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MOJAVE DESERT SPRINGS
BY SOPHIE S. PARKER
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BY DEFINITION, DESERT ECOSYSTEMS 
receive little rainfall − less than 10 inch-
es (25 centimeters) annually. For much 
of the year, the only locally and natu-
rally available sources of surface water 
in the desert are seeps and springs − 
places where groundwater comes to the 
Earth’s surface. If you are a naturalist 
who happens upon a desert spring on 
a warm day, you are fortunate indeed. 
You may encounter green, cool shade, 
aquatic organisms such as pupfish and 
spring snails, the right conditions for the 
growth of rare plants, and the potential 
to spot signs of wide-ranging mammals 
such as bighorn sheep. 
 Wet islands of life surrounded 
by vast arid expanses, desert springs 
are globally recognized biodiversity 
hotspots that support both regionally 
important and locally endemic species. 
For example, the two areas of highest lo-
cal endemism in North America include 
Cuatro Ciénegas Biosphere Reserve in 
the State of Coahuila, Mexico, and Ash 
Meadows National Wildlife Refuge in 
the Mojave Desert of Nevada. Both are 
desert spring complexes.

Bonanza Spring lies at the base of the Clipper Mountains. It is directly  
connected to one of the deep lying aquifers. Photo by William T. Christian 

Setting an ecological baseline



 

FROM THE EDITOR
CRAIG DEUTSCHE

air travel, and without the luxuries of 
vacation homes, sports events, outdoor 
concerts and elegant dining. Families 
have assumed greater importance in our 
lives, and simple walks in the neighbor-
hood or on the beach are valued in ways 
that we have not previously appreciated.
 To act on these understandings 
will be difficult. The adjustments will 
be more difficult for some than others, 
and we must hope that there will be 
help for people who lose jobs, who lose 
homes, and who have lost family. In the 
long run, of course, we will have to find 
a way to limit the number of humans 
living on the earth. All this represents a 
monumental task, but now in the midst 
of the pandemic, this may be the best 
time to face what we have tried for so 
long to ignore. We must not consume 
our home, we must accept its limits and 
protect it.

IN JUNE, 2020, ALMOST NOTHING THAT 
we once took for granted is certain. No 
one knows where or when an outbreak 
of coronavirus will appear. No one 
knows when or how our economy will 
recover. We hear claims that a pandemic 
was inevitable, but of course none of us 
believed this to the extent that we were 
prepared. Hardships have been wide-
spread, and we all hope for a return to 
more normal times. Before becoming en-
gaged with the details of recovery, now 
is the time to think about our fundamen-
tal problem: the relationship of humans 
with the natural world.
 In spite of our technical achieve-
ments, it should be humbling that so 
much of our civilization can be brought 
down by a virus that appeared with little 
warning and no ready means of control. 
The assumption of our invincibility was 
false. Eventually it may be contained by 
a vaccine, but then there will be other 
crises: viruses, droughts, floods, or other 
entirely unforeseen results of climate 
change. The lesson is that humans do 
not control nature, but rather we must 
find ways to accommodate the natural 
world. In simple terms, this means that 
we must restrain our impulses to dom-
inate the world that we do not yet (and 
may never) fully understand.
 Minerals, fuel, water, and even land 
and air are finite in extent. Too many 
humans with too many perceived needs 
will outrun what the earth can supply. 
Perhaps the shelter-in-place orders 
under which most of us are living can 
provide guidance. Although we might 
prefer otherwise, it has been possible to 
survive with less auto travel, with work-
at-home practices, with greatly reduced 
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The coronavirus pandemic: 
A chance to learn
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THE BORDER WALL IS ON ITS WAY
BY EDIE HARMON

a recently graded, heavily packed dirt/
gravel road enters the Wilderness. It 
appears to be 18 to 20 ft wide at this 
point, with orange survey staked off a 
considerable distance on each side. One 
security guard volunteered that eventu-
ally the new road would be 40 feet wide 
with a water pipeline buried alongside 
the road. State Highway 98 is only 32 feet 
wide, so the construction road will be 
wider than the existing state highway. 
This new road to and into wilderness is 
in better shape than most of the paved 
roads in the Ocotillo area and is certainly 

all of whom seemed reassured that BP 
agents in the area had been notified of 
our plans and location. So, here is what 
we saw and learned.
 Where we entered from the east, 
boundary signs had been removed, and 
we were uncertain where the desig-
nated Wilderness actually began. (This 
was later reported to BLM Area Man-
ager.) There is no doubt, however, that 
the heavy machinery which we found 
above a steep drop-off into an ironwood 
wash was within the Wilderness. From 
the badly deteriorated, poorly paved 
road that goes west from Highway 98, 

MAY 13, 2020
 Disgusting, unnecessary, ugly, a 
border barrier project threatens the 
Jacumba Mountains Wilderness on 
California’s southern boundary. String 
together all the most negative adjectives 
you can think of, and it still doesn’t come 
close to what has happened and is about 
to happen a short walk from my home 
adjacent to the wilderness!
 The border barrier nightmare 
portends a massive and wasteful ex-
penditure of federal taxpayer monies to 
destroy a magnificent wilderness area 
federally protected since 1994. This is 
doubly painful at a critical time where 
funds are needed during a coronavirus 
pandemic. From where I live, massive 
floodlights at night are a warning of the 
damage that is appearing even before 
public comments on this border barrier 
project are scheduled to close on May 15, 
2020. It seems clear that the necessary 
decisions have already been made.
 The information here is based on 
what I can see from my home and what 
was observed on May 4 and May 13 as 
Nick Ervin and I hiked to see the source 
of the nighttime floodlights in the Wil-
derness. Additional information came 
from Border Patrol Camera room agents, 
from the BLM El Centro Field Office 
Manager, and from security guards at 
the site where large equipment has been 
stored in the Wilderness to the east of 
Skull Valley. Before Nick and I started 
down the road from Highway 98, I 
called the BP camera room to notify the 
Border Patrol (BP) that we would park 
and then be hiking into the Wilderness 
toward Skull Valley. We encountered at 
least four armed private security guards, 

Goodbye to the Jacumba Wilderness
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Halfway between Yuma, AZ, and San Diego, CA, this is a portion of the 
Jacumba Mountains Wilderness, showing Highway 98 in the upper right 
hand corner and other locations named in the text. Photo by Google Earth

Davis Valley

Davis Valley
Skull Valley

Crucifixion Thorns

Highway 98

Dunes
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AN INTERVIEW WITH MATT KINGSLEY, 
INYO COUNTY SUPERVISOR

BY BIRGITTA JANSEN

MATT KINGSLEY, STOCKY OF BUILD 
and easy in presence, has a demanding 
job encompassing a wide variety of tasks 
and balancing many conflicting inter-
ests. But it suits him. 
 Matt was born and raised in a 
Mennonite Community in Indiana, the 
second youngest in a family of six boys 
and two girls. His father taught agricul-
ture and mom was a first grade teach-
er. When Matt was two years old, the 
Mennonite Community sent his father to 
Indonesia to teach agricultural prac-
tices to farmers on the island of Timor. 
However he remembers little from the 
family’s time there. They returned to 
Indiana three years later. 
 Their household “was big on educa-
tion,” and involvement with some aspect 
of education and teaching became a 
vital aspect in all their lives. This even-
tually became true for Matt as well, but 
he took a somewhat different route. 
He explained that a life style involving 
agriculture and being outdoors has 
always appealed to him. To this day he 
maintains a small barnyard at his house, 
loves to garden and his passion is build-
ing houses. He always enjoyed working 
with his hands. 
 Together with a friend, he did start 
Junior College in Toledo, but it didn’t 
take long for the two young men to 
decide that this wasn’t for them. Instead 
the wide open road and adventure beck-
oned. Matt still remembers a decision 
so easily made but that, in retrospect, 
determined their future. As he recalled 
the still vivid story, “My friend already 
had a car, so we got some money togeth-
er, spread a map of the U.S out on the 
kitchen table, and put dots on the map 

in those places where we knew people 
who might put us up for a brief while. 
Soon thereafter we said goodbye to Ohio 
and headed west.” The low point of their 
six- week trip occurred when their car’s 
transmission gave up in Los Cruces NM. 
“The repairs ate up a lot of our money,” 
he recalled with a chuckle. 
 He continued his story, “We finally 
landed in San Francisco where my 
friend also knew people. They not only 
put us up but also put us to work in a 
hotel that they owned in the mountains. 
We mostly did general maintenance 
around the place. One day, when we 
were out doing yard work, when a 
lady stopped by and asked if we were 
interested in becoming fire fighters for 
the U.S. Forest Service. This opportuni-
ty looked good to us, and it didn’t take 

us long to make a decision. We both 
became fire fighters. For me, this turned 
into a 35 year career.”
 They joined the wildlands fire crew 
in 1972. Matt worked his way up and 
over time became the Fire Chief for the 
Inyo NF and the Bishop BLM. 
 A significant event in Matt’s life oc-
curred in 1989. He was diagnosed with 
Acoustic Neuroma; a brain tumor that 
caused him to start losing his hearing. 
His voice quieted when he recalled, “It 
was a six month process, the surgery, 
then recovery time. This was a big event 
for me. It made me more humble and 
appreciative of life in a small town. It 
altered me.” 
 After a solid 35 year career, he 
retired from this position in 2007, at 
age 52. He explained that he could have 
continued his career path but this would 
have meant a move out of the Owens 
Valley. Matt knew one thing for certain 
-- he did not want to leave Lone Pine. So 
he looked around for another opportu-
nity, which came when he was hired as 
office manager at the Rio Tinto Borax 
Mine near Owens Lake. 
 Not long after being hired at the Rio 
Tinto Mine he became more involved 
with the Lone Pine community. He was 
already coaching the high school basket-
ball team and taught a fire-science class, 
when he became interested in becoming 
a School Board member with the Lone 
Pine Unified School District. He was 
elected in 2008 and served as President 
of the Board from 2011 until 2013. 
 During the five years that he 
worked for the mine, he found that 
although he liked the job he felt that he 
was not well suited to it. He considered 

