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THE DESERT UNDER OUR FEET 
BY ROBIN KOBALY

WE ARE WITNESS TO ASSAULTS ON OUR DESERT LANDSCAPE EVERY 
day, but we usually recognize only what we see above ground. In fact, 
these surface alterations result in critical changes below ground that have 
far-reaching implications that are mostly unnoticed or unappreciated. If we 
could see the intricate systems that hum along invisibly underground, we 
would likely fight even harder to protect our desert landscapes from unnec-
essary disturbance.
 Research around the world is showing that the biggest contributors to 
soil stability in deserts are the smallest of microorganisms. Tiny microbes 
hold our desert landscape together. The valuable role of hidden microorgan-
isms in keeping our air cleaner, preventing dust storms, controlling erosion, 
and helping us reduce carbon dioxide levels in our atmosphere is enormous, 
but that role is mostly overlooked when we make land-use decisions in our 
desert.

Biological Soil Crusts: Stabilizing Soil and Influencing Water Runoff 
 Across arid soils, a thin crust often forms within the top few centime-
ters of the soil surface. Surprisingly, these crusts are not exclusively formed 
from excess minerals, as is often thought, but are created by microscopic 
and somewhat larger macroscopic organisms that live together in a tiny but 
profound world.
 Whenever it rains, a cast of soil creatures (including cyanobacteria, 
formerly called blue-green algae, plus bacteria, fungi, and other microbes) 
that have been patiently sleeping wakes up like a scene in Sleeping Beauty’s 
castle. Released from the spell of drought, these microscopic creatures  
start making food and creating miniature subway tunnels as they move 
through the soil, reproducing as long as the soil is moist. Tunnels of sticky 
mucilage around algae filaments allow the algae to move into new frontiers 
while moisture paves their way.
 As the soil dries out after rain, a slumber again falls over the entire 

An extraordinary biological web that serves us in countless ways

Deep roots, evening primrose. 
2018 © Robin Kobaly
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FROM THE EDITOR
CRAIG DEUTSCHE

 For a variety of reasons, Sierra Club 
California has been obliged to rather 
significantly reduce its support in the 
coming year. The Desert Committee has 
sufficient resources to continue publi-
cation for the near future but resources 
are finite. We shall be seeking new and 
renewed contributions from larger 
organization, but as always, individual 
supporters are important both for their 
monetary contributions and for the 
support they demonstrate to larger do-
nors. While I wish there were an easier 
way, I am appealing to you, the readers, 
for help. The back page of this issue 
indicates how contributions (not tax-de-
ductible) may be made through PayPal. 
If you wish to make a tax-deductible, 
contribution this is done by writing a 
check to Sierra Club Foundation, putting 
“Desert Report” in the memo, and send-
ing it to our treasurer Stacy Goss at 293 
Maria St., Santa Clara, CA 95050. Many 
small contributions go a long way. 
Thank you.

While the Desert Report is neither a 
national publication nor is it a daily 
report on developing issues, it does have 
some notable virtues. It contains no ad-
vertising; it is beholden to no sponsors; 
and has a defined focus: conservation 
of desert lands for future generations. 
Another of its virtues, is that it is deliv-
ered without cost to state legislators in 
California and Nevada, to congressional 
representatives from both states, to sev-
eral land management agencies, and to 
a great many individuals. The purpose is 
to educate people about the value of des-
ert lands and about issues that threaten 
these values. Matters of layout, writing, 
editing, and circulation are all carried 
out by volunteers. Printing and mailing 
are the only costs. These costs (approx-
imately $17,000 annually) have been 
covered in the past by several non-profit 
organizations, several Sierra Club desert 
chapters, Sierra Club California, and 
many individual contributors.

Badwater, Death Valley National 
Park. Photo by Jason Hashmi
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High Voltage Transmission Line east of Barstow, CA. 
Photo by Craig Deutsche

BARRIERS TO LOCALLY 
GENERATED ENERGY

BY DOUG KARPA

Making the Market Rules Fair for 
Local Energy.
 Today, one of the key barriers to dis-
tributed generation is the unfair charges 
to customers who use local energy from 
WDG to power their homes. Not only do 
these unfair charges tilt the field toward 
ever more remote desert solar, but they 
cost California ratepayers tens of billions 
of dollars.

tential to provide energy to homes and 
cities without expensive transmission 
lines that risk wildfire and without the 
habitat destruction of utility-scale solar. 
Because WDG provides power to whole 
communities, it also avoids some of the 
serious equity issues that plague sub-
sidizing rooftop solar, which primarily 
benefits the individual property owners 
who can afford it.

ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT  
battles in desert conservation isn’t about 
deserts at all, but rather about removing 
the unfair barriers to clean local energy. 
To protect wild habitats and prevent 
the worst cataclysm of global heating, 
we must move to zero-carbon energy 
immediately – but we must do it in ways 
that minimize habitat destruction. That 
requires that energy is generated in our 
towns and cities, close to where we use 
it. Protecting deserts with local energy 
means putting effort into removing bar-
riers to local energy. Some of the biggest 
barriers are market rules that charge 
customers who use clean local energy 
for using the transmission system, even 
when they don’t use that system.
 Clean local energy produced by 
wholesale distributed generation (WDG) 
helps ensure the fastest possible transi-
tion to a 100% renewable energy system, 
but in a way that minimizes impacts to 
desert ecosystems. WDG facilities are 
local energy facilities built over larger 
sites, like parking lots, large commer-
cial or industrial buildings, landfills, or 
brownfields. Unlike rooftop solar, which 
produces power primarily for the one 
customer who owns it, WDG projects 
sell power to the utility or to Community 
Choice Aggregations (CCA), which use 
the energy to serve whole neighbor-
hoods or communities. [Desert Report, 
March 2018] Because WDG is close to the 
end customers, it has tremendous po-

We should pay transmission costs only when we use the 
transmission system

This article is rather technical, but please 
don’t be dissuaded. It is important and 
worth the effort to understand the prob-
lem that it discusses. – Editor
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South from the Bodie Hills toward Mono Lake and the Sierra Crest. Photo by Bob Wick

BODIE HILLS
BY APRIL SALL

as other iconic public lands in eastern 
California, such as Death Valley National 
Park and Mono Lake National Scenic 
Area. The park is a mere postage stamp 
in the vast landscape.

A Biologically Diverse Wonderland
 The Bodie Hills are part of the amaz-
ing tapestry of the Eastern Sierra and 
one of its last remaining puzzle pieces 

aged for multiple use by the Bureau of 
Land Management (BLM). While this 
has permitted many different types of 
recreation that attract visitors, it is also 
the source of many resource related 
conflicts as it permits landscape altering 
activities like the industrial scale mining 
that threatens the biological integrity 
and geography of the region. There is 
no question that the Bodie Hills should 
receive the same level of protection 

THE HISTORIC WESTERN TOWN OF 
Bodie, buried in the remote eastern 
Sierra Nevada wildlands, is preserved 
as a State Historic Park of just under 
1000 acres. The surrounding Bodie Hills, 
nearly 200,000 acres in extent, provide 
its remote and magnificent backdrop. 
With their rugged sagebrush scrub and 
pinon-pine forests, these hills epitomize 
the classical western landscape.
 At present these lands are man-

A landscape to visit and protect
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By Nicholas Clapp, photographs by Will Furman

BODIE: GOOD TIMES AND BAD
BOOK REVIEW BY CRAIG DEUTSCHE

fire department - not the outlaws and 
drunkards that were the legend. In the 
formal photos of women, some appear 
severe and worn, while others are bright 
and well dressed. This was a brave  
community, surviving and hoping for 
good times.
 With the passage of time, the mines 
played out, and most people scattered 
to other camps and towns. In the late 
1870s, several major mine explosions 
occurred, and in 1932, a large number of 
the remaining buildings were destroyed 
in an uncontrolled fire. John Stuart 
Cain was a principal property owner 
in the town, and in spite of the damage 
he declined to leave. Until his death in 
1938, he hoped for a new strike and gold 
boom. Although prosperity never came, 
his company retained a watchman to 
discourage vandalism, and in 1967 one 
of his descendants transferred the entire 
town to the State of California.
 The book is an introduction to a 
piece of California history; the text and 
photos can only be a tease. This is also 
a coffee table book that belongs with 
other accounts of western towns - min-
ing, farming, and grazing. It will have 
achieved its greatest value if it induces 
readers to make the trip to eastern 
California and see Bodie itself. Today the 
Park and the book together will suggest 
what was once there and give you an 
appreciation for our pioneer ancestors 
and the challenges they faced.

Bodie: Good Times and Bad is  
produced by Sunbelt Publications and 
is available through amazon.com.

books dealing with the highwaymen, 
miners, and unattached women who 
followed the mining camps throughout 
the west. The work in the underground 
mines was crushing, and drinking, fight-
ing, and prostitution were the norm. 
Outlaws regularly robbed the stage 
coaches, both entering and leaving the 
town, and it was even suggested that no 
week passed without at least one shoot-
ing. Newspaper accounts of those days 
may have been exaggerated, but there is 
no doubt that it was a violent town.
 For a brief time, the mines were 
highly profitable, and the town in-
cluded a number of affluent citizens 
who attempted to mitigate the rougher 
elements of their surroundings. These 
were bankers, mine managers, salespeo-
ple, and a variety of store owners. When 
winter snow melted, wagons arrived 
from larger towns, and people could 
buy the fine clothes and furniture that 
contrasted with the bleak setting of the 
mines. There were a variety of social 
clubs, and although they came later, a 
school and church appeared eventually.
 The story is enlarged by numer-
ous photos. Taken by Will Furman, the 
modern photos are truly works of art, 
and they vividly show the town in its 
stark, natural setting. Many of his photos 
also show the interiors of the restored 
buildings and document the efforts that 
people made to create a livable commu-
nity. The older photos, taken from early 
newspapers and books, show a more 
austere life. It is the faces of the people 
that strike you. They are determined, 
tired, ordinary, and worn. These are 
pictures of families, baseball teams, 
children, and members of the volunteer 

