June 2008

News of the desert from Sierra Club California/Nevada Desert Committee

www.desertreport.org

BY LAWRENCE HOGUE

SUNRISE POWERLINK

A Battle For California’s Energy Future
the time is right to break the links chaining us to
a centralized energy system and move forward to
a decentralized, secure, renewable energy future.
[see Bill Powers in Desert Report, March 2008]
Sunrise Powerlink, Take 1
In 2001, SDG&E proposed the Valley-Rainbow
transmission line, a key link in a fossil fuel corridor
planned by its parent company, Sempra Energy.
[See Bill Powers’ “History of Sunrise Powerlink”
in on-line notes.] This line would have connected
the Valley substation in Southern California Edison (SCE) territory
to SDG&E’s territory in northern San Diego County, with an eventual extension to the Imperial Valley Substation near El Centro. At the
time, SDG&E didn’t mention connecting Imperial Valley renewables
to San Diego. But that eventual extension into Imperial Valley was
key to Sempra’s plans, since the Imperial Valley station could then
access two power plants being planned for Mexicali. These power
plants would in turn be served by Sempra’s North Baja natural gas
pipeline, completed that year. In 2005 Sempra began construction
of a liquid natural gas (LNG) terminal near Ensenada to feed the
North Baja pipeline, nearly completing a system for importing fossil fuel power into the Los Angeles grid. But one thing has so far
stopped Sempra from realizing its vision: in 2003, the California
Public Utilities Commission (PUC) voted 3-2 against the RainbowValley project.
DIANA LINDSAY
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The battle over the Sunrise Powerlink begins as far
back as the early 1980s, when San Diego community groups fought another eastern transmission
line, the Southwest Powerlink. Those were the
early days in a struggle between two competing
visions of our nation’s energy future: one, a system of massive, centralized power plants sending
energy to cities through a network of transmission
lines, and the other, a decentralized energy system
using rooftop solar, energy efficiency, cogeneration and more. Proponents of the latter options
pointed out that the centralized system is far less reliable and secure than a distributed system, vulnerable at any point in the chain
to a human-caused or natural disaster.
Unfortunately during the Reagan-Bush-Deukmejian-Wilson
years, the centralized vision won out. The Southwest Powerlink
was just one of many projects that put us on the road to the energy
crisis of the early 2000s, and the heavily centralized and regulated
system we have today. As one article covering Southwest Powerlink
pointed out, “What San Diego Gas and Electric (SDG&E) claims will
free us from a dependence on imported oil may very well chain us
to imported electricity from another direction.” Twenty-five years
later, this prediction seems apt, and could apply equally well to the
Sunrise Powerlink and to the centralized solar and wind facilities
currently proposed for the Mojave Desert.
Then, as now, the selling points for the Southwest Powerlink
were energy reliability, independence from foreign fuels, and at
least a nod toward renewable geothermal energy. Unfortunately,
none of those promised benefits occurred. While Southwest once
carried as much as 200 megawatts of geothermal, that number is
now below 50 megawatts, or less than 5% of the line’s capacity.
Today, the line carries power from gas-fired plants in Mexicali that
get their fuel from across the Pacific. And far from being reliable,
the Southwest Powerlink has gone down twice since 2003, a victim
of massive wildfires in San Diego County.
SDG&E’s response to the Southwest Powerlink’s failures? Build
more of the same. But a coalition of community and consumer
groups, environmental organizations, and energy experts believes

Sunrise Powerlink, Take 2
In 2004, SDG&E renewed its effort to connect Imperial Valley to
the Los Angeles market. But the company clearly needed a new
selling point for what was in essence the same project. In December, 2004, a “handpicked group of 12 movers and shakers” met to
decide on the best way to make the project more palatable to the
public and to the PUC. According to the San Diego Union-Tribune’s
Continued on page 8

Top: Printed in black and white, SDG&E’s fake grass root’s green
T-shirts and pre-printed green signs show their true colors.

View From

The Editor

BY CRAIG DEUTSCHE

Let’s Not Forget

T

This issue of the Desert Report includes two articles related to
energy resources in the desert. Following the most recent issue with
its focus on energy matters [March, 2008], isn’t this a bit unnecessary? Yes and No. The expectations and demands that will be made
upon California and Nevada deserts to solve our energy problems
will only grow. The implications for allocated land use, for recreation, for aesthetics, and for wildlife are immense. These matters
still deserve reporting and thought.
An article by Karen Schambach in this issue might be considered a citizen’s bill of rights concerning management and problems
associated with off-road vehicle (ORV) recreation. This follows
another focused issue of the Desert Report [Sept. 2006], and the
present article is a prelude to our next issue which will continue
this emphasis. Problems with ORV use remain daunting, and if anything, reporting in local and national press has made the problems
even more visible.
Other subjects appearing in this issue include fire management in the desert, climate change, and the oversight of mining
in California. With problems appearing everywhere it is sometimes
possible to forget why we value the deserts. There are many answers to this, but there is one reason that is seldom articulated but
which many of us innately understand. I particularly commend to
you the last article here, “A Place of Quiet” by David Talamo. This
may be the inspiration behind all the rest of this issue. Let us remember the quiet and the open spaces that have become so hard to
find in our present world.
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DESERT REPORT ONLINE
In addition to the updated “Outings” and the “News Updates”
sections, the on-line Desert Report now has a page for letters
submitted by readers. It is intended that this will provide an
opportunity for readers to respond to articles or concerns that
appear in previous issues of the Desert Report. Letters may be
sent to the editor at (deutsche@earthlink.net).
Some articles in the Desert Report are accompanied by references in support of particular statements or views. Because
the detailed documentation will be of interest to a relatively
small group of readers (and because printed space is expensive)
these references will appear only in the “Letters” section on-line.
The existence of these references will be noted at the end of the
relevant articles.