A balancing act amidst conflicting interests

Matt Kingsley, Inyo County 
Supervisor. Photo by Jim Purdum
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has little say over how Federal Lands 
are used, especially with regard to land 
designated as wilderness. There are 
situations where, as Matt explained, “it 
made sense to support the wilderness 
designation of certain pieces of land,” 
and he has done so in the past. But he 
would like to see other designations, 
for example: “primitive roadless” and 
“primitive roaded (with roads but un-
maintained), so that land would still be 
protected but in a less restrictive ways 
that should include fewer restrictive fire 
suppression techniques and allow for 
multiple recreational use.”
 Matt mentioned that, “The coun-
ty does receive a annual payment of 
approximately two million dollars 
from the Federal Government in lieu of 
taxes, because we do provide necessary 
services for the many visitors that come 
into this area to recreate: road mainte-
nance, Search and Rescue and medical 
services, garbage collection, and so on. 
That money is not a gift. These payments 
must also be re-authorized annually.” 
 The funding challenges for Inyo 
County lie in the fact that only 1.7 per-
cent of the land in the county is private 
land and on the tax roll. This means that 
the funding to maintain services in the 
county remains precarious and Matt 
works to protect and add to the sources 
of income that the county has. The local 
school districts as well as the hospital 
district, desperately need additional 
funding for maintenance and other 
expenses. Matt explained, “The commu-
nity has been asked to vote for a local 
tax increase to fund these services but 
to no avail.” More local businesses could 
provide additional employment and 
increase tax monies without the need to 
increase the local tax rate. Matt added, 
“The lack of funding for the county 
impacts our ability to keep essential 
services available.” 
 Agriculture and mining are import-
ant to the local economy but tourism 
and recreation are the main drivers in 
the privet sector. Matt expressed con-
cern about this “Many of our jobs are in 
the hospitality industry and tend to be 
low-paying jobs: restaurants, accommo-
dation, shops, etc. In addition, we are, 
right now, seeing how vulnerable these 
jobs are to changes in the economy. The 
pandemic has been devastating. It is 
unknown how fast our tourism indus-

the tourist industry, agricultural inter-
ests, many special interest groups, and a 
small number of businesses involved in 
resource extraction. 
 “I have to ensure that I understand 
people’s interests well enough to repre-
sent them. If I feel that what they want 
may not be the best way to go, I need to 
be able to logically explain why this is 
so. I research the issues as they come up,   
even those I don’t support. I take what 
is good for the area into consideration 
and determine what is in the interests of 
constituents in the long-run.” Matt needs 
to know about agriculture, water issues, 
and natural resources, and he must also 
respond to a myriad of other issues that 
affect the daily lives of his constituents. 
 When asked about the differences 
between the interests of environmen-
tal groups and the resource extraction 
industries and other ventures that 
impact land in ways that environmen-
talists cannot support, Matt agreed that 
there was a source of tension here. He 
explained, “The tension between the 
environmental and non-environmental 
groups comes down to how public lands 
are being managed and what the effects 
are of those decisions. Environmental-
ists would prefer no resource extraction 
across the board. But the same groups 
do not say that they don’t need minerals, 
timber, electricity or cell phones. My 
job is then to figure out if some of those 
things do need to happen here. If, for ex-
ample, there is no good place to get lith-
ium, how do we keep our cell phones? 
We can demand that timber not come 
from our National Forests. But when 
more housing is urgently needed, where 
should the building materials come 
from?” He continued by pointing out 
that, “An argument could be made that 
the place where we obtain resources 
should be as close to home as possible. 
That gives us the opportunity to provide 
regulations to address environmental 
concerns, safety concerns, and set stan-
dards. If resources come from elsewhere 
we have no control over the regulation 
of those industries. I think about all of 
that when trying to balance the inter-
ests of such different groups. Whenever 
possible I strive for consensus.”
 Matt pointed out that “92 percent 
of the land in Inyo County is federal-
ly owned. Sixty-five percent of that is 
designated wilderness. That’s a huge 
percentage for any county. The county 

running for the District 5 Supervisory 
position with the Inyo County Board of 
Supervisors. He was elected in 2012 for 
a four year term, re-elected for a second 
term starting in 2016, a third term 
in 2020, and currently serves as the 
Board Chair. 
 The Board of Supervisors is the 
legislative and executive body of county 
government. It is responsible for the 
county budget, administers all local 
government services, provides local 
leadership, determines the priority 
issues for the county, and develops long-
term plans. In order to work effective-
ly, county supervisors must establish 
sound working relationships with each 
other and with many other agencies 
and branches of government. Matt also 
serves in various other capacities and is 
on eleven boards and advisory com-
mittees in the community including the 
Public Lands Committee of the National 
Association of Counties. California has 
58 counties, 37 of which are in rural 
areas. Matt is a member of the Rural 
County Representatives of California, 
which is, as he described it, a powerful 
lobbying group. He is a past Chair of the 
organization. But what Matt values most 
about being the 5th District Supervisor 
is being involved with the many small 
communities.
 Inyo County is complex and diverse. 
District 5 reaches from Lone Pine south 
to the Kern County line, and from Lone 
Pine east to the Nevada border. With its 
7500 square miles it covers three-fourths 
of the land in Inyo County. It is not only 
the county’s largest supervisorial dis-
trict, but also the ninth largest district in 
the contiguous U.S. Yet it has the lowest 
population density. The communities 
include: Charleston View, Darwin, Kee-
ler, Olancha, Panamint Springs, Shosho-
ne, and Tecopa. Most of Death Valley 
National Park and Mt. Whitney are also 
in District 5. On a whimsical note Matt 
added, “I have extreme landscapes and 
constituents to match.” 
 Matt views himself not necessarily 
as a politician or a supervisor but, as he 
explained, “I really see myself as a rep-
resentative of the constituents in District 
5; my job is to represent them and the 
landscape.” This involves dealing with 
a considerable array of diverse groups: 
Federal, State and local agencies, the 
Los Angeles Department of Water and 
Power; Indian Tribes, small businesses; PAGE 7
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THE BORDER WALL IS ON ITS WAY
PAGE 3

better than the gravel roads in the Nomi-
rage subdivision just to the north of the 
Jacumba Mountains Wilderness.
 At the highest place on the road, 
and within Wilderness, there are mas-
sive floodlights that I can see from my 
home at night, as well as two large ex-
cavators, a massive bulldozer, a storage 
shed, a picnic table, and porta potties. 
The new road then continues down to 
a wash with a locked gate cemented 
in place. The width of gate appears to 
be narrower than the heavy packed 
road. I fear many ironwoods are being 
damaged by heavy equipment and will 
be destroyed if steam shovels or dozers 
attempt to remove rock walls that are on 
either side of the gate to allow equip-
ment to pass on to the border.
 A security guard told us that in 
addition to widening the packed dirt/
gravel road (which was likely packed 
down using a lot of water), the pipeline 
will bring water into the wilderness to 
make the concrete for the barrier wall. 
If barriers are supposed to go down 30 ft 
deep, that means a lot of concrete and a 
lot of water.
 BLM Field Manager, Ryan Chatter-
ton told me that there is an existing wa-
ter well near the Mexican border on the 
east side of the Wilderness. He believed 

that the intent was to put a water line 
from the border area up to the north, 
then west along the new road, and then 
back to the south for making concrete. 
It seems likely that the large sand dune 
immediately to the northwest of the 
crucifixion thorns in Skull Valley might 
be used to make the concrete (as would 
likely the gravel from the mountain 
side just south of the dune). Using either 
source of sand or gravel would most 
likely result in the destruction of this 
unusual plant assemblage.
 In the times when earlier peoples 
occupied this area 10,000-12,000 years 
ago, there may have been long periods of 
standing water or possibly a permanent 
body of water near this site. That could 
account for the numerous pieces of 
broken pottery and ancient tools made 
from quartz and volcanic debris in Skull 
Valley along the many ancient foot trails.
 The security guard told us the road 
and pipeline area would eventually be 
restored to what it looked like before. 
This would appear impossible, especial-
ly since we get an average of 2-3 inches 
of rain in a good year. During one four 
year period, a USGS rain gage on my 
property recorded 0.8 inches and 0.9 
inches of rain during two of the four 
years, and USGS decided to discontinue 

FROM THE WILDERNESS ACT
OF 1964
Definition of Wilderness:
SECTION 2. (c) A wilderness, in 
contrast with those areas where 
man and his works dominate the 
landscape, is hereby recognized 
as an area where the earth and 
its community of life are untram-
meled by man, where man himself 
is a visitor who does not remain. 
An area of wilderness is further 
defined to mean in this Act an 
area of undeveloped Federal land 
retaining its primeval character 
and influence, without permanent 
improvements or human habita-
tion, which is protected and man-
aged so as to preserve its natural 
conditions and which (1) generally 
appears to have been affected 
primarily by the forces of nature, 
with the imprint of man’s work 
substantially unnoticeable; (2) has 
outstanding opportunities for 
solitude or a primitive and uncon-
fined type of recreation; (3) has at 
least five thousand acres of land 
or is of sufficient size as to make 
practicable its preservation and 
use in an unimpaired condition; 
and (4) may also contain ecologi-
cal, geological, or other features of 
scientific, educational, scenic, or 
historical value.

The author standing on the newly graded road within the Wilderness. 
Floodlights, excavator, and porta potty on the skyline. 
All photos this spread by Nick Ervin
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monitoring in this part of the desert. 
So how likely is it that there would be 
successful restoration/reclamation after 
massive equipment has impacted the 
area? At an ORV camping site near my 
home, BLM placed signs, since removed, 
proclaiming that the area was a BLM 
desert restoration project. Decades later 
it is still a disaster with scant vegetation 
growing. Several other projects also 
failed to restore vegetation at nearby 
places impacted by ORV camping activ-
ities. These and other mine reclamation 
sites were photographed by USGS geol-
ogist Howard Wilshire as examples of 
desert restoration/reclamation failures.
The security guard told us that the work 
crew had seen a group of bighorn sheep 
in a wilderness wash last week. I would 
not have expected the sheep at that 
location, but rather higher up in the 
bouldery mountain sides. Security told 
us that there would be no place avail-
able for the bighorn sheep or any large 
mammals to cross the border as they 
regularly do today. 
 Of particular concern to me and 
other local residents is the question of 
how much potable groundwater would 
be used by the project and to what extent 
it would impact the groundwater basin 
on both sides of the International border. 
Indeed, BLM’s concern about the Sole 
Source Aquifer designation for the basin 
was incorporated into its 2020 record of 
decision related to the US Gypsum Com-
pany’s use of water several miles to the 
northeast from the Wilderness. Silence 
has followed my request to the Border 

Patrol for information about the water 
usage for the construction of the wall. 
Now we shall see what details Border 
Patrol and Imperial County Planning are 
willing to provide related to the already 
drilled water well, its size, capacity, and 
intended pumpage and use.
 Federal legislation has enabled 
the Department of Homeland Security 
to waive nearly all environmental 
laws (including NEPA, the Clean Water 
Act, and the Wilderness Act) that 
might impede this construction. Never-
theless, it is ethically inexcusable and 
an inappropriate expenditure of 
federal dollars.

