and support for local communities. Along 
with this there needs to be an effort to bring visitors from a more 
diverse cross-section of our population. Questions to be an-
swered include: How do we interpret and care for Route 66? Will 
existing mines in the Hart Mining District eventually be closed 
and their history explained to visitors? How will bird-watchers 
continue to enjoy the dense green cottonwood groves of Big Mo-
rongo Canyon?

Local community and stakeholder outreach.
 The numerous residents, businesses, towns, and local gov-
ernments that helped support the idea for the monuments 
should continue to be engaged and their input sought in how 
best to manage these lands.

Visual Resources
 The Presidential Proclamation says of Castle Mountains Na-
tional Monument: “Views from Hart Peak encompass a vast wil-
derness and distinctive peaks, including Spirit Mountain in Neva-
da, a sacred site to many Native American tribes. The remoteness 
of the Castle Mountains area offers visitors the chance to expe-
rience the solitude of the desert and its increasingly rare natural 
soundscapes and dark night skies.” These views should be care-
fully maintained and dark skies kept optimal for star-watching.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 17
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Taken from Father Crowley Lookout Point on the west sid.
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DEATH VALLEY’S WETTEST OCTOBER ON RECORD

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

Charlie Callagan, Wilderness Coordinator, found that some two 
hundred old railroad ties floated more than seven miles from 
their original location. 
 Mike Reynolds, the park’s Superintendent, explained, 
“What occurred in Grapevine Canyon was highly unusual. A 
storm cell came in from the west and then stalled over the 
canyon for five and a half hours. It didn’t move. We could see 
the black sky and almost continuous lightning from where we 
were at Furnace Creek, sixty miles south from Grapevine Can-
yon. It was the most lightning I’ve ever seen in a storm.” There 
had been three and a half inches of rain above Scotty’s Castle 
during the Sunday storm. The best estimate available con-
cluded that a wall of water came down Grapevine Canyon that  
was four feet deep, in certain places 200 feet wide, and moving 
along at ten to twelve feet per second. 
 The magnitude of the storm at Scotty’s Castle was apocalyp-
tic, and there are many different stories about what took place 
that night and its aftermath. But this storm actually followed two 
other storm systems that had come before it. The first storm of 
the series came into the valley on Sunday, October 4, 2015. 
 Frank Lambert, the Roads and Trails Supervisor, was one of 
three staff who drove south on Badwater Road that day to assess 
road conditions. He recalled, “It started raining hard sometime 
during that afternoon. There was this whole string of little cells 

strung out approximately ninety-five miles from north to south. 
That storm affected the entire park but especially the east side.” 
He was startled to see what came next. To illustrate his comments 
he pulled up pictures taken with his cell phone and with enthusi-
asm in his voice described the many waterfalls that were coming 
down the mountain face in the Mormon Point area. “There were 
waterfalls at least ten feet wide! It was awesome. Debris and mud 
was already starting to cover the road.” Death Valley’s Mainte-
nance staff swung into action.
 Mike Reynolds described what happened next. “Initially we 
managed the situation ourselves with some assistance and re-
sources from Lake Mead and elsewhere, such as heavy equip-
ment operators and law enforcement personnel. For two whole 
weeks we cleared roads. On October 16th, we opened Badwater 
Road. On October 17th, we opened the Dante’s View Road, Em-
igrant Canyon Road, and Scotty’s Castle Road.” But the rain did 
not stop. On Thursday, October 15th, the rain gauge at Furnace 
Creek showed 0.16 inches of rain within the previous twenty-four 
hours. On Friday, October 16th, it measured 0.25 inches of pre-
cipitation. On Saturday, October 17th, there was an accumulation 
of 0.19 inches. Once again, the roads flooded.
 Mike continued: “This series of storms on October 16th and 
17th primarily affected the park’s eastern mountain ranges and 
deposited ten times the amount of debris that we had just fin-
ished clearing off the roads from the October 4th storm. The 
problem was that this area was now very susceptible to further 
damage since the roads and shoulders were already compro-
mised. This new storm was so much stronger.” Once again, every 
road in the park was closed. 
 Unbeknownst to the already overextended and exhausted 
park staff, this was not to be the whole story just yet. When the 
rains finally stopped on October 18th, the damage was aston-
ishing. Simply to reach Scotty’s Castle, it took two Park Rangers 
three miles of walking on what had previously been a paved road. 
The castle itself had been protected from the mudflow, but every 
other building had been affected. Inside the Visitor’s Center and 
the Long House right behind it, was a four foot high deposit of 
mud and gravel. Walls and windows were blown out. Gretchen 
Voeks, Scotty’s Castle curator, found herself becoming increas-
ingly anxious about the irreplaceable Scotty’s Castle museum col-
lection. She soon learned, much to her relief, that the castle itself, 
and hence the collection, was mostly safe. But she also realised 
that the collection was not yet out of danger as the infrastructure 
had been completely destroyed and there was no climate control 
in the building. 
 On the other hand, Wanda Rashkow, Death Valley’s arche-
ologist, found some of her worst fears confirmed. A number of 
prehistoric archeological sites had been seriously impacted by 
the various storms. Some were completely wiped out. Others de-
veloped water channels and gullies right through them. But she 
added a very interesting perspective on the Grapevine Canyon 
storm. “In one particular side canyon there had been benches 
(raised ground surfaces) along the canyon walls where prehistor-
ic sites had been located. When we went to look at them, these 
benches were completely gone. We knew that these had been 
significant archeological sites. When we arrived, we found that 
as much as five feet of native-American culture bearing materials 

Badwater Road South on October 21, 2015
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had been carried away by water.” Wanda continued: “This is very interesting because 
the first Anglo-Europeans came into this area around the 1850’s. So we know that these 
floods have been the first ones of this magnitude in at least 150 years.” Prehistoric na-
tive-American sites can be hundreds or even thousands of years old. This may mean that 
an event of this magnitude has not taken place in a very long time. She added: “We have 
now been warned. We need to ask ‘How can some of these sites be protected?’ Archeo-
logical sites are different from, for example, wildlife or plants. Hopefully the wildlife will 
continue to exist. Plants will regenerate. An archeological site does not. Once it’s gone, 
it’s gone.”
 The effort needed to repair all the damage to the park was enormous. More than 
500,000 tons of mud and debris had to be removed from the roads. Major road repair 
was needed. Not only was the damage to the buildings at Scotty’s Castle extensive but 
the entire water, sewer and electrical systems at the castle were destroyed and in need 
of replacement. There was far more work than could be managed by the park staff it-
self. On Thursday, October 22, the National Park Service (NPS) Western Incident Disaster 
Team was contacted. Four days later, the first Incident Team members entered the park 
and set up an Incident Command Center. 
 There have been seven consecutive teams assisting with the recovery process in 
Death Valley involving nearly three hundred NPS staff from sixty-three different NPS 
units. Each team spent about two weeks in the park. Some individuals continued for 
more than one rotation. 
 Professionals from various fields came in as needed. JD Swed, one of the Incident 
Team Commanders, mentioned: “We’ve had heavy equipment operators here, mechanics, 
electricians, and hand crews. The Lake Mead Fire Crew was just here to assist with a con-