SOMEWHERE ON THE EAST SIDE OF 
California − a few miles off highway 395 
and a few miles north of Mono Lake − 
the town of Bodie remains in a state of 
arrested decay. It is appropriate to say 
“somewhere” because as you approach 
along a back road, even today it is 
impossible not to feel the isolation of 
its setting in a dry and bare landscape. 
This is a place of sagebrush, dust, and 
ghosts from the past. Today, a State Park 
commemorates the hardscrabble his-
tory of the town and preserves the old 
shacks, mercantile buildings, and mine 
structures. For those who might hesitate 
to make the physical journey, the book 
Bodie: Good Times and Bad will intro-
duce you to this older and harsher world 
of eastern California. Bodie began with 
the discovery of gold in 1859, and it had 
passed its peak by the 1880s.
 Each page of the book is a collage of 
text and photos. Much of this text was 
written by Nicholas Clapp, but a great 
deal was also taken from earlier sources: 
newspapers, advertising flyers, and 
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BODIE HILLS

in need of protection. The landscape has 
a diverse mosaic of habitats, including 
quaking aspen groves, ephemeral lakes, 
sage-brush, pinion-juniper woodlands, 
wetlands, and volcanic plateaus. This is 
the transition zone between the rugged 
Sierra Nevada Mountains and the Great 
Basin Desert. Elevation ranges from 
5,000 feet at the north shore of Mono 
Lake to the 10,000-foot peaks that tower 
above Bodie State Historic Park.
 The Bodies have many unique natu-
ral features, including Bodie Mountain, 
Potato Peak, the Dry Lakes Plateau, and 
numerous other mountains, canyons, 
streams, meadows, and spring-fed aspen 
groves. Additionally, two streams in the 
Bodies, Rough Creek and Arastra Creek, 
are candidates for Wild and Scenic 
Rivers designation. There are three 
Wilderness Study Areas (WSAs) totaling 
approximately 54,000 acres within the 
Bodie Hills: Bodie WSA, Bodie Mountain 
WSA, and Mt. Biedeman WSA. (Two oth-
ers were released from WSA status with 
passage of the Eastern Sierra wilderness 
bill in 2009.) 
 Ephemeral lakes and permanent 
springs provide water for migratory 
birds and other animals and plants of 

the region. In early summer, wildflower 
displays punctuate the landscape, soften-
ing its rugged, rocky peaks and canyons. 
Small yellow clusters of rare wildflowers 
– the Mono County Phacelia and Mono 
Wild Buckwheat – grow in the sandy soils 
of the Bodie Hills, and many other region-
al native plants can be found as well. 
 Many animals, such as mule deer, 
pronghorn, and mountain lions call the 
Bodie Hills home, and the area provides 
the necessary room for these species to 
roam between their winter and sum-
mer ranges. The Bi-State Sage Grouse, 
currently being reconsidered for listing, 
nest throughout the Bodies, an import-

ant population subunit in the recovery 
plans. Due to the ecological transition 
zones, the Bodies also are home to five 
different species of lagomorphs, or rab-
bit relatives, from the tiny pika, an in-
dicator species in the region for climate 
change, to large jackrabbits.
 Native Americans, from the Miwok, 
Mono, and Paiute, and other tribes, have 
called this region home for centuries, 
and evidence of their habitation is 
evident throughout the hills. Sensitive 
cultural resources are part of the many 
values that deserve protection. Within 
the Dry Lakes Plateau are ephemeral 
lakes that provide necessary water to 
both people and pronghorn that spend 
time in that magical place and were an 
important location as prehistoric hunt-
ing for the native peoples. 

Outstanding Recreational 
Opportunities
 This diversity of landscape offers an 
incredible variety of experiences, topog-
raphies, and views that attract visitors 
from across the nation and around the 
globe. These visitors can enjoy outdoor 
passions that include fishing, birding, 
hunting, backcountry exploration, or 
just reminiscing about a cherished part 
of our history. 
 Like the landscape, seasonal weath-
er conditions vary so greatly that visitors 
are cautioned to check for current road 
conditions and access status information 
before entering the backcountry. In the 
winter months, most roads to the Bodies 
are closed by CalTrans, but they provide 
opportunities for winter sports like 
snowshoeing and cross-country skiing. 
One little known fact is that the town of 
Bodie registers some of the coldest tem-
peratures in the lower forty-eight states, 
underscoring the harsh conditions and 
challenges that Native Americans and 
early settlers faced.
 The Bodie State Historic Park, des-
ignated in 1962, is one of the best-pre-
served mining ghost towns in America. 
Unlike usual archeological sites, the 
State maintains the Town of Bodie in “ar-
rested decay’’ – meaning buildings are 
repaired enough to stall off the ravages 
of time and weather but no “restoration” 
efforts are implemented. The rich cultur-
al history in the Bodie Hills from its first 

Family outing to Beauty Peak at the Dry Lakes Plateau in Bodie Hills. 
Photo by John Dittl

Many animals, such as mule 
deer, pronghorn, and moun-
tain lions call the Bodie Hills 
home, and the area provides 
the necessary room for 
these species to roam  
between their winter and 
summer ranges.
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inhabitants to the remnants left behind 
by the boom and bust mining of the late 
1800’s provides thoughtful insight and 
understanding into the lives of these 
adventuresome pioneers. 
 An extensive road network remains 
from the mining and ranching era of 
the turn of the century. Thanks to the 
region’s volcanic soils, this road network 
presents some of the best mountain 
biking in often-sandy Mono County, 
and with light traffic, these same roads 
make for great walking, as well as 4WD 
exploring. Unlike many wilderness land-
scapes, there are no designated hiking 
trails. With an appropriate management 
plan, this notable absence could be rem-
edied while still maintaining protection 
for natural resources.

Conservation Vision
 One of the biggest threats to the 
Bodie Hills is new industrial mining. 
There are currently hundreds of active 
mining claims in the hills that fall under 
the 1872 Taylor Grazing and Mining Act. 
Beginning in 2010, following the threat 
of a new industrial-scale open pit gold 
mine proposal, activists and enthusiasts 
formed the Bodie Hills Conservation 
Partnership (BHCP). This is a coalition 
of organizations working to create a 
healthy, sustainable future for the Bodie 
Hills, one that combines conservation 
and access, honors tradition, and pro-
motes the region’s scenic beauty. It is 
working toward a Bodie Hills National 
Monument or a similar designation that 
might achieve this goal. 
 BHCP has been building awareness 
and support for protecting the hills. 
With the area’s storied past, the future 
of the Bodie Hills has yet to be deter-
mined, but its value extends far beyond 
resource extraction. 

For more information visit 
www.bodiehills.org.

Raised in the California desert, April Sall 
is director of the Bodie Hills Conservation 
Partnership and lives at June Lake in the 
Eastern Sierra. In addition to protecting 
wild landscapes, she is an avid hiker, 
camper, and backpacker.

MY MOMENT WITH 
A SNAKE

BY BIRGITTA JANSEN

Thoughts on our place in nature

ON A SUNNY SUNDAY MORNING IN APRIL, I walked down an old abandoned 
mine road in Redlands Canyon, Death Valley National Park. Spring had reached 
the high country and transformed this rugged canyon into a most enchanting 
place. The flowers were at their peak, and a cloud of insects created a multitonal 
symphony. The seductive scent of nectar filled the soft warm air. With each step 
I felt so fortunate to find myself in the midst of it all and experience this vibrant 
celebration of life.
 Suddenly I heard a sound I should have recognized instantly but somehow 
didn’t. I stopped walking and listened. For a split second I thought “bird?” No, 
couldn’t be. It went on for too long. But I couldn’t immediately determine which 

direction it came from. The air res-
onated with so many sounds. Then I 
happened to look down. Right next 
to the trail and approximately two 
feet away from my feet, was a mature 
Panamint Red partly coiled and rat-
tling softly but insistently. 
 I looked at her as she looked 
at me. There was no doubt as to the 
message that she conveyed. “You are 
too close.” I slowly backed away. Odd, 
I did not feel threatened. It felt like a 
straightforward warning not a pre-
liminary to an attack. I slowly backed 
away a few feet, and she stopped rat-

tling. We both remained motionless as she scrutinized me for a few more minutes. 
Then she turned away and went on her way leisurely gliding along looking utterly 
elegant. Her movement was smooth and flowing, regardless of any impediments 
this wild terrain offered. She was beautiful; sleek, muscular and healthy looking. 
This was her territory. This was her home. She knew it and she looked it. As I stood 
watching her, I was mesmerized. 
 Then I thought: “Photograph.” I was not carrying a camera so I called out to 
Neal, my husband, who was nearby but out of sight. He recognized the urgency in 
my voice and soon came walking around a corner. Being the artist and avid pho-
tographer that he is, he carried two cameras, one strapped over his shoulder and 
one in his hand. As Neal approached, the snake knew instantly that something had 
changed. She slid under a bush, and stayed put. And that was that.
 But it turned out to be more than “that.” The magic of my moment with the 

Right next to the trail...was a 
mature Panamint Red partly 
coiled and rattling softly but 
insistently. I looked at her as 
she looked at me. There was 
no doubt as to the message 
that she conveyed. “You are 
too close.”

PAGE 22
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Libby Montana. Photo by USEPA Environmental-Protection-Agency

A BULLET DODGED
BY DR. DONALD ALLEN DEEVER

had been planned by the Crescent Peak 
Wind project, a Sweden-based wind 
energy development company, who in-
tended to initiate a massive earth-mov-
ing operation in order to erect up to 248 
industrial wind turbines of a size that 
are common offshore but are seldom 
constructed on land.
 The site of the Crescent Peak Wind 
project site was, quite obviously, selected 
due to sufficient available wind. As the 
wind directions at the site vary widely 
with the seasons, they would certainly 
disperse the asbestos fibers over an 
extraordinarily large area that would 
include the Las Vegas metropolitan area 
and portions of California’s San Ber-
nardino County. If the Bureau of Land 
Management (BLM) had allowed the 

might conceivably decimate 308,000 
Nevadans and sicken over 1.9 million 
people, not including tourists. If only 5 
percent of that potential were realized, 
the devastation would make worldwide 
headlines.
 There are places on the planet 
whose native desert soils should not 
be disturbed, either due to their scenic 
qualities, historical/cultural importance, 
recreational value, diversity of wildlife, 
or due to what might be inadvertently 
unleashed beneath its ground cover. 
In the case of southern Nevada, along 
a particularly pristine 22-mile swath 
of the McCullough Range, all the above 
listed attributes come together. Until late 
November, a major disturbance of the 
state’s largest Joshua tree forest there 