Edie Harmon lives within walking dis-
tance from the packed dirt road that has 
been constructed to access Skull Valley 
in the Jacumba Mountains Wilderness. 
Walking from her house was her usual 
way to take friends and family into the 
wilderness.

A huge excavator above a wash inside the Wilderness.

Pottery shards within the 
Wilderness.

KINGSLEY INTERVIEW 
PAGE 5

try can be restored. Clearly our county 
would greatly benefit from a more di-
versified economy. Resource extraction 
could provide well-paying jobs and 
increased tax base but like the tourism 
industry they can be boom and bust 
operations. But I don’t exclude it off-
hand either. I believe that, in particular, 
exploratory mining proposals should 
be supported to allow potential projects 
to be fully vetted. I don’t agree with 
immediately saying ‘no’ because they 
are a mining proposal. Can they mine 
economically, responsibly and provide 
long term benefit to the local commu-
nity?” From Matt’s perspective, these 
are questions that need to be addressed 
before support or opposition can be 
determined. When proposals are for 
ventures on public lands, then a federal 
agency, usually BLM, plays the major 
role in the decision making process.
 When the needs of the county are 
at odds with the interests promoted by 
environmentalists, his priority becomes 
representing the needs of the county 
and, as he explained, “I just try to get the 
best working agreements that I can get, 
although there is really no clear answer 
as to how to deal with these conflicts. We 
have to consider matters case by case.” 
After a slight pause in the conversation 
he said, with resolve now audible in his 
voice, “I have to accept that I win some 
and lose some.” 
 What Matt would really like to see 
is the leadership of Inyo County hav-
ing an enhanced voice when land use 
decisions are being made. He explained 
that sometimes deals are made by more 
powerful interest groups, and in the past 
the county was not always given a seat at 
the table when deals were made. He add-
ed, “Right now it is not an equal playing 
field. This means that my job is to build 
and maintain relationships, understand 
the issues, and advocate for the county 
and its constituents the best I can.”

Birgitta Jansen has volunteered in Death 
Valley National Park since 2008. She 
has authored a number of articles in the 
Desert Report previously, and is currently 
completing a book about the flash flood of 
October 2015. 
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 A coalition of tribes, conservation 
groups, recreation interests, and others 
is working to establish the Avi Kwa Ame 
(Spirit Mountain) National Monument 
to permanently protect these unique 
lands. Avi Kwa Ame is the Mojave name 
for Spirit Mountain. Lying partly in the 
proposed monument and partly within 
Lake Mead National Recreation Area, it 
is designated as a Traditional Cultural 
Property on the National Register of 
Historic Places.
 Energy developers recently tried 
to build two large wind farms in the 
heart of this dramatic landscape, and 
new proposals may come at any time. 
Such development would forever scar 

IN SOUTHERN NEVADA, WE HAVE THE 
opportunity to protect some of the most 
visually stunning, ecologically diverse, 
and culturally significant public lands 
in the entire Mojave Desert. Stretching 
from the Newberry Mountains in the 
east to the New York, South McCullough, 
Castle, and Piute Mountains in the west, 
these lands feature a cacophony of plant 
and animal diversity, dramatic peaks, 
scenic canyons, and natural springs. It 
includes sloping bajadas covered with 
ancient Joshua tree forests, unique 
grasslands, and a rich history of rock art 
and other cultural sites. It is also an area 
designated by Audubon as an Important 
Bird Area. 

these valuable lands and degrade their 
world-class habitat and their nationally 
recognized cultural resources.
 The roughly 380,000-acre National 
Monument would protect an expanse 
of relatively intact East Mojave Desert 
ecosystem in Nevada that provides 
continuity to the other parts of the East 
Mojave Desert already protected on the 
California side. The Monument would 
create an essential corridor to connect 
the Mojave National Preserve, the Castle 
Mountains National Monument, the 
Mojave Trails National Monument, and 
the Dead Mountain Wilderness Area in 
California, along with the Lake Mead 
National Recreation Area in Nevada. The 
proposed Monument would serve as a 
contiguous block of habitat of sufficient 
quality and quantity to promote the sur-
vival, growth, reproduction, and main-
tenance of viable populations of Mojave 
Desert flora and fauna. It has also been 
proposed that the Secretary of the Inte-
rior manage the monument through the 
Bureau of Land Management (BLM) as a 
unit of the National Landscape Conser-
vation System
 The monument boundary was de-
veloped using both an ecological overlay 
and a cultural overlay. For the ecological 
overlay, the Nature Conservancy’s Mo-
jave Desert Ecological Assessment was 
used as it provides a scientifically sound 
basis for determining where the highest 
overall ecological values intersect. The 
Monument will focus on lands that sup-
port a broad range of rare and common 
species, as well as areas that remain 
relatively undisturbed. Maintaining 
the integrity of the larger landscape, 
both within the Monument itself and in 

PROPOSED AVI KWA AME 
NATIONAL MONUMENT

BY ALAN O’NEILL AND JUDY BUNDORF

Thinking for the future

Spirit Mountain - View from Monument area south of Highway 163. 
Photo by Alan O’Neill
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connections to adjacent protected areas, 
will be critical for long-term survival of 
the ecosystem. The topographic diversity 
in the area encompasses a wide variety 
of niches and microhabitats that allow 
current resident species to survive in an 
otherwise harsh desert landscape. 
 Because most of the land within the 
proposed boundary is relatively undis-
turbed and connects to other protected 
lands, the Monument offers the opportu-
nity to provide species and communities 
the space and interconnectedness they 
may need to adapt to climate change. 
Maintaining landscape integrity across 
the elevational gradient and the tran-
sition zones increases the ecosystem’s 
resilience to long-term environmental 
changes − such as changing tempera-
tures and precipitation levels. 
 The cultural overlay was developed 
working with the Fort Mojave Indian 
Tribe, that serve as the steward of Avi 
Kwa Ame (Spirit Mountain) and the sur-
rounding cultural landscapes on behalf 
of the Yuman speaking tribes which 
include the Mohave, Hualapai, Yavapai, 
Havasupai, Quechan, Maricopa, Pai, and 
Kumeyaay. The Mojave Indian Tribe is 
coordinating with the other affiliated 
tribes for input.
 Avi Kwa Ame is the center of the 
Yuman tribes’ creation, and it figures 
predominately within their spiritual 
ideology. The Yuman tribes believe the 
mountain is their spiritual birthplace, 
the place where ancient ancestors 
emerged into this world. According to 
the Mojave Tribe, the area within the 
proposed monument is physically and 
spiritually connected to the viewshed 
and landscapes that surround Avi Kwa 
Ame. The network of trails and cultural 
sites and the corresponding creation 
stories link their tribe and religious 
traditions to this important landscape. 
Today, the mountain and 
surrounding landscape continue to 
serve as a sacred and ceremonial place 
for the Yuman tribes. The landscape is 
also important to the Hopi and Cheme-
huevi Paiute. 
 In addition to the ecological and 
cultural landscapes values, the area is 
also known for its outstanding vistas 
and for its dark night skies and natural 
quiet, resources that are becoming more 
important over time. 
 A Monument designation provides 
the most flexibility to both protect the 

ecological and cultural values while 
maintaining the rural character of the 
area and protecting existing recreational 
uses of the land such as hunting, hiking, 
OHV use, and backcountry driving on 
existing designated roads and trails, and 
camping. 
 Areas that would be protected by 
the proposed monument include: 
 Newberry Mountains: Protects 
those sections of the Newberry Moun-
tains and Spirit Mountain outside of 
Lake Mead National Recreation Area. 
These dramatic granitic mountains con-
tain a dazzling array of intact habitats 
and culturally significant sites. 
 Nevada portions of the New York, 
Castle, and Piute Mountain Ranges: 
The California portions of these three 
ranges are protected within the Mojave 
National Preserve, the Castle Mountains 
National Monument, and the Mojave 
Trails National Monument while the 
Nevada portions have no existing pro-
tection. The Monument would provide a 
critical linkage connecting both sides of 
these ecologically important ranges that 
feature a rich array of habitat types and 
support a diversity of wildlife including 
desert bighorn sheep. 
 Piute Valley and Eldorado Valley: 
These valleys provide essential desert 
tortoise habitat and are critical to tor-
toise survival and as important wildlife 
corridors.

 Highland Range: This rugged and 
highly scenic volcanic mountain range 
is important bighorn sheep habitat and 
offers outstanding backcountry recre-
ational opportunities.
 Nevada portion of the Dead Moun-
tains: Protects the Nevada side of this 
culturally significant mountain range, 
which contain areas of both sacred and 
ritual importance to the Yuman Tribes 
as well as the Hopi and Chemehuevi and 
Paiute Tribes. The California side of the 
Dead Mountains is designated wilder-
ness and was set aside for its cultural 
significance. 
 Hiko Springs Canyon: One of the 
most scenic and culturally significant 
canyons in Southern Nevada.
 It is important to act as quickly as 
possible to create permanent protection 
for this area and we urge folks to write 
to the Nevada Congressional delegation 
to garner their support for getting Mon-
ument designation. 

Alan O’Neill is a Retired Superintendent, 
Lake Mead National Recreation Area 
and is an Advisor for the National Parks 
Conservation Association. 