And then there were flowers…

trolled burn of debris that had accumulat-
ed above Scotty’s Castle. At one point we 
also had an arborist involved to help us 
deal with compromised Cottonwood trees 
that had to come down. Some were more 
than five feet in diameter. We also had 
contracting specialists here, many arche-
ologists, cultural research specialists, and 
historical preservation crews.”
 But there is another aspect of the 
story that has made a big impression on 
the Death Valley staff: the unforgiving 
force of water and its absolute power 
over this arid landscape. While many peo-
ple spoke of their impressions, two exam-
ples follow. 
 Gretchen Voeks was awestruck. 
She explained: “In Australia were I grew 
up, the floods came as a sheet over the 
landscape. In Australia we have very 
few mountains. This is different. I was 
completely unprepared for the dramat-
ic change in the landscape. How did this 
happen? Where did all this water come 
from? The power of it. This was shocking 
to me. I could never have imagined such 
an event.”
 Reminiscing about his experience on 
October 4th, Frank Lambert exclaimed: 
“This is Mother Nature at her best. This 
was a beautiful storm. It was a landscape 
changing event. These rock slides – they 
are amazing. We got to see one of these 
events that made this landscape. Here we 
can see how it all works. We can see the cy-
cles. There is a new alluvial fan along Bad-
water Road. In the Mormon Point area, an 
alluvial fan is now four feet higher. There 
are huge canyons that weren’t there be-
fore. The water flows moved rocks as big 
as this office – it was four times the flow 
rate of the Colorado River. In 1980 I saw 
Mount St. Helens blow. And now I’ve seen 
this!” Frank was quiet for a moment as an 
expression of awe fleetingly crossed his 
face, and then he said: “But all this water 
didn’t destroy the landscape. It changed 
it. It only destroyed what we built.”
 And then there are the flowers . . .

Birgitta has volunteered in Death Valley Na-
tional Park since 2008. Currently she and 
her husband, photographer Neal Nurmi, 
are working together documenting Death 
Valley’s backcountry cabins and other 
structures.
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BY CONNIE RUTHERFORD

CRITTERS, CLIMATE, AND THE FUTURE

Lane Mountain Milk-vetch, PART 2 

I
The following article describes how the US Fish and Wildlife Service 
and their partners work, and also the kind of knowledge concerning 
our desert that is both wonderful and usually missing. The story is 
somewhat technical but is well worth an effort to read. - Editor.

In the previous issue of the Desert Report, we covered about twen-
ty-five years of recent studies of the Lane Mountain milk-vetch, 
an endangered perennial found near Fort Irwin in the Mojave 
Desert. By 2011, UCLA scientists and others had researched its 
life history and habitat requirements and delineated all known 
populations. The Army and BLM had done land-use planning with 
built-in conservation measures, and demographic monitoring 
was underway. (See Figure 1) 

 There were still some mysteries about its life history. For 
example, UCLA researchers found that in the greenhouse, milk-
vetch produced highly viable seed that germinated readily. In the 
field, they found large plants that could produce 900 flowers and 
3,000 seeds. And yet very few new seedlings have been found in 
the last 20 years.
 Standing at the front end of the whole seed production pro-
cess are the pollinators. Like other milk-vetch species, this one 
is pollinated by a variety of insects, especially solitary Anthidium 
bees. Without active pollination, Lane Mountain milk-vetch will 
produce only a quarter as many seeds. 
 Not all pollinated milk-vetch flowers become fruits, and 
not all fruits mature and release viable seed. During dry years, 
plants may desiccate, losing eighty-two percent of their flowers. 
The remaining flowers lose 56% of their ovules due to lack of 
fertilization or abortion. And what becomes of those seeds that 
finally mature? They can remain hanging in pods for weeks or 
months after summer heat has dried out the plant. Most fall to 
the ground, becoming part of the local seedbank, while others 
become transients, blown across the landscape or carried away 
by small mammals. 
 In a recent innovative study, USGS scientist Rob Klinger and 
his staff attached strands of carpet thread to individual milk-
vetch pods under parent plants. Upon return, they found 56% 
of the pods had been consumed within ten feet of the parents 
and another 17% were eaten in nearby burrows. The remain-
ing twenty-seven percent were scatter-hoarded, moved but not 
eaten; most were buried, a few were left on the surface. With 
cameras, Klinger found that the little pocket mouse (Perognathus 
longimembris) was most active in the late spring and early sum-
mer, moving pods when they are most abundant, but that by 
the end of summer, Merriam’s kangaroo rat (Dipodomys merria-
mi) and Antelope ground squirrels (Ammospermophilus leucurus) 
were more active, though by this time few pods were left. So, 
to come full circle, successful germination and establishment of 
new seedlings in the following year will depend on whether the 
seedbanks are located in a favorable spot for germination and 
favorable climatic conditions. 
 So, what affects the size of the milk-vetch population from 
one year to the next? Certainly, the variation in annual precipi-
tation (during the growing season, Oct – May) related to short-
term El Niño and La Niña episodes is positively correlated with 
the number of recruits as well as the overall size of the popula-
tion. A few years of drought will limit new plants and kill older 
ones, although some can resprout from tap roots. In a subset of  

Figure 1 - Location of 4 milk-vetch populations, along with 
land ownership and conservation management category
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individuals tracked since 1999 by UCLA, this correlation is evident 
in Figure 2.
 However, it is not only annual rainfall that is important, but 
larger, mid-range climate patterns, such as the Pacific Decadal 
Oscillation. This weather pattern shows a shift between wetter 
and drier periods every 20 to 30 years. The dry periods have 
been correlated with large-scale shrub die-off events across the 
Mojave Desert. This pattern, as shown Figure 3, decreases the 
volume, cover, and abundance of perennial desert shrubs. There-
fore, whether a milk-vetch plant survives a drought year also de-
pend on the condition of its host shrub canopy. Climatologists 
think that from about 1978 to 1998, the Mojave Desert was in a 
wet period, and that starting in 1999, we have entered a new dry 
period, as also appears in the figure.
 Although individual years vary, since 1999 we have been in 
another dry period, and the milk-vetch has been in decline. If nor-
mal cycling of wet and dry climate periods in the Mojave Desert 
continues unaffected by global climate changes, then perhaps a 
wet period is right around the corner, and the number of milk-
vetch will start to increase. 
 However, with global climate change, several new trends 
are emerging: the variability in climate is increasing and even 
larger-scale shifts in climate may now be taking place because 
of global warming, overriding these other climatic patterns. 

While climatologists agree that annual average temperatures in 
the Mojave Desert will getter hotter in the future, there is slight-
ly less agreement on whether it will be wetter or drier. This is 
because of another weather pattern that has its origin not in 
the Pacific Ocean, but the Sonoran Desert to the south: summer 
monsoonal rains. If this weather pattern shifts northward with 
climate change, the Mojave Desert may experience more rain 
during the typically dry summer months. What would this mean 
for milk-vetch? How would the host shrubs respond? How will the 
pollinators and the small mammals that are the seed dispersers 
respond? If conditions become unfavorable for Lane Mountain 
milk-vetch where it occurs now, will it be able to migrate to other 
adjacent areas that have the combination of soils, host shrubs, 
and associated wildlife species that it requires? We have a great 
opportunity, given the baseline information that has been accu-
mulated through research and monitoring on this unique plant, 
to observe how shifting climate patterns will influence its ability 
to persist in the future. 

Connie Rutherford is a biologist employed by the US Fish and Wildlife 
Service in Ventura, California.

Figure 2 - The red line represents the population of milk-
vetch in the study area, and the vertical bars are annual 
rainfall.