DESERT COMMITTEE MEETINGS

Toward the Sierra Nevada from the Coso Wilderness, from
“A Place of Quiet” by David Talamo, page 17.
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The next meeting will be held August 9-10 at Grandview Campground in the White Mountains. Kim Floyd will be the chair. The
following meeting will be November 8-9 at Granite Cove in the
East Mojave Preserve. We especially encourage local citizens
in the area to attend, as many of the items on the agenda
include local issues. Contact Tom Budlong at (310-476-1731),
tombudlong@roadrunner.com, to be put on the invitation list.
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BY KAREN SCHAMBACH

ILLEGAL OFF-ROAD VEHICLE USE

Curbing Recreation’s Bad Apples
MARK HEUSTON

I

In resource economics there is
an equation that addresses compliance monitoring: Deterrence
is equal to the chances of being
caught, multiplied by the penalty.
In other words, if the chances of
being caught are slight, the consequences for being caught need to
be high. If there was ever a situation to which this axiom must be
applied, it is illegal off-road vehicle (ORV) use.
Today, the level of illegal and destructive vehicle use is rapidly
increasing. This is due in part to a dramatic increase in the sales of
off-road vehicles. It is also a result of technological advances that
allow vehicles into heretofore inaccessible areas, the proliferation
of industry and peer media that encourages bad behavior, and a
failure by many law enforcement agencies and personnel to treat
natural resource damage or trespass as serious offenses.
A U.S. Congressional subcommittee held a hearing on illegal
ORV use in Washington DC this past March, a response to the tidal
wave of media reports about damage to natural resources, mayhem
on big weekends, and increasing conflict among neighbors. At this
hearing, Jack Gregory, retired Special Agent in Charge, Southern
Region U.S. Forest Service, told members of Congress, “Irresponsible off-roading has become such a menace that it is now the single
greatest threat to American landscapes.”
Illegal ORV use results in damage to wildlife habitat and impacts to water quality. It has done irreparable harm to irreplaceable
historic and prehistoric resources. It is driving both wildlife and traditional quiet recreationists, such as hikers, nature photographers,
fishermen, and hunters, into the increasingly fewer quiet pockets
of unroaded areas.
ORV trespass is making the lives of more and more rural residents untenable. It has created a huge chasm between motorized
recreationists and rural residents. In many cases it pits neighbor
against neighbor, replacing the cooperation and mutual respect
that used to unify rural communities with bitterness and fear.
The high level of illegal ORV use is at least partially a result of
decades of denial by both the agencies and off-road user groups.
Agencies took the attitude that ORV use was just another form of
legitimate recreation and ran to its defense when conservation
groups raised issues of resource damage. Neither the Bureau of
Land Management (BLM) nor the Forest Service has any systematic
monitoring program for detecting illegal ORV activity or damage.

For decades (with a few notable
exceptions) the response of these
agencies to reports of illegal ORV
use has been to ignore the reports,
deny the damage, or defend the
perpetrators. Rural residents who
complained of noise or trespass
were considered troublemakers,
and it was not unusual for those
who tried to make the agencies
comply with their own regulations
to find themselves the targets of

agency reprisal.
Officially, many ORV organizations urge their members to
“tread lightly.” However, some of these same websites have provided guidance on how to beat citations. On other sites, agency
employees who attempt to enforce the law have been identified,
with implied invitations to retribution.
Despite the rapidly increasing number of documented reports
of damage and trespass, user groups and government agencies continue to insist the problem is just a few “bad apples.” Given the
level of resource damage and the misery of rural residents, these
few bad apples have been very busy! However many there are, law
enforcement, conservationists, besieged residents, and the responsible off-road community should unite in finding ways to rein them
in. If responsible off-road groups want to save their sport, they
should loudly and publicly condemn bad behavior and those that
engage in it.
Curbing Bad Apples
California’s Public Resources Code includes some provisions for relief for residents besieged by illegal ORV use and trespass:
PRC §5090.24 (d) requires the Off Highway Vehicle Commission to: Consider, upon the request of any owner or tenant whose
property is in the vicinity of any land in the system, any alleged adverse impacts occurring on that person’s property from the operation
of off-highway motor vehicles, and recommend to the division suitable
measures for the prevention of any adverse impact determined by the
commission to be occurring and suitable measures for the restoration
of adversely impacted property.
Besieged residents must start documenting and reporting
trespass and damage to the OHV Commission. Not only will such
Continued on page 7

Above: There are limits and there are remedies
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BY APRIL SALL

RENEWABLE ENERGY DEVELOPMENT:
THE RIGHT WAY AND THE WRONG WAY

The Greenwash

T

DAVE MILLER

The Mojave Desert is a landscape rich with treasure. This treasure includes far more than the historic monetary rewards of mining for minerals,
and providing grazing lands, and now, production
of renewable energy resources. The open vistas,
unique landforms, unusually adapted plants and
wildlife, unobstructed sunsets, solitude, and night
skies are just a few of the immeasurable assets of
this fragile ecosystem that is peppered with small,
individual communities. These are the treasures
that bring urban dwellers to the Desert to restore
themselves.
As in the California Gold Rush of 1849, The Mojave Desert is
under assault today. State mandates to reduce green house gases
(GHG) and increase renewable energy portfolios have created a
feeding frenzy, where energy developers are rapidly and chaotically
submitting applications for renewable energy exploration and development. The targets of these applications are focused on almost
free federal lands – some Right of Ways (ROW) are being leased
for the bargain price about $14/linear mile. While desert residents