Judy Bundorf is a Board Member of the 
Friends of Walking Box Ranch and of the 
Basin & Range Watch Foundation.

Cultural Site - Castle Mountains, Nevada. Photo by Alan O’Neill
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FREEING A LAND-LOCKED 
WILDERNESS AREA

BY AIMEE RUTLEDGE

“Not being able to go there is like telling a Californian that they 
cannot go to the beach.” - Fred Romero

LOCATED IN REMOTE NORTHEASTERN NEW MEXICO AMONG 
never ending skies, rugged short-grass prairie, and sprawling, 
historic cattle ranches, the Sabinoso Wilderness is a high desert 
paradise with prime habitat for mountain lions, black bear, 
mule deer, wild turkey, and migratory waterfowl.
 The 16,000 acre Sabinoso Wilderness was designated in 
2009 and is managed by the Bureau of Land Management. 
After designation, The Wilderness Land Trust became actively 
involved in outreach to neighboring landowners to secure an 
access route because the wilderness was surrounded by private 
property and inaccessible to the public.
 Fred Romero, a local landowner whose family stretches 
back several generations, describes the canyon as the backyard 
of his youth. “I grew up herding cattle and playing in that canyon 
and on the mesa,” Romero explains. “Not being able to go there 
is like telling a Californian that they cannot go to the beach.”
 Thanks to a generous contribution from the Wyss Founda-
tion in 2016, The Wilderness Land Trust completed a purchase 
of the 4,176 acre Rimrock Rose Ranch, a private property that 
sits adjacent the designated wilderness.
 The ranch property includes beautiful sheer canyon walls 
soaring over 500 feet in height, year-round green meadows, and 
towering cottonwoods along the headwaters of the Canadian 
River that flows through the heart of the beautiful Canyon Lar-
go. The ranch was originally proposed to be in the designated 
wilderness due to water and ideal wildlife habitat, but it was 
left out because it was privately owned.
 In late 2017, the Trust donated approximately 3,500 acres 
of the Rimrock Rose Ranch to the Bureau of Land Management 
as a new addition to the Sabinoso Wilderness. In doing so, the 
wilderness was completed, the size of the designation grew by 
25 percent and access to the wilderness was unlocked for the 
first time in history.

How we do our work
 The Wilderness Land Trust continues to acquire land and 
protect our nation’s wilderness, despite the immense challenge 
we face with COVID 19. To date, we have purchased more than 
52,000 acres and added 482 parcels of land to 106 designated 

wilderness areas throughout the western United States. Our 
work model is unique to land trusts. We complete and expand 
designated and proposed wilderness areas by purchasing 
private land (inholdings) inside and next to wilderness from 
willing sellers. We then transfer that land to the United States 
Forest Service or Bureau of Land Management for permanent 
protection. This protection extends to wildlife and flora and fau-
na habitat, as well as for the recreation and solitude we all need. 
 Despite our efforts, more than 180,000 acres of private 
inholdings remain in designated wilderness areas throughout 
the U.S. Often land that should be included, like Canon Largo, 
has been left out due to being private property. This means 
more than 2,800 individual landowners are deciding how to use 
their land inside wilderness, guided by local zoning rather than 
wilderness management.
 Working with our conservation partners, the Trust has cut 
this number in half over the last twenty-two years. Along the 
way, we have completed sixteen designated wilderness areas 
and helped to inspire the designation of four new ones. But 
much work still remains. Our 2019 Inventory and Prioritization 
of California Wilderness Inholdings identified more than 1,100 
remaining private inholdings in desert wilderness areas, a total 
of almost 64,000 acres.

Working with private landowners

Bodie Hills where the Land Trust acquired land in the 
past year and transferred it to the BLM. Photo by BLM



 Our recent desert acquisitions in California, Nevada, Ari-
zona, and New Mexico include critical canyon wetland habitat, 
sage grouse breeding grounds, old mines near Death Valley, and 
land with water supporting wildlife that was left out of Wilder-
ness due to being private property. Our prospects include more 
sage grouse breeding habitat and private land blocking trails 
into Wilderness.
 In November 2019, the Trust purchased 80 acres of land in 
the Mt. Tipton Wilderness near Kingman, Arizona, removing 
the threat of private development on these properties. Our 
work over the last twenty years in Arizona has now protected 
sixty-three parcels and 2,488 acres in five designated wilder-
ness areas. 

Protecting Critical Habitats in 
California’s Bodie Hills
 In 2019, we also acquired more than 2,600 acres of new wild 
lands in the Bodie Hills Wilderness Study Areas in the Eastern Si-
erra near Mono Lake, protecting water sources and sage grouse 
breeding grounds from incompatible private development. This 
land provides vital habitat for sage grouse and other species in 
the rare and diverse sagebrush steppe that is vastly under-repre-
sented in the National Wilderness Preservation System. 
 The properties are located in the Bodie Hills, an area ad-
jacent the Granite Mountain Wilderness and integral to three 
Wilderness Study Areas – Bodie Mountain, Mount Beideman, and 
Mormon Meadows. This high elevation land is part of the sage-
brush steppe ecosystem that provides a home for approximately 
400 types of plants that provide habitat, food, and water for more 
than 250 species of animals. It is also a place to soak in gorgeous 
vistas over mountain ranges in California and Nevada and Mono 
Lake, a unique saltwater lake supporting endemic species.
 This land is also home to significant plant species, including 
sagebrush, riparian and Aspen groves, and pinyon pine wood-
land. In addition to sage grouse, the Bodie Hills provide habitat 
for a variety of other species, including pronghorn antelope, 
black bear, pikas and pygmy rabbits, mountain lions, mule deer 
and golden eagles.
 Needless to say we jumped on the chance to buy and 
preserve this special land. The Trust is now partnering with the 
Eastern Sierra Land Trust on sage grouse habitat restoration 
before transferring the property to the Bureau of Land Manage-
ment for protection and long-term management as open space. 
 You can help us by visiting our website at www.wilderness-
landturst.org and providing support. Your donations will help 
us continue our work through these difficult times. We also 
work with many individual lenders to help us acquire property 
via promissory notes. This support can be critical to our success 
in protecting important properties quickly when private willing 
sellers need to complete transactions. Please contact me at <ai-
mee@wildernesslandtrust.org> with any questions or project 
ideas. Thank you for considering our critical work during this 
challenging time in our nation’s history.

Aimee Rutledge joined the Wilderness Land Trust in 2009 as the 
California Program Manager and is currently Vice President and 
Senior Lands Specialist. She has worked previously with several 
environmental organizations in California. Aimee spends her 
spare time with her family in the Sierras or on the coast, enjoying 
California’s open spaces.
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A CALIFORNIA DESERTS 
CONSERVANCY

BY SUSY BOYD AND GEARY HUND

DESPITE MAKING UP NEARLY ONE QUARTER OF CALIFORNIA 
and representing one of the largest intact ecosystems left in the 
lower forty-eight states, California’s 25 million acres of desert 
lands receive very little state funding for conservation projects. 
By contrast, other California regions (such as Tahoe, the coast, 
Santa Monica Mountains, and the Bay Delta) receive millions 
of dollars from special funds, taxes, and bonds because they 
are represented by state conservancies. Conservationists want 
to deliver the same benefits to California’s Mojave and eastern 
Colorado Deserts by establishing a new state conservancy for 
our California deserts region.
 A transformation has taken place in California’s deserts 
in recent years. The California deserts region has become an 
international destination with visitation to Joshua Tree and 
Death Valley National Parks and to the Mojave National Pre-
serve increasing by 130%, 110% and 59%, respectively within 
the last decade. Attracted by the iconic Joshua tree, spectacu-
lar spring wildflower displays bursting with color, dramatic 
mountains rising from the desert floor, gangly cholla cactus, 
brilliant star-studded night skies, and the renowned desert tor-
toise, visitors have the opportunity to experience a singularly 
unique and irreplaceable environment. Many different groups 
have taken advantage of the possibilities for desert recreation 
including hikers, campers, off-road vehicle enthusiasts, rock 
climbers, astronomers, rock-hound groups, history buffs, ex-
plorers, and those simply seeking solitude and peace. 
 Locally, the California deserts serve residents across eight 
counties contained within the proposed California Desert Con-
servation Area. This is an impressive population bloc exceeding 
19 million residents – 48% of the entire state. The rise in public 
interest in California’s deserts has provided a regional econom-
ic boost: direct travel spending for the desert region amounted 
to $7.6 billion dollars in 2018, with an increase of 6.7 percent 
between 2017-2018. Desert tourism and travel generated 
73,000 jobs in 2018 while providing $609 million dollars in tax 
revenue for local and state governmental entities. As the desert 
lands have increased in popularity and revenue provision, they 
in turn require funding so that we may work towards con-
servation land acquisition, restoration and management, and 
education to preserve these invaluable resources.
 As our California deserts have gained in popularity, they 
have simultaneously been met by a wide range of threats. 