HIGH COSTS TO TAXPAYERS AND  
damage to ecosystems are associated 
with industrial scale solar and wind 
energy but few public officials recog-
nize the health hazards that exist when 
potentially dangerous soils are disturbed 
in geological hot spots such as those 
near the border of southern Nevada and 
California.
 Public health emergencies are 
declared by the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency (EPA), yet only once has a 
human-made disaster caused a state of 
emergency to be declared. Most might 
guess that occurred at Three-Mile Island 
or Love Canal; no, it was at Libby, Mon-
tana. Although a small town, Libby rep-
resented a disaster of epic proportions, 
yet the consequences at Libby may have 
paled in comparison to a situation that 
was only recently averted just outside the 
highly-populated Las Vegas valley area. 
 What the Montana disaster and Ne-
vada have in common are large deposits 
of a naturally occurring fibrous amphi-
bole mineral, a highly dangerous form 
of asbestos, and one that easily goes 
airborne to be inhaled by victims. The 
Libby disaster came from a vermiculite 
mine that spread enough asbestos fibers 
throughout the town of nearly 2,800 
people to cause more than 400 deaths 
before a proper clean-up could be com-
pleted. To date, more than 2,400 people 
from Libby have been diagnosed with 
mesothelioma or related asbestos expo-
sure diseases. The emergency resulted 
in a mortality rate of 14 percent and pro-
duced serious illness among 87 percent 
of the residents. At that rate, with an 
estimated population in Clark County of 
2.2 million, a similar Libby-type disaster 

A catastrophic health hazard was ignored at the 
Crescent Peak Wind project site
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often takes a back seat until after profits 
are reaped. During efforts to oppose the 
Crescent Peak Wind project, warnings of 
the asbestos danger were distributed to 
a great many high-level members of gov-
ernment, including the office of the Pres-
ident in Washington DC, Nevada’s for-
mer and newest governor, congressional 
representatives, and key administrators 
at the CDC, EPA, DOI, and BLM. Although 
the project was ultimately denied by the 
Department of the Interior on November 
19, 2018, no mention was ever made by 
any official of the asbestos. Moreover, 
Nevada BLM officials never required 
soil samples of the Crescent Peak Wind 
project site as part of the environmental 
impact survey process, despite knowing 
of the issue through comments from 
public scoping meetings.
 The bill for the Libby asbestos 
cleanup cost American taxpayers over 
600 million dollars. Since the population 
of Clark County is 793 times greater than 
that of Libby, a southern Nevada asbes-
tos disaster could involve an astronomi-
cal cost.
 The public health emergency in 
Libby was declared by the EPA in 2009, 
after realizing that death rates between 
1979 and 1998 ranged forty to eighty 
times higher than national averages. 
This past December, twenty-nine years 
after the closure of the mine, cleanup 
operations officially ceased. When un-
healthy conditions are created by com-
merce, Libby shows there can be long 
lag times until the damage is repaired. 
In light of EPA history, had the Crescent 
Peak Wind project been allowed to 
proceed in Nevada, it could have taken a 
decade to recognize the ensuing devas-
tation before any action to rectify the 
health issue was initiated, and possibly 
three decades before sufficient measures 
would have put an end to the problem. 
In the meantime, untold thousands of 
Nevadans could have been burying their 
loved ones.

Dr. Donald Allen Deever is a former park 
ranger, freelance journalist, and PhD with 
majors in nursing education, software 
development, and writing pedagogy. He 
recently helped defeat the Crescent Peak 
Wind project in Southern Nevada. He and 
his wife live in Searchlight on their own 
ten-acre nature preserve.

havioral Health) prevented the research-
ers from disseminating their data, their 
findings were eventually published in 
2013: “Because large populations in Boul-
der City, Henderson, and Las Vegas are 
located only a few kilometers, sometimes 
even only a few tens of meters, downwind 
from the sources, and because most of the 
particles are transported in suspension 
after they are emitted, potentially large 
populations... could be exposed.” 
 The name of that paper was titled, 
Naturally Occurring Asbestos: Potential 
for Human Exposure, Southern Nevada, 
USA. That article alerted news reporters 
to the potential danger. During their 
initial research, dirt clinging to car tires, 
dust on clothing, and collected rock and 
soil samples were examined. Results 
from all forty-three tests showed signifi-
cant amounts of asbestos from the sam-
pling sites along the McCullough Range 
and also in Boulder City. Such findings 
were not what state and county officials 
wanted to hear prior to beginning the 
massive Boulder City Bypass project  
and permitting major solar energy de-
velopments to be built in the Nelson Dry 
Lake region. 
 For years after the attack on Pro-
fessors Baumann and Buck, reporters 
insisted on seeing evidence supporting 
the NSHD’s stance on hushing up asbes-
tos research in Clark County. The NSHD 
claimed the federal Center for Disease 
Control (CDC) had validated their po-
sition, yet the NSHD could produce no 
documentation supporting that claim. 
Therefore, reporters sent requests to the 
CDC to ask for verification. On Decem-
ber 11, 2014, reporters received the 
following response, “Our division is not 
experienced with these types of analysis 
and we cannot comment on state analysis 
as to validity or non-validity. If you want 
an independent review and comments, a 
university might be a good choice.” Rath-
er than admitting the NSHD’s decision 
was not based on CDC data, state health 
officers put a spin on the CDC statement 
by saying it showed how the CDC never 
confirmed the findings of the UNLV 
research team. 
 What may seem to be a scandalous 
footnote in Clark County health history 
might more appropriately be seen as 
a warning that the priority of bureau-
cracies is to strengthen the economy of 
bureaucracies, not to protect people. 
Where money is involved, public health 

Crescent Peak Wind project to proceed 
as requested, over 32,000 acres of pris-
tine soils would have been disturbed 
by a network of over ninety miles of 
new dirt roads thirty-six feet wide. In 
addition, the plans of Eolus Vind (parent 
company of the project) called for the 
widening of fifteen miles of existing dirt 
roads. Other land disturbance would 
have been created by the construction of 
substations, operation and maintenance 
centers, transmission lines, collector 
systems, and tower foundations. A mini-
mum of three to five acres are generally 
cleared for each modestly-sized tower 
that is set in a foundation typically fifty 
feet wide by thirty feet deep. 
 As there is ample published evi-
dence that the project area is known 
for metamorphic rock containing high 
concentrations of dangerous long-fiber 
asbestos, few wind energy development 
sites on desert soils could have been 
more poorly chosen. The only other 
known location of similar asbestos 
fibers are found in Libby, Montana. This 
health risk was first made known in the 
Soil Science Society of America journal 
in 2013, an article written by Dr. Brenda 
Buck and contributing members of the 
Department of Geoscience at the Univer-
sity of Nevada, Las Vegas (UNLV).
 One year prior to that publication, 
Dr. Francine Baumann, a cancer epide-
miologist specializing in mesothelioma, 
planned to present her findings of the 
asbestos threat in Clark County, at the 
Geological Society of America (GSA) 
meeting in Charlotte, N.C. This presen-
tation was to be given along with Dr. 
Brenda Beck. When word of their pro-
posed lecture reached the Nevada State 
Health Department (NSHD), Nevada’s 
chief medical officer, Tracey D. Green, 
wrote a letter to them on October 30, 
2012, disputing the team’s findings and 
threatening legal action if they did not 
cease-and-desist with their scheduled 
talk. Perplexed but fearing a lawsuit, 
they canceled their presentation, where-
upon Dr. Baumann dropped any further 
investigations into the study. Going 
beyond legal threats, Green prevented 
the researchers from gaining further 
access to Nevada’s cancer registry data, 
which may have provided the evidence 
needed to link the finding of asbestos to 
mesothelioma cases in southern Nevada.
 Although the NSHD (now known as 
the Nevada Division of Public and Be-
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Palm Springs. The last California band 
of Sonoran pronghorn were extirpated 
here in the 1940s. A dedicated band of 
volunteer nongovernmental organiza-
tions have also pledged their help and 
support to ensure all appropriate habitat 
improvement needs along with monitor-
ing necessary to support this effort,  
are met. 
 Smaller and lighter in color than 
its iconic, far-ranging brethren known 
from the Great Plains, the Ghost’s 
widely-spaced, piercing black eyes 
peer out above a long, narrow nose, 
beneath short blackish horns and erect 
burro-like ears. These physiologic traits 
afford an incredibly broad view for this 
skinny-legged, barrel-chested ungulate 

THE ENDANGERED SONORAN  
pronghorn, or “Desert Ghost,” may be  
returning soon to its historic haunts in 
the southern California Deserts. The 
United States Fish and Wildlife Service 
is in the process of finalizing an Endan-
gered Species Act Non-essential, Exper-
imental Population Rule, which would 
allow this Spirit of the Desert to be 
reintroduced to California as a critical 
recovery plan action. 
 If approved, the Service in collabo-
ration with the United States Navy and 
Army, Arizona Game and Fish Depart-
ment, and California Department of Fish 
and Wildlife, would reintroduce approx-
imately twenty pronghorn to a protected 
area on the Chuckwalla Bench, east of 

who commonly frequents open creosote 
bush scrub and desert ironwood washes. 
 Yet those same ungainly legs, along 
with a huge heart and expansive lungs, 
power the Ghost to speeds of up to sixty 
miles an hour – faster than any other 
terrestrial animal in North America. So 
even though their tan to white-colored 
fur enables them to blend superbly with 
arid Southwestern lands, they need not 
hide to escape danger. They simply spy 
danger coming from distances afar, with 
their almost 360 degree field of vision, 
and easily outrun it. Or at least they out-
run most danger.
 As one of five pronghorn subspe-
cies and historically limited to just the 
Sonoran and Colorado Deserts, the Ghost 
has likely never been abundant. Nor 
has it evaded wide-spread habitat loss 
and degradation, incompatible livestock 
grazing, paved roads, canals, fencing, 
and bullets. Dwindling water availability 
and suitable access for the wide-rang-
ing Ghost prompted the United States 
Government to list it as one of America’s 
first endangered species through a pre-
cursor to the 1973 Endangered Species 
Act. The Ghost has similarly been listed 
as endangered by the Mexican Govern-
ment across the border in the southern-
most extent of its range. 
 In the decades that followed the 
listing of this species as imperiled, the 
Ghost limped along in weak population 
numbers north and south of the border 
– averaging only about 140 animals in 
Arizona. While the effects of drought 
on fawn survival in the Ghost’s range 
have long concerned wildlife managers, 
a crippling drought in 2002 resulted in 
a disastrous population crash - leaving 

