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UP, UP AND AWAY... BUT NOT QUITE
BY BIRGITTA JANSEN
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DEATH VALLEY’S BACKCOUNTRY LAW 
Enforcement Ranger Bernard and I were 
driving down Panamint Valley Road 
enjoying the impressive sweep of the 
valley surrounded by rugged mountains, 
when we spotted a dot in the sky. Being 
long-time Mylar balloon watchers, we 
knew immediately what it had to be: 
a Mylar balloon. It looked like it was 
coming in for a landing close to where 
we were. We stopped the truck, hopped 
out and stood at the ready to make a 
dash for it as it drifted closer and closer. 
Fifty feet… thirty feet… twenty feet over-
head… whoosh. A wind current took it 
just about out of our hands high into the 
sky. In a fraction of a second it was no 
longer visible leaving us standing by the 
roadside startled and empty handed.
 Mylar balloons are very light and 
can travel thousands of miles depending 
on atmospheric conditions. They seem 
to do best at altitudes between 3,000 and 
7,000 feet. Above 7,000 feet they usually 
explode or gradually lose helium, and 
drop to the ground. Winds coming from 
the Pacific Ocean at approximately  
6,000 feet carry the balloons to parks 

Mylar balloon found in the south end of Death Valley National Park. 
Photo by Birgitta Jansen

The problem with balloons



 

FROM THE EDITOR
CRAIG DEUTSCHE

Turbines and Health,” Journal of Occu-
pational and Environmental Medicine 
56 (11).
https://tinyurl.com/vcw6aut

Professor Simon Chapman and Teresa 
Simonetti (2015, updated). “Summary of 
main conclusions reached in 25 reviews 
of the research literature on wind farms 
and health” https://tinyurl.com/rydnmfh 
(webpage, with a direct link to the doc-
ument here https://tinyurl.com/r4zk3rj, 
The University of Sydney.

Irene van Kamp and Frits van den Ber 
(23 October 2017). “Health Effects Re-
lated to Wind Turbine Sound, Including 
Low-Frequency Sound and Infrasound,” 
Acoustics Australia.
https://tinyurl.com/qsewho9

A RECENT ISSUE OF DESERT REPORT 
(June 2019) included an article with the 
title “The Silent Menace, Part 1,” and the 
following issue (September 2019) carried 
Part 2 of that article. Both have been 
retracted on the Desert Report website, 
and this note is to acknowledge an error 
made in publishing these.
 It is widely acknowledged that 
audible noise and visible flicker from 
nearby wind turbines are annoying to 
many people, and sleep disturbances, 
experienced by many, can be reliably 
correlated with proximity to turbines. 
While infrasound at very high intensi-
ties (with frequencies below 20 hertz 
and sound pressures above 100dB) can 
be detrimental to health, notably when 
workers face chronic exposure in heavy 
industry and military settings, it has  
not been demonstrated that infrasound 
at intensities reasonably expected from 
wind turbines is responsible for public 
health problems. 
 The two articles carried unwar-
ranted implications, including in how 
the cited sources were represented to 
readers, and for this reason they have 
been retracted.
 Several review articles addressing 
health effects due to wind turbines are 
cited here:

Loren D Knopper & Christopher A 
Ollson (2011). “Health effects and wind 
turbines: A review of the literature,” 
Environmental Health.
https://tinyurl.com/wylgfkd

McCunney, Robert J.; Mundt, Kenneth A.; 
Colby, W. David; Dobie, Robert; Kaliski, 
Kenneth; Blais, Mark (2014). “Wind 
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Grading for preparation for a composite liner at a mine site.
Photo by Bill Albright

WHEN MINE TAILINGS ARE STORED... 
BY BILL ALBRIGHT

we move from a layman’s to a technical 
perspective these terms should become 
clearly defined and the associated con-
cepts can have very important ramifica-
tions for environmental quality and the 
cost of conducting mining operations. 
This brief note explores a few ideas im-
portant to mine waste containment and 
some associated terminology. 
 Liners differ greatly in performance 
characteristics depending on technical 
specifications. Perhaps the most basic 
design is simply the native soil re-com-
pacted in place with heavy equipment to 
reduce the permeability. More sophis-
ticated designs consist of clay or other 
fine-grain soil (often imported), but 
such soil liners are not “impermeable.” 
Indeed, soil has a defined (non-zero) per-
meability, and even carefully designed 
and constructed soil liners will allow 
passage of some leachate. Analysis of 
full-scale soil liners showed that about 
one in four fail to achieve the design 
specification for permeability (Benson 
et al. 1999), and low-permeability soil 
layers tend to change characteristics (in 
the direction of increased permeability) 
with the environmental influences of 
changes in water content, temperature, 
and bio-intrusion (Benson et al. 2011). 
Poorly constructed liners or those that 
have been damaged by exposure to the 
site environment can become little more 
than controlled release features. 
 The one type of liner that may be 
considered “impermeable” is called a 
composite liner. “Composite” refers to 
a combination of low-permeability soil 
and an overlying geomembrane. The 
plastic membrane is typically 1.5-2.5 

or surface water systems. Tailings are 
not the only source of mobile contami-
nants from mining activities. Heap leach 
facilities and even unprocessed waste 
rock (if containing acid generating rock, 
i.e. sulfide minerals) can be substantial 
sources of contaminants. The purpose of 
an underlying liner is to intercept down-
ward moving leachate and thus prevent 
the release of hazardous contaminants 
to the environment. Leakage from the 
bottom of a waste containment facility 
often is not immediately apparent and 
can pose an insidious threat. Given the 
purpose of a liner (i.e. as a barrier to 
liquid migration), we often add the word 
“impermeable,” as in “impermeable 
liner,” sometimes without realizing that 
these words can have specific defini-
tions in a technical discussion. When 

NOT LONG AGO THE ANCHORAGE  
Daily News published a letter (7 Dec 
2017) from Northern Dynasty Miner-
als VP for External Affairs about the 
controversial Pebble Mine on the Alaska 
Peninsula. The author stated that the 
development team had decided to place 
a liner underneath the tailings im-
poundment. This was likely received as 
good news from those concerned with 
environmental protection at the mine. A 
critical analysis of the subject of mining 
tailings and containment deserves a 
more careful explanation. Although the 
subject may appear technical, it needs to 
be more widely understood.
 Tailings can be a source of mobile 
(dissolved) contaminants that can leak 
out the bottom of the tailings contain-
ment facility to enter the groundwater 

Do it right!
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KEEP LONG VALLEY GREEN
BY LYNN BOULTON

AS I WAS WAITING FOR ANOTHER 
agenda item to come up at the Mono 
County Board of Supervisors meeting on 
April 10, 2018, there was a presentation 
by the Cattleman’s Association explain-
ing that the Los Angeles Department of 
Water and Power (LADWP) was cutting 
off their water. A rancher said that LAD-
WP had just informed them that they 
would no longer be providing any water 
to the meadows and pastures in Long 
Valley or Little Round Valley. They want-
ed the ranchers to sign new leases that 
stated this. To ease the transition, LAD-
WP agreed to provide the ranchers 0.71 
acre-feet that year under the expired, 
holdover leases; down from the histori-
cal allotment of 3.5-5 acre-feet. Ranchers 
start irrigating by April, as soon as the 
snow melts and before the land dries up, 
so this announcement left the ranchers 
no time to make adjustments. They had 
planned to bring their cattle in Inyo 
County to graze in Long Valley during 
the summer. Now they would have 
to truck them out of the area at great 
expense. The ranchers tried to negotiate 
with LADWP, but to no avail. LADWP 
wanted all the water. As they described 
their problem, I had a visceral reaction 
that LADWP was unfairly pulling the rug 
out from under the ranchers. But even 
more, I was alarmed that LADWP was 
casting about for more water... again. 
 Yes, a lot of water has gone into 
irrigating Long Valley and Little Round 
Valley, but it has not gone to waste. It 
maintains very important wetlands, 
with some water seeping back into 
Crowley Lake and providing ground-
water recharge. There are six streams 
flowing down from the mountains into 

Water is always the issue
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before irrigation have been flooded 
all that time. Soils have changed, and 
native seeds will likely not germinate 
in today’s soils. Some natural wetland 
patches will remain but will cover fewer 
acres. With warming temperatures, any 
remaining wetlands are likely to dry up 
earlier in the year. A sudden swing from 
a wetland to dryland also brings with it 
invasive species like Russian thistle, bull 
thistle, tumble mustard, and cheatgrass, 
which choke out the native plants that 
provide nutrition and habitat for native 
wildlife species. We saw this transition 
at the Cain Ranch in the Parker Mead-
ows area when LADWP stopped irriga-
tion there. Drying up these important 
habitats is also expected to increase the 
risk of wildfire, putting the local commu-
nity of Crowley Lake at risk. Wildfire 
is also a high risk for the Bi-state Sage 
Grouse in Long Valley per the risk table 
in the 2012 BSSG Action Plan.
 California has already developed 
and transformed 90% of our state’s 
original wetlands acreage—a greater 
percentage loss than any other state in 
the nation. In this era of climate change, 
management decisions that dry up and 

more water at 3 cfs from mid-July to 
August 4, but again, it was too little, too 
late. It should be noted that the decision 
to not list the BSSG as endangered in 
2015 was based on the promised coop-
eration of LADWP in protecting the sage 
grouse on their property in Long Valley. 
This has not happened.
 Cutting off irrigation also has 
significant impacts on the vegetation. 
The landscape cannot simply return 
to its condition before the coming of 
the ranchers. These lands have been 
irrigated for 150 years, so seed sources 
of native species that were dominant 

the Owens River in Long Valley. The 
Mt. Morrison topographic map of 1914 
shows them terminating in a wetland 
area, mostly where Crowley Lake is 
today. The streams have also provided 
irrigation water for the Long Valley 
meadows for the past 150 years. So even 
though the meadows are in some sense 
artificial wetlands, they have helped 
mitigate the loss of wetlands when LAD-
WP drowned the natural wetlands with 
Crowley Lake in 1941. But last summer 
(2018), those of you who drove past 
Long Valley could see how dry the land 
became without irrigation. The pastures 
were yellow by June.