Figure 3 - The red lines indi-
cate annual precipitation; 
the blue dashes indicate 
mean precipitation in each 
dry/wet/dry climate period. 
Breaks in blue dashed line 
indicate shifts between dry 
and wet periods.
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CONTINUED ON PAGE 20

C
California’s remarkable deserts, the Mo-
jave and Colorado, were recognized in 
1976 as precious and unique landscapes, 
worthy of conservation. As Congress 
explained, “the California desert envi-
ronment is a total ecosystem that is ex-
tremely fragile, easily scarred, and slowly 
healed.” It then established the California 
Desert Conservation Area (CDCA) – the 
first conservation area to be managed by 
the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) 
– “to provide for the immediate and fu-
ture protection and administration of 
the public lands in the California desert.”1 

In the following years, BLM created and 
amended its land management plan for 
the CDCA to clarify and strengthen con-
servation for threatened and imperiled 
species, habitats, and cultural resources. 
The latest plan amendment falls short, 
however, and downgrades or removes 
protection from 635,000 acres that are 
currently part of the National Landscape 
Conservation System. 

Creation of National Landscape  
Conservation System 
 In March 2009, the National Land-
scape Conservation System (NLCS) Act 
was passed by Congress and signed into 
law. The act provides permanent protec-
tion that can only be changed by an act 
of Congress for many categories of lands, 
including existing National Monuments, 
National Conservation Areas, Wilderness 
Areas, Wilderness Study Areas, National 
Wild and Scenic Rivers, National Scenic 
Trails, National Historic Trails, Cooperative 
Management and Protection Areas, Forest 
Reserves, and Outstanding Natural Areas. 
 The NLCS Act included specific lan-
guage for the California desert stating 
that only “public land within the California 
Desert Conservation Area administered 

BY ILEENE ANDERSON

 VULNERABLE 
HABITATS ARE NOT  

PERMANENTLY 
PROTECTED

I
18,000 acres of specific Wildlife Allocations are proposed to protect particular species 
and their habitats.
 In addition to conservation areas, 3.7 million acres of Recreation Areas are desig-
nated in the DRECP – some motorized, some not. In some cases there is overlap of con-
servation areas with recreation designations. 388,000 acres are designated as renew-
able energy Development Focus Areas (DFAs) and an additional 40,000 acres are called 
“Variance Lands,” where renewable energy may be proposed but the permitting process 
will not be streamlined as it is in the DFAs. The LUPA also identifies 536,000** acres as 
“Unallocated Lands,” with little explanation of their management.
 After the Final LUPA, there is one more step for the public to influence the BLM’s 
plan before the Secretary signs the Record of Decision (ROD), which is expected in March. 
That period is for “protest resolution,” which allows participants to contest errors of fact 
or law in the Final LUPA and request appropriate modifications to correct them. Barbara 
Boyle from Sierra Club’s Beyond Coal Campaign staff and Joan Taylor, Chair of the Club’s 
California/Nevada Desert Energy Committee, collaborated with partners from Defenders 
of Wildlife and developed a joint Sierra Club/Defenders letter.
 In our protest, we advocated increased conservation designations by removing key 
wildlife corridors, special habitat areas like microphyll woodlands, and other important 
habitat from the DFAs. In general, we concluded that the conservation designations in 
the East Mojave region were fairly strong but needed some improvements, but that West 
Mojave desert areas, including important habitat for Mohave ground squirrel and desert 
tortoise, were not sufficiently protected and needed substantial additions.
 The following are key highlights of recommendations related to NLCS designations 
from our joint protest resolution letter.

All former designations of lands managed for conservation purposes should be 
added to the NLCS (see sidebar page 20). While this was the position we advocated, we 
cannot assume the BLM will fully embrace it. Therefore, we felt it was essential to submit 
very detailed rationales for every proposed increase in designation, acreage or manage-
ment that we advocated. This made up the lion’s share of our comments to the BLM.

We strongly urged that all “Unallocated Lands” should be off-limits to renewable en-
ergy development. We used detailed economic analysis of the energy assumptions, 
including updates to our prior comments on the “acreage calculator,” to make our case. 
There is more than ample land available in DFAs to meet the federal and state devel-
opment goals for the desert and no justification for opening up more lands. In fact, we 
argued that allowing renewable energy development on hundreds of thousands of addi-
tional areas undermines the very purpose of a landscape-scale plan.

In more detail, we argued the following areas should be added to the NLCS:
We recommended an additional 7,500 acres of the Pisgah Valley be added to NLCS. 
These lands, some of which were the site of the infamous Calico solar project, are es-
sential connectivity for desert tortoise and desert bighorn sheep, contain several rare 
plants, and are ranked “ecologically core” by the Nature Conservancy.

In December, the Bureau of Land Man-
agement (BLM) issued its Final Land Use 
Plan Amendment (LUPA) for the Desert 
Renewable Energy Conservation Plan 
(DRECP), marking the agency’s near-final 
decisions for managing public lands with-
in the vast DRECP region. This plan (also 
called Phase 1 of DRECP), when final, will 
complement county-based renewable en-
ergy plans, which will prescribe develop-
ment and conservation areas on private 
lands as Phase 2 of the DRECP.
 The Desert Renewable Energy Con-
servation Plan LUPA has three major 
focuses on public land – identifying low-
er-impact locations for renewable energy 
development, primarily in development 
focus areas, or DFAs; designation of nu-
merous recreation areas; and designation 
of areas to be managed for conservation 
of desert species and ecosystems. The 
DRECP is a landscape-scale plan designed 
as a comprehensive conservation strat-
egy for the desert region’s ecosystems, 
including connective wildlife linkages and 
protection of some lands to enable spe-
cies to adapt to climate change.
 Overall there are about 10.9 million 
acres of public land within the 22 mil-
lion-acre DRECP region. Conservation 
designations within the LUPA include 3.9 
million acres of lands proposed to be add-
ed to the National Lands Conservation 
System (NLCS).* These are nationally sig-
nificant BLM lands that will be managed 
to conserve key species, features, and 
ecosystem processes. According to the 
state BLM Director, lands placed into this 
system are viewed by the agency as per-
manent designations.
 The second type of conservation des-
ignation is 1.4 million acres of Areas of 
Critical Environmental Concern (ACECs), 
to be managed to preserve cultural, eco-
logical, historic, and scenic values. Finally, 

NATIONAL LANDS CONSERVATION SYSTEM DESIGNATIONS IN 
THE Desert Renewable Energy Conservation Plan 

PRO AND CON

BY BARBARA BOYLE

CONTINUED ON PAGE 21

Land Management Areas in Southern California - notice the overlay of 
vehicle recreation (SMRAs) and conservation areas.
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BY JOHN E. HIATT

 HISTORY IN THE MOJAVE

THE VULCAN MINE

M
Mining and the Mojave Desert have been inextricably linked since the first Europeans 
arrived in the mid-19th century. People normally think of gold and silver as the basis for 
most of the mining activity. However, other minerals have played a much greater over-
all economic role. Although the historic and current importance of borax is fairly well 
known, few people have any concept of the role iron mining in the Mojave played in the 
industrial development of California. The Vulcan Mine, now part of the Mojave National 
Preserve, occupied a pivotal role in the West Coast steel industry during World War II. 
The Vulcan Mine is a part of our national heritage, and its important role in the history of 
California deserves to be better known.
 Vulcan, the name of the Roman god of fire and metalworking, is an appropriate 
name for an iron mine. The mine site, nine miles southeast of the Kelso Depot, was 
originally claimed in 1905 by G.R. Barker and W.S. Williams. Also that same year, the San 
Pedro, Los Angeles and Salt Lake Railroad, passing through Kelso, was built and began 
operating. The timing is probably not a coincidence. In 1907, Charles Colcock Jones III, a 
well-known and respected mining engineer in Los Angeles, purchased the claim. Jones, 
who was active in quite a number of mining ventures in the Western U.S., apparent-
ly foresaw that at some future time there would be a market for iron ore in Southern 