RETURN OF THE DESERT GHOST
BY THOMAS EGAN

Seventy years in absentia 

Sonoran Pronghorn fawns. Photo by John Kulberg, Arizona Game and Fish 
Department
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only 19 older animals to carry on the 
Ghost’s legacy in the United States! 
 By 2003, the Service began a captive 
breeding program at the Cabeza Prieta 
National Wild-life Refuge (NWR) in 
Arizona, working with other agencies 
on both sides of the border. In 2006, the 
first captive-bred Ghosts were success-
fully released to supplement what was 
left of the wild pronghorn population.  
A second captive breeding population 
was then established at the Kofa NWR  
in 2011.
 Another group of translocated 
pronghorn was released on the Kofa 
NWR in 2013 and are now roaming free-
ly. Another population was also initiated 
within Arizona’s Saucedo Mountains 
in 2015. Following significant increases 
in pronghorn population numbers as a 
result of these efforts, the 1998 Sonoran 
Pronghorn Recovery Plan was revised 
in 2016, recommending the initiation of 
an additional experimental population 
of Sonoran pronghorn in southeastern 
California. 
 Establishment of several disjunct 
populations of an endangered species 
promotes superior population repre-
sentation, resiliency, and redundancy; 
and it provides the best assurance that a 
single catastrophic event, or barriers to 
seasonal/migratory animal movement, 
will not result in a species’ extinction. 
Re-introduction of a species into its 
historic range generally offers the best 
chance of successfully establishing 
such a disjunct wildlife population, 
particularly those with specific seasonal 
movement or migratory patterns such 
as the Sonoran pronghorn. The Ghost 
once ranged widely across the Colorado 
Desert in southeastern California as well 
as across the Sonoran Desert in south-
western Arizona and northern Mexico. 
 In studying potential Sonoran 
pronghorn re-introduction sites, several 
California areas were evaluated with 
respect to forage suitability, current 
human uses/impacts, suitable habitat 
acreage, and reintroduction feasibility. 
The Chuckwalla Bench, encompassing 
military reservation and adjacent public 
lands within the Chuckwalla Area of 
Critical Environmental Concern, was 
determined to offer the best chance of 
re-establishing the species within the 
State. This initial proposed reintroduc-
tion area has been expanded to include 
the potential for animals to move north-

ward into Rice Valley, across the Mojave 
Trails National Monument, and into the 
Mojave National Preserve. 
 Sonoran pronghorn are known to 
move nomadically in response to chang-
ing forage conditions and water avail-
ability as a result of sporadic rainfall. 
While the Chuckwalla Bench has been 
found to support necessary habitat fea-
tures for this species, the Ghost will need 
to be protected until such time as initial 
bands of animals are acclimated to their 
surroundings. Additional artificial water 
improvements such as “guzzlers” will 
be installed in an initial holding area 
and sufficient food will be provided to 
maximize the success of this reintroduc-
tion effort. All reintroduced animals will 
be carefully screened for health param-
eters, outfitted with global positioning 
system (“GPS”) tracking collars, and 
then monitored following translocation. 
To this end, Defenders of Wildlife and 
others are currently seeking funding to 

secure these collars.
 GPS collar movement data will 
prove extremely useful in adaptive 
management of reintroduced animals, 
securing/protecting necessary habitat 
features, and in subsequent transloca-
tion of additional animals. While many 
challenges lie ahead for this ambitious 
endeavor, with a little luck we may soon 
see the Desert Ghost, a quintessential 
part of California’s historic wildlife lega-
cy, return to its desert home. 

Tom Egan is the California Desert Repre-
sentative for Defenders of Wildlife. He is 
an ecologist by trade, an environmental 
activist by nature, and previously served 
as the Lead Wildlife Biologist for the 
Bureau of Land Management in the Bar-
stow Field Office of the California Desert 
District. Other articles detailing his work 
can be viewed at Defenders Wild With-
out End. Medium: https://medium.com/
wild-without-end.
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BETTER AIR FOR A  
BETTER COMMUNITY

BY ANTONIO RUBIO

produce the Guidebook for Developing 
a Community Air Monitoring Network. 
This does not directly combat air quality 
issues, but it helps us understand how 
the air quality is in certain areas or 
communities. There have been many 
summits, symposiums, and meetings in 
which these organizations have gath-
ered and discussed the progress that 
has been made and what is next in line. 
Even now the youth of the valley has 
gotten involved with the improvement 
movement for their communities. Comi-
te Civico Del Valle has a program for the 
youth called YEHI (Youth Environmental 
Health Internship) that is comprised of 
ten students from all over the valley. So, 
there is still hope for the future and it 
seems that it is in good hands.
 Though there is plenty of funding 
towards the research of air quality and 
support from the legislators who are at 
least aware of the issues, many people 
do not know what is going on. They may 
hear the occasionally, “the Salton Sea is 
very polluted,” but that is all they will 
hear. Those who know about the issues 
we face must prop up conversations 
with those who do not know. Through 
silence, nothing is accomplished. Aware-
ness is important for this crusade for a 
healthier community. 

Antonio Rubio is a Hispanic graduate from 
Central Union High School (El Centro) and 
a current student at Imperial Valley Col-
lege who has always been interested in the 
issues that his community faces. He has 
made himself active by becoming an intern 
in YEHI and looked for any opportunity to 
talk and learn politics as he helped make 
Central’s Government and Politics club.

(which should be dealt with too) to off-
road activities. Now, maybe if you knew 
a little something about the valley you 
may know that there is a large body of 
water that is surrounded by many com-
munities. This man-made body of water 
is known as the Salton Sea, it is also 
known to be a significant contributor to 
air pollution in the valley and with time 
it will only get worse. 
 The Salton Sea’s floor is laden with 
dust that is basically a cocktail of nox-
ious chemicals from the fields. As time 
progresses the Salton Sea will decrease 
in size and the floor will be increasingly 
exposed. As the water recedes, winds 
will carry the dust across the Imperial 
Valley actively harming those vulnera-
ble and yet to be vulnerable by it. Those 
who ought to stay away from bad air 
days are children, elderly, pregnant 
women, and those who have asthma and 
other breathing problems already. Even 
if you do not fall under any of those 
demographics you should still attempt 
to avoid going outside. The study of air 
quality is essential to further improve 
our chances of controlling air pollution. 
Thanks to a UC Davis air quality study 
there are more people who are being 
equipped with the technology and the 
information needed for this endeavor. 
Also with the aid of the University of 
Washington, the IVAN (Identifying Viola-
tions Affecting Neighborhoods) web-site 
maintains a real time air quality index 
and map for Imperial County
 We can already see coalitions of 
organizations and groups taking action. 
Tracking California, Comite Civico Del 
Valle, and the University of Washington 
have come together to contribute and 

I HAVE LIVED WITH ASTHMA MY  
entire life; it impacted my lifestyle; it pre-
vented me from doing fun activities like 
playing soccer without having to suffer 
the consequences that asthma brings. Ac-
cording to CDPH (California Department 
of Public Health), 23,000 Imperial Valley 
residents have asthma. These people 
should not live with such an impeding 
factor, yet they do. As the valley grows, 
the number of people with asthma will 
grow with it. A major cause of such a ter-
rible condition comes from the polluted 
air that we breath 24/7. Not only does 
this polluted air precipitate asthma at-
tacks, but it also causes the development 
of lung issues, heart problems, and even 
cancer. Therefore, we must focus on im-
proving air quality where it needs it the 
most. Through research, we have been 
able to understand what air pollution is 
and where it comes from. It is essential 
to combating this issue of pollution that 
we know what we are against
 Humans are the number one culprit 
in the corruption of nature; through our 
daily activities we pollute the land and 
ironically cause harm to ourselves. The 
borderline to cross from Mexico into the 
USA can last four hours for an indi-
vidual, and now imagine the pollution 
caused by more than 200 vehicles idling 
four hours in one location. Something 
must be done about the long wait time, 
though now with the new port of entry 
that Representative Juan Vargas helped 
facilitate, the wait has been shorter. It is 
not that much but we need to start with 
baby steps. The border crossing is not 
the only source of air pollution though; 
there are numerous sources across the 
valley that range from field burning 

A message from an Imperial Valley college student
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MEJOR AIRE PARA UNA 
MEJOR COMUNIDAD

cuatro horas. Algo debe hacerse sobre 
el largo tiempo de espera, aunque ahora 
con el nuevo puerto de entrada que el 
representante Juan Vargas, ayudó facil-
itar la espera ha sido más corta. No es 
mucho, pero tenemos que empezar con 
pasos pequeños. Sin embargo, el cruce 
fronterizo no es la única fuente de con-
taminación atmosférica; Hay numerosas 
fuentes en todo el valle que van desde 
la quema de campo (que se debe tratar 
también) a las actividades fuera de la 
carretera. Ahora, tal vez si supieras algo 
sobre el valle, tal vez sepas que hay un 
gran cuerpo de agua que está rodeada 
de innumerables comunidades. Este cu-
erpo artificial de agua es conocido como 
Salton Sea, también se sabe que es una 
importante contribución a la contami-
nación atmosférica en el valle y con el 
tiempo sólo se pondrá peor. 
 El piso del Salton Sea está cargado 
de polvo que es básicamente un cóctel 
de químicos nocivos de los campos. 
Mientras el tiempo progresa el Salton 
Sea se disminuye en tamaño y el suelo 
estará cada vez más expuesto. Como el 
agua retrocede, los vientos llevarán el 
polvo a través del Valle Imperial acti-
vamente hace daño a los vulnerables y 
también los que no son. Aquellos que de-
ben mantenerse alejados de los días con 
aire contaminada son niños, ancianos, 
mujeres embarazadas, y los que tienen 
asma y otros problemas respiratorios. 
Incluso si usted no cae bajo ninguno de 
esos demográficos usted todavía debe 
intentar evitar salir fuera. El estudio de 
la calidad del aire es esencial para me-
jorar aún más nuestras posibilidades de 
controlar la contaminación atmosférica. 

e incluso cáncer. Por lo tanto, debemos 
concentrarnos en mejorar la calidad del 
aire donde más lo necesitamos. A través 
de la investigación, hemos sido capaces 
de entender lo que el aire la contami-
nación es y de donde proviene. Es esen-
cial saber verdaderamente lo que está 
pasando para combatir esta cuestión de 
la contaminación. 
 Los seres humanos son los culpa-
bles en la corrupción de la naturaleza; 
a través de nuestras actividades diarias 
contaminamos la tierra e irónicamente 
causaremos daño a nosotros mismos. 
La frontera para cruzar a los Esta-
dos Unidos puede durar cuatro horas 
para un individuo, ahora imagínate 
la contaminación causada por más de 
200 vehículos en un solo lugar durante 