Top: Marker placed by LADWP along “undetermined” route. This
was found in the middle ground of the immediately above photo.
The coordinates are: Lat 34 deg, 12.096 min N; Lon 116 deg, 30.194
min W, Altitude 4127 feet.
Above: Wildlands Conservancy land in the foreground, Private
lands in middle, BLM land on far hill where towers have been
added to simulate the proposed transmission line. The mesa under
the towers holds many archeological sites.
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are supportive of renewable energy development,
they also want to insure that the energy strategy
ultimately implemented includes all the factors involved in meeting our state mandates and energy
needs. For example, the use of water needs to be
considered in the development of these projects
in the context of preserving irreplaceable ancient
aquifers that are a precious desert resource.
The concerns of Mojave Desert residents
begin with the promulgated premise that “We
need to pave the Mojave Desert with solar panels
and wind farms to capture renewable energy and meet mandates to
reduce GHG”. This idea is short-sighted and irresponsible, but not
a viable long-term strategy. Instead of considering all other more
appropriate solar and wind capacities throughout the Southwest, it
places the entire burden on the protected, fragile ecosystem of the
Mojave Desert. Solving power needs with renewable energy solutions needs to be a phased process.
In the first phase, maximizing energy efficiency and encouraging conservation strategies can relieve the urgency factor imposed
by these progressive mandates. The fastest and cheapest way to reduce our green house gases is by reducing energy demands, rather
than building expensive power plants and transmission lines. In
the second phase, when power plants are built, power should be
generated close to the source of need. These tactics will minimize
environmental controversy, since little or no additional transmission will be required. Building power plants closer to urban centers
frees up power presently coming from other areas on existing transmission lines, and allows renewables to occupy existing corridors.
Furthermore, the technology of photovoltaic and other renewable
sources is undergoing rapid change.
It is only by implementing phased tactics which protect rather
than mine the Mojave Desert, that we can achieve the ultimate goal
of responsible greenhouse gas reduction. In so doing, we can create a viable process for agencies, governments, energy developers,
conservationists, and the public to site renewable energy projects in
appropriate areas of the Southwest.
“Green” Path: the Path of Destruction
One example of an ill-conceived plan for energy production and
transmission is the Green Path North (GPN) proposed by Los Angeles Department of water and Power (LADWP) and Mayor Antonio
Villaraigosa. Planned behind closed doors for several years, LADWP,
the largest publicly owned utility in the nation, submitted an application to Bureau of Land Management (BLM) in 2006 to build
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a new 500 kilovolt line. Their proposed line would traverse 100
miles of desert lands, the vast majority of which is open and undisturbed, to bring an undefined or undetermined, or unidentified
amount of “renewable” energy into the LA basin.
LAWDP spokespersons originally stated that only 20% would
be renewable. Despite efforts to determine exactly how much,
how, and when all this “green energy” was to be brought in, these
facts remain secret. Backed by Mayor Villaraigosa, the preferred
route described in the application would bisect the Big Morongo
Canyon Area of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC) and continue though the private 40-square-mile Pioneertown Mountains
Preserve owned by The Wildlands Conservancy (TWC). Both preserves protect pristine habitat for hundreds of native species and
host thousands of hikers, birders, and school children each year.
One needs only to break the surface on this project proposal to discover that it is not about green energy but about dollars,
property control, and profiteering. Instead of using existing corridors designated in the California Desert Conservation Area plan,
LADWP has applied for a new unnecessary corridor that would
create the irreversible damage inherent in the development of a
new high-tension transmission corridor. This preferred route is being sought because it will be owned exclusively by LADWP. LADWP
makes a profit by securing new ROWs and putting new steel in the
ground but at great expense to the Mojave Desert. LADWP claims

One needs only to break the surface
on the Green Path North proposal to
discover that it is not about
green energy but about dollars, property
control, and profiteering.
the project will tap into geothermal power from the Salton Sea,
but the geothermal facilities have yet to be constructed, and there
is a great deal of competition for this limited resource. There is
no guarantee that the majority of the power on this line will be
renewable. Meanwhile, the other resources (i.e. wind and solar)
have not been identified either, and the Mojave Desert seems to be
taking the brunt of the sacrifice while receiving little or none of the
benefit.
Pioneertown Mountains Preserve, the largest private wilderness in Southern California, was created solely from the private donations of conservation-minded citizens. Here the struggle over the
protection of the Mojave Desert has taken an interesting twist into
the realm of nonprofit law. Will nonprofit conservancies and land
trusts be viewed as breaching their public trust and/or lose their
nonprofit status if they are forced by outsiders to compromise their
mission statements of land conservation and public recreation?
Nonprofits are not the only ones to suffer from the Mayor’s
proposal. Under the Mayor’s authority, the LADWP is recommending Green Path North be granted official federal status in the West
Wide Energy Corridors. Small property owners would see their
homes and lands condemned despite the Mayor’s promises not to
use eminent domain to condemn private property.
Citizens have not had successful input into LADWP’s project

despite the agency’s claims of transparency. A small group of private
citizens protested the Mayor’s energy plans at the groundbreaking
ceremony for the Pine Tree Wind Project, L.A.’s other proposed
“green” energy project. As LADWP officials and Mayor Villaraigosa
proudly unveiled this project, protestors were reminded of the Owens Valley and William Mulholland’s prophetic words, “There it is.
Take it,” as he opened the LA Aqueduct. Just how much more of
Southern California’s last remaining wild lands are they planning
to take?
Citizens have also voiced strident concerns regarding the fact
that LADWP will oversee itself in the implementation of the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) process on this project. It
is hard to resist comparisons to the Owens Valley debacle, if, once
again, the fox will be allowed to guard the henhouse. Mayor Villaraigosa is greenwashing Green Path North, and who can stop it?
It is certain that the Public Utility Commission does not regulate
LADWP; it seems no one regulates this agency.
As California and the country face the challenge of combating climate change many will try to profit at the expense of preserved lands. Some of the applications before the BLM bear the
name green and therefore imply that such projects will reduce GHG,
but closer inspection is needed. It is critical that those who reside
in and cherish the Mojave Desert stay vigilant and active to make
sure that desert lands are not needlessly and carelessly sacrificed.
Energy needs and green house gas reductions can be realized while
still preserving in perpetuity the treasures of the Mojave Desert for
present and future generations. There are many paths to energy efficiency and renewable development: let’s not rashly take those that
rip through California’s last wild lands.
April Sall is a third generation resident in the Mojave Desert. She
worked with the Department of Natural Resources for the National
Park Service before accepting a position with The Wildlands Conservancy. She is currently manager for the Mission Creek and Pioneertown
Mountains Preserves.

Take Action Now!
Send comments about the protection of the
Mojave Desert to:
U.S. Senator Dianne Feinstein
750 B Street, Suite 1030
San Diego, CA 92101
Phone: (619) 231-9712
Fax: (619) 231-1108
Send comments about GPN to:
Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa
City Hall
200 North Spring Street, Room 303
Los Angeles, CA 90012
Phone (213) 978-0600
Fax: (213) 978-0750
For more information visit www.cadesertco.org and see
the March 2008 issue of Desert Report.
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BY DEBRA HUGHSON

WHERE ARE WE HEADED?