Invasive plants such as Mediterranean grass and a variety of 
brome grasses and mustards have displaced native vegetation, 
creating continuous fuel loads that significantly increase the 
risk of wildfire. Climate change has imperiled and impacted 
both the range and recruitment of the Joshua tree and other na-
tive desert plants and wildlife, as noted by Joshua Tree National 
Park Superintendent David Smith. Development, in the form 
of renewable energy projects and urban sprawl, is resulting in 

Public support for a public resource

Proposed California Deserts Conservancy Boundary
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significant habitat loss and fragmenta-
tion. Mining, ground water pumping, 
and other proposed resource extraction 
projects are on the rise. 
 In spite of low biomass density, 
the California desert region is graced 
with high biological diversity including 
1,500 plant taxa, the threatened desert 
tortoise, and desert bighorn sheep − all 
requiring active management to ensure 
their continued existence. Management 
practices include the protection of 
core habitat, maintenance of wildlife 
corridors to protect genetic diversity, 
and planning for resilience to climate 
change. 
 However, the combination of these 
threats has resulted in a significant loss 
of desert birds, wildlife, and plants. Des-
ert tortoise are declining at a startling 
rate, raising concern for their future 
survival. Desert bird populations have 
plummeted, with sites in the Mojave 
Desert losing an average of 43 percent of 
their breeding bird species.
 These threats to the desert, togeth-
er with its extraordinary diversity of 
natural resources, rich human history, 
geological and scenic resources, call for 
greater attention and protection than it 
currently receives. Greater recognition 
and investment by the State of California 
would help achieve the needed conser-
vation of our desert natural resources. 
 Both the Mojave Desert Land Trust 
(MDLT) and Defenders of Wildlife 
(Defenders) have determined that the 
formation of a new or expanded conser-
vancy or conservancy program would 
bring greater investment in desert 
conservation by the State. In February 
2020, Assembly member Eduardo Gar-
cia, who represents the Coachella and 
Imperial Valleys, introduced Assembly 
Bill (AB) 2839 to form a new California 
Deserts Conservancy.  Upon the bill’s 
introduction, MDLT and Defenders be-
gan a coalition effort with other conser-
vation groups to build support for the 
legislation.
 There are eleven state conser-
vancies and conservancy programs in 
California, including one conservancy 
representing one small portion of the 
desert, the Coachella Valley Mountains 
Conservancy (CVMC). This conservancy 
was formed in 1991 within California’s 
Natural Resources Agency to acquire 
desert conservation lands in the Coach-
ella Valley area “ . . . to provide for the 

tion efforts, funds would be provided for 
public access and education work.
 The California Deserts Conservancy 
would have a governing board made up 
of both voting and non-voting members. 
Voting members in the current legis-
lation include designees representing 
the Secretary of the Natural Resources 
Agency, Director of the Department of 
Finance, Director of the Department 
of Fish and Wildlife, Director of the 
Department of Parks and Recreation, 
and Executive Officer of the State Lands 
Commission; public members appoint-
ed by the governor, Assembly, and the 
Senate; a county supervisor or their 
designee from each county within the 
Conservancy area along with two repre-
sentatives from tribes within the desert 
region. Non-voting members include a 
representative from the Department of 
Defense, National Park Service, Bureau 
of Land Management, and United States 
Fish and Wildlife Service.
 A wide range of organizations 
strongly supported the effort to move 
AB 2839 forward after introduction by 
Assembly member Garcia. Twenty-five 
signers from regional, state, and nation-
al conservation and social justice groups 
sent a letter of support for AB 2839. The 
effort was gaining momentum, when, 
as with much of life in America, the 
COVID-19 pandemic changed everything.
 In response to the pandemic, the 
legislature had to reassess and redirect 
its priorities to address public health is-
sues and the economic impacts resulting 
from the pandemic. AB 2839, along with 
other bills, was put on hold for this  
legislative session. The coalition of 
groups led by Defenders of Wildlife 
and the Mojave Desert Land Trust will 
continue to build support for the es-
tablishment of a desert conservancy or 
conservancy program. 
 The focus of the coalition has tran-
sitioned towards a near-term strategy to 
advocate for greater investment by the 
state and federal government in “shov-
el-ready” conservation projects, public 
access, and public education projects 
that would achieve some of what a con-
servancy would ultimately accomplish. 
These efforts are entirely consistent 
with the California legislature’s and 
federal government’s goals of post-pan-
demic economic stimulus and recov-
ery. To achieve that end, the coalition 

protection of wildlife resources, the pub-
lic’s enjoyment, and the enhancement of 
recreational and educational experienc-
es consistent with the protection of the 
land.” CVMC has received $83 million 
dollars and has acquired more than 
96,000 acres; provided for public access; 
and distributed grants to non-profit  
organizations such as the Friends of  
Desert Mountains, tribal groups, and 
public agencies.
 The Sierra Nevada Conservancy, 
which was established by legislation 
in 2004 and covers an area similar in 
size to the proposed California Deserts 
Conservancy, has achieved important 
conservation successes by securing more 
than $134 million dollars to date. Its mis-
sion, in part, is “. . . to initiate, encour-
age, and support efforts that improve 
the environmental, economic, and social 
well-being of the Sierra Nevada Region, 
its communities, and the citizens of 
California.” The Sierra Nevada Conser-
vancy works with governmental, tribal, 
and environmental partners, engaging 
in a wide range of conservation initia-
tives. The conservancy has developed a 
Framework for Resilience, Resource As-
sessment, and Blueprint for Restoration; 
launched the Watershed Information 
Network; coordinated the annual Great 
Sierra River Cleanup; and elevated their 
efforts towards restoring the health 
of the Sierra Nevada watersheds and 
forests with the ambitious Watershed 
Improvement Program (WIP).
 Many of the same types of conserva-
tion initiatives could be launched in our 
California deserts with the formation 
of a California Deserts Conservancy. As 
with the examples presented above, 
the vision for the conservancy is to 
cross-collaborate with governmental 
agencies, tribal interests, and non-profit 
conservation groups. The conservancy 
would, as described in AB 2839, “ . . . 
undertake various conservation activi-
ties . . . and restore that region’s natu-
ral, cultural, archaeological, historical, 
and physical resources, among other 
functions . . . ” across the Mojave and 
Eastern Colorado Deserts. The bill would 
provide for the conservancy to authorize 
guidelines and priorities for conserva-
tion projects and programs throughout 
the California deserts region. It would 
authorize grants and loans for collabo-
rative partners in order to carry out the 
bill’s provisions. In addition to conserva- PAGE 15
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MOJAVE DESERT SPRINGS

tics of desert springs. It has also made it 
difficult for land managers to prioritize 
groundwater protection and appropri-
ately limit groundwater extraction. 
 To implement management strat-
egies that will support the long-term 
sustainability of desert springs and their 
associated groundwater-dependent 
ecosystems, our public land man-
agement agencies require additional 
information about springs themselves 
and the species they support. Out of this 
need grew the Mojave Springs Research 
Project, which I have the privilege to 
lead. We are focused on studying the 
relationships between the physical and 
biological characteristics of springs in 
the Mojave Desert. Our goals are to gath-
er information on a variety of springs, 
better understand the ecology of these 
springs, and develop easy-to-measure 
indicators that can be used for low cost, 
long-term monitoring.
 We used a 2016 survey of 312 
field-visited springs conducted by hy-
drogeologist Andy Zdon, now of Partner 
Engineering and Science, Inc., to select a 
subset of fifty-five springs for our study. 
These are located primarily on BLM land 
in the California Mojave Desert. Andy 
has conducted additional on-site mea-
surements of the physical conditions of 
this subset of springs, and has collected 
water samples for the study of stable iso-
topes and other chemical and hydrolog-

ical parameters. This should provide us 
with information about the origin of the 
water at each spring. Dr. Naomi Fraga, 
from the California Botanic Garden, has 
conducted botanical surveys around 
each of the fifty-five springs to record 
the presence of all plant species, with a 
special focus on wetland obligate and 
rare species. Dr. Maura Palacios Mejia 
from UCLA has completed environmen-
tal DNA (eDNA) analyses at four of the 
springs – Ahn, Big Morongo, Bonanza, 
and Hummingbird – to detect obligate 
freshwater arthropod, mollusk, and fish 
species, and describe the biodiversity of 
springs. Spatial scientist Brian Cohen, 
with The Nature Conservancy (TNC), is 
analyzing remotely sensed infrared and 
multispectral imagery to identify and 
map ground-water dependent vegeta-
tion at a higher level of accuracy and 
completeness than currently exists. His 
future objective is to verify where plants 
possess increased humidity to determine 
if differences exist in the imagery from 
perennial vs. intermittent springs. Bill 
Christian and Stephanie Dashiell, also of 
TNC, have provided policy analysis and 
partner outreach for this project. 
 While most of our fieldwork has 
been completed, analyses are still under-
way. Our initial findings are preliminary 
but already intriguing. Andy’s hydrol-
ogy work establishes that the source 
of spring water can be ascertained 
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 Many desert springs are threat-
ened by unsustainable groundwater 
pumping and water diversions. Due to 
the severity of this and other threats, 
desert springs were characterized in 
the scientific literature as “endangered” 
by William Shepard in 1993, and were 
recognized as being “among the most 
threatened ecosystems throughout the 
world” by Astrid Kodric-Brown and 
James Brown in 2007.
 Due to surface water scarcity, all 
springs in the Mojave Desert are eco-
logically important. However, springs 
across the Mojave differ in the timing 
and permanence of their flow and in the 
plant and animal communities that they 
support. Some Mojave Desert springs are 
perennial, fed by extensive underground 
aquifers. These springs may be vulner-
able to groundwater extraction that oc-
curs anywhere in the aquifers supplying 
their water. In contrast, local springs are 
hydrologically isolated (“perched”), and 
dependent on precipitation. They may 
naturally dry up on a seasonal basis or 
be more variable in their flow. 
 Discriminating between perenni-
ally flowing regional springs (sensitive 
to groundwater pumping) and local 
intermittent springs (that may be less 
vulnerable to large-scale groundwater 
extraction) is of critical importance to 
desert land managers. 
 The Bureau of Land Management 
(BLM) manages over 10 million acres of 
public lands in the California deserts. 
These lands are governed by the Desert 
Renewable Energy Conservation Plan 
Land Use Plan Amendment (DRECP 
LUPA) adopted in 2016. The LUPA 
defines land uses and management 
criteria, including groundwater with-
drawal rules to protect springs and oth-
er groundwater-dependent resources. 
There are 1,120 mapped springs in the 
Mojave Desert of California, and at least 
300 are located on BLM land. While this 
may seem like a large number, spring-
fed habitats are small features in a vast 
landscape, like stars in the night sky. 
Furthermore, on-the-ground surveys 
can be difficult to conduct in the remote 
locations where springs are found. This 
has led to a lack of information about 
the physical and ecological characteris-

Dr. Naomi Fraga conducts a botanical survey as part of the Mojave 
Springs Research Project. Photo by My-Lan Le



using groundwater temperature, stable 
isotope analysis, and analysis of tritium 
and radiocarbon age. This informa-
tion can then be used to determine if a 
spring is in hydraulic connection with a 
regional aquifer system (and therefore 
susceptible to impacts from regional 
groundwater pumping), or if it is a 
local spring influenced by conditions 
in the immediate watershed. Naomi’s 
botanical surveys have documented a 
total of 570 plant taxa at the fifty-five 
springs. Given that about 2,200 vascular 
plant taxa are known to occur within 
the Mojave and Sonoran deserts of 
California, this means that more than a 
quarter of all vascular plants found in 
the California deserts are found at this 
subset of springs. This is remarkable 
given the diminutive footprint of these 
groundwater-dependent ecosystems 
across the landscape. Maura’s eDNA 
work has demonstrated that each of the 
four springs that she sampled contained 
a unique biological community, and that 
many species observed in the field and 
with camera traps – including Bighorn 
Sheep, Bobcat, Kitfox, Loggerhead 
Shrike, and Red-spotted Toad − could 
also be detected using eDNA techniques 
on samples of water and sediment.
 Our next step will be to look at the 
data collectively across spring sites and 
determine what factors of a spring’s 
physical metrics are predictive of the 
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plants and animals observed there. This 
will get us closer to understanding the di-
versity among Mojave Spring ecosystems. 
Outcomes of our project will include 
reports of analyses from isotopic, botan-
ical, eDNA, and remote sensing work; 
photographs of species and habitats 
from botanical surveys; presentations of 
methods and results provided at various 
local meetings, national gatherings, and 
international conferences; manuscripts 
for publication in the peer-reviewed, 
scientific literature; and management 
recommendations for land managers. We 
look forward to sharing many of these at 
www.scienceforconservation.org. 