HE VIVIDO CON ASMA TODA MI VIDA, 
impactó mi estilo de vida, me impidió 
hacer actividades divertidas como jugar 
al fútbol sin tener que sufrir las conse-
cuencias que el asma trae. Según CDPH 
(Departamento de Salud Pública de 
California), 23.000 residentes del Valle 
Imperial tienen asma. Estas personas 
no deberían vivir con este factor que 
impide la vida normal, sin embargo, lo 
hacen. Como el valle crece, el número 
de personas con asma crecerá con él. 
Una de las principales causas de una 
condición tan terrible proviene del aire 
contaminado que respiramos todos los 
días. No sólo está contaminada pre-
cipitado de los ataques de asma, pero 
también causa el desarrollo de prob-
lemas pulmonares, problemas cardíacos 

Un mensaje de un estudiante universitario de Imperial Valley

A field burn under preferred conditions when the smoke rises vertically. 
Photo by Imperial County Air Pollution Control District
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THE DESERT UNDER OUR FEET 

Roots this deep are essential to reach 
soils still moist from rains that may have 
fallen many years ago, and these deep, 
living “straws” create an upside-down 
forest of craggy wood, resulting in a 
greater mass of living tissue below 
ground than what we see above ground. 
 All these deep roots are not separate 
and alone in their quest to gather water 
and nutrients to survive. Eons ago, they 
struck upon a partnership with fungus 
that helps them absorb moisture and 
nutrients from an arid soil that is almost 
devoid of either. Over 90% of plants 
on earth belong to this “root partners’ 
club,” a lifelong membership that grants 
participating plants special privileges. 
 Moisture and valuable resources 
like phosphorus and nitrogen are all 
gathered and delivered to the plant 
partner through thin threads of widely 
dispersed fungal hyphae called myceli-
um. In exchange, the plant host supplies 
sugars to their “mycorrhizal” fungal root 
partners, which, for all their near-magi-
cal powers, cannot make their own food. 

community, and the soft, gluey tunnels 
start to dry out – but not before tightly 
binding all the soil grains they have 
touched. The value of this thin, living 
“skin” across our desert soil is not 
only expressed during its wet “waking 
hours,” but also during its dry dormant 
time when it performs the critical role 
of gluing soil particles together against 
wind and water erosion.
 During the following months or 
years of drought, these sticky tunnels 
continue to bind soil grains together. 
The result of this microscopic commu-
nity is a protective seal across the soil 
surface called a biological soil crust that 
keeps dust, particulate matter (PM10s 
and PM2.5s), and harmful fungal spores 
like valley fever from being blown 
up into the air wherever soil has not 
been disturbed. These living soil crusts 
take hundreds of years to develop into 
effective soil sealants, but when they 
are allowed to remain intact, they not 
only hold back wind and water erosion, 
but also supply nutrients to neighboring 
higher plants, improve water infiltra-
tion, prevent choking dust storms, and 
help keep our air clean and healthy. 
Plus, they do all this for us while they 
are sleeping.

Mycorrhizae: A Strategic Partnership 
Between Plants and Fungi
 Working both above and below this 
marvelous crust, plants are breathing 
in massive amounts of carbon dioxide 
from the air, reassembling the carbon 
into sugar, then transporting it under-
ground to grow roots. Byproducts from 
this growth (photosynthesis) become 
locked in hidden carbon storage vaults 
underground, both living and non-liv-
ing, for many hundreds of years. Small 
shrubs like Blackbrush can live at least 
400 years, while Mormon Tea can live 
over 250 years. Our Mojave Yuccas are 
youngsters at 500 years old, and may 
live to several thousand years old. And 
even more impressive are Nolinas, 
Desert Ironwood trees, and California ju-
nipers that may live to over 1000 years.
 Roots from these carbon-eating 
plants reach far underground, some as 
much as 150 feet deep (roots of succu-
lents like cacti and yuccas are not as 
deep; they have other survival tricks). 

A good trade indeed. This partnership 
has been called a “subterranean swap 
meet.”
 But the fungal partner offers 
more to this relationship; it offers im-
mune-boosting compounds and antibi-
otics and bitter-tasting chemicals that 
deter animals and insects from eating its 
host’s leaves. Even more mind-boggling, 
fungal threads from neighboring plants 
can merge with adjacent fungal threads 
to connect plant to plant in a massive 
community network that “exchanges in-
formation” between plants for the good 
of the whole community.
 Without seeing anything above 
ground, the mycelia below ground 
transmit information about dangers like 
insect attacks and initiate the produc-
tion of pest-repelling compounds in the 
leaves of the plants connected to this 
“root partner’s club.” No single plant 
has to fight an intruder on its own. This 
information-sharing network of fungi 
has been dubbed “nature’s internet” or 
the “Wood Wide Web.”

Mycorrhizal Mushrooms. 2018 © Robin Kobaly
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 The benefits of this hidden rela-
tionship extend beyond the exchange 
of resources between plants and 
fungi. Both the root and the fungus are 
breathing out carbon dioxide in the dark 
(plants breathe in carbon in the light, 
and breathe out carbon in the dark). 
Right at the point where a tiny fungal 
thread connects to the plant root, some 
of the carbon dioxide exhaled by roots 
and fungi reacts with calcium in the soil 
to form crystals of calcium carbonate, or 
what is called caliche. Carbon in these 
crystals becomes locked into the soil. 
 Over time, large chunks or even 
vast layers of caliche are built up un-
derground, capturing carbon from our 
atmosphere in an underground lock-box 
and reducing its potential escape into 
the atmosphere. This transfer of carbon 
from air to leaf to root to fungal partner 
and into caliche deposits is one of na-
ture’s ways to sequester carbon and hold 
it in natural storage underground.
 All that we need to do to keep the 
carbon safely stored in the underground 
caliche is to allow the desert plants to 
keep living and sequestering carbon. It 
is thought that some of the vast caliche 
beds in our southwest desert soils may 
have been formed over thousands of 
years. Some of our longest-lived desert 
plants may have germinated right after 
the last ice age receded 10,000 years ago 
and are still growing today, capturing 
carbon underground over millennia 
(King Clone, a cloning creosote in John-
son Valley, estimated to be almost 11,000 
years old, is one example). 

Glomalin: Hiding Place for a Third of 
the World’s Carbon
 There is still more to this incredible 
story. Every hyphae (the thread-like 
“root” of a fungus) of the most common 
kind of root-partnering fungus in our 
desert (arbuscular mycorrhizal fungi) is 
coated with a waterproof sealant called 
“glomalin.” This coating of sticky protein 
around each fungal thread prevents 
leakage when water and nutrients move 
through the hyphae. Glomalin is made 
directly from carbon gathered by its 
plant partner, so again atmospheric 
carbon is being moved from air into soil 
for long-term storage.
 Remarkably, each hyphae’s coating 

of glomalin persists in the soil after the 
fungal thread dies (when the grow-
ing root section matures and barks 
over). For another 30 to 100 years, the 
sloughed off glomalin glues soil grains 
together in packets containing car-
bon, nitrogen, phosphorus, and other 
valuable nutrients. This waxy coating of 
glomalin helps to form tiny soil clumps 
called “aggregates,” and prevents 
nutrients vital to plant growth from 
being leached out of the soil. Glomalin 
will continue to hold carbon under-
ground long after death of the hyphae 
that produced it – helping us in our 
quest to reduce greenhouse gases in our 
atmosphere.
 This entire kingdom of incredible 
creatures works twenty-four hours a 
day, year after year, without any input 
from humans, unseen by us and mostly 
unappreciated by us. These life-forms 
in mutual partnership will continue to 
glue our soils together and capture our 
excess carbon in perpetuity . . . unless 
we remove the plants and disturb the soil 
that makes all this magic work.
 We are now faced with decisions 
about whether to allow thousands of 
acres of functioning desert systems to be 
sacrificed for solar energy developments 
– on the premise of reducing carbon 
dioxide levels in the atmosphere. Scien-
tists estimate that after the removal of 
desert vegetation and disturbance of the 
top soil, the pre-existing plant communi-
ty requires about fifty to three hundred 
years before it returns to pre-distur-
bance cover and biomass, but requires 
about three thousand years before the 
disturbed area returns to the function 
it had before disturbance. The ancient 
nature of both the plants and the living 
soil crust organisms make this a credible 
prediction.
 We once thought that carbon was 
held in meaningful amounts only in 
ocean creatures and forest trees and 
humus. Now we know that soils, includ-
ing desert soils, are a significant storage 
facility for carbon. Without these biolog-
ical partnerships, significant amounts 
of carbon would be released from the 
soil back into the atmosphere, and no 
additional carbon would be sequestered. 
Not only are desert soils holding carbon 
in caliche deposits, they also store 

vast amounts of organic carbon in soil 
organisms, including root-partnering 
fungi with their coating of glomalin. The 
importance of glomalin’s carbon storage 
capacity is stated by a USDA scientist  
this way:

“As carbon gets assigned a dollar value 
in a carbon commodity market, it may 
give literal meaning to the expression 
that good soil is black gold. And glomalin 
could be viewed as its ‘golden seal.’ ”
– Don Comis, USDA Agricultural Re-
search Service, (2002) in “Hiding Place 
for a Third of the World’s Stored Soil 
Carbon” 

 Wherever possible, we need to steer 
developments, especially large-scale 
projects like utility-scale solar facilities, 
to pre-disturbed, severely impacted soils 
or pre-developed sites such as parking 
lots and roofs. Then, we get the best of 
all options: progress with preservation.
 Leave these microscopic soil magi-
cians alone to do their work. The desert’s 
underground life-support systems 
can only function if the aboveground 
systems (desert plants and living soil 
crusts) are kept alive and intact. We 
must be their voice and their champion 
in protecting them – so they can silently 
continue to protect our potential for car-
bon sequestration, our air quality, our 
health, our economy, our landscape, our 
ecotourism, our property values, and 
our quality of life. To ensure our own 
sustainable future, we need to keep our 
desert soils intact and alive . . . it benefits 
everyone. The choice is ours.