Climate Change, Energy, & The Desert

6

the landscape from energy exploration and development. Kiesecker is developing a conceptual and
Geographical Information Systems approach to
offsetting and mitigating the impacts of energy developments for The Nature Conservancy. Although
oil and gas exploration, which was his main example, occurs primarily in the intermountain region, the approach is applicable to proposed solar and wind developments in the Mojave Desert.
Rebecca Carter (7) showed some consequences of
the recent intrusion of the suburban edge into undeveloped wild lands. Everyone is aware of the growing population
in the desert southwest, but Carter revealed that land is used for
development at three times the rate of population growth.
Will wildlife corridors preserve biodiversity? Tom Scott (8) and
Wayne Spencer (9) couldn’t agree. Spencer said that landscape connectivity is necessary but not sufficient to conserve desert biodiversity while Scott thinks it is a self-evident concept that fails to clearly
demonstrate its worth in practice. In other words, both agree that
connected habitat integrity is absolutely necessary to preserve species, ecosystems, and biodiversity, but Scott maintains that efforts
to create or maintain habitat connectivity have never been shown to
work. The implication is that if developers claim to be able to mitigate loss of biodiversity via wildlife corridors they will be unable
to go to the scientific literature and find case examples of success
stories. Scott points out that almost 90% of endangered species are
narrow-range endemics found in less than 10 counties. For these
species with small geographical ranges, corridors have little effect
and thus habitat preservation may be a better use of limited resources than efforts directed at habitat connectivity.
All of these factors intertwine. Fossil fuel energy goes into suburban creation, infrastructure, maintenance, and transportation.
This fossil fuel consumption drives climate change. Urban and suburban development and alternative energy development, such as
solar and wind, destroy and fragment habitat. There are approximately 50,000 invasive species in the U.S., Guy McPherson (10)
reported, that invade at a rate of about 700,000 ha/year. Invasive
species have an economic cost of about $120 billion per year and
contribute to the decline of 400 listed species (42% of species listed
as threatened or endangered) while 98% of our food comes from
invasive species. But there’s another issue, Guy says. Humanity is
itself poised for a population crash as energy becomes scarce. The
coming decline in human population will likely reduce concerns for
these other problems.
Kelly Redmond

T

The deserts of California and throughout the
Southwest are facing challenges on several fronts.
Changes occurring in the earth’s climate and
the resulting effects on desert ecosystems along
with declining conventional energy supplies and
the consequent demand for renewable sources
of energy were among the topics discussed at a
workshop held in Laughlin, Nevada, April 9-11,
2008. Co-hosted by the California Desert Managers Group and The University of Arizona Cooperative Extension, scientists from universities, government agencies, and conservation organizations were invited to
present the current science on effects to be expected. The audience
consisted primarily of employees of land management agencies
represented by the California Desert Managers Group.
The news presented at this workshop is not good for the desert
southwest. Four speakers mentioned the recent work by Richard
Seager and others (2007) predicting overall drier conditions and
longer, more severe droughts. Gregg Garfin (1) pointed out that,
of the scenarios used by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change to predict anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases,
the actual data from 2005 and 2006 show that we are trending
well ahead of the worst case. He indicated that we should expect
more extreme heat waves, increased competition for over-allocated
water resources, and ecological effects such as forest dieback and
increased wildfires. As Kelly Redmond (2) showed, heat and water
stress are already damaging drought tolerant creosote, cactus, and
Joshua trees. He mentioned that Lake Mead and Lake Powell reservoirs are both less than half full, and work by Nicklas Christensen
and Dennis Lettenmaier (2007) indicates that water supply in the
Colorado River will likely trail demand.
What does this mean for desert ecology? Climate change could
surpass habitat destruction as the main cause of biodiversity loss
according to Chris D. Thomas and others (2004). Increased carbon
dioxide in the atmosphere will favor invasive annual grasses, which
will promote fire and loss of native woody perennials. Todd Esque
(3) presented a conceptual model for shifts in vegetation communities from wildfire, while models presented by Kirsten Ironside (4)
predict Joshua trees will vanish from Joshua Tree National Park and
come to occupy a smaller, more northerly range. Overall, climate
models generally agree that desert southwest regions are likely to
lose their existing vegetation types. Mike Crimmins (5) described
the various resources available that allow land managers to plan
ahead using scenario simulators.
By the afternoon of the first day, a more complex, interwoven
pattern began to emerge. Joe Kiesecker (6) spoke of impacts on

Continued on page 16

Top: Will these be lost from Joshua Tree National Park?
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Illegal ORV Vehicle Use: Curbing Recreation’s Bad Apples
Continued FROM page 3

No other so-called “family sport” funded
by the state requires the allotment of
$5 million for law enforcement, an amount
still insufficient to control illegal use.
If nobody informs the Commission and Division of specific
ORV violations, there will be nothing to report to the legislature
and the myth that this is a problem of intolerant landowners and
conservationists will be allowed to persist.
PRC §5090.32(c): The OHV Division has the responsibility to:
“Provide for law enforcement and appropriate public safety activities.”
I have never seen the OHV Division provide law enforcement
outside of State Vehicular Recreation Areas (SVRAs). There may
be opportunities within the upcoming OHV regulation promulgation to include language that requires the Division to shoulder that
responsibility. This is a $60 million program, paid for primarily by
our tax dollars (don’t ever call it the green sticker program!) and
the requirement to provide law enforcement should carry every bit
as much weight as providing ORV opportunity.
PRC §5090.34(a (4): The Division’s web site shall include: Information to prevent trespass, damage to public and private property
and damage to natural resources, including penalties and liability
associated with trespass and damage caused.
Despite bringing this requirement to the OHV Division’s Deputy Director at a community forum on April 5, as of this writing,
the Division’s website on laws and regulations included not a single
word regarding trespass, damage to public and private property, or
damage to natural resources. We should demand California State
Parks comply with the law by posting it prominently on the OHV
Division’s home page.
PRC §5090.50(b)(3) allocates 25% of State OHV grant funds
for law enforcement: grants and cooperative agreements and shall be
allocated to local and federal law enforcement entities for personnel
and related equipment. The amount of the grant or agreement shall
be proportionate to the of highway motor vehicle enforcement needs,
as determined by the division. 40% to local entities; 30% each to BLM
and USFS.

I must pause here to point out that no other so-called “family
sport” funded by the state requires the allotment of $5 million for
law enforcement, an amount still insufficient to control illegal use!
Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, I believe we need serious consequences for those who destroy public resources and deliberately harass private citizens. Historically, we have socialized
the consequences of illegal ORV use, using public money to repair
the damage and to employ law officers. Meanwhile, the Bad Apples
have gotten a free pass to continue their lawlessness. It’s high time
those costs were born by those creating the problems. We need to
press the legislature for meaningful penalties, including vehicle
confiscation for repeat offenses or resource damage. Existing fines
are laughable. For a first offense, the fine is only $50 (plus court
fees). A second offense within 7 years is $75 and a third raises the
fine to $150. However, given that DMV doesn’t track ORV-related
offenses, it is unlikely anyone will ever face more than a $50 fine.
Remember the resource economics maxim discussed above?
Multiply a slim chance of getting caught by a $50 fine and the resulting penalty is unlikely to deter illegal use. However, multiply
that slim risk of getting caught by the risk of having his vehicle
confiscated and that same rider might think twice before riding
through that meadow or across his neighbor’s property.
Karen Schambach is the California Director for Public Employees for
Environmental Responsibility. She has been actively involved in OHV
issues for 20 years and is currently involved with the Forest Service
OHV Route Designation efforts.