Vulcan Mine in the Mojave National Preserve

California. He had a rather long wait. The 
need for a large-scale, integrated steel 
making facility on the Pacific Coast didn’t 
arrive until World War II. For thirty-five 
years, 1907-1942, Charles Colcock Jones 
III performed the annual assessment 
work needed to maintain his claim and in 
the process gained information on the ex-
tent of the iron deposit. The original sur-
face manifestations of the ore body were 
limited to a few outcrops.
 Henry J. Kaiser is not a very well 
known figure today, but from the 1930’s 
through the 1950’s, Kaiser was a house-
hold name, especially in the West. His 
construction company, Kaiser Corpora-
tion, Inc.(KCI), headquartered in Oak-
land, California, was one of the six-com-
pany consortium that built Hoover Dam. 
During that project he was the consor-
tium’s liaison to the federal government. 
The contacts he established at that time 
were invaluable in Kaiser’s efforts to es-
tablish a West Coast steel industry. In 
1940, seeing the inevitability of war, Kai-
ser obtained a loan from the Reconstruc-
tion Finance Corp. to establish a steel 
making operation on the West Coast and 
began looking for a source of iron ore. 
Shortly after the declaration of war in De-
cember of 1941, Fontana, California, was 
selected as the site for Kaiser’s new steel 
mill. Fontana was selected because the 
War Department decreed that new criti-
cal industrial facilities had to be at least 
40 miles from the coast in case of Japa-
nese invasion. A line 40 miles from the 
coast and intersecting the Union Pacific 
Railroad Line happens to fall at Fontana. 
In June of 1942, KCI bought the Vulcan 
claims from Charles Colcock Jones III and 
began preparations for mining. As there 
was nothing of consequence at the site, 
Kaiser had to upgrade the road from Kel-
so to the mine, construct living and work-
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ing facilities for its employees, and ready the site for a large open 
pit mining operation. The company also had to construct a spur 
line and loading facility at Kelso. The first ore was shipped on 
December 12, 1942, and the first pig iron was poured at Fontana 
on December 31 of that year.
 Between 1943 and 1947, 2,643,000 tons of iron ore were 
shipped from the Vulcan Mine to the Kaiser steel mill in Fontana. 
Active mining at the Vulcan ended on July 1, 1947, although ore 
continued to be shipped from the stockpile until 1950. In 1948, 
Kaiser began mining at a much larger iron deposit, the Eagle 
Mountain iron mine, just south of Joshua Tree National Park, and 
continued mining at that site until 1983 when the mill at Fontana 
was closed. It is estimated that ore from the Vulcan mine and 
the Fontana mill supplied about half the steel used in Kaiser’s 
West coast shipyards during World War II. The remainder was 
obtained from the Columbia Steel Co, in Utah. Collectively, Kai-
ser shipyards in Los Angeles/Long Beach, San Francisco/Oakland, 
and Portland/Vancouver built 1,490 Liberty Ships and Liberty 
Tankers between 1943 and 1945.
 At peak production the mine employed about 85 men and 
like most open pit mines was a drilling, blasting, and hauling op-
eration to get the ore to a crusher which reduced all the material 
to pieces less than eight inches in diameter. It was then loaded 
into trucks and hauled to a loading facility just south of the Kelso 
depot, where it was loaded on rail cars for the trip to Fontana. The 
pit is elliptical in shape, over 200 feet deep and over 800 feet long. 
The mine lies on the southwest side of the Providence Mountains, 
just north of Foshay Pass. Charles Savery, a geologist working for 
Kaiser described the deposit concisely: “The Vulcan iron deposit 
is an irregular mushroom shaped replacement of limestone by 
magnetite and hematite along a fault contact with quartz mon-
zonite.” The fault line, which runs through Foshay Pass, separates 
the limestone rocks of the central Providence Mountains from 
the granitic rocks of the southern portion of the range.
 The opening of the mine at Eagle Mountain ended the era 
of active mining at the Vulcan site and the need for most of the 
infrastructure. Accordingly, in 1949 the buildings and equipment 
were dismantled and removed, leaving only foundations. Kaiser 

continued to own and maintain the Vulcan claims until 1989 when 
they were sold to a group headed by Hugh Davenport. Davenport 
planned on using the mine pit as a dump site for old tires. Plans 
called for the disposal of some 18,000 tons of shredded tires an-
nually. In 1993, the San Bernardino County Board of Supervisors 
turned down Davenport’s application for a dump site permit. In 
the following year, 1994, the California Desert Protection Act was 
passed by Congress and signed into law. One of the provisions 
of that Act created the Mojave National Preserve, thus protect-
ing some 1.3 million acres of the Mojave desert surrounding the 
Vulcan mine claims. On December 30, 1997, Hugh Davenport’s 
group transferred the 96.40 acres of Vulcan claims to the United 
States via a donation grant deed.
 In 2010, the National Park Service, using economic stimulus 
funds, erected a chain link fence around the pit for safety purpos-
es. In 2011, the Park Service, as part of a cultural inventory proj-
ect, gathered together all the information on the Vulcan mine 
site and its history in preparation for nominating it to the register 
of historic places. The entire site covered by that nomination is 
some 437 acres because it encompasses not only the pit itself 
but all the land used for any purpose during the period of mining. 
That file is available from the Park Service upon request.
 The Vulcan mine site is open for the public to visit at their 
own risk. Other than fencing the pit and some diversionary pip-
ing to keep rain water from running into the pit, the Park Service 
has not altered the site. The gates are unlocked and people are 
free to look around. The late Summer/Fall rains of 2014 and 2015 
have washed out the access road between Kelbaker Road and the 
mine in some places, but access is not difficult with a high clear-
ance vehicle. Looking at the Vulcan mine site today it is difficult to 
comprehend the importance of this place to the industrial effort 
necessary for the Allied victory in World War II.

John Hiatt, a desert activist living in Las Vegas, Nevada, is a member 
of the CNRCC Desert Committee, and is a board member of Friends of 
Nevada Wilderness. The article was also facilitated by the staff of the 
National Park Service in the Mojave National Preserve.
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BY DAVID VAN CLEVE

THE WORK BEGINS

ANZA-BORREGO AIMS FOR 
WORLD HERITAGE DESIGNATION

The following story has appeared previously 
in the Anza-Borrego Foundation newsletter, 
but it is of sufficient interest and significance 
that it ought to appear here as well. It is re-
printed with their permission. -Editor.