With a Master’s Degree in biology, Robin 
Kobaly had a twenty-year career as a 
botanist with the BLM, and continues to 
work in botany, wildlife biology, and natu-
ral history interpretation. She is currently 
executive director of the SummerTree 
Institute, a 501(c)3 nonprofit corporation 
dedicated to providing responsible view-
points toward our environment, our place 
in it, and our responsibility to it.

References for this article can be found in 
the Notes section of desertreport.org.
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ern Nevada) and Mountain Bluebirds 
(northern Nevada) are the species most 
frequently found dead inside the pipes. 
As many as 100 birds have been found 
in a single pipe, although the southern 
Nevada average is about five per pipe. 

The History of Hollow-Pipe Mining 
Claim Markers
 As citizens, we have always been 
able to walk out onto open public lands 
and look for gold and other valuable 
minerals. When we find something, we 
can stake a claim and call it our own. 
The phrase “stake a claim” comes from 

AS A LEGACY OF THE 1970 - 1990 
speculative boom in amateur prospect-
ing on western public lands, hollow-pipe 
mining claim markers now stand silent 
and abandoned, trapping and killing 
cavity nesting birds, small mammals, 
bats, lizards, beetles, uncountable num-
bers of black-and-white bees, and other 
invertebrates. These creatures, which 
naturally use holes in old trees (e.g., old 
woodpecker holes in Joshua trees and 
decaying holes in cottonwood trees), 
jump or fall into the pipes looking for a 
place to nest or hide and can’t get back 
out. Ash-throated Flycatchers (south-

the act of literally driving a stake in the 
ground and claiming the surrounding 
land. Under western mining laws, a 
claim generally is a rectangular plot of 
land measuring 1,500 ft long and 600 ft 
wide (about 20 acres), usually aligned 
north-south. To mark the claim, prospec-
tors must stake the four corners and the 
middle of the long sides, plus sometimes 
the actual site where the mineral was 
found. Thus, a single claim is marked by 
six or seven stakes, but adjacent claims 
can be added by setting only three more 
markers 600 ft to the side of the first 
claim. 
 In the rocky western deserts, proper 
stakes were hard to come by in the 
old days, but rocks were plentiful, so 
prospectors marked their claims with 
cairns (piles of rocks). However, stone 
cairns in the desert (in many places just 
a pile of rocks itself) were hard to see 
from a distance, so prospectors started 
placing an upright, 6 ft long, 4 in by 4 in 
wooden post in the center of the cairn. 
These wooden posts worked well, but 
they were heavy, so when plastics came 
along, prospectors quickly changed the 
laws to allow the use of plastic posts. 
Three- and four-inch diameter, 5 ft-
long, white PVC leach-field pipes were 
preferred because they are inexpensive, 
light weight, readily available, and clear-
ly visible from 3 - 4 miles away. These 
pipes became the “stake” of choice for 
twenty years.
 Some prospectors found real min-
erals and staked real claims, but during 
the height of the speculative boom, 
weekend prospectors headed out onto 
our shared public lands and just claimed 
anything in hopes that maybe someone 

TRAPPED BY HOLLOW-PIPE 
MINING CLAIM MARKERS

BY JIM BOONE

Birds and other small creatures are the victims

An abandoned mining claim marker in the Basin and Range National 
Monument. Photo by Jim Boone
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national parks, should be informed 
about the issue and encouraged to join 
the effort to remove hollow pipes from 
abandoned mining claims on the lands 
they manage. On these protected lands, 
abandoned PVC claim markers are just 
trash on the landscape and could be re-
moved by agency personnel and visitors. 
 Working together, we can bring the 
scourge of these bird-killing pitfall traps 
to an end.

Retired with a Ph.D. in Ecology, Jim Boone 
has worked on wildlife issues for years. 
Called back to volunteer duty in 2015, Jim 
is the self-anointed Citizens Coordinator 
for the Southern Nevada Mining Claim 
Marker Knock-Down Project. For more 
information visit www.BirdandHike.com 

ment agencies in these areas removed 
many hollow-pipe markers in the past, 
and some of the most egregious exam-
ples of landscapes covered with hol-
low-pipe markers have been cleared, but 
markers in areas more difficult to reach 
remain upright. The agencies, strapped 
for cash and personnel, have drifted 
away from the effort. Managers in these 
area should be encouraged to think cre-
atively, as was done in southern Nevada, 
and return to the project.
 Hikers, off-road drivers, and other 
public lands users in Nevada need to be 
re-informed about the issue and their 
part in solving the problem. They are 
encouraged to knock down what they 
can and report the location of markers 
they see but can not knock down.
 Outside of Nevada, state legisla-
tors should to be informed about the 
issue and encouraged to change state 
laws that define mining claim markers. 
Following Nevada, other states could 
require claim owners to retrofit hol-
low-pipes with wildlife-friendly markers 
such as 2 by 2 inch wooden posts. While 
federal law specifies that hollow-pipe 
markers can no longer be used, only 
state laws determine what constitutes a 
legal mining claim marker within their 
jurisdiction. In Nevada state law, open 
hollow-pipe markers are no longer legal. 
Other states should follow suit.
 Furthermore, in the other western 
states, managers of protected lands, 
places where mining is no longer 
permitted such as wilderness areas and 

would find a valuable mineral – some-
day, maybe – and make them rich. At 
the time, it cost speculative prospectors 
$10 a year to control 20 acres of public 
lands, a small price to pay for the pos-
sibility of getting rich (not unlike stock 
options and lottery tickets today).
 The speculative boom got so hot 
that at least one prospector hired a 
helicopter crew to fly lines back and 
forth across a valley, 750 ft-apart, and 
toss hollow-pipes out the door every 600 
feet. Presumably somebody came along 
later and set them upright. Other pros-
pectors “salted” their claims with gold 
– and even diamonds (not natural in this 
area) – to sell the claim to unsuspecting 
investors. It is estimated that during the 
twenty-year speculative boom, some one 
million hollow-pipe mining claim mark-
ers were set up across the western states 
with about 600,000 in Nevada alone.

The Removal of Hollow-Pipe Mining 
Claim Markers
 During this time, however, con-
servationists began to realize that the 
open-ended, hollow pipes were trapping 
and killing birds and other species. By 
about 1980, the alarm went out, and by 
1990, open-ended, hollow-pipe mining 
claim markers were banned on federal 
lands. There were no federal provisions 
to retrofit existing markers, but new 
hollow-pipe markers were banned. In 
Nevada, state legislators pressed the law 
one step further: claim owners were 
required to retrofit their claims by cap-
ping the pipes or replacing them with a 
solid marker; perforated markers were 
banned entirely. Owners were given 
twenty years to complete the retrofit, 
and after that, in about 2010, citizens 
were permitted to go out on shared pub-
lic lands and knock down the remaining 
markers on the assumption that any re-
maining markers have been abandoned.
 In southern Nevada, the Bureau of 
Land Management, the Nevada Divi-
sion of Wildlife, and citizens have been 
actively knocking down hollow-pipe 
markers, and southern Nevada is now 
essentially clear of this scourge.

The Future of Hollow-Pipe Mining 
Claim Markers
 The next step in saving our birds 
starts with expanding current efforts to 
remove hollow-pipe markers in middle 
and northern Nevada. Land manage-

Remains of 35 Ash-throated Flycatchers removed from a single abandoned 
mining claim marker in the Gold Butte National Monument.
Photo by Jim Boone

A western screech owl trapped 
face-down in the bottom of an 
abandoned mining claim marker 
– a sad way to die.
Photo by Jim Boone
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BARRIERS TO LOCALLY GENERATED ENERGY

ing that energy for customers see no 
financial benefit from “doing the right 
thing” for all ratepayers.
 Today, when a utility or CCA buys 
energy for its customers, they make pur-
chasing decisions based on the energy 
costs alone and whether it comes at the 
right time for their customers, but not 
based on how much it costs to deliver 
the energy. IOUs ignore delivery costs, 
because they are charged identically by 
CAISO regardless of possible differences 
in actual delivery costs. CCAs also ignore 
what it costs to deliver energy, because 
they are not directly charged for deliv-
ery and don’t necessarily know what 
these costs are for the ratepayers.
 Ignoring the delivery costs has 
huge impacts that subsidize large desert 
solar farms. Today, large-scale desert 
solar wins contracts with IOUs and CCAs 

 California has long depended on 
remote energy generation, which has 
meant building a massive transmission 
system to carry the energy from distant 
sites to homes and businesses hundreds 
of miles away. As a result, transmission 
costs have grown by more than 10% a 
year for decades and tripled since 2008. 
The more we rely on distant energy 
sources, the more the California Inde-
pendent System Operator (CAISO) will 
need to plan transmission upgrades to 
carry that energy, and the costs of those 
upgrades are in turn spread to all Cali-
fornia ratepayers.
 CAISO charges investor-owned utili-
ties (IOUs), such as Pacific Gas & Electric, 
Southern California Edison, and San 
Diego Gas and Electric, for their share 
of high-voltage transmission system 
costs, based on how much energy their 
customers use at their meters. In turn, 
these utilities bill their customers for 
transmission and delivery charges sep-
arate from the bill for the energy itself. 
When CCAs purchase energy for their 
customers, the transmission charges 
aren’t billed to the CCA making the pur-
chase, but are billed to the ratepayers 
through the IOU that owns and operates 
the distribution wires. Since the CCAs 
are not involved in billing for delivery 
costs, CCAs make their purchasing based 
primarily on the costs of generation and 
ignore the cost impacts of delivery. Sig-
nificantly, IOU customers and CCA cus-
tomers are charged for transmission use 
even if their IOU or CCA is serving them 
with local energy that doesn’t use the 
transmission system for delivery. A fairer 
system to customers would bill them for 
transmission based on how much of the 
delivered energy was obtained from a 
distant source. This is not a new propos-
al, since customers of municipal utilities 
have been billed this way for decades.

How Does this Discourage the Use of 
Local Energy?
 More important to desert conserva-
tion, though, is how this system pushes 
California to build more and more 
large energy generation facilities in the 
desert. The key is that while local energy 
doesn’t put strain on the transmission 
system and cause more transmission 
spending, the utilities and CCAs procur-

because economies of scale and low land 
costs make building such facilities some-
what cheaper than building a compa-
rable facility on a collection of parking 
lots, industrial warehouse roofs, or 
landfills. Even a difference of a fraction 
of a penny per kilowatt-hour makes the 
difference between local energy winning 
or losing a bid. However, if the real costs 
of building and using the transmission 
system were included, then purchasing 
decisions would be based on the total 
costs to ratepayers and not just on the 
generation costs. When that happens, 
more local projects can win contracts, 
and fewer desert solar farms get built.
 Furthermore, when fewer remote 
generation projects are built, that also 
reduces the need for new transmission 
infrastructure. Transmission spending 
on new construction and maintenance 

Relying on remote energy sources drives up transmission delivery costs by 
requiring ever expanding transmission infrastructure to deliver it. Local  
energy does not add to the need for more transmission and can slow the 
growth in transmission spending.