Dr. Sophie S. Parker is a Lead Scientist 
with the California chapter of The Nature 
Conservancy. She has provided science 
leadership and support for the Conser-
vancy’s work in southern California for 
the past twelve years, and she leads the 
Energy Program’s science team in the 
Mojave and Sonoran deserts.
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Dr. Maura Palacios Mejia collects water samples for eDNA analysis at 
Hummingbird Spring. Photo by Sophie S. Parker
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developed a survey to circulate among 
various desert partners and solicit a list 
of projects that could be presented to 
legislators and carried out with bonds 
or other funding over the next two 
years. These projects will address many 
of the deserts’ high priority needs such 
as wildfire prevention, climate change 
resilience, recovery of endangered 
species, and other desert conservation 
goals while providing stimulus for the 
desert region’s hard-hit economy. Upon 
completion of the desert project solici-
tation survey and once the list of desert 
conservation infrastructure projects 
has been presented to the legislators 
(and hopefully funded), the coalition 
will turn its efforts to outreach to build 
widespread and diverse support for a 
conservancy or conservancy program. 
 While the timing of an opportunity 
to reintroduce the California Deserts 
Conservancy bill remains uncertain in 
the current legislative climate, the coali-
tion, along with other desert advocates, 
will remain steadfast in its efforts to 
realize the formation and funding of a 
Conservancy for the benefit of Califor-
nia’s spectacular desert natural resourc-
es and local communities.

Susy Boyd works as Public Policy Coordi-
nator for Mojave Desert Land Trust. She 
holds a Master of Natural Resources 
degree from Oregon State University 
where she researched climate change 
impacts on Mexico’s Yucatan forests. She 
is an avid explorer and outdoors lover.

Geary Hund currently serves as the 
director of the Mojave Desert Land Trust. 
He began his career with California State 
Parks, and has since worked for The 
Wilderness Society, the Coachella Valley 
Mountains Conservancy, and the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service. Geary first discov-
ered and fell in love with the desert in the 
late 1970’s and he’s been dedicated to its 
protection ever since.

Kim Delfino of Defenders of Wildlife and 
Jessica Dacey of the MDLT also assisted 
with the article.
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THE BASIN AND RANGE
WATCH WEBSITE

BY LAURA CUNNINGHAM

·  Military base expansions, including the Nevada Test and 
Training Range Air Force proposal to expand over the Desert 
National Wildlife Refuge, and the Navy’s giant Fallon Range 
Training Complex modernization push.

·  Growing tourism impacts, such as those documented around 
the outdoor art installation “Desert X,” which impacted areas 
in the Coachella Valley.

·  Educational articles on conservation biology, desert tortoise 
declines, desert pavement, Mojave fringe-toed lizards, biologi-
cal soil crusts, and more.

·  Working with the expert think-tank Solar Done Right, we con-
stantly research the latest alternatives for Distributed Energy 
Resources (DERs) in the built environments. This includes 
rooftop solar, battery storage, demand response, microgrids, 
energy efficiency, and more. There are so many better alter-
natives to expand renewable energy than developing public 
lands ecosystems. We will be expanding this topic soon.

 The Basin and Range Watch website philosophy is to be 
an educational and informational source, grassroots, sci-
ence-based, law-based, and inclusive of everyone.
 We study laws such as the National Environmental Policy 
Act, Endangered Species Act, California Environmental Quality 
Act, and we help the public to comment on the myriad public 
processes where comments are needed for Environmental Im-
pact Statements, Environmental Assessments, and Environmen-
tal Impact Reports. We try to simplify this complex process that 
is an important part of our democracy and the management 
of our public lands. Public participation is crucial. We are also 

JANUARY 31, 2020
 Lizards and kangaroo rats were everywhere on the cre-
osote scrub valley floor when I first stepped into the Mojave 
Desert in 1985. I was on a college natural history field trip to 
spend a week camping in the Granite Mountains in what is now 
the Mojave National Preserve, and the desert back then seemed 
impossibly vast and remote. This was a formative experience. I 
came away wanting to explore more and learn all I could about 
this mysterious land of craggy mountains and wind-swept flats 
in the basin and range geological province of California. Later 
I was grateful for the hard work of Sierra Club members and 
other heroes and heroines in pushing for the California Desert 
Protection Act of 1994. The threats to the desert have only 
grown since then, and after meeting (and marrying) a park 
ranger from Death Valley National Park − Kevin Emmerich − we 
hatched a plot to make an informational website about con-
serving the desert. The Basin and Range Watch website was the 
result. I’d like to give readers a tour of the site and our basis for 
continuing the push to protect the desert.
 We started the website in 2008 using an inexpensive server 
giving us unlimited storage space that encouraged us to place 
more information on the site rather than less. Nothing fancy, 
but easy to load new pages. We started with issues about gold 
mining and off-road races in the desert. But then we came to 
a crossroads. Attending a meeting with Bureau of Land Man-
agement (BLM) staff one day, the main course of our efforts 
changed. The BLM field manager rolled out a series of very 
large maps across a table and pointed to several areas where 
utility-scale solar projects were proposed on biodiverse Mojave 
Desert landscapes in California and Nevada. He warned us, “get 
ready for a big change in the desert, there will be a lot of these 
projects coming.” We studied the maps. We had to get involved.
 The Basin and Range Watch website concentrates on sever-
al topics, especially those difficult and controversial issues that 
may need more coverage. Some of the main topics and issues 
we focus on include:
·  Solar and wind projects on public lands in the Mojave and 

Colorado Desert, as well as in the Great Basin. Under the re-
newable energy tab, we have a deep archive of projects past, 
currently in operation, and more proposed.

·  Pinyon-juniper “treatments” − actually clearcutting of native 
woody vegetation communities in the Great Basin.

Defending the desert

Public meeting for the Palen Solar Project. All Photos 
this spread by Laura Cunningham
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very grateful to the attorneys who sometimes donate their time 
to our organization in order to take a particular case farther.
 A key part of the website is reporting on the public meet-
ings we attend and on field trips where we ground-truth the 
project sites slated for development. Observation of desert plant 
communities, native wildlife, invasive plants, off-road vehicle 
tracks, litter, and other impacts to a particular desert site is one 
of the hallmarks of our website. The Basin and Range Watch 
website contains a ten-year history of site visits where we pho-
tographed, described, and mapped the land and biodiversity 
before projects were built. Some projects did not move forward, 
but many other projects were built, and we documented the 
before and after construction scenes and impacts to desert tor-
toise, microphyll woodland, archaeology, visual resources, and 
many other impacts.
 Basin and Range Watch also cares greatly about environ-
mental and social justice impacts of large-scale renewable ener-
gy, military base expansion, and other threats to the desert. We 
work with Native American tribes to listen to their concerns, as 
well as to small desert towns, farming communities, and rural 
communities that often do not have the resources to oppose 
impactful development projects. We have donated time and 
funds to supporting tribal-organized Spirit Runs (such as the 
one in Ivanpah Valley), environmental community group camp-
outs to raise awareness, and public protests next to low-income 
communities impacted by large-scale solar projects. We have 

also organized Bio-blitzes and use the web-based application 
iNaturalist to record the rich species diversity on sites proposed 
for energy development. 
 We are science-based and talk with experts in various sci-
ence fields as much as possible. Our Bio-blitzes are well-attend-
ed by scientists. Only by relying on the best science will we be 
able to continue to defend the desert for generations to come. 
In the face of climate change, we firmly believe that conserv-
ing the maximum amount of unfragmented and undisturbed 
Mojave, Colorado, and Great Basins Deserts will be the best way 
to help species survive into the future. Citizen science can play 
a large roll.
 When I studied vertebrate zoology at the University of 
California, Berkeley, I took the teachings of Joseph Grinnell 
(1877-1939) for granted. Grinnell espoused detailed careful 
record-keeping, note-taking, and keen and close observation of 
nature on field trips. As the Museum of Vertebrate Zoology web-
site states: “As a visionary, he could see that the rich and unique 
vertebrate fauna of California was under siege from increasing 
impacts of human population growth and unsustainable land 
use practices.” <http://mvz.berkeley.edu/Grinnell.html> I now 
realize this is an invaluable method that more people need to 
learn in order to help conserve our natural ecosystems and 
quality of life. Grinnell saw the future, and I now consider his 
methods to be essential in this age of spin and special interests. 
 In 2016, Basin and Range Watch obtained 501(c)(3) non-
profit status in order to continue our mission to defend the des-
ert. The website will continue to observe, record, and interpret 
threats to the deserts, and encourage people to become educat-
ed and participate in the public process. We respectfully stand 
on the shoulders of giants, and we hope to continue their efforts 
to conserve the unique desert landscapes into the future.