For over forty years, the United Nations’ 
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Orga-
nization (UNESCO) has been designating 
natural and cultural sites throughout the 
world as World Heritage sites. Roughly 
one thousand sites have been approved 
as World Heritage sites; only twenty-three 
of those are in the United States. (France, 
Germany, India, Italy, Mexico, and Russia 
all have more sites than does this coun-
try.) Two are in California – Yosemite Na-
tional Park and Redwood National and 
State Parks. None of the sites in the Unit-
ed States is a large desert ecosystem like 
Anza-Borrego.
 The most important criterion for 
World Heritage status is what UNES-
CO calls “Outstanding Universal Value.” 
In other words, each site must possess 
exceptional qualities, either natural or 
cultural (or a mixture). Yosemite and 
the redwoods parks clearly possess out-
standing natural values that appeal to a 
universal audience. On the cultural side, 
Independence Hall, the Statue of Liberty, 
and Mesa Verde National Park are ex-
isting sites in the U.S. that have obvious 
outstanding historical, anthropological, 
or archeological values. Worldwide, there 
are four times as many cultural sites as 
there are natural sites. The fact that An-
za-Borrego’s justification will be based  
on natural, cultural, and paleontologi-
cal bases will help make its candidacy a 
strong one.
 The other key criteria for consider-
ation as a World Heritage site are 1) the 
site must already be protected legally, 
and 2) there must not be existing major 

threats to the integrity of the site that would lead to decertification. Anza-Borrego Desert 
State Park is governed by the laws that ensure that all California state parks are protect-
ed from damage to their natural and cultural resources. Most of these laws are in the 
Public Resources Code. As for the second criterion, there will probably always be threats 
to the integrity of this state park; however, the State and park supporters have demon-
strated the will and ability to successfully defend the park.
 The primary benefits of World Heritage designation for Anza-Borrego are:
 1)  Protection. Since UNESCO approves only sites with outstanding universal values, 

this designation will help deliver the message that Anza-Borrego is a truly mag-
nificent site.

 2)  Tourism. Studies have demonstrated that World Heritage status, combined with 
a marketing effort that stresses that status, have led to increased tourism. The 
World Heritage status appeals to many tourists who plan their trips around the 
world’s most outstanding locations. As mentioned above, several countries have 
more sites than the U.S. This concept has caught on more in other nations than it 
has in the U.S., so this designation could help increase tourism from outside the 
United States.

 3)  Recognition. As one of less than twenty-five approved sites in the U.S., this un-
der-appreciated park will gain in stature and will likely receive more funding for 
protection and tourism.

Sunrise at Font’s Point
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 The nomination process takes several years. Our effort is aid-
ed by the newly created Stewardship Council in Borrego Springs 
as well as by the establishment of the UC Irvine Field Station. The 
momentum for a major step forward in tourism is now in place, 
as is a basis for scientific assistance and recognition.
 At this point, the Anza-Borrego Desert State Park and the An-
za-Borrego Foundation (ABF) have jointly agreed to support the 
nomination of the park to the list of inscribed sites for World Her-
itage. In this case, “support” actually means to build the scientific 
case for the park’s nomination, to write the nomination (these are 
often in the 250-300 page range), and to develop a framework of 
agencies, elected officials, academic institutions, individuals, and 
non-profit organizations to rally around this nomination.
 A team of over twenty park, ABF, and community members 
in Borrego Springs recently met to match up the attributes of 
the park to the World Heritage criteria. This assisted the team in 
reaching agreement on the Outstanding Universal Value of the 
park. It was agreed, in rough terms, that the unique stories of 
paleontology and geology are the best themes to pursue for the 
park, vis-à-vis the World Heritage nomination criteria. Although 
the natural and cultural history of the park are outstanding, for 
this nomination they will serve to support the paleo and geology 
thematic areas. For paleontology, the park is home to the earth’s 
richest and most continuous stratigraphic and paleontological 
records that span the Miocene, Pliocene, and Pleistocene epochs 
(over nine million years ago to less than 0.2 million years ago). 
And for geology, the story of the only geologically active rift valley 
in the western hemisphere is compelling. Anza-Borrego is also lo-
cated on the southern-most end of the longest continental plate 
boundary system in North America. This geologic activity has led 
directly to the creation the Peninsular Range of mountains on the 
west side of the park and extending from Mt. San Jacinto near 
Palm Springs to the southern tip of the Baja peninsula.
 I recently traveled to Washington, D.C. to meet with the staff 
of the National Park Service that manages the World Heritage 
program in the U.S. They review the nominations for properties 
in the U.S. and forward the most viable to the World Heritage 
congress for consideration. They were very encouraging of our 
efforts. Obviously, with only twenty-three inscribed sites in this 
country, there is a very high bar for success here. The next step 
for the park is to prepare the nomination and apply to be on the 
“tentative list” for the United States. 
 We have a good team, good momentum, good support from 
the state, ABF, and donors, and look forward to a few years of 
hard work. Although everyone I have talked to says that approval 
is a long and difficult journey, we also know that it will never oc-
cur if we do not make a strong case. This is the best time, the best 
opportunity, and we have the best people working on this effort.

David Van Cleve spent thirty-two years at California State Parks. For 
the last fourteen years, he was the Superintendent of Anza-Borrego 
Desert State Park. After leaving the Park Service, he worked an addi-
tional nine years for The Nature Conservancy. He currently serves as 
a Trustee on the board of the Anza-Borrego Foundation.

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 7

NEW NATIONAL MONUMENTS

Transmission
 The Mojave Trails proclamation allows new rights of way 
across the Monument for certain purposes. The designation ex-
plicitly does not preclude the use and maintenance of transmis-
sion and utility rights-of-way but stipulates that such uses shall 
be managed in a manner consistent with the care and manage-
ment of monument objects. Large new towering transmission 
lines crossing these wild and historic lands would be inconsistent 
with the values of desert protection.

Conserving the other wildlands of the Mojave  
and Colorado Deserts
 Lastly, but of equal significance, there are other areas of the 
original California Desert Conservation Area deserving protec-
tion. These are valuable for their relatively intact and scenic des-
ert landscapes, for their biodiversity, for habitat connectivity, for 
cultural and historical resources, and for the quality of life they 
provide to small, nearby communities. Many of these areas, as 
well as others in Nevada, would be well served as National Mon-
uments, Wilderness Areas, or as Wild and Scenic Rivers. 
 The California Desert has been hit hard with renewable en-
ergy development. Planned designations such as Development 
Focus Areas, Unallocated Lands, Solar Energy Zones, and Wind 
Resource Areas still cover vast swaths of desert lands. Regions 
such as the West Mojave, Antelope Valley, Chuckwalla Valley, and 
Imperial Valley have taken the brunt of development but have 
equally diverse and treasured landscapes worthy of protection. 
Questions of how National Conservation Lands will be managed 
in perpetuity remain. There are plenty of untapped locations for 
distributed generation of renewable energy such as urban roof-
tops, parking lots, and brownfields near load centers that are truly 
the “smart from the start” places to site renewable energy. Addi-
tionally, energy efficiency programs can be better implemented. 
We do not need to develop more desert wildlands. The work of 
protecting the unique California and Nevada Deserts continues.

Laura Cunningham is Executive Director and Co-founder of Basin & 
Range Watch, a 501(c)3 nonprofit organization dedicated to conser-
vation of the Mojave, Colorado, and Great Basin Deserts. She has 
worked in the field of wildlife and fishery biology and is author of 
A State of Change: Forgotten Landscapes of California (Heyday, 
2010). 