The explosion in transmission spending by major utilities, 1996-2016.
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has been growing by more than 10% a 
year for decades, and if that continues it 
will be the biggest part of rate payer en-
ergy bills. If we reduce the need for new 
transmission from 10% a year to even 
4% a year, that would save California 
ratepayers over $60 billion over the next 
twenty years.

How to Achieve a Change in Assigning 
Transmission Costs
 This market distortion pushes 
renewable energy out into deserts, 
but fixing it is not simple. Because the 
charges for transmission are calculated 
by CAISO, billed to IOUs based on energy 
deliveries to customers, and are then 
passed on to ratepayers, there is no 
single entity that has jurisdiction over 
the entire system. Furthermore, trans-
mission investments (construction of 
high-voltage lines and substations) gen-
erate significant profits for the owners 
of those assets, who are mostly the IOUs 
themselves. This means the IOUs have a 
strong incentive to discourage local ener-
gy generation. Unfortunately, there’s no 
single regulator that has the authority to 
fix all this, while powerful interests have 
strong incentives to block reform.
 The first step is to get CAISO to 
change how it bills the IOUs for trans-
mission services. Although CAISO took 
up this proposal last year, opposition 
from desert solar developers (represent-
ed by the Independent Energy Producers 
Association) and the IOUs scuttled the 
proposal, and CAISO has declined to 
take action unless the California Public 
Utilities Commission (CPUC) or the legis-
lature act first.
 Consequently, the second step is for 
the CPUC to develop a system for the IOUs 
to assess transmission costs which will 
ensure that energy purchases (whether 
by a CCA or a utility) are based on the 
total ratepayer costs. Unfortunately, the 
CPUC is also declining to take up the is-
sue, in part because of the complex PG&E 
bankruptcy and other urgent issues.
 As a result of this buck passing, it 
is up to the legislature to order CAISO, 
the CPUC, and the IOUs to work together 
for a solution. This is why a coalition of 
energy and jobs groups, including many 
Sierra Club activists, is working to bring 
forward a bill in the California legis-

lature to order the CPUC to work with 
all stake holders to design a system for 
billing for transmission use that reflects 
actual use of the system.

How to Help Local Solar Win and  
Protect Deserts
 Desert activists and energy activists 
should work closely together to ensure 
that the transition to renewable energy 
is done in the most environmentally 
friendly and cost-effective way possible. 
If successful, California could unleash 
the potential of local energy to curb 
global heating, while protecting precious 
habitat and generating local jobs.

Dr. Doug Karpa is a former plant ecolo-
gist turned energy regulatory lawyer and 
advocate because his work on climate 
change biology left no doubt about the 
urgency of the energy transformation. In 
addition to his work with the Sierra Club 
on the Executive Committee of the Marin 
Group and on the California Energy and 
Climate Change Committee, he has also 
worked both in private practice and for 
the Clean Coalition as a renewable energy 
advocate. 

Large-scale desert solar 
wins contracts with IOUs 
and CCAs because  
economies of scale and low 
land costs make building 
such facilities somewhat 
cheaper than building  
a comparable facility locally.  
Unfortunately, when  
the costs of electrical  
transmission are consid-
ered, the advantages of 
large-scale generation are 
frequently lost.

BETTER AIR

Gracias a un estudio de calidad del aire 
de UC Davis hay más personas que están 
siendo equipado con la tecnología y la 
información necesaria para este esfuer-
zo. También con la ayuda de la Univer-
sidad de Washington, el sitio web IVAN 
(Identificando Infracciones que Afectan 
a las Vecindades) mantiene un en tiempo 
real Índice de calidad del aire y mapa 
para el Condado Imperial
 Ya podemos ver coaliciones de 
organizaciones y grupos tomar medidas. 
Tracking California, Comité Cívico del 
Valle, y la Universidad de Washington se 
han reunido para contribuir y producir 
una guía para el desarrollo de una red 
comunitaria de monitoreo del aire. Esto 
no combate directamente los problemas 
de calidad del aire, pero nos ayuda a 
entender cómo la calidad del aire se en-
cuentra en ciertas áreas o comunidades. 
Ha habido muchas cumbres, simposios 
y reuniones en que estas organizaciones 
han reunido y discutido los progresos 
que se han hecho y cuál es el siguiente 
en línea. Incluso ahora la juventud del 
valle se ha involucrado con el movimien-
to para mejorar sus comunidades. Comi-
té Cívico del Valle tiene un programa fo 
el joven llamado YEHI (pasantía de salud 
ambiental juvenil) que se compone de 
diez estudiantes de todo el valle. Por lo 
tanto, todavía hay esperanza para el fu-
turo y parece que está en buenas manos.
 Aunque hay muchos fondos para 
la investigación de la calidad del aire y 
el apoyo de los legisladores que son al 
menos conscientes de los problemas, 
muchas personas no saben lo que 
está sucediendo. Pueden oír el oca-
sionalmente “el Salton Sea está muy 
contaminado,” pero eso es todo lo que 
escucharán. Los que conocen los temas 
que enfrentamos deben sostener conver-
saciones con aquellos que no lo saben. A 
través del silencio, no se logra nada. La 
concienciación es importante para esta 
cruzada para una comunidad más sana. 

Antonio Rubio es un graduado hispano de 
CUHS y un estudiante actual de IVC que 
siempre ha estado interesado en los temas 
que su comunidad enfrenta. Se ha hecho 
activo convirtiéndose en pasante en YEHI 
y buscó la oportunidad de hablar y apren-
der política mientras ayudaba a hacer del 
Club de gobierno y política de Central.
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California Regional Conservation Committee Desert Committee

OUTINGS

Sierra Club outings are open to non-members, unless otherwise noted.  
Participants are required to sign a standard liability waiver at the beginning 
of each trip. To read the Liability Waiver before you choose to participate, 
go to http://www.sierraclub.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 listing, 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.)

Would you like to see your desert outings in the Desert Report? If you have an 
outing in the desert, whether a day hike, a multi-day service trip, or backpack 
planned for this spring or summer, please send a write up to: Kate Allen,  
kj.allen96@gmail.com by May 15 and it will run in the June issue.

SIERRA CLUB LEADERS

AFTON CANYON OUTING 
Tuesday-Thursday
March 12-14
Afton Canyon is in the new Mojave Trails 
National Monument, and we will camp both 
nights in the campground near the Mojave 
River. We will meet on Tues. at noon and 
hike up one of the side canyons in the 
afternoon. Wednesday we will hike the 
Afton Canyon to some interesting sites and 
Thurs. morning hike to an area of hoodoos. 
Hikes will be at a leisurely pace. For res-
ervations contact Carol Wiley at earthling-
wiley2000@yahoo.com or 760-245-8734. 
Mojave Group/ CNRCC Desert Committee 

ESCALANTE BACKPACK 
Thursday-Tuesday
May 30-June 4
This trip will get to Neon Canyon, starting 
either at Harris Wash or 25 Mile Wash, de-
pending upon the information I can find. It 
will be 30 miles with pack using the Harris 
route or 34 miles r/t using the 25 Mile Wash 
route. Both routes have dramatic scenery 
including narrows. Ringtail Slot and Neon 
Canyon will be explored with day packs. 
If we come in by way of Harris, we will 
also explore Choprock Canyon, a long slot 
canyon. Wear shoes you don’t mind getting 
wet as we will be wading much of the time. 
Moderate backpack. Limit 10. David Hardy 
702 875-4826 hardyhikers@embarqmail.
com email preferred.

PARUNUWEAP CANYON
Sunday-Friday
June 16-21 
This is a canyon not frequently visited 
and is east of Zion. It is not in any park or 
any other boundary. No permit is needed. 
This is a 30 mile round trip backpack that 
is recommended for the middle to late 
June when the water conditions are best. 
There are several side slot canyons to 

explore along the way and the main canyon 
becomes a narrows similar to the Zion 
Narrows. Moderate backpack. David Hardy 
702 875-4826 hardyhikers@embarqmail.
com email preferred.

FOURTH OF JUPLAYA IN  
THE BLACK ROCK
Thursday-Sunday
July 4-7
This will be a busy weekend in the Black 
Rock as many Burning Man Attendees use 
this as a “shakedown weekend” for their 
gear. Possible One-Day Ham License class. 
Typical events include visits to hot springs 
and the Emigrant Trail. No firm schedule 
set at this writing and few facilities but we’ll 
probably have portapotties. No signups 
until after 6/15! David Book,775/843-6443

Afton Canyon
Photo © Cal Academy of Sciences
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The following activities are not sponsored 
nor administered by the Sierra Club. The 
Sierra Club has no information about the 
planning of these activities and makes no 
representations or warranties about the 
quality, safety, supervision, or management 
of such activities. They are published only 
as a reader service because they may be of 
interest to the readers of this publication

SALT TRAM PROTECTION PROJECT
Various dates from November to March 
Come help Marty Dickes, Wilderness 
Coordinator for the Ridgecrest BLM with a 
project to protect the historic Salt Tram in 
the Inyo Mountains from fire damage. 
 The Saline Valley Salt Tram was built 
in 1912 to transport salt 13.4 mi. over the 
Inyo Mountains to the Owens Valley. Last 
used in 1935, its wood towers and steel 
machinery remain today as a National Reg-
ister Historic Site. Small trees have taken 
root near the tram towers, making them 
susceptible to destruction in a wildfire. With 
a BLM crew, volunteers will help establish 
firebreaks around several of the structures 
and will use hand tools to remove small 
pine trees. This promises to be a rewarding 
experience in one of the most awe-inspir-
ing places in the desert. For dates and 
details contact Marty Dickes: mdickes@
blm.gov, 760-384-5444.

The following activities are sponsored by 
Desert Survivors. Desert Survivors is an 
affiliation of desert lovers committed to 
experiencing, sharing, and protecting desert 
wilderness wherever we find it. We recog-
nize the places we love to explore will not 
remain wild unless we give others the op-
portunity to experience them as we do and 
unless we remain vigilant and active in our 
efforts to monitor and preserve them. You 
must be a member to sign up for the trips. 
The descriptions here are abbreviated, so 
you should find the full accounts on the Des-
ert Survivor website desert-survivors.org.