TOM BUDLONG

reports create a public record of violations, but also it puts the responsibility on California State Parks’ OHV Division to start finding
ways to deal with ORV impacts on private land, rather than act
strictly as advocates and apologists for the sport.
PRC §5090.24 (h) requires the OHV Division to: Prepare a report to the Governor, the Assembly Water, Parks and Wildlife Committee, the Senate Committee on Natural Resources and Water, and the
Appropriations Committee of each house, by January 1, 2011 and every three years after. The report must include, in addition to relevant
program related environmental issues, actions taken by the division
and the department since the last program report to discourage and
decrease trespass of off-highway vehicles on private property.

“But officer, I didn’t know”
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A Battle For California’s Energy Future
Continued FROM page 1

Dean Calbreath, a memo describing the meeting stated that “Elected officials might not support a new transmission line unless they
believed ‘political cover’ existed to get behind such a project.” The
political cover chosen by these power players? SDG&E’s campaign
should emphasize Sunrise’s potential to bring renewable energy to
San Diego, as well as increased reliability. The project should also
be supported from the “bottom up” by a “grassroots movement.”
(See photo.)
To sell what was really the same project in different clothing,
SDG&E chose to focus on the Imperial Valley end of the project
first, saving extension to Riverside County for the future. It also began touting the new proposal’s potential to bring renewable energy
from the desert, while strenuously denying that the new line had
anything to do with Sempra’s LNG infrastructure across the border.
But permits were already in place to double the amount of gas-fired
power imported from Mexicali into Imperial Valley, and Sempra
has continued to expand its LNG infrastructure across the border.
Sunrise opponents find it hard to believe the company doesn’t intend to fully utilize this infrastructure.
By early- to mid-2005, SDG&E was considering two preferred
alternatives to bring power from the Imperial Valley to the coast:
“A new 500 kV project from Imperial to San Diego and Full Loop

SER/VAL

CENTRAL

Tijuana

to Riverside” [shown as “IV – Central” and “IV – Central – Serrano
/Valley,” respectively, on the accompanying map]. The company
eventually settled on the Imperial to San Diego option, giving it
the pretty but misleading name of “Sunrise Powerlink.” However,
as would become clear by 2007, SDG&E never really gave up on its
plan to complete the Full Loop into Riverside and the Los Angeles
market.

Birth of a New Energy Vision
The real grassroots movement around the Sunrise Powerlink began
in March, 2005, when engineer and Border Power Plant Working
Group founder Bill Powers met with activists from three environmental groups, warning them of SDG&E’s plan to build a power
line through Anza-Borrego Desert State Park. One of those activists
remembers thinking, “A power line through Anza-Borrego – no way,
that’s crazy!” That meeting was the genesis of a movement that has
become an effective opponent for SDG&E featuring Kelly Fuller’s
78-mile walk along the Sunrise preferred route in 2006 [see Desert
Report, Summer 2006], two runs by Santa Ysabel resident Dennis
Trafecanty along the route, an explosion of community groups opposing the project, monetary support from the Desert Protective
Council and the Protect Our Communities Fund, and voluminous
legal and regulatory filings by the Center for Biological Diversity (CBD), Sierra
Club, Utility Consumers Action Network,
Mussey Grade Road Alliance, Border
Power Plant Working Group, and more.
Since January, 2006, when a crowd
of 400 to 700 opponents, complete with
“anti-Powerlink cheerleaders” from the
local high school, turned out for a midweek afternoon hearing in Ramona,
there just hasn’t been a lot of good news
for the Sunrise Powerlink.
• April 2006: After legal protests from the
Sierra Club and CBD, SDG&E withdraws
its original Sunrise Powerlink application
with the PUC and says it will refile later
in the year, giving community groups six
months of additional organizing time.
• May 2007: The Division of Ratepayer
Advocates, a branch of the PUC, finds
IMPERIAL
that the Sunrise Powerlink is not needed
VALLEY
Mexicali

Schematic Map of Imperial Valley - Central - Serrano/Valley line, also known as the Full Loop. In July, 2007, SDG&E was forced to admit to
regulators that completing this Full Loop from Imperial Valley to the Los Angeles market is its ultimate intention.
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for any of its stated goals
• 2007: Stirling Energy Systems, the main potential renewable energy provider for the Sunrise Powerlink, fails to construct a pilot
project for its Dish-Sterling technology, which many experts claim
is still in the experimental phase. Without a strong renewable energy project to power Sunrise, SDG&E’s green energy claims become
even more clearly a smokescreen.
• July 2007: Phase 1 Evidentiary hearings on Sunrise come to a

PUC commissioner Dian Grueneich take the rare step of convening
two additional hearings, so that all the PUC commissioners will
have a chance to hear from the public.
• August 2008: first Commission “decision opportunity”
Of course, there has been some good news for SDG&E and
Sempra over the last two years, mainly in the form of a long list
of public officials and business groups signing on to support the
line. And, most ominously, the U.S. Dept. of Energy has threatened
to subvert California’s regulatory agencies and all of the citizen
input over the last two years by designating Southern California a
National Interest Electric Transmission Corridor, a move whose fate
could hang on the 2008 presidential election.
What’s remarkable about the anti-Sunrise Powerlink campaign
is how much the landscape of environmental activism in San Diego has changed since the early ‘80s. Where the anti-Southwest
Powerlink groups had trouble working together, the anti-Sunrise
Powerlink coalition quickly became organized and more strongly
united in opposition to any route of the Sunrise Powerlink. Where
the Sierra Club and other environmental organizations sat out the
Southwest Powerlink battle, today they are an active part of the
opposition, adding credence to community groups’ argument that
Sunrise is really not about renewable energy. Finally, where the
early ‘80s opposition groups drew their energy alternative “on the
back of a napkin,” Sunrise’s opponents realized they would need a
credible alternative in order to argue that Sunrise is unnecessary by
any route. Today, the coalition can point to Bill Powers’ San Diego
Smart Energy 2020 report as a sound alternative plan drafted by
an energy engineer and vetted by numerous energy experts. It can
also point to distributed renewable energy projects like SCE’s recently announced 250-megawatt commercial solar rooftop project
as models for charting a new energy future.
Thus, the debate has turned from one of “parks and backcountry scenery versus renewable energy” to one of choosing the best,
truly renewable, least damaging, and least expensive clean energy
option. Put in those terms, we can have our parks and clean energy
too. While Governor Schwarzenegger tries to paint environmentalists as divided over renewable energy, the truth is that the anti-Sunrise Powerlink/pro-Smart Energy campaign represents a widening
of the environmental movement. This coalition of environmental,
consumer, and community groups has overcome its inherent internal differences and risen above mere NIMBYism to chart a viable
alternative energy future for San Diego, one that could serve as an
example for the rest of the state, if not the entire Southwest.