For those who are interested in the exact wording of the procla-
mations, these are available at the following websites.

https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2016/02/12/presi-
dential-proclamation-establishment-sand-snow-national-monu-
ment

https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2016/02/12/pres-
idential-proclamation-establishment-castle-mountains-national

https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2016/02/12/presi-
dential-proclamation-establishment-mojave-trails-national-mon-
ument
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DESERT UPDATES
JOSHUA TREE NATIONAL PARK 
EAGLE MOUNTAIN BOUNDARY 
STUDY

This year is a milestone for Joshua Tree National Park: it had over 
2 million visitors in 2016 and will also be celebrating the Centen-
nial of the National Park Service! And there’s no better way to cel-
ebrate the NPS’s hundredth birthday than by returning the Eagle 
Mountain lands once and for all back to Joshua Tree!
 The Eagle Mountain lands were removed from Joshua Tree 
National Monument during the 1950s for mineral exploration, 
and under BLM management they have attracted some of the 
most notorious and harmful development projects in the entire 
California desert - such as the Eagle Mountain Landfill! These 
lands provide excellent habitat for tortoise, golden eagle, and 
one of the park’s most genetically diverse populations of bighorn 
sheep. In addition, they allow an excellent opportunity to tell the 
rich history of mining in the California desert.
 Under a request from Congressman Ruiz, the NPS has ini-
tiated the Joshua Tree National Park Eagle Mountain Boundary 
Study. The Study examines the feasibility of returning the Eagle 
Mountain BLM lands to Joshua Tree National Park, albeit minus 
those lands affected by mineral rights, private property, and the 
lands withdrawn by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission 
for the Eagle Crest Pumped Storage Project.
 In the early fall, during scoping, the NPS received over 10,000 
comments, the majority of them supporting returning the maxi-
mum amount of lands back to the park. The environmental anal-
ysis of the preliminary alternatives will be published sometime in 
the spring - likely March - and will be open for public comment! 
Stay tuned and let’s work together to ensure these ecologically 
and historically significant lands are returned to Joshua Tree Na-
tional Park!
 Seth Shteir, National Parks Conservation Association

FEBRUARY 15 SHOSHONE-
TECOPA WRITING WORKSHOP: 
A NICE SUCCESS

Stories from a Tecopa Paiute elder of hunting chuckwallas during 
World War II, and watching a rattlesnake bite – and kill- itself. Sto-
ries from a Pahrump resident about the time he hiked far into the 
Soda Mountains on a hot day, became dehydrated, and walked 
miles to the nearest a bar in Baker for a thirst-quenching beer. 
Stories from a Connecticut woman of her childhood years in Sho-
shone. These tales, and many more, were among the many writ-
ing samples penned and read aloud by the 25 attendees at the 
February 15 Shoshone-Tecopa Art and Literature Festival writing 
workshop, led by desert writers Ruth Nolan and Craig Deutsche. 
 Using prompts drawn from poetry, fiction and essays by 
desert literary greats such as Mary Austin and John Steinbeck, 
workshop participants wrote about their own desert experiences 
and observations, including aspects of the ever-shifting alluring, 

dangerous, and surprising character of the desert that so many 
residents and visitors are so powerfully drawn to – both in every-
day life and in writing. 
 “I hope we can do another workshop, and maybe even start 
an ongoing writing workshop and reading series, in conjunction 
with Shoshone Village and the Tecopa Arts Association – who 
sponsored the workshop - and including both residents of the 
region and visitors,” Nolan adds. Clearly, as demonstrated by the 
recent writing workshop in Shoshone, there are many desert sto-
ries waiting and ready to be written and shared.
 Ruth Nolan, Author / Professor of English & Desert Literature, 
College of the Desert

WIND ENERGY FREE ZONE

Basin and Range Watch has requested that the Bureau of Land 
Management designate a Wind Energy Free Zone in the Piute Val-
ley region, located in the southern part of Nevada in the Search-
light region. There are two wind energy project proposals in the 
region - The Searchlight Wind Project which had its permit voided 
by a judge last October and the Crescent Peak Wind Project, only 
in a planning stage, located next to the new Castle Mountains Na-
tional Monument and Mojave National Preserve in California. We 
would like the BLM to create a management area in Nevada that 
avoids wind energy sprawl for the Southern Nevada Resource 
Management Plan.
 Kevin Emmrich, Basin and Range Watch

PARADISE VALLEY 
DEVELOPMENT

Those who love Joshua Tree National Park have long been con-
cerned about the de facto industrialization along the park’s 
southern boundary which threatens to adversely impact wildlife 
corridors, night skies, quietude, and opportunities for landscape 
level conservation. The Paradise Valley Development, which 
would be located on private land just to the west of Joshua Tree 
National Park’s Cottonwood exit, extends both north and south 
of the I-10 freeway abutting the park and wilderness areas to  
the south.
 If constructed, Paradise Valley would consist of 8500 res-
idential units, hotels, light industrial, commercial, and some 
preserved open space on approximately 1800 acres of land. The 
project threatens the integrity of the Coachella Valley Multiple 
Species Habitat Plan (CVMSHP) which was created collaborative-
ly by industry, elected officials, and conservationists during the 
2000s with the goal of providing opportunities for sustainable 
development while preserving species and habitat in one of Cali-
fornia’s biodiversity hotspots.
 The Paradise Valley development would be situated in the 
middle of the Desert Tortoise and Linkage Conservation Area 
and would impair critical wildlife corridors for tortoise, bobcat, 
and badger between Joshua Tree, the Chuckwalla ACEC, and the 
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wilderness areas to the south. Moreover, the project stands to 
destroy a vast desert dry wash woodland which is truly a desert 
forest consisting of palo verde and ironwood trees that are im-
portant nesting sites and habitat for a wide variety of birds and 
bats. In fact, the development would destroy 194% of what is al-
lowed in the CVMSHP, and according to scientists, this rare habi-
tat cannot be mitigated within the existing CVMSHP study area.
 Scoping for the project occurred earlier this year and River-
side County, the lead agency, is planning to release a program-
matic EIR in May or June. Watch for this comment period! It’s im-
portant we all push back on this wrongheaded development!
 Seth Shteir, National Parks Conservation Association

MITCHELL CAVERNS

Mitchell Caverns, located in the Providence Mountains State Rec-
reation Area, and surrounded by Mojave National Preserve, was 
the only California State Park closed during the recent financial 
crisis. One of the reasons for the closure was that the well had 
gone bad, and there was no source of drinkable water. Shortly 
after the closure, major vandalism occurred that destroyed the 
underground lighting in the caverns. The Committee to Reopen 
Mitchell Caverns and the State Parks Tehachapi District have 
been working to restore the operation of the park and caverns. 
The lighting in the Caverns has been repaired, and there is a new 
well. The signage on the nature trail has been upgraded also. 
Currently there are still some remaining infrastructure issues re-
garding the new well that need to be resolved. Information on 
the progress towards reopening will be posted on the PR/MDIA 
(Poppy Reserve/Mojave Desert Interpretive Association) website: 
www.prmdia.org.

NEXT DESERT COMMITTEE MEETINGS
SPRING MEETING

MAY 21-22

The spring meeting is May 21-22 at the Black Rock 
Group Camp in the Mojave National Preserve.  
Chair: Craig Deutsche
     

SUMMER MEETING
AUGUST 6-7

The summer meeting is August 6-7 at the Nelson 
Group Camp in the White Mountains. 
Chair: Terry Frewin

THANK YOU
Several organizations have made significant contributions 
for the printing expenses of Desert Report.