TOO WEIRD AND WONDERFUL ART 
TOUR (E/M) 
Southern California Deserts
March 11–15, 2019
Monday-Friday
The desert has a way of inspiriting artists 
to create unique sculptures in the desert 
landscape. We will explore several outdoor 
installations at a number of locations, 
and we’ll also tour some of the exhibits 
Desert X is displaying in Coachella Valley. 

We’ll camp at various locations en route 
(starting point to be determined). Our tours 
will be interspersed with hikes in Joshua 
Tree, Indian Canyon in Palm Springs, and 
Anza Borrego Desert State Park. Limit:15, 
approx. $20 per person to cover fees. 
Contact: Marisa Seaman (510) 872-5341 
seaman.marisa@gmail.com

ANZA BORREGO CAR CAMP(S)
Anza Borrego State Park, CA
March 22–24, 2019
Friday-Sunday
Join us for an amazing trip to Anza Borrego 
to explore wind caves, slot canyons, 
fossils, petroglyphs, and the world’s largest 
wooden railroad trestle. If it rains we’ll be 
treated to a desert bloom as well. We have 
three 8- to 10-mi. hikes planned over three 
days including upper Carrizo Canyon to 
Goat Canyon Trestle Bridge, Domelands, 
and Whale Peak—with several optional 
side trips. Contact: Paul Harris goodnight-
ocean@yahoo.com (510) 926-2600 or Carol 
Clark gogetoutandrun@gmail.com (415) 
205-0150

El CAMINO DIABLO CAR CAMP (M)
Southern Arizona
March 26–31, 2019
Tuesday-Sunday
Drive the ancient Camino Diablo (Devil’s 
Highway) across southernmost Arizona 
thru Organ Pipe NM, Cabeza Prieta NWR, 
and Barry Goldwater AF Range from Ajo 
to Yuma. Used by prehistoric travelers, 
conquistadors, and Gold Rush 49ers, this 
desert road crosses some of the most 
undeveloped Sonoran desert in the US, 
passing thru organ pipe cactus forests, lava 
flows, spring flower displays, and hidden 
palm groves. Limit five 4WD vehicles; 10 
participants, with vehicle drivers strong-
ly encouraged to take campers without 
access to 4WD. Meet in Ajo AZ the night of 
March 26. Contact Leader: Barbara Bane 
(928) 607-6316 barbbane@yahoo.com

BUTTE VALLEY AND WILLOW SPRING 
CAR CAMP (M) 
Death Valley National Park
April 5–7, 2019
Friday-Sunday
Camp will be at the Stone Cabin above 
Anvil Spring. Friday we’ll climb to the top of 
Striped Butte. Saturday we’ll drive to Wil-
low Spring and hike following the route of 
the Lost Germans who perished near here 
nearly two decades ago. There are several 
springs along the way and hundreds of 
burros. If time permits we may reach 

Squaw Spring, a rare copse of Willows in 
otherwise arid desert. Limit 15. Contact 
Leader: Bob Lyon (415) 586-6855

ON THE TRAIL OF THE 
ANCIENTS CAR CAMP (M)
Bluff, Utah
May 11–16, 2019
Saturday-Thursday
We’ll spend the week searching for signs 
of the ancients—rock art, ruins, and oh 
so many other signs. We’ll camp at Sand 
Island campground near Bluff and do day 
hikes to Natural Bridges NM, Canyon of the 
Ancients NM, and Cedar Mesa (about 10 
mi. each day, on untrailed, rough and not 
flat terrain). We’ll also spend a day rafting 
the San Juan river to see more rock art, 
and a day touring Monument Valley with a 
Navajo guide. Approximate cost of tours 
and group camping is $350 per person. 
Limit 10.Contact Leader: Stacy Goss stacy.
goss@comcast.net 

UPPER PARIA RIVER BACKPACK(S)
Grand Staircase Escalante
New Mexico/Utah 
May 18–21, 2019
Saturday-Tuesday
In contrast to its busy neighbor to the 
south, the Upper Paria River provides quiet 
solitude among red-rock cliffs and arches, 
painted mountains, and unending surpris-
es. A particular focus of this trip will be to 
find the many petroglyphs along the route. 
Please join us for an amazing four days and 
35-plus off-trail miles (8 to 12 mi. per day) 
of adventure exploring several canyons and 
narrows in the basin.You will be hiking in wet 
shoes all day. Limit 12. Contact Leaders: 
Paul Harris goodnightocean@yahoo.com 
(510) 926-2600 or co-leader Carol Clark 
gogetoutandrun@gmail.com (415) 205-0150

YAMPA RIVER RAFT TRIP (M)
Vernal, UT
June 10–15, 2019
Monday-Saturday
Desert Survivors is again organizing a raft 
trip on the Yampa River in Colorado and 
Utah. Rafting on the Yampa offers spectac-
ular scenery and more adventurous rapids. 
The trip starts and ends at Vernal, Utah. 
Orientation on June 10 and then five days 
of rafting on the Yampa and Green Rivers 
through Dinosaur National Monument. Des-
ert Survivors membership will be required. 
Cost is $999 per person. Visit the following 
link for a trip description: http://www.arta.
org/yampa/ Contact: Mike Wells michael-
evan@sebastiancorp.net or (530) 367-4372



snake had shattered into a thousand 
tiny pieces. I broke it the very moment I 
thought “photograph.” In that moment, 
I became an intrusive presence and was 
no longer so easily tolerated. My atten-
tion had abruptly shifted from being ful-
ly engaged with the snake moving about 
in her world, to obtaining a photograph 
of her. 
 This moment remained with me, 
and I thought about it. I had to ask my-
self about the impulse to take a photo-
graph. What was that all about? What 
would a photograph, even a beautiful 
photograph, achieve? What would be 
the purpose? It would be one more 
photo in our wildlife collection, but the 
image could not possibly capture the 
essence of the scene I had been so privi-
leged to witness.
 This is not the first time I’ve come 
to question our current obsession with 
capturing everything on camera. We are 
such an acquisitive society. I’ve actually 
heard a number of people mention that 
they have many more pictures than they 
ever have time for to look at. There are 
several issues that come to mind when 
pondering the increasing ubiquity of 
photography.
 When taking a photograph, I am 
placing an object between my eye and 
that which engages me. This changes my 
interaction with what is in front of my 
lens. What is now in front of my lens be-
comes a subject, as my focus shifts from 
direct engagement with something “not 
me” to “me-taking-a-picture.” I now oc-
cupy myself with “capturing” the image. 
Is that what I want to do?
 It is also worth considering that the 
photograph may capture some of the 
magic and the quality that enchanted 
me, but most likely it will not. In this par-
ticular case, what affected me was the 
snake’s beauty as she moved with utter 
elegance through this seemingly unfor-
giving landscape. No form of documenta-
tion could convey the sensation of that. 
 One question that certainly begs 
further contemplation is where, in this 
crowded field of photographers and 
wanna-be photogs, is the respect for the 
natural world and the creatures who 
make their home in wild places? What 
consequences do photographic ventures 
and intrusions have for the animals? 

Often those consequences can be rela-
tively minor but sometimes they are not. 
Do the images I collect really justify my 
intrusion?
 Another issue has been quite inter-
esting to me. When I have a photograph 
that is meaningful to me, and which I 
have over time looked at frequently, 
my mental image starts to shift from 
remembering the experience to remem-
bering the image in the photograph. 
My memory of the experience starts 
to dissipate. I am no longer recalling 
what it was like to be in the scene or 
part of it, but I am now remembering 
looking at the scene. This shift distances 
or even separates me from the actual 
experience.
 Of course the “real” world is far 
more complex than that. For the seri-
ous photographer, the artist with the 
camera, photography is a tool to create 
and to see. The seeing is intentional and 
the photographer is fully engaged. The 
process becomes a conversation with 
the landscape. But when we are unques-
tioningly and mindlessly using a camera 
or iPhone shooting pictures to look at 
later instead of spending the time in the 
moment, I think we are at risk of losing 
something essential. Nothing can replace 
“being there.”
 When I think back to my encounter 
with this magnificent Panamint Red, I 
still regret my actions. I wished I had 
just allowed myself to be fully engaged 
with the magic of that moment. Here 
I had been given the opportunity to 
observe a snake being a snake. It was a 
creature utterly alien and inaccessible 
to me, but yet it was right there fully 
inhabiting her own world. I not only 
splintered that opportunity but also 
rudely invaded her space.
 Ultimately I am left with the ques-
tion: do I want a photograph or do I want 
the experience that touches my soul.

Birgitta Jansen has volunteered in Death 
Valley National Park since 2008. Cur-
rently she and her husband, photogra-
pher Neal Nurmi, are working together 
documenting Death Valley’s backcountry 
cabins and other structures. Birgitta is 
also the coordinator, together with Kate 
Allen, of the Desert Committee Service 
Trips in Death Valley.
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Join Us On The 
Desert Forum
If you find Desert Report interesting, 
sign up for the Desert Committee’s 
e-mail Listserv, Desert Forum. Here 
you’ll find open discussions of 
items interesting to desert lovers. 
Many articles in this issue of Desert 
Report were developed through 
Forum discussions. Electronic 
subscribers will continue to receive 
current news on these issues — 
plus the opportunity to join in the 
discussions and contribute their 
own insights. Desert Forum runs on 
a Sierra Club Listserv system.

SIGNING UP IS EASY
Just send this e-mail:
To: Listserv@lists.sierraclub.org
From: Your real e-mail address 
[very important!]
Subject: [this line is ignored and 
may be left blank]
Message: SUBSCRIBE 
CONS-CNRCC-DESERT-FORUM
YOURFIRSTNAME 
YOURLASTNAME
[this must fit on one line.]

By return e-mail, you will get a  
welcome message and some tips  
on using the system. Questions? 
Contact Cal French, cal.french@
gmail.com (805) 239-7338

Next Desert  
Committee Meetings
SPRING MEETING
MAY 18 &19, 2019
Black Canyon Campground in
Mojave National Preserve
Meeting Chair: 
Craig Deutsche

SUMMER MEETING
AUGUST 10 & 11, 2019
Nelson Group Camp in the  
White Mountains
Meeting Chair:  
Terry Frewin
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