The debate has turned to choosing the best,
truly renewable, least damaging,
and least expensive clean energy option.
halt when SDG&E admits that its cost estimates for Sunrise are
flawed, that the line could facilitate more coal-fired power in the
Southwest, and that the company does plan eventually to extend
the Powerlink north to Riverside, completing the “Full Loop,” or
simply another version of the Valley-Rainbow project. These revelations prompt commissioners to extend environmental review by
another six months.
• October 2007: Bill Powers’ San Diego Smart Energy 2020 report is
released (www.sdsmartenergy.org), featuring a plan that will provide a 50% reduction in San Diego’s energy-related carbon emissions and increased reliability from distributed generation, all at
less cost than SDG&E’s plan.
• January 2008: the Draft Environmental Impact Report finds that
all routings of the Sunrise Powerlink have more environmental
impacts than two “in-basin generation” alternatives. One of these,
while not as comprehensive, is somewhat similar to the Smart Energy 2020 plan.
• February 2008: more than 1000 Sunrise Powerlink opponents
and Smart Energy Solutions advocates turn out to a series of hearings in San Diego
• March 2008: Administrative Law Judge Steven Weissman and

JOE ZECHMAN

Lawrence Hogue is the author of “All the Wild and Lonely Places:
Journeys in a Desert Landscape,” and a consultant to the Desert
Protective Council and other conservation organizations.

A true grassroots movement looks green even in this black and
white photo.

For More Information
References and a chronological history of the Sunrise Powerlink can be found in the on-line edition of Desert Report
(www.desertreport.org) by clicking on “letters” at the top
of the home page.
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BY STEPHEN M. TESTA

THE PUBLIC INTEREST

The State Mining
And Geology Board

I

In 1880, the State Mining Bureau was established by the Legislature as a direct action in response to the need for information
on the occurrence, mining, and processing of gold in the state. Its
focus was on California’s mining industry and the Governor appointed the State Mineralogist. More efficient in geology than in
administration, the State Mining and Geology Board (SMGB) was
established in 1885 as the Board of Trustees to oversee the activities of the State Mineralogist and the Bureau of Mines, now the
California Geological Survey. The general policy for the survey is
established by the SMGB. These responsibilities recognize the impacts that California’s complex geology, large amounts of federally
managed lands, high mineralization, and potential for geologic
hazards have on the state’s economy, land use, and public safety.
The SMGB operates within the Department of Conservation,
and is granted certain autonomous responsibilities and obligations
under several statutes. These statues require all SMGB members
to “represent the general public interest”. The SMGB serves as a
regulatory, policy and appeals body representing the state’s interests in geology, geologic and seismologic hazards, conservation of
mineral resources, and reclamation of lands following surface mining activities.

Today’s SMGB is composed of nine members appointed by the
Governor, and confirmed by the Senate, for four-year staggered
terms. By statute, SMGB members must have specific professional
backgrounds in geology, mining engineering, environmental protection, groundwater hydrology and rock chemistry, urban planning,
landscape architecture, mineral resource conservation, and seismology, with one non-specialized member representing the public.

James Pompy

Mission of the SMGB
The SMGB operates under enablers provided under the Public Resources Code Section 600-678). Under these enablers, the
SMGB:
• Represents the state’s interest in the development, utilization, and
conservation of the mineral resources of the state and the reclamation of mined lands, as provided by law, and federal matters pertaining to mining, and determines, establishes, and maintains an
adequate surface mining and reclamation policy.
• Represents the state’s interest in the development of geological
information necessary to the understanding and utilization of the
state’s terrain, and seismological and geological information pertaining to earthquake and other geological hazards. General policies for the California Geological Survey are
determined by the SMGB.
• Serves as a policy and appeals board, and
serves as a forum for public redress.
• Provides for a statewide program of research regarding the technical phases of
reclaiming mined lands which may be delegated to it by law and may accept funds
from the United States or from any person
to aid in carrying out the provisions of this
section.
• Is responsible for providing for a public
information program on matters involving
the state’s terrain, mineral resources, mining, the reclamation of mined lands, and
the seismological and geological aspects of
earthquakes and other geological hazards.
The SMGB also operates under three
Acts: the Alquist-Priolo Earthquake Zoning
Act, the Seismic Hazards Mapping Act, and
the Surface Mining and Reclamation Act. To
enable the SMGB to meet its responsibilities
Air photo of Castle Mountain Mine in San Bernardino County showing open pits, and one
most effectively, it has established standing
backfilled pit (in upper right)
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Leah Miller

ments of mined land reclamation including topsoil salvage, revegetation, erosion control, slope stability, protection of fish and
wildlife habitat, and water quality. Revegetation standards require
that quantitative performance criteria be specified in an approved
reclamation plan for species richness, density, and cover. Reclamation must be monitored until the approved performance criteria
have been achieved, which could be ten years or more in the arid
deserts of southern California. Financial Assurance Guidelines were
adopted by the SMGB to assure that financial assurances for reclamation posed by mining operators are adequate for the lead agency
to carry out reclamation if the mine operator defaults.