Sierra Club California
Desert Tortoise Council
California Wildlands Grassroots Fund
Sierra Club San Gorgonio Chapter
Sierra Club Mojave and Tahquitz groups
Sierra Club Toiyabe Chapter
Desert Protective Council

Many individuals have also contributed to Desert Report 
during the past six months, and their support is both  
essential and appreciated:

SPONSORS 
INDIVIDUALS CONTRIBUTING $100 OR MORE

James Balsitis & Kathy Kalp Santa Barbara, CA
Julia Bott, in memory of  San Mateo, CA
   Letty French
Tom Budlong Los Angeles, CA
Ronald Callison Pahrump, NV
Paul Cooley Culver City, CA
Ethan Foote Santa Rosa, CA
Terry Frewin Santa Barbara, CA
Stacy Goss, in memory of Santa Clara, CA
   Letty French
Julian Hold Sacramento, CA
Tom & Julie Anne Hopkins Swall Meadows, CA
Richard Hunt Santa Barbara, CA
Scot Jamison RanchoCucamunga, CA
Bill Joyce La Verne, CA
Gerard Koon San Diego, CA
Edwin Lindgren Shawnee Mission, KS 
   in memory of 
   Harriet & Howard Allen 
Lynn Nebus San Diego, CA
Caroline S. Palmer Westlake Village, CA
Jim Pompy Sacramento, CA
Sid Silliman Upland, CA
Susan Sorrells Shoshone, CA
CA Native Plant Society Conservation Program
Transition Habitat Conservancy
Anonymous

CONTRIBUTORS

Craig Deidrick  Lincoln, CA
Christian Gerlach Las Vegas, NV
Andrew Honig  Bakersfield, CA
Robert Michael Fort Collins, CO
Pam Nelson Warner Springs, CA
Douglas Siden Alameda, CA
Terry Weiner San Diego, CA
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BOYLE: NATIONAL LANDS CONSERVATION SYSTEM DESIGNATIONS IN THE DRECP

D
AV

ID
 L

AM
FR

O
M

All lands of the original Fremont-Kramer DWMA/ACEC, Superi-
or-Cronese DWMA/ACEC and Ord-Rodman DWMA/ACEC should 
be included to provide desert tortoise habitat and connectivity.

The Ivanpah Desert Wildlife Management Area DWMA/ACEC 
expansion lands, added in 2012, should all be made part of the 
NLCS to protect the area’s remaining biodiversity, including gold-
en eagles and desert tortoise.

We recommended several areas within the Mohave Ground Squir-
rel Wildlife Habitat Management Area (WHMA) be included in 
the NLCS: Lower and Upper Centennial Flat; Santa Rosa Flat; 
parts of Rose Valley; and a large portion of public lands north 
of Kramer Junction and west of highway 395. This proposal 
would also greatly reduce the size of the North of Kramer DFA.

Seventeen Multi-Species WHMAs in the Northern and Eastern 
Colorado Desert, including connectivity between the Chuckwal-
la and Chemehuevi DWMA/ACECs, should be protected in NLCS. 
These include extensive dry desert wash Microphyll woodlands 
with high importance to migratory birds as well as sand dune 
habitat for Mojave fringe-toed lizard. Significant parts of the East 
Riverside DFA should be removed from the DFA and converted 
to NLCS to create better habitat connectivity north/south and to 
protect desert washes.

Public lands in the Mohave Ground Squirrel WHMA including 
Lower and Upper Centennial Flat, Santa Rosa Flat, and Rose 
Valley should be included in NLCS, and the Rose Valley DFA 
reduced from 12,000 to about 2,000 acres.

Several WHMAs for bighorn sheep designated in 2002 should 
all be included in the NLCS.The Deep Springs Valley WHMA and 

ACEC should both be included in NLCS for conservation of the 
endemic black toad.

The Sacramento Mountains are designated for recreation but 
not conservation in the LUPA. This highly scenic area with spec-
tacular stands of cholla cactus between three wilderness areas 
is a critical linkage and important for bighorn sheep expansion. 
We recommended designating the Chemehuevi DWMA/ACEC as 
NLCS and expanding it to include the Sacramento Mountains.

Antimony Flat is proposed as a Variance Process Area. Located 
south of Jawbone Canyon and adjacent to the Jawbone Butter-
brecht ACEC, this highly diverse area includes golden eagles and 
is on a prominent migratory bird flyway near Butterbrecht Spring. 
We recommended the entire area be protected as NLCS lands.

 These conservation proposals are a substantial portion of 
our protest letter’s recommendations. However, we also sub-
mitted comments on many other issues including refining and 
improving conservation management actions, relating to trans-
mission planning, air quality, and restored mitigation rations for 
Mohave ground squirrel and desert tortoise.

Barbara Boyle has worked for the Sierra Club for thirty-three years, 
first in the Pacific Northwest and subsequently in California and Ne-
vada. Environmentally sound climate policies have been her focus 
since 2008, including ending coal power in Nevada and working in 
California to preserve ecosystems and habitats while siting renew-
able energy projects on lower impact lands. 

* In the Omnibus Public Lands Act of 2009, the Department of In-
terior was specifically directed to study all lands in the California 
Desert Conservation Area to consider their designation as units 
of the National Lands Conservation System, or NLCS.
** This number was reported erroneously as 800,000 in the Final 
EIS document; some designated recreation lands were counted 
incorrectly as Unallocated.

OVERLOOKED IN THE CURRENT DRECP PROPOSAL
Defenders and Sierra Club advocated all these former designa-
tions should be added to NLCS lands; in many cases only parts 
of these were included:

All designated Areas of Critical Environmental Concern 
(ACEC) in the CDCA.

All Desert Wildlife Management Areas (DWMAs) to conserve 
desert tortoise.

All BLM designated Conservation Areas for imperiled plants 
and wildlife.

Wildlife Habitat Management Areas (WHMAs) including hab-
itat and connectivity areas.

All wetland and riparian areas designated in the CDCA in 
2009.

Research Natural Areas

National Natural Landmarks

National Register of Historic Places lands

Chuckwalla in volcanics. Areas like Pisgah Crater are 
important habitat for a diversity of reptiles, including 
the chuckwalla.
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by the Bureau of Land Management for conservation purposes” 
would be included in the NLCS.2 While the definition of conserva-
tion purposes is not defined further in the NLCS Act, a number 
of areas within the CDCA had already been designated for con-
servation purposes under the 1980 Desert Plan and subsequent 
amendments, where conservation was emphasized over other 
multiple uses. For example, Desert Wildlife Management Areas 
(DWMAs) were established to help protect and recover the fed-
erally (and state) threatened desert tortoise. Both the Flat-Tailed 
Horned Lizard Management Areas and the Mojave Ground Squir-
rel Conservation Areas were adopted by the BLM in CDCA plan 
amendments to provide protection for these imperiled species 
and, in part, to avoid listing these species under the federal En-
dangered Species Act. Numerous other conservation areas were 
amended into the CDCA plan by 2009, including areas that were 
designated to protect rare plants and eagles, totally over 3 mil-
lion acres. 

BLM’s New Desert Plan Does Not Honor the NLCS 
 With the advent of the Desert Renewable Energy Conserva-
tion Plan (DRECP), the BLM identified the NLCS lands in the CDCA 
but has taken a contrary view to the act – picking and choos-
ing which of the lands in the CDCA will retain permanent NLCS 
protection. 
 While BLM’s DRECP includes 2.1 million acres of existing con-
servation lands in the NLCS, providing them permanently pro-
tection, the western Mojave area took a hard hit. 560,000 acres 
remain vulnerable to development as Areas of Critical Environ-
mental Concern (ACECs) only – a designation that could subse-
quently be removed in future amendments. Another 75,000 acres 
are stripped of all conservation status. The failure to permanent-
ly protect these conservation areas is not based on the best avail-
able science which indicates that the desert tortoise population 
continues to decline significantly in the western Mojave desert3 
and that the West Mojave has one of the best refugia for desert 
tortoise under the most conservative climate change modeling 
scenarios.4 By failing to permanently protect these lands, the 
BLM has unjustifiably disadvantaged desert tortoise recovery in 
the West Mojave recovery unit.
 On a positive note, BLM’s DRECP proposes to add some new 
lands – 2.3 million acres, mostly in the eastern Mojave – to the 
NLCS that were not previously managed for conservation. How-
ever, with President Obama’s designation of 1.8 million acres in 
three California desert National Monuments, the new nation-
al monuments automatically become part of the NLCS system, 
making the BLM’s DRECP designations moot in these areas where 
they overlap, including significant parts of the eastern Mojave.
 In the Colorado desert, BLM proposes to drop more than 
300,000 acres of Flat-Tailed Horned Lizard Management Areas 
from any protection despite the fact that BLM initially estab-
lished these management areas to prevent the lizard from re-
ceiving federal Endangered Species Act protection. (It is currently 
a candidate for protection under the state’s Endangered Species 
Act.) The BLM plan also rolls back protection for the state threat-
ened Mojave ground squirrel by failing to make permanent over 
730,000 acres of the squirrel’s existing conserved habitat. 