I invite you to visit the site:
www.basinandrangewatch.org

Laura Cunningham is co-founder of Basin & Range Watch, a 
501(c)3 nonprofit organization dedicated to conservation of the 
Mojave, Colorado, and Great Basin Deserts. She has worked in 
the field of wildlife and fishery biology and is author of A State 
of Change: Forgotten Landscapes of California (Heyday, 2010). 
Currently she works as the California Director for Western Wa-
tersheds Project.

Mojave desert tortoise at her burrow in Ivanpah Valley 
CA in 2010. This scene was before the Stateline Solar 
Project. This site is now graded flat and a photovol-
taic solar project constructed here; the tortoise was 
translocated.

Joshua trees bulldozed and discarded in a pile next to 
the Pahrump Valley Solar Project in Nevada, where the 
desert is mowed under the solar panels.

Desert Sunlight Solar Farm in operation on thousands 
of acres of former Colorado Desert in Chuckwalla 
valley near Desert Center, CA.
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CONGLOMERATE MESA 
IN THE CROSSHAIRS

BY BRYAN HATCHELL

WE ARE IN A TIME OF HIGH 
development in the California Desert. 
Fueled by the current administration’s 
quest for “energy dominance,” more 
companies look to develop minerals and 
energy on our public lands. Five miles 
due east of the small Eastern Sierra 
community of Keeler lies a remote and 
rugged piece of desert land, unknown to 
most public lands explorers, called Con-

glomerate Mesa. But like many other ar-
eas in the California Desert, the land has 
raised development interests, mining in 
particular. Residing on the northwest 
border of Death Valley National Park, 
Conglomerate Mesa has drawn the eyes 
of gold miners since the late 1980s. Yet, 
time and time again, companies who 
prospect these lands leave empty-hand-
ed, much to the relief of environmental-

ists and desert advocates.
 One visit to the Mesa will show you 
why this land is often referred to as a 
“Joshua Tree sanctuary.” In a time of de-
clining populations at lower elevations 
(undoubtedly a symptom of a warming 
climate), Conglomerate Mesa provides 
refuge for this yucca at altitudes ranging 
from 5,000 to 7,700 feet. But not to be 
overlooked are the other rare desert 
flora and fauna. The land crawls with 
blue-bellied lizards and mule deer, and 
it provides a home for the endemic Inyo 
Rock Daisy and the California monkey 
flower. With sweeping views of the 
Eastern Sierra and the numerous ranges 
that surround Death Valley, Conglomer-
ate Mesa provides a getaway. Whether 
you seek desert solitude or find solace 
in simply knowing lands of this nature 
exist, Conglomerate Mesa is a place that 
provides just that.
 If you are a regular reader of Desert 
Report, it’s likely you already know 
of Conglomerate Mesa (Desert Report, 
December 2017). But it’s possible you 
do not know of the new developments 
in the pursuit of gold. Since the BLM 
approval of an environmental assess-
ment in 2018 that allows for helicopter 
access exploratory drilling at Conglom-
erate Mesa, Friends of the Inyo and the 
environmental community have closely 
monitored mining companies’ inter-
est in pursuing this project. In June of 
2019, Friends of the Inyo learned that a 
Vancouver-based exploration company 
called K2 Gold met with Inyo County and 
Conglomerate Mesa claim holders Noel 
Cousins and Steven Van Ert to discuss 
the Conglomerate Mesa exploration 
plan. In the months after this meeting, 

Conglomerate Mesa is east from Olancha, CA, on the east side of Owens Lake.

Déjà vu all over again!

Conglomerate
Mesa
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Friends of the Inyo did not receive any 
additional intelligence about K2 Gold 
and their exploration interests. Things at 
the Mesa remained quiet throughout the 
rest of 2019. Friends of the Inyo did not 
see any mining-related activities during 
our Fall trips, and the BLM did not 
notify our group of additional mining 
interests. However, in February 2020, K2 
Gold published a corporate presentation 
outlining their plans for Conglomerate 
Mesa. The presentation shows that the 
mining interest is still strong and that  
K2 Gold is at the front of it. In the pre-
sentation, K2 Gold forecasts the follow-
ing timeline for exploration at Conglom-
erate Mesa:
1. February 2020 - Trenching, rock sam-
pling – $450,000
2. 2020 - Submit Application to BLM for 
road access drill permit - 50-60 holes 
program to outline an indicated resource 
– $400,000
3. 2021 – Land access drill campaign 
– $3M 
 For those who believe in the protec-
tion of Conglomerate Mesa, this timeline 
is concerning. Soon after discovering 
this presentation, Friends of the Inyo 
and desert advocates ventured out to 
Conglomerate Mesa to observe these 
trenching and rock sampling claims. 
Low and behold, three trenches were 
discovered. At the first two sites, the 
trenches made a large plus sign, with 
each trench branching out from the 
center at least 20 yards. The trenches 
were 2 feet deep in some places. The 
third trench consisted of only a single 
dug line, roughly 15 yards long. Also of 
note was the amount of flagging and 
metal plates tied to rocks on the ground. 

that allows for road access exploration 
among a number of other things. To see 
Conglomerate Mesa plowed with a new 
road would be a major blow to environ-
mentalists and efforts to protect what is 
currently a roadless area. It is difficult to 
know if or when K2 Gold will submit an 
exploration plan for Conglomerate Mesa, 
but two things are certain. The environ-
mental community has stood up strong 
for Conglomerate Mesa, and they will do 
so again.
 For many, these mining-related 
activities highlight the pressing need 
to achieve permanent protection for 
this desert gem. Conglomerate Mesa is 
designated BLM National Conservation 
Land with a portion also designated as 
an “Area of Critical Environmental Con-
cern.” But as shown by these permitted 
mining activities, such designations 
are not enough. Grassroots groups like 
Friends of the Inyo are ramping up their 
campaign for permanent protection. 
While there was a period when devel-
opment interests at Conglomerate Mesa 
seemed quiet, that time is over. 

Bryan Hatchell grew up in the foothills 
of North Carolina. After graduating 
from Appalachian State University in 
the historic town of Boone, he ventured 
out to the Sierra Mountains to began his 
conservation career, serving on a trail 
crew in Lake Tahoe. He has been with 
Friends of the Inyo since the start of 2019, 
working as the Desert Lands Organizer. 
In his spare time, Bryan enjoys finding 
obscure peaks to summit, wailing on his 
vintage Fender Stratocaster, and climbing 
rocks of all shapes and sizes.

Between the three trenches, there were 
about 100 pieces of flagging scattered on 
the ground.
 While undoubtedly a jarring sight, it 
is important to note that these trench-
es fall under casual use mining law. 
The main two requirements that these 
operations must comply with are being 
under 5 acres in impact and no use of 
mechanized equipment. From the moni-
toring trip, the area of impact was under 
5 acres and there was no evidence of 
mechanized equipment.
 These trenches are a sign that K2 
Gold means business. If they move on 
to step two in their corporate presenta-
tion, they will submit a new 50-60 drill 
hole exploration plan to BLM this year. 
If they choose to do this, Ridgecrest 
BLM will be required to conduct a new 
Environmental Assessment, and the 
public planning process will start over. 
If a new planning process starts, it is 
possible a decision will be determined 

Overview of Conglomerate Mesa. Photo by Ken Etzel

Trenching done by K2 Gold in 
exploration. Photo by Bryan 
Hatchell

Get involved in the campaign for 
the permanent protection of 
Conglomerate Mesa! 
Reach out to Friends of the Inyo at 
bryan@friendsoftheinyo.org to find 
out ways you can help. When COVID-19 
social distancing and shelter-in-place 
mandates are lifted, we will sponsor 
events and outings to Conglomerate 
Mesa. Consider joining Friends of the 
Inyo and sign up for the Conglomerate 
Mesa Newsletter at https://friendsoft-
heinyo.org/conglomeratemesa.
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Air Tour Planning for Death Valley 
National Park
The National Park Service and the Federal Aviation Administra-
tion last fall declared in court they would soon schedule pro-
duction of the far overdue Air Tour Management Plan for Death 
Valley National Park. This is pursuant to the National Parks Air 
Tour Management Act of 2000, its overly delayed implemen-
tation coming under increasing pressure from environmental 
organizations as well as from within the Park Service itself. 
 Being the one desert park to receive a target planning 
schedule, the Death Valley plan process is only in the early stag-
es, though on schedule. The Federal Aviation Agency (FAA) and 
the National Park Service (NPS) declared in a 9/30/19 statement 
to the DC federal Court of Appeals, that they were establishing 
the target deadlines shown below to develop a Management 
Plan for air tours in the park.
 The number of Death Valley air tours reported has contin-
ued small or non-existent in recent years; so this has become a 
propitious time for the federal agencies to begin work on a per-
manent solution, which could, under law, include even a ban on 
such touring. The first two of the following five target deadlines 
have been met; but three more critical ones remain during the 
upcoming eighteen month period before a final plan is released 
before the end of next year.
 •  Begin preparatory work necessary for a Plan process by 

3/1/2020
 •  Complete preparatory work and formally initiate a Plan 

process by 5/1/2020
 •  Complete work related to initiating a Plan process and 

publish a Notice of Intent to prepare a Plan on the agencies’ 
websites by 12/1/2020

 •  Complete a draft Plan and publish the draft Plan on the agen-
cies’ websites for public comment by 6/1/2021

 •  Address public comments and publish a final Plan on the 
agencies’ websites by 12/31/2021.

 These and implementation schedule target dates for sever-
al national parks, under the FAA’s September 30 postings, are at
https://tinyurl.com/y97wmp2v

North Carrizo Ecological Reserve
At its April 15 meeting, the California Department of Fish and 
Game Commission voted to designate 12,168 acres of state 
owned land as the North Carrizo Ecological Reserve. This land, 
located about five miles north of the Carrizo Plain National 
Monument, was given to the state as mitigation for the environ-
mental impacts created by the Topaz Solar Farm. The mitigation 
lands were the result of a lawsuit and extensive negotiations 
between the development company and a large coalition of 
environmental groups and local organizations. 
 The land is home to several species listed as threatened 

Gemini Solar Project Approved
On May 11, 2020, the Gemini Solar Project received approval 
from the federal government. Located 30 miles northeast of 
Las Vegas, at 7100 acres it will be the largest such facility built 
to date in the United States. The capacity (under full sunlight in 
the middle of the day) is rated at 690 megawatts, and the project 
will include an AC battery storage system although this capacity 
is not well documented in published literature. The project has 
been vigorously opposed by the Center for Biological Diversity 
and by Basin & Range Watch. Difficulties cited include endan-
gered flora and fauna, proximity to the Valley of Fire State Park, 
and the destruction of parts of the Old Spanish Trail. More 
information about the project is available at the Basin & Range 
Watch website: www.basinandrangewatch.org.