Wildlife and Native Plant Impacts
 A May 17, 2018 letter from John 
Laird, California’s Secretary for Natural 
Resources, stated, “While our changing 
climate and more frequent droughts 
require us all to re-evaluate how we 
manage water, impacts on fish and 
wildlife must be considered in any water 
management decision. Especially when 
a decision affects sensitive habitat and 
its ability to support endangered and 
threatened species.” 
 The precipitous action by LADWP 
of suddenly drying up these irrigated 
meadows impacted the Bi-State Sage 
Grouse (BSSG) and other wildlife. While 
adult sage grouse rely entirely on sage-
brush, the sage grouse chicks need the 
meadow habitat to fatten up on insects 
and seeds. And they need the sagebrush 
and tall grasses for cover. 
 The lack of water caused a drop 
in this critical sage grouse subpopu-
lation. Based on the 2017 counts, the 
Long Valley population unit represents 
one-third (34.1%) of the total male BSSG 
in California; second to the Bodie Hills 
population unit.1 Male counts in annual 
BSSG Progress Reports state there were 
195 males in Long Valley in 2015, 158 in 
2016, 159 in 2017.1 The male population 
count in the spring of 2019 had dropped 
31% in Long Valley, from 152 in 2018 to 
only 105 in 2019.2

 In June 2018, after conversations 
with the local Audubon Society, Califor-
nia Department of Fish & Wildlife, and 
Bureau of Land Management staff, the 
LADWP released 500 acre-feet of water 
at 3 cubic feet per second (cfs) into the 
irrigation ditch that crossed the largest 
sage grouse lekking area. But it was too 
little to make a difference. They released PAGE 15

Flagged sage grouse fencing in a dry pasture. Photo by Lynn Boulton

California has already 
developed and 
transformed 90% of  
our state’s original  
wetlands acreage—a  
greater percentage loss 
than any other state in 
the nation.
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UP, UP AND AWAY... BUT NOT QUITE

there is likely trash decorating the land-
scape. That’s no surprise. But in remote 
locations and away from roads, the  
most frequently found litter is Mylar 
balloons. Kristin Forgrave, a young 
bio-technician working in Death Valley, 
once commented during an animated 
office discussion, “When people let go 
of a balloon they think it’ll just fly away. 
But there is no away.”
 Mylar, a trademark of Dupont, 
Hoechst and Imperial Chemical Indus-

like Joshua Tree, Mojave Preserve, and 
Death Valley.
 Balloons are mostly associated with 
celebrations and other commemorative 
occasions. Our escapee offered “Congrat-
ulations to the new Grad.” But anyone 
working in parks or public lands has 
long known that balloons filled with 
helium quickly lose that festive or com-
memorative association. Once they take 
to the sky they become airborne litter. 
We all know that where there are people 

tries, is a stretched polyester film spe-
cifically developed in the 1950’s for use 
in NASA’s space program. Although it is 
regarded as “dirty” in production and 
“dirty” to dispose of, it has turned out to 
be a successful product with many uses, 
balloons being one of them. 
 For the purpose of manufacturing 
balloons, a thin metallic coating is ap-
plied to the polyester film. Although the 
industry prefers the name “foil balloon” 
because of the metallic layer, these 
party items are commonly referred to as 
Mylar balloons. The first reference that I 
could find mentioning commercial  
use of Mylar balloons was in the  
seventies when Mylar balloons were 
designed for a performance by the New 
York City Ballet.
 Mylar balloons are not biodegrad-
able, but over time they disintegrate into 
tiny shards. Some people feel that the la-
tex or rubber balloons are better to use 
because they are considered biodegrad-
able. But even those balloons are not 
innocent. They are treated with ammo-
nia and tetramethyl thiuram disulfide 
plus zinc oxide and small amounts of 
plasticizer. The modern version of the 
rubber balloon is made of polychloro-
prene and nylon fabric, which is similar 
to the neoprene material that wet suits 
are made of. Death Valley’s energetic 
electrician, Tim Croston, who spends his 
weekends exploring remote backcountry 
locations, found forty of those bundled 
together. He had to let the helium out of 
most of them to be able to stuff them all 
into the back of his Jeep.
 Balloons not only litter the land-
scape but they are a serious threat to 
wildlife. Animals who ingest pieces of 
balloon or birds who find themselves 
helplessly tangled in the strings, die a 
long and painful death. States on the 
east coast first rang the alarm bell many 
years ago because balloons released 
there end up in the ocean. Whales, dol-
phins, shore birds, and sea turtles were 
found with balloon material in their 
stomachs which blocks the digestive sys-
tem. The website “Balloons Blow” shows 
many images of unfortunate creatures 
who paid with their lives for a few mo-
ments of human enjoyment. 
 When they become stuck on elec-
trical wires, Mylar balloons can start 

PAGE 1

Locations of recovered balloons in Death Valley National Park as of April 2018.



wildfires and power outages. Because of 
their metallic coating they cause wires 
to short out, sometimes causing the 
conductors to break and the energized 
lines fall to the ground. YouTube has 
some very dramatic footage of a few of 
those events. Southern California Edison 
reported some 470 blackouts in 2018 
caused by Mylar balloons. Pacific Gas 
and Electric reported more than 200 
incidents resulting in over two million 
minutes of lost power. The financial loss 
to utilities and businesses was estimated 
at more than $120 million annually.
 One lineman I spoke with a few 
months ago, commented that linemen 
are afraid of Mylar balloons. When My-
lar balloons get stuck on the wires they 
need to remove them as soon  
as possible.
 The use of helium is also problem-
atic. Helium is used for many differ-
ent purposes including medical and 
laboratory use. For example helium 
is used for cooling magnets in MRI 
machines because it is the element with 
the lowest boiling point and is non-toxic 
and non-flammable. It is abundant in 
the universe but rare on Earth. It cannot 
be manufactured but is most common-
ly obtained as a by-product of mining 
natural gas. Seventy-five percent of the 
world’s helium comes from three places: 
Texas, Wyoming, and Quatar. There are 
other sources but with lesser amounts 
of helium mixed in with the natural 
gas. Currently known sources are being 
depleted, and new sources have not yet 
been located.
 Perhaps counter-intuitively, for 
some time now there has been a glut of 
helium on the market. This has occurred 
because in 1990 the military started sell-
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ing off helium that was stockpiled in the 
1920’s for use in Zeppelins. The military 
capped the price in 1996, which meant 
that helium remained inexpensive and 
created a false impression of abundance.
 A few months ago, Desert Commit-
tee member John Hiatt commented that 
a friend of his who works in a lab, had 
mentioned that they had been unable to 
obtain as much helium as they needed. 
It is abundant no longer.
 Four states have laws pertaining to 
balloon releases: California, Connecticut, 
Florida, and Virginia. Additional pro-
posals are currently pending in Arizona, 
Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New 
Jersey, New York, and Rhode Island. 
 In 1990, The Balloon Council, based 
in New Jersey, was formed by manu-
facturers, wholesalers, distributors, 
and retailers. Over the past five years 
approximately one million dollars has 
been spent on lobbying efforts to stop 
legislative efforts to regulate balloons.
 Meanwhile, back in Death Valley, 
I noticed some interesting trends. I’ve 
been picking these things out of creosote 
bushes and mesquite trees – both undis-
puted champions in capturing balloons 
- since I started as a volunteer in 2008. 
Those of us who traveled the roads and 
hiked the backcountry, encountered 
them frequently. However finding 
bunches of four or six of them was rare. 
But in the last few years we’ve collected 
not only bunches of four and six but one 
of 24, one of 27 and the aforementioned 
neoprene bundle of 40. We‘re also find-

ing larger sized balloons. One large bal-
loon had a little Styrofoam installation 
with a battery and a button you could 
push so that it played a little song. Most 
popular is the Happy Birthday balloon. 
But we also receive a considerable influx 
of balloons after Valentine’s Day and 
Mother’s Day. Sad to think that a cheer-
ful bright-red heart shaped balloon with 
the message “I love you” could end up 
killing a tortoise in a most painful way.
 In January 2018, I initiated a park-
wide survey asking staff to collect Mylar 
balloons and report their locations to get 
an idea of how widespread the problem 
is in the park. We ran the survey until 
mid-April 2018 but decided to contin-
ue gathering data after that. To date 
we’ve collected close to 900 balloons or 
reported locations. In the fall of 2018 we 
initiated a research project to document 
balloons in fourteen randomly located 
plots within the Park, each 300 meters by 
300 meters. No results are available yet.
 Interpretive Ranger Em Hoerner 
also became involved with the project 
and engaged park visitors raising aware-
ness via social media and exhibits in 
the visitor center. The most frequently 
heard response from visitors and staff 
alike: “I had no idea. I never thought of 
balloons as a problem.” 
 The effort to raise public awareness 
will be ongoing. My hope is that others 
in parks and public lands will join us to 
educate people regarding the issues with 
balloons. 
 And that escapee that I described 
earlier? I found it later that day along CA 
Highway 190 as I was returning to Fur-
nace Creek. Well, at least I think it was 
the same one; it had the same coloring, 
pattern, and message. Perhaps it didn’t 
get away after all… 

Resources: 
www.BalloonsBlow.org
Facebook Page: “Desert Balloon Recov-
ery Crew.”

Birgitta Jansen has volunteered in Death 
Valley National Park since 2008. Birgitta 
and her husband, photographer Neal 
Nurmi, currently work for the Park’s 
Resources Management.