Adding Insult to Injury: 
Prioritizing Motorized Recreation on Conservation Lands
 The BLM also proposes designation of Special Recreation 
Management Areas (SRMAs) and Extensive Recreation Manage-
ment Areas (ERMAs) that overlay over 1.7 million acres of conser-
vation lands. (See Map for details.) These SRMA/ERMAs overlay all 
existing federal off-road vehicle open areas in the CDCA5 but also 
overlay many existing and now newly proposed conservation 
areas, both NLCS and ACECs. These incompatible designations 
undermine the conservation values of these areas and make a 
mockery of the ACEC and NLCS designations. 
 At best, they set up future land use conflicts or, at worst, 
these designations encourage ongoing illegal off-road activities 
into our most vulnerable and important conservation lands. The 
environmental analysis for the SRMA/ERMAs is virtually absent 
from the EIS, and the required minimization criteria for designa-
tion of motorized vehicle use areas were simply not addressed in 
the DRECP. 
 While the goal of the BLM’s DRECP is laudable, to support 
appropriately sited renewable energy development and protect 
critical conservation, the BLM has gone dangerously off course 
and lost sight of the critical need to maintain long-term conser-
vation on desert lands. The BLM’s DRECP proposal should have 
acknowledged and made permanent the existing conservation 
in the CDCA while identifying new areas that need protection. In-
stead, BLM has proposed a plan that will unnecessarily degrade 
the conservation values of the largest and oldest of the BLM con-
servation areas and further jeopardize the plants and animals 
that call this area home. 

Ileene Anderson is a senior scientist with the Center for Biological Di-
versity. She is also the Public Lands Desert Director for the organiza-
tion and has worked on conservation issues in the California deserts 
for over 25 years.

1 43 U.S.C. § 1781(a) 
2 Pub. L. 111–11, title II, § 2002, Mar. 30, 2009, 123 Stat. 1095.
3  http://www.fws.gov/Nevada/desert_tortoise/documents/re-

ports/2013/201314_rangewide_mojave_desert_tortoise_monitoring.pdf 
4  Sinervo 2015. http://www.drecp.org/draftdrecp/comments/Barry_Siner-

vo_comment_2015-02-22.pdf
5  Except in the Algodones Dunes/Imperial Sand Dunes Recreation Area, which 

is outside of the final boundaries of the DRECP.
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Ocotillo is common in the WHMAs in the northeast. 
This beautiful plant and microphyll woodlands are  
important for migratory birds.



DESERT REPORT MARCH 201622

DESERTS OUTINGSOUTINGSOUTINGS
Sierra Club outings are open to non-members unless 

otherwise noted. The Sierra Club requires partici-

pants to sign a standard liability waiver at the begin-

ning of each trip. To read the Liability Waiver before 

you choose to participate, go to http://www.sierra-

club.org/outings/chapter/forms, or call 415-977-5528 

to request a printed version.

 For any questions concerning an outing, contact the leader. 

For questions about Desert Committee outings in general, or to 

receive the outings list by e-mail, please contact Kate Allen at 

kj.allen96@gmail.com or 661-944-4056. For the most current list-

ing, visit the Desert Report website at www.desertreport.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.)

 Activities marked “Non-Sierra Club” are not sponsored by the 

Sierra Club. The Sierra Club has no information about the plan-

ning of these activities and makes no representations or warran-

ties about the quality, safety, supervision or management of such 

activities. They are published only as a service because they may 

be of interest to the readers of this publication.

HIKE AND TOUR IN MOJAVE PRESERVE
March 18-21, Friday-Monday

Meet at Sunrise Campground on Friday at noon and then visit 
the historic “rock house” and hike the loop. Camping at Sunrise 
is primitive. Saturday will be a longer hike from Mid Hills down 
the canyon towards Hole-in the Wall and hopefully we’ll see wild-
flowers. Camp at Mid Hills Campground. Sunday we can hike to 
Teutonia Peak and view Cima Dome and camp again at Sunrise 
Rock for those who would like to stay over another night. Monday 
we can tour through the Preserve to Amboy Crater, where we can 
finish the tour with a hike up the crater. All hikes will be moderate 
to easy. Leader: Carol Wiley desertlily1@verizon.net or (760) 245-
8734. Mojave Group/CNRCC Desert Committee

CALIFORNIA DESERT WILDERNESS SERVICE 
March 25-27, Friday-Sunday

Join Mojave Group and the CA/NV Wilderness Com-
mittee for our annual desert wilderness service proj-
ect with wilderness staff in the Needles office of BLM. 
This year’s destination is still top-secret at press time, 
but Turtle Mountains, Dead Mountains or Clipper Mts 
are all potential choices for some fun and useful res-

toration work, wilderness enhancement, and spring desert enjoy-
ment. Central commissary, contact Vicky Hoover 415-977-5527 or 
vicky.hoover@sierraclub.org.  CNRCC Wilderness Committee

BLACK ROCK RENDEZVOUS
May 27-30, Friday-Monday

This annual event makes a great first trip to the Black Rock; it typ-
ically includes speakers, guided tours, visits to hot springs, rock-
et launches, rock hounding, a Dutch Oven cook-off, drawings, 
and more. Co-Sponsored by Friends of the Black Rock, BLM, and 
Friends of Nevada Wilderness. Bring your RV’s and trailers. Primi-
tive camping but w/ portable toilets. May be Kid’s Camp activities 
hosted by Nevada Outdoor School. Bring your HAM radio and 
join the Ham activity. Dogs on leash; be prepared to pick up after 
them. For more info go to: www.blackrockrendzvous.com. Ques-
tions/sign ups: David Book 775-843-6443 Great Basin Group/CN-
RCC Desert Committee

ESCALANTE RIVER BACKPACK
June 19-25, Sunday-Saturday  

Enjoy the stunning landscape of southern Utah on this backpack 
along twenty-seven miles of the Escalante River and ten miles of 
deep and narrow Harris Wash Creek. Side trips along the way will 
explore the narrow canyons and creeks. Arrive in the town of Es-
calante at the Escalante Interagency Visitor Center around noon 
MDT to get our free permit and latest route information. Then set 
up a car shuttle between the beginning at the Hwy 12 bridge and 
the end at Harris Wash Trailhead. Bring a daypack for the side 
trips and footwear appropriate for being in and out of the river 
all day. There is an option of ending the trip June 24 or 25. David 
Hardy, 702 875-4826, email preferred hardyhikers@embarqmail.
com. S. Nevada Group/CNRCC Desert Committee

California & Nevada Regional Conservation Committee 
Desert Committee
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