Nevada Water Conflicts Realigned
In March, Las Vegas Pipeline opponents won a major victory 
after a district court judge voided the Southern Nevada Water 
Authority’s (SNWA) applications and management plans to 
pump billions of gallons of water annually from Spring, Cave, 
Dry Lake, and Delamar Valleys. Following the decision, SNWA 
and the Nevada State Engineer didn’t appeal. While this is a 
major blow to SNWA, the fight is not over. SNWA maintain its 
massive ranching operation, an application for a BLM right-of-
way, and applications to pump 60 billion gallons of rural water 
annually. In the short term, SNWA is now investing in Colorado 
River collaborations and conservation in Southern Nevada. But 
we (Great Basin Water Network) are now focused on the long-
term. SNWA must revoke its right-of-way application and with-
draw its applications in places like Snake Valley (home to Great 
Basin National Park), Railroad Valley (home to the Duckwater 
Shoshone), and three western valleys that feed the Death Valley 
Flow System (Indian Springs, Tikaboo and Three Lakes Valleys). 
The Great Basin Water Network will remain vigilant on these 
permitting processes and in the upcoming legislative session in 
Carson City. Kyle Roerink, Great Basin Water Network

Breaking News on the Website
You will have noticed an article in this issue about construction 
of the border wall in the Jacumba Wilderness. This story was 
posted on the Desert Report website www.desertreport.com on 
May 15, shortly after the operations were discovered. At that 
time, the major media were unaware of the work, and the 
story seemed too important to wait for the next printed issue. 
With some new editorial help, the Desert Report expects to post 
similar articles on a timely basis in the future. If you have a 
Facebook account, notices about these articles will be posted 
on my Facebook page (Craig Deutsche) and also on the “Desert 
Report” page.

DESERT UPDATES



OUTINGS

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 
Stacy Goss, stacy.goss@comcast.net (408) 248-8206

As a result of the coronavirus outbreak, all the Desert  
Committee outings have been canceled, and none will be 
scheduled in the future until the situation is clear and the  
National Sierra Club has given approval. For updated  
information you may go to the Desert Report website 
at desertreport.com and click on the button “Outings.” You 
may also want to consult with other groups that conduct 
recreational and service outings in the desert.

Desert Survivors: www.desert-survivors.org
Friends of the Inyo: www.friendsoftheinyo.org
Friends of Nevada Wilderness: www.nevadawilderness.org

Next Desert Committee Meeting

SUMMER MEETING
The summer meeting is still scheduled at the Nelson 
Group Camp In the White Mountains for August 8-9, 
2020. Terry Frewin will be chair, but the Covid-19  
pandemic may require cancellation.  
www.desertreport.com will carry this information.
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or endangered under the federal Endangered Species Act, 
including San Joaquin kit fox, giant kangaroo rat, and vernal 
pool fairy shrimp. It is visited frequently by pronghorn and 
also supports a herd of approximately 200 tule elk, a native elk 
found only in California. Unlike the national monument nearby, 
the Ecological Reserve will not be open for general recreation. 
Although a small number of limited hunting opportunities may 
be provided on  
the reserve, the stated goal of the designation is to protect 
endangered species, provide corridors for passage of species, 
protect native habitat, and conserve diversity of plant and 
animal species.
 The Reserve is a part of the larger Carrizo Plain which 
is often referred to as “California’s Serengeti.” Last fall, Con-
gressman Salud Carbajal (CA-24) introduced the Central Coast 
Heritage Protection Act, which would designate three new 
federally-protected wilderness areas within the Carrizo Plain 
National Monument. That legislation passed the House of Rep-
resentatives in February of this year.

California Mountain Lions Receive 
Temporary Protection
On April 16, 2020, the California Fish and Game Commission 
unanimously approved temporary protections for central coast 
and southern mountain lions while they are being considered 
for more permanent listing under the California Endangered 
Species Act (CESA). The Commission had received letters from 
over 100 environmental and wildlife organizations, and several 
offered appreciation of the decision. 
 The universal concern was that shrinking habitat was 
isolating family groups making them more vulnerable to 
inbreeding, poachers, poisons, vehicle accidents, and conflicts 
with unprotected livestock. A recent study has indicated that 
without protection, some local populations could be extirpated 
within the next fifteen years. Protection under the CESA places 
a number of requirements upon developers who wish to build 
in mountain lion habitat, and it requires a re-evaluation of 
regulations for a number of anti-coagulant rodenticides that 
secondarily are hazardous for the lions.
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OP-ED
GOVERNMENT 
VIOLATIONS IN NEVADA

BY DAN PATTERSON 

TONOPAH, NEV. – Citizens, you’re rich. 
You own more land than all of Texas, 
Alaska, New Jersey, and Maryland  
combined. The USA’s public lands heri-
tage blesses us with clean water and  
air, food, wildlife, recreation, energy, 
and minerals. You’re rich, but you’re 
being robbed.
 Until recently I was proud to work 
at the U.S. Interior Department-Bureau 
of Land Management (BLM), which con-
trols 247 million of those acres, a huge 
area about 1.8 times the size of France. 
This land is your land.
 BLM is meant to plan for ‘multi-
ple uses’ – conservation as a coequal 
balanced with development. Since 2017, 
however, the Trump administration has 
industrialized a system to push only one 
use: consumption. Their political agenda 
of bust-and-boom oil drilling, mining, 
and privatization by modern-day robber 
barons regards public lands as dispos-
able packaging for whatever filthy lucre 
there is to be grabbed, as they bulldoze 
the public and environment.
 Nevada, where I worked as an 
Environmental Protection Specialist 
for BLM, has the heaviest workload for 
mining on public lands. Half of the min-
erals staff positions here stand vacant. 
Everyone knows BLM is chronically 
understaffed and underfunded, yet now 
the agency won’t even ask congress for 
more support. This is not an oversight, 
but an intentional bloodletting. The 
few remaining experts are shut out by 
the administration rushing hundreds 
of mining permits, knowing that BLM 
scientists cannot monitor such a load. As 
new permits pile up, federal inspections 
fall behind and mines sprawl past legal 

boundaries, risking miners’ safety and 
the environment, and violating the law. 
Hundreds of old mining projects scar 
public lands, dusty and weedy, as BLM 
managers make it easy for speculative 
foreign corporations to indefinitely 
extend their reclamation deadlines.
 The 10 million acres in my district 
has no dedicated BLM law enforcement 
based there, so enforcement is nearly 
impossible. Public lands suffer as the 
agency’s few Rangers are ordered to  
the Mexican border or big events like 
Burning Man.
 Legal violations in my district are 
legion. BLM bosses approve bulldozing 
of new mining roads through essential 
bighorn sheep habitat, disregarding 
their Resource Management Plans. A 
new gold mine on public lands near 
Goldfield, Nevada has been approved 
by the administration to leave behind 
toxic pit lakes, because BLM decided 
not to require any backfill of the pits 
after lobbying by a firm connected to 
Trump’s Interior Secretary Bernhardt. 
These rushed mines can kill wildlife and 
pollute clean water.
 In this administration, BLM now 
freely and illegally ignores desert tor-
toise, sage grouse, Tiehm’s buckwheat 
and other imperiled wildlife, burying 
the impacts of rapid-fire development, 
Endangered Species Act be damned! 
Politically whipped BLM bosses order 
experts who raise legal, ethical, or scien-
tific questions ‘don’t argue, get it done 
now, or you’re out!’ 
 Oil and gas lease sales that even oil 
lobbyists call ‘illegitimate’ are demanded 
by the administration quarterly. BLM 
pulls scientists from their projects to 

rush slapdash sales. Few to none are left 
to do the science or consult with tribes, 
sportsmen, and the public.
 Oil & gas leases lock up public lands 
for at least a decade. Since 2017, BLM 
has dumbly pushed sales of special, frag-
ile places like the Ruby Mountains and 
Monitor Valley without proper scientific 
analyses. This government-promoted oil 
rush in oil-poor Nevada has subverted 
U.S. laws, muted public comment, and 
disregarded dangers to our land, water, 
and climate from fracking. 
 Morale is low inside BLM as public 
lands and the agency’s real mission are 
imperiled by Trump’s acting BLM Direc-
tor, William Perry Pendley, a longtime 
anti-conservation ‘sagebrush rebel’ and 
huckster for privatization. The adminis-
tration has dragged BLM’s headquarters 
to fossil fuel town Grand Junction, Colo-
rado, pushing out key agency expertise. 
BLM managers cozy up to oil specula-
tors and foreign mining conglomerate 
‘customers’, while scowling at citizens 
as ‘enemies’ of the Trump agenda. 
Whistleblowers are harshly punished. 
Employees who consider unionizing to 
protect the civil service suffer retaliation 
in violation of labor laws. 
 The courageous few BLM scientists 
still standing for your lands and the law 
are facing harsh retaliations and career 
ruin by the Trump administration. Civil 
servants need your support. Interior 
and BLM need big clean-ups, hopefully 
starting next year under a new admin-
istration that respects citizens, workers 
and public lands.
 President Teddy Roosevelt warned 
“We should not forget that it will be just 
as important to our descendants to be 
prosperous in their time as it is to us 
to be prosperous in our time.” T.R. was 
right. Future generations cannot prosper 
without a clean environment, stable 
climate, and healthy public landscapes. 
Stand for your public lands. 

Ecologist Dan Patterson served with BLM 
as Environmental Protection Specialist 
in Nevada 2015-2020, and California 
1995-1996. He served as Arizona State 
Representative (Tucson-LD29) 2008-
2012. Dan lives in the Mojave Desert 
town of Boulder City, Nevada. Follow @
DanPattersonUSA
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