Balloons not only litter the 
landscape but they are a 
serious threat to wildlife. 
Animals who ingest pieces 
of balloon or birds who find 
themselves helplessly tan-
gled in the strings, die a long 
and painful death.

Law Enforcement Ranger  
Bernard in South Park, a remote 
location in Death Valley’s  
National Park, with a cluster of 
four Mylar balloons. 
Photo by Birgitta Jansen
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ance of these signs, many problems have 
been discovered.
 The most astonishing of these 
difficulties involves legal jurisdiction for 
a number of roads claimed and main-
tained by Inyo County. These roads had 
existed prior to the Federal Land Policy 
and Management Act of 1976 which gave 
the BLM more administrative respon-
sibility for federal land in the western 
United States. In most circumstances the 
entity that proposed to use a portion of 
this federal land was obliged to apply 
for a Right of Way. According the BLM 
Barstow Field Office, the County of Inyo 
did not file for a Right of Way, and this 
meant that the existing roads, some of 
them paved and all maintained by the 
County, were legally under the jurisdic-
tion of the BLM. Using this authority the 

THE NORTHEAST MOJAVE (NEMO) 
Amendment for the California Desert 
District was signed in 2002 as an amend-
ment to the California Desert Conser-
vation Plan of 1980. In 2004, as part of 
this document, the Route Designation 
Project also was signed which specified 
the roads on BLM lands that were open 
for off-highway vehicle (OHV) travel and 
those that were closed or limited. Now 
fifteen years later and almost overnight, 
signs were posted under the guidance of 
the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) 
Barstow Field Office to indicate their 
status. With no advance notice, residents 
in the towns of Shoshone, Tecopa, and 
Charleston View were surprised both by 
the unexpected appearance of the signs 
and by the details of their placement. 
Over the weeks following the appear-

Barstow Field Office signed these roads 
for use by off-highway, green-sticker  
vehicles. Predictably there was a reac-
tion of alarm expressed by both local 
citizens and by the staff and supervisors 
of Inyo County.
 Before the appearance of the signs, 
it was apparent that in recent years 
off-highway vehicles had become more 
common in the areas surrounding the 
communities of Shoshone, Tecopa. and 
Charleston View. The Dumont Dunes, 
about thirty miles south of Shoshone, is 
an open recreation area, and on many 
weekends it may be a destination for 
many thousands of recreational vehi-
cles. This recreational use can create 
heavy traffic on Friday evenings and 
on Sunday afternoons on several major 
highways. These include State Highway 
127 between Shoshone and Baker and 
the Old Spanish Trail, a county road 
that connects with Highway 160 in 
Nevada. In addition, the large number 
of vehicles riding over the dunes can 
cause significant dust problems for the 
communities of Shoshone and Tecopa. 
Still another problem relates to waste 
disposal by users of this open area. Pack-
It-In-and-Pack-It-Out is the BLM policy 
at the Dumont Dunes and unfortunately, 
it has now become common that when 
groups leave the recreation area, their 
trash is left in the nearby towns or even 
along the roads. Even more concern-
ing, residents have witnessed a trail of 
sewage spewing from behind some of 
the motorhomes as they leave the area. 
Although the vast majority of the visitors 
to Dumont Dunes are responsible citi-
zens, a small minority of these visitors 
are causing serious problems for the 

OFF HIGHWAY ROUTES IN THE
AMARGOSA BASIN

BY SUSAN SORRELLS 

Confusing signage on a paved county road. All Photos by Susan Sorrells

A new twist on an old story
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surrounding communities. These prob-
lems are exacerbated because there is 
only one BLM ranger to patrol the entire 
Amargosa region. It should be pointed 
out that the fees charged at this open 
area are a significant source of revenue 
for the BLM Barstow Field Office.
 A somewhat related problem arises 
from the newer and more powerful 
off-highway vehicles that have become 
commercially available in recent years. 
These have a greater range of travel 
than previous All-Terrain-Vehicles, and 
they are significantly more capable of 
driving off roads than most SUVs. These 
newer vehicles, often called side-by-
sides, are regulated for off-highway use 
and do not meet the safety and opera-
tional requirements of other street-legal 
vehicles. These vehicles have become 
more common on routes that were 
previously seldom travelled, andwith 
the new signs that have been installed, 
they may now legally travel on “County 
Roads” along with regular automotive 
traffic.
 More isolated problems have 
occurred where roads signed “Open” 
may lead directly to the boundary of a 
designated Wilderness Area and then 
are abruptly signed “Closed.” In some 
cases there are no closed signs, and the 
roads lead into very dangerous remote 
canyons. Even where signs are posted 
indicating that vehicles are not per-
mitted in the Wilderness Areas, well 
travelled roads sometimes exist into 
these closed areas. Similar problems 
occur where designated roads may lead 
directly to the boundaries of private 
property. Lastly, where posted signs 
indicate designate routes departing from 
a paved road, it sometimes occurs that 
there is either no visible route or that 
fifteen years of delay has degraded the 
older route to the point of irrelevance. 
The BLM utilized a private contractor to 
install the signs, and the work appears 
to have been done by the book without 
consideration for the realities of the 
land and its use in 2019.
 There have been several responses 
to the situation. Three public meetings 
have been held in the town of Tecopa 
Hot Springs in which the situation was 
explained and citizens expressed their 
concerns. The first of these meetings was 
organized and attended by Matt Kings-
ley, the Inyo county supervisor from the 
Fifth District, as well as several other 

Inyo County Department Heads. The 
Field Manager from the Barstow BLM of-
fice also was present, and she explained 
the position of the managing agency. Re-
quests were made for corrections to the 
published route maps, for elimination 
of dead-end roads that might encourage 
trespass, for distributed materials and 
kiosks that explain the rules for off-high-
way travel, and for corrections for obvi-
ously misplaced signage. Some persons 
asked that undesignated “roads” that are 
visible on the ground should be explic-
itly signed as “Closed.” At the second 
meeting the citizens formed a working 
committee called the Concerned Citizens 
of the Amargosa Basin Regarding Off 

Highway Route Designation. Several 
months later the Field Manager toured a 
part of the affected area with a spokes-
person for this local citizens group. 
While some of the signage difficulties 
were acknowledged, it remains in the 
future to know what will, or will not, be 
done as a result.
 The most problematic aspect of 
the current situation revolves around 
the resolution of Rights of Way for Inyo 
County roads on federal lands. As the 
situation currently stands, green-sticker 
vehicles are legal on what were former-
ly understood to be county roads. This 
allows off-highway vehicles to travel 

PAGE 11

Disregarded sign at wilderness boundary.

Confusing signage (or lack of signage).
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FEDERAL LEGISLATION
BY LINDA CASTRO

The good and the bad

NOW THAT THE DEMOCRATS ARE THE 
majority in the House of Representa-
tives, there have been significantly few-
er bills introduced that would negatively 
impact federal public lands. Moreover, 
even if these types of bills are being in-
troduced, Representative Raul Grijalva, 
Chairman of the House Natural Resourc-
es Committee, is not allowing them to be 
scheduled for committee hearings, mak-
ing it impossible for the bills to reach the 
House floor for a vote. Three bills that 
have not shown movement, but which 
remain of concern are the following:

H.R. 572 – Restoring Access to Pub-
lic Lands Act: Representative Doug 
LaMalfa introduced this same bill in the 
previous Congress. It would eliminate 
the following existing Wilderness Study 
Areas in California: Yolla Bolly (Wilder-
ness Additions), Timber Crater, Lava, 
Pit River Canyon, Tule Mountain, South 
Warner (Wilderness Additions), Bitter-
brush, Buffalo Hills, Twin Peaks, Five 
Springs, Dry Valley Rim, Skedaddel, and 
Tunnison Mountain. 
 Representative LaMalfa has only 
one co-sponsor – Representative Tom 
McClintock. This bill has not had any 
movement since it was referred to the 
Subcommittee on National Parks, For-
ests, and Public Lands on February 24, 
2019. 

H.R. 612 – Securing Our Borders and 
Wilderness Act: Representative Mike 
Johnson of Louisiana introduced this 
bill; he only has five co-sponsors. It is 
very similar to a bill that he introduced 
in the previous Congress. This bill would 
amend the Wilderness Act to allow U.S. 

Customs and Border Protection to do 
the following (and more) within a wil-
derness area for the broad purpose of 
“securing the international land borders 
of the United States”: construct and 
maintain roads and physical barriers; 
conduct aircraft landings and takeoffs; 
and use motor vehicles, motorboats, and 
motorized equipment.
 The bill says that these activities 
“shall be carried out in a manner that, to 
the greatest extent possible, protects the 
wilderness character of the area” which 
is vague, subjective, and completely 
unenforceable, thus leaving wilderness 
at the mercy of U.S. Customs and Border 
Protection.
 Given the extreme rhetoric and xe-
nophobic policies that have come from 
the White House and many members of 
the Republican party, we are concerned 
that this bill could move or be included 
in another bill that is moving. When 
the bill was introduced in January of 
this year, it was referred to the House 
Committees on Natural Resources and 
Homeland Security. There has not been 
any movement other than referrals to 
subcommittees.

S. 1695 – Human-Powered Travel in 
Wilderness Areas Act: This bill was 
introduced by Representative Mike 
Lee of Utah in January of this year. He 
does not have any co-sponsors. It would 
create a rebuttable presumption that 
the use of mountain bikes in a wilder-
ness area would be in accordance with 
the preservation and maintenance of 
the wilderness character of a wilder-
ness area. It would allow local agency 
(NPS, USFS, BLM, and USFW) staff to 

decide the manner in which mountain 
bikes would be allowed to be used in 
wilderness areas. The bill excludes the 
Appalachian National Scenic Trail from 
mountain bike usage. 
 When the bill was introduced, it 
was referred to the House Committees 
on Natural Resources and Homeland 
Security. There has not been any 
movement other than referrals to 
subcommittees.