Joshua trees being salvaged prior to mining

committees to gather information and formulate recommendations
on a variety of topics. These committees include the Geohazards
Committee, the Mineral and Geologic Resources Committee, the
Surface Mining Standards Committee, and the Policy and Legislation Committee. The full SMGB, and these committees, meet in
regularly scheduled public sessions each month. All of the SMGB’s
business is done in public.
As might be inferred from the legislation which directs the
SMGB, one of its duties is to collect information concerning active faults and surface ruptures and to encourage policies that will
minimize hazards resulting from seismic activity. The second responsibility which is clearly indicated by legislation falls within the
Surface Mining and Reclamation Act of 1975.
Responsibility for Surface Mining
The extraction of minerals in a responsible manner is essential
to the continued economic well-being of the state and to the needs
of society, and the thoughtful reclamation of mined lands is necessary to prevent or minimize adverse effects on the environment
and to protect the public health and safety. Under the Surface Mining and Reclamation Act of 1975 (SMARA) the SMGB is authorized
to represent the state’s interests in the development, utilization,
and conservation of the state’s mineral resources, the reclamation
of mined lands, and federal matters pertaining to surface mining
within the state. The SMGB is responsible for ensuring that designated government agencies, including county and cities, carry
out their duties pursuant to SMARA, and is required to assume
those duties, if necessary. Since 2002, the SMGB has assumed lead
agency authority for two counties (El Dorado County and Yuba
County), 10 cities that do not have surface mining ordinances, and
11 San Francisco Bay marine sand dredging operations, for a total
of about 50 individual surface mining operations.
In 1993, the SMGB in accordance with SMARA adopted statewide reclamation standards which were last modified in 2003.
Statewide reclamation standards have been adopted for key ele-

Recent Actions of the SMGB
Several relatively recent actions of the SMGB are of particular relevance to desert environments. In 2003, the SMGB enacted its regulations for the backfilling of metallic open-pit mines. Most metallic
surface mining operations are in non-urban environments, many
of them in desert environments. These regulations require all new
surface mining operations for metals (gold, silver, copper, etc.) to
be backfilled, thus allowing for a productive end use once mining
is completed.
As previously noted, the SMGB represents the state’s interest in
federal matters concerning mining in California. Most recently, the
SMGB in March of this year received public comments on mining
reform. During this process, the SMGB heard from representatives
of the United States Geological Survey, California Regional Water
Quality Control Board, California Department of Conservation Office of Mine Reclamation, Sierra Fund, Earthwatch, Environmental
Working Group, Northwest Mining Association, mine operators, and
over 50 letters and e-mails expressing individual views on the need
for mining reform. All comments received were subsequently forwarded to the Department of Conservation which is in the process
of developing a position paper for the Governor’s consideration.
How You Can Have a Voice
All members of the SMGB must represent the public’s interest.
The business meetings of the SMGB and its committees are routinely
conducted according to Robert’s Rules of Order. Most importantly,
all meetings of the SMGB are open to the public. Individuals with
concerns or issues relevant to the SMGB can either e-mail or write
to the SMGB. Each agenda includes a “good-of-the-meeting” item
where any member of the public may bring up issues and concerns
directly to the SMGB at its regularly held public meetings, held on
the second Thursday of each month, excluding August. The SMGB,
depending on the issues before it at any given time, meets at various locations throughout the state, although many of its meetings
are held in Sacramento when issues germane to a specific location
are not of concern. The meeting notice and agenda are posted on
the SMGB website at http://www.conservation.ca.gov/SMGB/Pages/Index.aspx.
The members of the SMGB serve the public’s interest – the
SMGB is your board.
Stephen M. Testa has been an environmental and geologic engineering consultant for over 25 years before becoming Executive Officer
of the SMGB in August 2005. He is the author of over 10 books and
150 papers and abstracts. He is also an historian who welcomes the
opportunity to talk about geology and exploration in the far west, oil
and gas exploration, mining and other related matters.

DESERT REPORT JUNE 2008

11

BY CAL FRENCH

THE CARRIZO PLAIN

Darkling Developments
On The Plain

And on the pedestal these words appear:
“My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:
Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!”
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare
The lone and level sands stretch far away.
- PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY (1818)

T

The Carrizo Plain, known to some locals as the Carissa Plains,
stretches for hundreds of thousands of acres between the Caliente
Range and the Temblor Range in southeastern San Luis Obispo
County, California. It is an historic place where thousands of years
ago the first among us gathered and shared. The mysteries of their
symbolic art partially remain today at Painted Rock, a sacred place
for peoples from the Pacific shore and the vast inland. By foresight
and chance, its southern half has been rescued into the Carrizo
Plain National Monument. Its northern half is an admixture of two
and a half acre ranchettes, productive farmland, and large ranches
and rangeland.
In the southern half of the monument, a new but all-too-familiar Ozymandias has come again. Vintage Petroleum, a subsidiary of Occidental, wants to see if it can find oil and gas in the
30,000 acres of sub-surface mineral rights it holds. When The Nature Conservancy (TNC) purchased the old ranches, which subsequently became part of the Carrizo Plain National Monument, it
was only surface rights that were acquired. Vintage has notified the
Bureau of Land Management (BLM) that it wants to test, to thump
and pound with mechanical rabbits, and to explode underground
charges. The feedback, recorded on sophisticated, state-of the-art
screens and strips of paper, could trigger the growth of an iron forest of drilling rigs and pumps within a few miles of those ancient
symbols hand painted long ago on rock.
The Vintage proposal clashes with the presidential proclama-
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tion which created the monument. The BLM has an obligation to
protect what are called the “objects” on the monument: the threatened and endangered animals and plants, the Native American
sites, the vistas, and other “objects.” The Wilderness Society (TWS)
is challenging this proposed exploration. Joined by the Sierra Club,
the National Resources Defense Council, and the local Los Padres
Forest Watch, TWS contends that federal law requires the preparation of an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for the testing
program because of “context” (society as a whole), “intensity” (severity of the impact), and “unique characteristics” (cultural resources, ecological critical areas). The project could be highly controversial, and if the testing were allowed on the monument, it could set
a precedent for testing on other federal lands. Other controversies
are likely regarding the threatened and endangered species on the
monument – especially the giant kangaroo rat – which could be adversely affected by vibrator trucks, pads, explosives, and associated
activities.
Imagine now that the legal challenges and protests about the
testing for oil fail to stop the thumps and explosions, which could
begin in the summer of 2009. Imagine that oil is found. The Carrizo Plain National Monument could become another monument
of failure and death: the death of a culture that preserved itself for

Liz Thomas and Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance

Ozymandias
I met a traveler from an antique land
Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone
Stand in the desert . . . Near them, on the sand,
Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown,
And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read
Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,
The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed.