 There are quite a few bills that have 
been introduced that would be good for 
federal public lands. This article will 
only mention a few that have corre-
sponding Senate bills. 

H.R. 1050 America’s Natural Treasures 
of Immeasurable Quality Unite, In-
spire, and Together Improve the Econ-
omies of States (ANTIQUITIES) Act: 
This bill, introduced by Representative 
Debra Haaland of New Mexico, would 
provide permanent protection for all na-
tional monuments still under “review” 
including the seven California national 
monuments included in that review and 
would establish a National Monument 
Enhancement Fund. It would also make 
it clear that only Congress can reduce or 
eliminate national monuments that are 
designated by presidential proclama-
tions under the Antiquities Act of 1906.
 The bill has 109 co-sponsors. It was 
referred to the House Committee on Nat-
ural Resources when it was introduced 
in February of this year, but it has not 
had any movement. 

S. 367 America’s Natural Treasures of 
Immeasurable Quality Unite, Inspire, 
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and Together Improve the Economies 
of States (ANTIQUITIES) Act: This bill 
is the Senate version of H.R. 1050 and 
is identical to it. It was introduced by 
Senator Tom Udall of New Mexico and 
has 25 co-sponsors. It was referred to the 
Senate Committee on Energy and Nat-
ural Resources when it was introduced 
in February of this year, but has not had 
any movement.

H.R. 1276 America’s Public Land Act: 
This bill, introduced by Representative 
Alan Lowenthal of California, would 
prohibit the Department of Interior and 
U.S. Forest Service from approving or 
permitting the conveyance of public 
land to any non-Federal individual or 
entity without being authorized by an 
Act of Congress. It would also prohibit 
the granting of management authority 
over public land to any non-Federal 
individual or entity without being 
authorized by an Act of Congress. The 
bill has 14 co-sponsors from seven 
different states. The bill was referred to 
the Committees on Natural Resources 
and Agriculture when it was introduced 
in February of this year with no addi-
tional movement other than referrals to 
subcommittees. 

S. 491 America’s Public Land Act: This 
is the Senate version of H.R. 1276. It was 
introduced by Senator Martin Heinrich 
of New Mexico. It has eight co-sponsors 
from seven different states. The bill was 
referred to the Committee on Energy 
and Natural Resources when it was 
introduced in February of this year with 
no additional movement other than 
referrals to subcommittees.

H.R. 2579 – Hardrock Leasing and 
Reclamation Act: This bill was intro-
duced by Representative Raul Grijalva 
of Arizona in May of this year. It has 24 
co-sponsors. It would modify the Gen-
eral Mining Act of 1872 in a number of 
ways. It would require hardrock mining 
operations to meet some of the same re-
quirements and standards that already 
apply to oil, gas, and coal development 
on public lands. Among other measures, 
the House bill would:
•  End the outdated claim-staking and 

patenting system that gives miners 
unfettered access to nearly all public 
land in the United States. 

from one backcountry road, along a 
highway, and then onto another back-
country road. This greatly increases the 
ease with which green sticker vehicles 
may extend their range of travel through 
the Amargosa Basin, into communities, 
and into adjacent Wilderness Areas with 
no supervision or proper signage to 
guide them. It also allows a direct route 
from Pahrump, NV, a city of 45,000 peo-
ple, through fragile desert territory to 
Dumont Dunes. The Inyo County Board 
of Supervisors, in an attempt to sort 
through this situation, has initiated legal 
proceedings to acquire the Rights of Way 
for their roads. It is hoped that the BLM 
will grant these Right of Ways and work 
with the community and Inyo County to 
resolve these issues in a manner that is 
agreed upon by the residents although 
the details required for the transfer and 
the time schedule for accomplishment 
are uncertain. 
 What is to be learned from the 
situation? The decisions made in 2004 
with the NEMO land management plan 
are legal requirements and must be 
acknowledged. The plan specifies routes 
as “open” or “closed,” but it also allows 
adjustments to be made administrative-
ly without revisiting the totality of the 

plan. Indeed, the implementation of 
the travel management plan appears 
largely within the authority of the BLM 
Barstow Field Office. It seems clear that 
the posting of signs in the Shoshone, 
Tecopa and Charleston View might have 
been done with a greater measure of 
forethought. Before simply asserting 
jurisdiction, the BLM might have con-
sulted with Inyo County about the dis-
puted roads. Similarly, the long interval 
between the adoption of the plan and its 
implementation might have suggested 
some review. Notification and consul-
tation with local citizens, although not 
legally required, might have avoided 
the confrontation, might have created a 
measure of good will, and ideally could 
have elicited cooperation and even as-
sistance. It is to be hoped that the details 
of backcountry travel in the NEMO area 
will be resolved responsibly and that 
future decisions of this magnitude will 
be carried out with greater sensitivity to 
those who are affected by the result.

Susan Sorrells is a fourth generation 
resident of Shoshone, a member of the 
Amargosa Conservancy, and an active 
proponent for preservation of habitat 
and history in the basin.

OFF HIGHWAY ROUTES IN THE AMARGOSA BASIN
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Road off highway 127 with a closed sign but leading to extensive damage to 
the clay hills. Photo by Susan Sorrells
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THE AMARGOSA NITERWORT
BY NAOMI FRAGA

A biological wonder, and a plant in peril
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Amargosa niterwort. Photos by Naomi Fraga

America, one being the globally rare Am-
argosa niterwort and the other being the 
more widespread Nitrophila occidentalis, 
commonly called borax weed or western 
niterwort. Nitrophila occidentalis lives in 
alkali wetlands throughout the western 
U.S. and Mexico, but it also makes a 
jump into South America. 
 This latter species is clearly not as 
restricted as the Amargosa niterwort, 
even though the two share similar 
habitat preferences and both live under 
harsh salty conditions. While conducting 
research on the niterwort genus, I came 
to learn that the Amargosa niterwort has 
still another cousin that is also globally 
rare, is threatened by mining, and lives 
on the Salar de Atacama, an expansive 
salt flat in the Atacama Desert in Chile. 
Nitrophila atacamensis is the spitting 
image of its cousin the Amargosa ni-
terwort, and there is no question that 
they are related. The two species share 
similar habitats (alkaline wetlands) and 
are both globally rare and imperiled. 
There is scientific evidence that suggests 
the niterwort genus, Nitrophila, came to 
North America via a long distance dis-
persal event over four million years ago, 
and that the genus originated in South 
America. It is marvelous to think about 
niterwort seeds hitching a ride on the 
bird migration highway a few million 
years ago, and landing in an analogous 
habitat type in North America. Since 
finding its home in the Mojave Desert, 
the Amargosa niterwort has been able 
to carve out a life for itself, relatively 
uninterrupted until modern times. 
 The Amargosa niterwort is a bio-
logical wonder. It lives in a rich wetland 
ecosystem surrounded by a vast arid 

CALIFORNIA HAS MORE THAN 2,300 
kinds of rare plants native to the state, 
and this accounts for over one-third of 
our extraordinary native plant diversity. 
When I think about the total number of 
plants in peril, I have a sharp realiza-
tion that we have a monumental task to 
protect them. With so many rare plant 
conservation stories to tell, it is hard to 
focus on just one. But I’d like to do just 
that, and tell the story of a very special 
rare plant that is native to our Mojave 
Desert - the Amargosa niterwort.
 The Amargosa niterwort is a prime 
example of the difficult challenges 
we face in plant conservation, and its 
incredibly unique way of life is worth 
knowing. It lives in a magnificent yet 
vulnerable habitat, subject to harsh 
conditions, and it has a complicated con-
servation story. I have been monitoring 
the Amargosa niterwort for over seven 
years, visiting the largest known popula-
tion nearly every month. With each year 
of study, I learn something new about 
this little being that occupies a small cor-
ner of the Mojave Desert, and I am happy 
to share some of its secrets with you. 
 The Amargosa niterwort (Nitrophila 
mohavensis) belongs in the Amaranth 
family (Amaranthaceae) which plac-
es it in the same family as quinoa. Its 
global range is limited, and it is known 
from only three major locations in the 
northern Mojave Desert: Ash Meadows 
Wildlife Refuge in Nye County, Nevada, 
Lower Carson Slough near Death Valley 
Junction, and Tecopa Hot Springs in Inyo 
County, California. There are three to 
seven species of niterwort recognized in 
the world depending on the taxonomy. 
Two species are known to occur in North 
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landscape. The groundwater resources 
that are present in the Amargosa River 
Basin in California and Nevada express 
themselves at the surface in the form of 
isolated springs, seeps, and wetlands, 
and the Amargosa niterwort is depen-
dent on these groundwater resources. 
Due to issues surrounding groundwater 
extraction, the Amargosa niterwort has 
been granted protection under the U.S. 
Endangered Species Act and the Califor-
nia Endangered Species Act. Ground-
water use and overdraft are central to 
conservation of the species and its hab-
itat. You may be familiar with the story 
of the Devil’s Hole pupfish and the plight 
of that species in the Ash Meadows Wild-
life Refuge. This is also the story of the 
Amargosa niterwort.
 One thing I have learned about rare 
plants in years of study, is that some 
rare species are poor competitors and 
therefore grow in environments where 
others are not found. The Amargosa ni-
terwort is a prime example of this kind. 
It grows in saline soils, in extreme heat, 
and with strong hot winds. It usually 
occurs in saturated soils, and may occa-
sionally be inundated with water when 
the Amargosa River is running. These 
are conditions where few other plants 
would dare to grow. Given these harsh 
conditions, it may seem counterintuitive 
that the Amargosa niterwort has fairly 
strict habitat requirements, making it 
vulnerable to change. Groundwater 
overdraft combined with increasing 
drought from climate change are likely 
the two largest existential threats to the 
species. Off highway vehicle trespass is 
another threat that has been mitigated 
to a degree by the erection of a fence 
along State Line Road, east of Death 

Valley Junction. Unfortunately, the fence 
is frequently down, leaving this plant 
vulnerable to off road activity.
 I often think about the fate of our 
rarest plants in this rapidly changing 
world. The Amargosa niterwort has 
seen varied conditions over millennia 
including extraordinary wet years and 
dry years. Perhaps the populations of 
the Amargosa niterwort contains the 
genetic variability needed to carry it 
through increasing aridity and long term 
drought. However, the threat of climate 
change combined with increasing use of 
water resources could be more than the 
it can handle. From the data I have been 
able to glean from long term monitor-
ing, trends within that past decade are 
unclear. However there is clear evidence 
indicating a significant decline since the 
species was first described in 1955. The 
Amargosa niterwort’s habitat is likely 
to become more geographically restrict-
ed with each coming decade, and the 
threshold of change that it can tolerate is 
unfortunately not entirely clear. 
 As I continue to monitor this plant, 
I will gather as much data as possible 
for its protection, but I also hope I can 
share its lessons of life, because it needs 
a voice. The story of the Amargosa niter-
wort shows one of the many wonderful 
ways that life survives in the Mojave 
Desert. Extinction is forever, and every 
life is irreplaceable, but I know that 
future generations will want to know 
about this marvelous plant. It tells us an 
amazing story of migration from a past 
time, resilience in the face of adversity, 
and how to look beautiful with sixty 
mile an hour gusts blowing at you in the 
100+ F heat. The Amargosa niterwort 
still has much to teach us about life, so I 
hope we can give it a chance to provide 
us with more lessons of a life well-lived 
in the beautiful Mojave Desert.

Naomi Fraga is Director of Conservation 
Programs at Rancho Santa Ana Botanic 
Garden in Claremont, CA. She has been 
studying plants of the Mojave Desert for 
over fifteen years. Her research interests 
include plant geography, conservation 
biology, rare plants of western North 
America, and taxonomy of monkeyflow-
ers (Phrymaceae). Naomi serves on the 
board of the Amargosa Conservancy, as 
Secretary for the Southern California Bot-
anists, and is a council member for the 
American Society of Plant Taxonomists.

Amargosa niterwort. Photos by Naomi Fraga
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we see from the Pebble Mine example, 
the word “liner” is not sufficient. All 
aspects related to containment of mobile 
mine contaminants begin with proven 
and reliable containment. Our public 
lands agencies should have these terms, 
and associated technical details, front 
and center at the start of any discussion 
of new mining activities on public lands. 
The public should insist on attention to 
these details.
 This brief note addresses some 
topics related to basal liners which are 
constructed prior to waste placement. 
Similar and additional topics apply to 
final covers, placed atop waste repos-
itories. Covers must provide physical 
containment from water, wind, and vec-
tor erosion, as well as hydraulic control 
of infiltrating precipitation, aesthetic 
concerns, and land use characteristics.

Bill Albright grew up in Bishop and spent 
summers wandering, climbing, and fish-
ing the high Sierra. His formal training 
includes a BS from UCD (environmental 
toxicology) and PhD from UNR (hydrol-
ogy). At the Desert Research Institute in 
Reno, Bill conducted research in contain-
ment of hazardous, mine, radioactive, 
and municipal waste. At retirement 
Albright returned to Bishop.
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mm polyethylene. Additional layers are 
usually required for protection of the 
geomembrane and to provide lateral 
drainage to a collection system for inter-
cepted leachate. Extensive field testing 
shows composite liners are very effec-
tive in containing leachate given careful 
attention to design and construction. 
 A composite liner is the founda-
tion of contaminant and raises other 
concerns. First, with effective leachate 
interception, we have leachate accumu-
lation. To avoid overflowing the con-
tainment system leachate collection and 
treatment is required. There are multi-
ple treatment methods depending on the 
contaminants of interest, a topic for an-
other day. Second is the question of the 
period over which leachate interception, 
collection, and treatment should be con-
ducted. One approach to this question is 
to conduct remediation activities for as 
long as the facility poses a threat to hu-
man health and/or the environment. For 
many of today’s “mega-mines” this might 
point to system maintenance for a very 
long time. Finally comes the question 
of funding. The previous three topics – 
composite liner, leachate collection, and 
treatment for as long as there is a threat 
to human health or the environment – 
are very expensive. In the distant past, 
mine closure was not a major concern 
for the mining companies; the west is 
dotted with 19th century operations that 
were simply abandoned as they became 
unprofitable. Costs associated with sig-
nificant environmental problems have 
sometimes been borne by government. 
Today there is a growing awareness 
that the total cost of operation should be 
assumed by the mining industry. In addi-
tion to operational costs, this includes 
major expenditures for mine waste con-
tainment, long-term maintenance, and 
operation of contaminant treatment. 
Appropriate bonding for the financial 
aspects of closure provides for ongoing 
maintenance and is a major topic for 
the industry. 
 These four bits of terminology – 
composite liners, leachate collection 
and treatment, long-term closure with 
maintenance, and bonding - along with 
the associated technical details - should 
be prominent at the beginning of any 
discussion of new mining activities. As 
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•  Establish a 12.5% royalty on new 
mining operations – the same as on oil 
and gas – and an 8% royalty on existing 
operations, except for miners with less 
than $50,000 in mining income.

•  Require meaningful tribal consultation.
•  Eliminate the enhanced status that 

mining currently enjoys on public 
lands, leveling the playing field with 
all other uses of public lands – such as 
grazing, hunting, and energy devel-
opment – allowing it to be managed 
through existing land-use planning 
processes.

•  Make certain special lands off-limits to 
hardrock mining.

•  Require mining operators to report 
data on the amount and value of 
minerals being extracted from public 
lands. 

•  Establish strong reclamation standards 
and bonding requirements.

•  Create a fund to reclaim and restore 
abandoned mines and areas impacted 
by mining activities.

 It is likely that this bill will receive 
a hearing by the House Committee on 
Natural Resources before the end of 
this calendar year, especially given that 
Representative Grijalva is the Chairman 
of that Committee. 

S. 1386 – Hardrock Mining and Recla-
mation Act: This is the Senate version 
of H.R. 2579, which was introduced by 
Senator Tom Udall of New Mexico. It has 
eight co-sponsors, including Senators 
Feinstein and Harris. This bill was in-
troduced and referred to Committee on 
Energy and Natural Resources in May of 
this year with no movement since. 

H.R. 3195 – Land and Water Conser-
vation Fund Permanent Funding Act: 
This bill would fully fund the Land and 
Water Conservation Fund (LWCF) at its 
authorized level of $900 million annual-
ly. It was introduced by Representative 
Van Drew of New Jersey and has 223 
co-sponsors.
 The public lands package that 
became law earlier this year included 
permanent LWCF reauthorization, but 
did not assure full funding. LWCF, which 
is funded by oil and gas royalties ex-
tracted from federal waters in the Outer 
Continental Shelf, is authorized to spend 



KEEP LONG VALLEY GREEN
PAGE 5

degrade wetlands change these im-
portant natural systems from valuable 
carbon sinks3 that store carbon dioxide 
to damaged lands that become harmful 
carbon sources.4

Economic Impacts
 Withholding irrigation water 
not only impacts the environment, 
it cripples ranching in Long Valley 
and impacts ranching in Inyo County. 
Ranchers move stock from Inyo County 
to Mono County for summer grazing. 
This then impacts the rest of Mono and 
Inyo Counties, since ranching is such 
a large part of their economies. The 
2018 Inyo and Mono Counties Crop and 
Livestock Report states that the value 
of livestock and livestock products sold 
in 2018 came to $27,218,000 for the two 
counties.5 According to the Mono/Inyo 
County Agriculture Commissioner, the 
loss of irrigation in Long Valley trans-
lates to, at minimum, a $2.7 million loss 
in Mono County and at least a $1 million 
loss in Inyo County. Ranchers would be 
forced to reduce their stock by 81.5%. 
The cascading economic impact to Mono 
County would be $8 million.6,7 Not only 
does ranching contribute directly and 
indirectly to the local economy, for 150 
years the ranching tradition has pre-
served the natural resources and scenic 
open spaces that we all enjoy today.

CEQA Process Bypassed
 In spite of these easily foreseen 
environmental and economic impacts, 
the decision to stop irrigation in the 
southern part of Mono County was 
made by LADWP without going through 
the California Environmental Quality 
Act (CEQA) process. LADWP is a pub-
lic agency, and therefore is subject to 
CEQA. Mono County attempted initially 
to work with LADWP, but eventually 
filed a CEQA complaint against them 
in on August 15, 2018.8 The Sierra Club 
joined that CEQA complaint in October. 
Immediately after the August filing, 
LADWP announced they would prepare 
an environmental impact report for the 
new leases. That ignored the real issue 
of the amount of water to be released 
under the current leases. The purpose 
of the Mono County and Sierra Club 
lawsuit is to ensure that the historic 

practice of delivering 3.5-5 acre-feet/acre 
of water must be continued until the 
impacts can be assessed and an EIR is 
produced for public review. If there is a 
drought during this time, the suit allows 
for the amount of water to be reduced 
in proportion to the previous winter’s 
snowpack in the area. Water should 
be provided at the traditional time, by 
May 1. Thanks to the abundant winter 
of 2018-2019, LADWP released the usual 
amount of water for irrigation this year. 
However, it is unknown what LADWP 
will do if next winter’s precipitation is 
average or below, and a court date for 
the CEQA complaint has not yet been set.
 Despite their mission statement 
supporting the environment, LADWPs 
actions show that water will be exported 
regardless of environmental impacts. 
Only through litigation, has LADWP 
been made to mitigate the damage. Even 
then, they have delayed acting upon 
court-ordered mandates for years.

Meeting the Need for Water in 
Los Angeles
 An even larger concern is that 
LADWP is looking to the Eastern Sierra 
for more water to meet Los Angeles’s 
unending demand. While many aspects 
of the city’s 2015 “Sustainable City pLAn” 
are very progressive, it is still based on 
taking as much as is available from the 
Eastern Sierra. LA could do even more. A 
2018 UCLA study called the “LA Sustain-
able Water Project” explains how the 
city of Los Angeles can become much 
more self-reliant by using local water 
sources. If LA were to follow UCLA’s road 
map, it could save 100,000 acre-feet of 
Eastern Sierra water per year or more!

Lynn Boulton graduated from UCSB with 
a BA in geology. Working in an urban 
area, she led a tread-lightly lifestyle 
trying to “walk the talk.” After moving to 
Lee Vining, she brought the Eastern Sier-
ra into the statewide campaign against 
bobcat trapping, which led to her serving 
as chair of the Sierra Club’s Range of 
Light Group in the Toiyabe Chapter.

References cited above can be found on 
the Desert Report Website by clicking on 
the “Notes” button.
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$900 million annually on state, local, 
and national conservation projects, but 
Congress has routinely underfunded the 
program by 50 percent or more each 
year.
 The House Committee on Natural 
Resources approved this bill on June 19, 
2019, by a vote of 21 yeas to 13 nays.

S. 1081 – Land and Water Conserva-
tion Fund Permanent Funding Act: 
This is the Senate version of H.R. 3195, 
which was introduced by Senator Man-
chin of West Virginia. It is identical to 
the House version. It has 49 co-sponsors, 
including Senators Feinstein and Harris. 
Thus far, the bill’s only movement has 
been a referral to the Committee on 
Energy and Natural Resources in April 
of this year.

 Given the fact that the current Ad-
ministration is using land planning pro-
cesses and regulation changes to attack 
and open up our federal public lands 
to resource extraction, transfer them to 
states or private interests, and reduce or 
eliminate the public’s opportunities to 
become informed and weigh in on those 
proposed actions, Congressional action 
to protect our federal public lands is 
even more important than ever.

Linda Castro is the Assistant Policy 
Director for the California Wilderness 
Coalition (CalWild). She’s a recovering 
attorney who doesn’t miss her old job 
and who loves working to protect and 
conserve California’s wild places.
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LEAPFROG DEVELOPMENT 
TURNED DOWN 

BY CHRIS CLARKE

JOSHUA TREE NATIONAL PARK HAS 
narrowly escaped a plan to build a new 
town of 20,000 residents on the Park’s 
southern boundary. Thanks to a lengthy 
campaign by a diverse coalition of 
activists, the Riverside County Board of 
Supervisors has unanimously denied a 
permit for the so-called “Paradise Val-
ley” project. 
 The 1,850-acre suburb would have 
been built on private land in the Shavers 
Valley, astride Interstate 10 just west of 
the Cottonwood entrance to Joshua Tree 
NP. This valley contains some of the best 
desert dry wash woodland habitat re-
maining in the California Desert. There 
are palo verdes and smoke trees, mes-
quites, ironwoods, and dozens of species 
of shrubs, cacti, and annual wildflowers 
- habitat for animals ranging from desert 
tortoises and bighorn sheep to LeConte’s 
thrashers. 
 At the south end of Shavers Valley, 
these braided washes are joined by 
flows from Cottonwood Canyon and 
sources farther east. Combined, these 
seasonal watercourses plunge through 
Box Canyon in the Mecca Hills, the site 
of frequent catastrophic floods. 
 This flood-prone woodland is where 
the Glorious Land Company (GLC) hoped 
to put nearly 8,500 upscale residences, 
along with 1.4 million square feet of 
commercial and light industrial space. 
GLC spun its project as environmentally 
sound, pointing to features such as bike 
paths and shielded light fixtures. 
 But the Paradise Valley project 
conflicted with the Coachella Valley 
Multiple Species Habitat Conservation 
Plan (CVMSHCP). This plan is a pains-
takingly crafted agreement set up to 

protect twenty-seven threatened and 
endangered species on about 1.2 million 
acres of Riverside County. The CVMSH-
CP streamlines urban development in 
developed areas of the Coachella Valley, 
while placing additional restrictions on 
development in 240,000 acres of desig-
nated conservation lands surrounding 
the Valley’s urban core. Shavers Valley 
lies in a CVMSHCP conservation area. 
Under the terms of the plan, project 
proponents are obligated to take part 
in a Joint Project Review (JPR) to assess 
whether the project would be compat-
ible with the CVMSHCP’s conservation 
goals.
 A Joint Project Review on a previous 
version of the Paradise Valley project de-
termined that the new suburb conflicted 
with the CVMSHCP’s goals, which forced 

the project back to the drawing board. 
Apparently scarred by that setback, GLC 
refused to take part in a JPR for this 
version of the project. 
 That’s a lot of acronyms all at once, 
and the reader may be excused if his or 
her eyes are starting to glaze over. The 
important part is this: By refusing to fol-
low proper procedures for the Paradise 
Valley project, the Glorious Land Compa-
ny threatened to undermine an agree-
ment that had not only protected more 
than two dozen imperiled species of 
plants and animals, but had also allowed 
infill development creating thousands of 
jobs elsewhere in the Coachella Valley, 
building businesses, schools, libraries, 
and other infrastructure.
 It’s therefore not surprising that 
activists representing a broad spectrum 

Riverside County commissioners reject Paradise Valley proposal

Barrel cacti in Shavers Valley looking south toward the Orocopia Mountains.
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of interests worked to oppose Paradise 
Valley. A coalition including the San Gor-
gonio Chapter of the Sierra Club, the Na-
tional Parks Conservation Association, 
The Leadership Counsel for Justice and 
Accountability, the Center for Biological 
Diversity, the California Native Plant So-
ciety, and Defenders of Wildlife worked 
as the lead organizations in the Paradise 
Valley Coalition, along with many local 
green groups, owners of small business-
es, elected officials from Coachella Valley 
cities, and developers who saw their 
livelihoods on the line if Paradise Valley 
went through.
 The project’s damage wouldn’t 
have been limited to undermining the 
CVMSHCP. Hard up against the bound-
ary of Joshua Tree National Park, the 
new suburb would have eroded wil-
derness values in the Cottonwood and 
Hexie Mountains. The park’s dark night 
skies would have been tainted by hun-
dreds of thousands of new light sources. 
Household chemicals, from herbicides to 
rodenticides, would have threatened the 
park environment. Development would 
have cut off a migration route between 
the Park and the Chuckwalla Bench, a 
critical link for wildlife including the 
Sonoran pronghorn slated for reintro-
duction to the area.
 The development would also 
have threatened its own residents and 
workers. With just one small onramp 
to Interstate 10, the development’s 
20,000 residents could easily have found 
themselves cut off and forced to shelter 

in place in the event of a hazmat spill 
on the highway, a fire, an earthquake, 
or one of the major floods that regularly 
come barreling down the washes toward 
Box Canyon.
 Most appallingly from a social 
justice perspective, the project would 
also have brought increased traffic and 
air pollution to impacted communities 
in the East Coachella Valley, while both 
diverting county resources from the Val-
ley’s neediest to serve yet a new, affluent 
suburb, and – by eroding the CVMSHCP - 
making it more difficult to build schools 
and clinics in disadvantaged communi-
ties such as Mecca and Thermal.
 The coalition hammered away at 
all these points and others. We met 
with County planning staff. We brought 

crowds of commenters to a series of 
Planning Commission hearings. Rep-
resentatives of the Southwest Council 
of Carpenters spoke out against the 
project at one meeting, providing the 
unlikely spectacle of a local construction 
trade union taking a position against 
a developer! We arranged flyovers for 
stakeholders, including the Planning 
Commission president. We met with the 
local paper’s editorial board and urged 
them to speak out against the project.
 In the last half of 2019, our efforts 
seemed to pay off in a cascade. The Palm 
Springs Desert Sun penned a strong 
editorial opposing Paradise Valley. Not 
long afterwards, the county’s Planning 
Department staff reported that for all 
the reasons listed above and more, they 
could not recommend supporting the 
project. The Planning Commission quick-
ly endorsed staff’s recommendation to 
deny the project in a 4-1 vote. 
 That kicked the can to the county’s 
Board of Supervisors. On November 5, 
around 75 project opponents gathered 
in the Board chambers to hear County 
staff issue a devastating final report de-
scribing the environmental, economic, 
planning, and public safety flaws with 
the Paradise Valley proposal. GLC asked 
for 90 more days to address deficiencies 
in the plan. Approximately two dozen 
opponents gave impassioned comments 
ranging from the scientific to the poetic 
urging the Supervisors to end the proj-
ect. Only two people spoke in favor. 
 The Board of Supervisors then voted 
5-0 to deny the project and to refuse the 
requested 90-day continuance.
 The project site is still privately 
owned, and GLC could come back with 
a slightly revised proposal to go through 
the process again. Land trusts in the 
area stand ready to offer fair market 
value for the land, funded by the fees 
developers pay under the CVMSHCP to 
build projects. It may be that the Shavers 
Valley is entirely protected before long. 
Until then, we will stay vigilant while 
savoring the win we gained November 5 
for the Shavers Valley, the communities 
of the East Coachella Valley, and Joshua 
Tree National Park.

Chris Clarke is Associate Director of the 
National Parks Conservation Associa-
tion’s California Desert program. He  
lives in Joshua Tree with his wife and 
their dog.

Ocotillo with the Orocopia Mountains behind. Photos by Chris Clarke

Most appallingly from a  
social justice perspective, 
the project would have 
brought increased traffic  
and air pollution to  
impacted communities in 
the East Coachella Valley, 
while diverting county 
resources from the Valley’s 
neediest to serve yet a new, 
affluent suburb. 
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“re-colonize” the site after the panels have been installed and 
the facility is up and running. Dale Devitt, a faculty member at 
the University of Nevada Las Vegas, has studied the impacts of 
photovoltaic on two projects in Southern Nevada: the “mowed” 
landscape at an 80 acre project in the Amargosa Valley and  
also impacts on lands surrounding a larger project in the Eldo-
rado Valley.
 Photovoltaic panels only convert a relatively small per-
centage of the incident sunlight to electricity, approximately 
15%. The remainder is released to the surroundings as heat. 
The temperature under the panels has been found to be 5 to 
10 degrees Celsius higher than ambient temperatures during 
the day, and remains higher at night, in part due to the thermal 
blanket effect of the panels themselves. The increased tempera-
ture is also felt for a significant distance away from the panels. 
This is in some ways similar to the “urban heat island” effect 
we see in cities. Large arrays of photovoltaic panels also alter 
the turbulence characteristics of the airflow in the vicinity of 
the panels affecting both temperature and humidity of adjacent 
plant communities.
 Rainfall impacts are also changed by the panels. The soil 
under the panels gets very little water and the soil at the drip 
line gets quite a bit more water than it would otherwise.
 Studies are currently at an early stage and much more will 
be learned in the years ahead.

Air Touring National Parks: A Fall Update
Submitted November 15, 2019
 On December 9th, the District of Columbia Federal Appeals 
Court will hear oral argument on the first ever Petition for Man-
damus to force completion of legally required, National Parks’ 
Air Tour Plans. The Desert Parks’ plans at issue include Lake 
Mead and Death Valley.
 The September 2019 Desert Report carried this writer’s 
“Air Touring National Parks” article; it referenced the recent 
extraordinary petition for mandamus, from Public Employees 
for Environmental Responsibility (PEER). If granted by the Fed-
eral Appeals Court, the PEER petition would require completion 
of Air Tour Plans – voluntary or not – at several named parks, 
within two years of Court action. 
 The large National Park Service (NPS) desert park in the 
PEER list of seven is Lake Mead NRA. The counter-move by the 
NPS and Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) substituted 
Death Valley NP as the agencies’ desert park of priority choice, 
in their separate list of eight. While Death Valley is a large, 
quiet, and mostly Wilderness Park, it has had no reported 
Air Tours for the past six years of required annual reporting. 
(However, four commercial operators still cling to an “Interim 
Operating Authority” which allows thirty-seven flights annually, 

Response to “Conserving Tejon Ranch.” 
(Desert Report, Summer, 2019)
There are few places in California as important as Tejon Ranch. 
Some see it as an opportunity for exploitation, but most of us 
take a more scientific approach in evaluating that importance. 
Each of us has his own special technical or scientific interests, 
or simply a need to enjoy the wilderness. 
 Owners and stockholders have special interests tied to 
spreadsheet performance. Is it possible to wed opposing po-
sitions, providing each a chance to succeed? Today, we are so 
polarized that each side wants 100% or nothing. Would we be 
willing to settle if we were to achieve 90%? Or, is it still 100% 
or litigate? Certainly, litigation brought the parties together; 
but an interesting compromise, seemingly rare these days, was 
fashioned.
 Some characterize the Ranch-Wide Agreement as preserv-
ing only ”part of” the Ranch. That agreement actually preserves, 
permanently, up to 240,000 acres of the 270,000-acre Tejon 
Ranch – approximately 90% of the entire Ranch. There is no 
time limit on this Agreement.
 The Ranch Conservation and Land Use Agreement did es-
tablish the Conservancy. However, a time limit was established 
for initial funding, which was to be supplanted by Conservation 
Fees on each sales transaction in the developed areas. That 
initial funding is running out. Continuing litigation blocks 
development. There is more than one irony here; we want the 
Conservancy to survive, but it is being strangled by that same 
litigation. The second irony: a written goal of the Conservancy 
was to work with the Ranch and the California State Parks De-
partment to create a State Park within the conserved lands. Will 
creation of a State Park, with its subsequent human activity 
(fires, graffiti, trash, etc.), preserve this wilderness?
 Your membership and donations will help save the Conser-
vancy. Follow it on Facebook and invite others.
 From Steve Justus, Five year volunteer and docent with the 
Tejon Conservancy

Impacts of Large Scale Solar PV Projects 
on Their Surroundings
The pending approval of the Gemini Solar Project north of Las 
Vegas brings the issue of the physical impacts of photovoltaic 
projects on both the land they occupy and the surrounding 
landscape to the forefront. The panels directly tend to benefit 
plants that can stand partial shade and harm plants that need 
full sun, but there are other considerations as well.
 The Gemini project proposes to only “mow” the vegetation 
on a portion of their project so as to allow desert tortoises to 
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based on data from twenty years ago.)
 The responsible agencies (FAA/NPS) 
stated publicly on September 30, they 
will on March 1st resume and eventually 
complete Death Valley’s air tour man-
agement plan (stalled ten years ago). 
This could mean a permanent ban on air 
tours there, but no earlier than January 
1, 2022, after an elaborate two more 
planning years. The DC Federal Appeals 
Court Case 19-1044 is accessible on the 
Court’s website https://www.cadc.us-
courts.gov. Its Dec 9 oral hearing will be 
live-streamed (audio only) and then post-
ed permanently on the Court’s website. 
 From Dick Hingson

Desert Renewable Energy 
Conservation Plan Update
As you might recall, the Department of 
Interior published a Federal Register No-
tice in February 2018 that sought com-
ments on its intent to amend the Desert 
Renewable Energy Conservation Plan, 
just 16 months after the Plan’s Record of 
Decision was signed.
 We have continued to hear that the 
California Bureau of Land Management 
has been working on this amendment, 
but the anticipated release date has 
been delayed numerous times. The 
latest information is that we should 
expect something (perhaps a scoping 
report and draft plan amendment) in 
December 2019. The comment period on 
the draft plan is likely to overlap with 
the holidays, which may unfortunately 
decrease the amount of public participa-
tion in the process.

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

WINTER MEETING
February 8-9, 2020
Shoshone Flower Building
Chairs: Stacy Goss & Anne Henny

SPRING MEETING
May 16-17, 2020
Black Mountain Group Camp
Mojave National Preserve
Chair: Craig Deutsche

Several organizations have made significant contribu-
tions for the printing expenses of Desert Report.

INSTITUTIONAL SPONSORS 
Sheep Meadow Foundation
Argonaut Charitable Foundation
San Gorgonio Chapter – Mojave Group
San Diego Chapter

Many individuals have also contributed to Desert 
Report during the past six months, and their support is 
both essential and appreciated. A sponsor is a donor 
of $100+. A contributor is a donor less than $100.

SPONSORS
Anonymous (two) 
Kate Allen  Pear Blossom, CA
Walter Barbuck, Jr.  Las Vegas, NV
Tom Budlong  Los Angeles, CA
Ron Callison  Pahrump, NV
John Campbell  Orcas, WA
Richard Cimino  Greenbrae, CA
John and Hermi Hiatt  Las Vegas, NV
Tom Hopkins  Swall Meadows, CA
Deanne Larsen  Sierra Madre, CA
Edwin Lindgren  Overland Park, KS 
  In memory of Harriet and Howard Allen
Chris and Beth Padon  Long Beach, CA
Ed Pushich  Pasadena, CA
Catherine Rose  Santa Barbara, CA
Jack Scott  Los Angeles, CA
Mary Jess Wilson  Sacramento, CA

CONTRIBUTORS
Barb Bane  Ridgecrest, CA
Judy Branfman  Santa Monica, CA
Carole Childs  Pahrump, NV
Beverly Clairfield  Chico, CA
Darrel Cowan
George Early  San Diego, CA
Charles and Donna Figone San Francisco, CA
Chris Gilbert  Berkeley, CA
George Greer  Temecula, CA
Wayne Hoskisson  Moab, UT
Marilyn Jones  Sylmar, CA
Eric Lesser  Riverside, CA
Ken Miller  McKinleyville, CA
Rob Mrowka  Franklinville, NY
Rena Nayyar  Davis, CA
Nicole Nedeff  Carmel Valley, CA
Heather Sargeant  Twin Peaks, CA
Laura Sherod  Morongo Valley, CA
Angie Wulfow  Santa Fe, NM

Photo above by Jim Pompy

Thank You

Looking to get involved 
with Desert Report?
We are looking for a volunteer to help 
post articles and information to our 
website. No design or development 
experience necessary – just a working 
knowledge of Wordpress and an ability 
to resize photographs in a photo ma-
nipulation program such as Photoshop. 
You’ll be helping spread the word about 
important desert conservation issues by 
posting articles to www.desertreport.
org about once a quarter. Please contact 
Craig Deutsche (craig.deutsche@gmail.
com) or Jason Hashmi (jh@jasonhashmi.
com) if interested.
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THE PLAYERS AND THE SUBTEXT AT 
THE SALTON SEA SUMMIT

BY JOAN TAYLOR

Inaction in the face of a massive 
ecological and public health crisis is 
unacceptable.

IN SPITE OF ITS DYING FISHERY AND 
hazardous exposed shoreline, the Salton 
Sea is still a stunningly gorgeous place 
and well worth saving. Proposals to fix 
the Sea’s problems have always been 
many, but feasible solutions few. After 
many years of paralysis by analysis, in 
2017 the state of California finally gelled 
on a plan to deal with these issues, but 
to date nothing visible has happened. 
This made for some lively and refresh-
ingly candid discussions at the recent 
standing-room-only Salton Sea Summit 
in Palm Desert. 

The Major Players
 First and foremost Wade Crowfoot, 
Secretary of the California Natural 
Resources Agency. His agency holds the 
bag to mitigate the adverse effects on 
the Salton Sea of the 2003 water transfer 
from Imperial County to San Diego—the 
largest ever such rural-to-urban water 
transfer. 
 Unlike his predecessor, Crowfoot 
has now visited this area multiple times. 
He delivered an earnest message at 
the Summit. Namely, that his agency 
inherited the Ten Year Plan which was 
already behind schedule when they got 
it. Most importantly, Crowfoot said that 
the Newsom administration is putting 
extra manpower behind the plan to get 
dust suppression and habitat manage-
ment projects on the ground ASAP. Will 
Crowfoot’s words translate into action? 
Crowfoot’s new “boots on the ground” 
is Assistant Secretary for the Salton Sea, 

Arturo Delgado whose presentation was 
polite but rather guarded. 
 The next major player is Eduardo 
Garcia, Assemblyman for the two-county 
region around the Salton Sea. If anyone 
can provide support for state action, 
it would be he. Garcia grew up in the 
area and is a straight shooter who has 
gotten significant bond money for the 
Sea and plans to do so again. He is also 
determined to ensure that the state 
bureaucracy doesn’t hold up the use of 
those funds. Garcia was behind the bill 
that allows “design-build” for Salton Sea 
projects to streamline implementation. 
At his roundtable prior to the Summit 
he vowed to do more of the same if 
necessary.
 Three other electeds also play a ma-
jor role here. First, there is Congressman 
Raul Ruiz, whose job is to wrest federal 
dollars from a tight fisted administra-
tion, since this problem affects thou-
sands of acres of federal lands in and 
around the Salton Sea. 
 Next is Riverside County Supervisor 
Manny Perez, a former state legislator 
who has created an “infrastructure-fi-
nancing district” to partner with the 
state to fund levees capturing runoff 
from the north end of the Salton Sea to 
create a chain of deep-water lakes — 
thus suppressing dust, driving renewed 
tourism, and providing a fishery for 
birds — all at the same time. 
 Also appearing at the Summit was 
Imperial County Supervisor Ryan Kelley, 
who dropped the small bombshell that 
his Board was going to declare a state of 
emergency on account of air pollution 
caused by the receding shoreline which 
has exposed large areas of dusty playa to 

the wind. And now evidently the Board 
is on track to do same with regard to the 
heavily polluted New River. It remains 
to be seen what practical effect these 
moves will have. 
 Then there are several local cities 
such as Rancho Mirage and Palm Springs 
who have passed resolutions asking 
the state to look more seriously into the 
option of importing ocean water to the 
Salton Sea. Separately, there is also the 
Salton Sea Authority, which represents 
stakeholders in both counties and water 
districts.
 Finally, and most crucially, come 
the beleaguered residents immediately 
adjacent to the Salton Sea. These primar-
ily Latino communities are bolstered by 
nonprofits like the Leadership Council 
for Justice and Accountability, Comite 
Civico, Alianza, and California Institute 
for Rural Studies. An entire evening of 
the Summit was devoted to giving those 
who live there a voice to tell of high 
asthma rates caused by dust from the 
receding playa and of grossly under-
served communities lacking decent jobs 
and infrastructure—a story that needs to 
be heard.

The Solution(S)
 Everybody who lives in the region 
seems to have his/her own opinion how 
to “save” the Salton Sea, ranging from 
just letting it dry up to filling it up to the 
brim with ocean water, and everything 
in between. In fact, it is the inability to 
coalesce behind one feasible solution 
that has caused paralysis and inaction 
for nearly two decades. 
 The “fill her up” camp says to im-
port water from the Gulf of California 

Will attention lead to action?
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or somewhere — damn the cost! But 
there is an inconvenient truth here: the 
Salton Sea inexorably evaporates six feet 
or more of water a year. With a surface 
area of 330 square miles this equates to 
continual concentration of astounding 

amounts of life-killing salt. Right now 
the Salton Sea is fed by relatively fresh 
water and salt is already the most  
intractable problem; this would be 
compounded by bringing in ocean water 
that is almost ten times saltier than 

current inflows.
 Thus, unless the intent is to kill the 
Salton Sea while “saving” it, filling it 
with ocean water really requires both 
importing ocean water and somehow 
dealing with the resultant hyper saline 
water. The scale of such a project rivals 
two Colorado River Aqueduct sized 
aqueducts. And who pays the price tag to 
build, maintain and operate it? 
 So while very appealing, the scale of 
refilling the Salton Sea is extraordinary, 
and thus far no proponent has demon-
strated that it’s viable economically. 
However, at the recent Summit, Secre-
tary Crowfoot announced that the state 
would be taking a second look at the 
feasibility of import projects. Even  
if feasible this would require a decade  
or more to approve, finance and  
construct. Meanwhile, the general  
consensus is that the state’s near term 
plan must move forward to address  
the immediate crisis. 
 
The Ten Year Plan
 This proposal calls for both habitat 
and dust suppression projects. Dust 
suppression refers to various method-
ologies such as deep tilling, applying 
dust suppressants, planting salt tolerant 
vegetation on exposed playa, or some 
combination of methods which can 
move forward relatively quickly. Some 
of this is already being done by Imperi-
al Irrigation District, and the state has 
identified high priority areas for dust 
suppression as soon as December. 
 State projects defined as “habitat” 
will also suppress dust, but in addition 
will provide viable habitat for the mil-
lions of migratory birds dependent on 
the Salton Sea. Habitat requires relative-
ly fresh water inputs. On the south end 
of the Sea that means primarily captur-
ing and spreading New River and Alamo 
River inflows by means of shallow ponds 
cascading from the river mouths. This 
should cover several thousand acres of 
exposed shoreline as well as provide 
very significant wading habitat for 
shorebirds. Price tag: about $200 million 
for the first phase, which could start 
construction late next year
 The state’s plan also includes a 
North Lake complex fed by the Whitewa-
ter River and ag drains at the north end. 
This should provide multiple benefits for 
the region since it will be deeper water 

Near the State Recreation Area on the east shore. Photo by Craig Deutsche

Current planning (Dec 2019) for Salton Sea Projects. Tinyurl.com/qu5ggcd
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California Regional Conservation 
Committee Desert Committee

OUTINGS

Unless otherwise noted, Sierra Club outings are open to non-members. 
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 ques-
tions 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; get your outings chair’s permission to send a write 
up to: Kate Allen, kj.allen96@gmail.com by February 15 and it will run in the 
March issue.

SIERRA CLUB LEADERS

SERVICE PROJECT EVENT A ZZYZX
Friday, February 7, 2020 
On Friday, February 7, 2020, the day before the Desert Committee meeting there will be a 
service project event at Zzyzx to help the National Park Service remove invasive non-native 
plants such as salt cedar (tamarisk sp.). We will meet in the public parking lot for the Desert 
Studies Center at Zzyzx at 8:30 AM on the 7th. Please bring gloves, water, and lunch. Tools 
will be provided. For more info contact John Hiatt at 702-361-1171 or at hjhiatt@gmail.com.

S. MCCULLOUGH MTS WILDERNESS SERVICE
Saturday, February 15, 2020
Southern Nevada annual service trips with Friends of Nevada Wilderness on the weekend 
after our Shoshone meeting have become a tradition. Remembering the COLD last Feb. in 
the Desert National Wildlife Refuge, we head south of Las Vegas this winter to help BLM’s 
stewardship in one of Clark County’s new wilderness areas. To sign up and for later details 
on the work project, contact Vicky Hoover, vicky.hoover@sierraclub.org, or 415-977-5527. 

for public recreation and sport fishing 
as well as an essential food source for 
migratory birds. Cost: unknown, but 
funding presumably augmented by 
increased property taxes when raw land 
is developed or property transferred. 
Riverside County estimates that initial 
phases of this project could be complet-
ed by 2023. 

The Future?
 The good news: there is a plan, 
there is more than 350 million dollars 
available, and there is the political 
will and increasing state manpower 
to accomplish it. So in the near term, 
things look brighter than they have in 
years. But looking long term, it remains 
to be seen what can be done to manage 
the Salton Sea in the face of worsening 
drought. 
 Runoff from irrigated Imperial 
County fields is the main input sustain-
ing the Salton Sea. However, there is in-
creasing water conservation on ag land 
there, which means less runoff laced 
with more concentrated salts and other 
contaminants. More importantly, thirsty 
urban areas and southwest states have 
“come to the well” to get some of Impe-
rial Irrigation District’s giant allocation 
of Colorado River twice already. When 
will they come again? And when they do 
come back to wrest more water, what 
will be their obligation under the law 
to mitigate for further diminishing the 
inflows to the Salton Sea? That whole 
scenario was not raised at the Summit. 
 Come back for next year’s Sum-
mit—the discussion may be even more 
provocative!
 Additional info on the state’s Ten 
Year Plan and Long Term Planning 
process should be available and updated 
going forward at: http://resources.ca.gov/
salton-sea/

Joan Taylor is Chair of the Tahquitz 
Group, CoChair of the Desert Committee 
and Chair of the Desert Energy Commit-
tee of Sierra Club, as well as appointee to 
the state’s Long Range Planning Com-
mittee for the Salton Sea. Joan has been 
a desert activist with the Club for nearly 
fifty years.
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DONATE & SUBSCRIBE

We don’t charge subscribers for our publication, so any amount helps. To make a tax-deductible contribution, 
make a check payable to Sierra Club Foundation with “Desert Report” in the memo field, and mail to 

Stacy Goss, 293 Maria St., Santa Clara, CA 95050.
To donate online, go to www.desertreport.org and use the PayPal link in the right column. (This option is not tax-deductible.)

To receive Desert Report by mail, please send your name and mailing address to Kate Allen at kj.allen96@gmail.com.

All policy, editing, reporting, and design at Desert Report is the work of volunteers. 
Please consider a donation or even become a Sponsor ($100 donation) online at

www.desertreport.org
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