Seismic testing – although the photos are from Utah, the Carrizo
Plain has much the same clay soil.
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The Wilderness Society

millennia without destroying its natural
roots and the more recent death of a national monument that lasted but a few
years in the plans of environmental preservers and restorers and in the dreams
of Marlene Braun, the monument’s first
manager. It could just as well become
a monument to our capacity to treasure and preserve our heritage of wild
places.
North of the national monument,
the traveler in this “antique land” will
find the scattered community called
California Valley, and still farther north,
across Highway 58 (the Carissa Highway), are large holdings that extend for
miles north, east, and west. These ranches all have a long history. Following the
end of the Spanish mission system with
its scattered cattle herding, the acquisiCarrizo Plain National Monument and surrounding area
tion of California by the United States,
of their land in order to continue living the farming and ranching
and then the Civil War, Americans—including recent European
life on the rest of it are negotiating with solar companies to buy
immigrants—moved into California. On and around the Carrizo
their property. A set of two 230 kilovolt lines runs through this part
Plain, descendants of original families from the 1870s still farm
of the plain; whether or not it can contain all the electricity from
and ranch. They bought old homesteads, raised cattle, farmed
the projects is debatable.
wheat and barley, and lived lives few people these days compreMeanwhile, desert activists and others are questioning this enhend or appreciate.
tire push for solar in remote areas, wondering if projects such as
In this northern part of the plain the Ausra Corporation, based
Southern California Edison’s solar roofing of warehouses in San
in Palo Alto, has purchased more than a square mile of land and
Bernardino and Riverside counties could generate the needed
plans to build a solar power plant using mirrors, tubes, towers, and
power during late afternoon and early evening hours that would
turbines to generate 177 megawatts of electricity. It will use 27
offset the need for additional power plants fueled by natural gas,
acre feet of water a year which will be run through reverse osmosis
nuclear fission, and other non-renewables. Certainly, solar plants
filters because of its poor quality. Construction will require sevare needed as well, and putting them on land that has been under
eral years and over two hundred workers. After construction, more
the plow for a century is perhaps better than putting them in a pristhan 100 staff will be employed at the site. Many local residents
tine desert landscape. Yet environmentalists continue to ask, “Why
and traveling environmentalists find fault with the planned lightcan’t solar electricity be generated close to where it will be used?”
ing, the presumed noise from the steam turbines, the fencing, the
The lands of the Carrizo Plain National Monument, partially
possible run-off of herbicides into nearby Soda Lake, the increase
restored to natural life by a presidential proclamation in 2000,
in traffic of heavy trucks on Highway 58 for two years of hauling,
are threatened from within by the prospect of oil exploration and
and the incrementalism of a not-quite-yet proposed site across the
drilling and from without by the changes that will accompany
highway from this reflector assemblage. This Ausra project is in
industrialized solar generation. One of Barry Commoner’s “laws
the hands of the California Energy Commission (CEC) and all its
of ecology” is that there is no free lunch. We cannot reduce our
made-public details are on the CEC website. It is also in the hands
consumption of carbon and nuclear fuel without conservation and
of California Fish and Game, which may have concerns about the
without substitution of renewable energy. On this “lone and level”
removal of a birthing area for pronghorns.
plain we will see how our conflicting hopes will balance out. We
North and west of the Ausra site, another company, OptiSolar
will see if a few more drops of heavy crude can be sucked from the
from Hayward is now proposing a nine square-mile photovoltaic
earth. We will see if in our urgency to save the planet, we have
generating plant on existing farmland. The owners are willing to
buried our heads in the sand and neglected its beauty.
sell in order to continue farming and ranching on the many other
thousands of acres they own. They live on some of the most proCal French is currently chair of the CA/NV Regional Conservation
ductive acreage in the world for producing solar electricity. It is flat;
Committee and is a long time Sierra Club activist. The Carrizo Plain
there are few cloudy days, and it is relatively close to consumers
has been a passion of his for many years.
in the southern San Joaquin Valley who run air-conditioners—the
most consumptive use of residential electricity.
Nearby, other landowners, seeing the possibility of selling part

BY RON WOYCHAK

Fire Planning For Desert
Wilderness Areas

S

Summer and fall are the fire seasons in California deserts, but planning for these emergencies begins long before they occur. But how
are plans made? Who makes them? Are there special considerations
for different areas, specifically for designated Wilderness Areas?
What are the goals of the fire management practices? Given the
vulnerability of desert ecosystems to fire damage, [“Desert Fires”
by Richard Halsey, March 15, 2007, issue of Desert Report] it is
essential that the critical decisions be made carefully. After all, helicopters and hand crews do not arrive on the scene magically, and
these interventions are also capable of creating damage in their
own right. Here are some of the facts.
Federal agencies have embarked on a new fire planning process that emphasizes management of wildland fires for healthy
ecosystems. In the past, each agency completed separate fire management plans based ultimately upon resource values in the respective areas for which they were responsible. In 1995, the National
Fire Plan was established that directed all federal agencies to adopt
a common fire planning process on a broader landscape scale. This
new planning process is called Fire Program Analysis (FPA). It is
an interagency fire planning model that will be used to project the
budget and personnel needs for the Bureau of Land Management
(BLM) and all other fire organizations administered by the Department of the Interior and the Department of Agriculture (Forest
Service). The benefits from such an approach include the opportunity for true ecosystem management across agency boundaries, resource sharing, one compatible fire plan, and a unified fire budget
process for multiple agencies.
The California Desert Conservation Area (CDCA) covers over
20 million acres of federal, state, tribal and private land. It is one
of twelve Fire Planning Units (FPU) in the state. Each FPU is broken down to smaller Fire Management Units (FMU) which reflect,
among other factors, previously identified resource management
objectives. The California Desert District, those areas within the
CDCA administered by the BLM, is divided into 48 such Fire Management Units. Of these, 26 contain wilderness or wilderness study
areas. Special attributes for designation as a Fire Management
Unit include wilderness and wilderness study areas, wildland urban interface (private communities and property), critical wildlife
habitat, special management areas for recreation or unique ecosystems. Federally designated Wilderness Areas have very specific and
unique fire management strategy constraints - no use of mechanized equipment/off-road driving, special approval for retardant
use, and a light hand-on-the-land strategy.
The current fire suppression strategy for the California Desert District is to provide the Appropriate Management Response
(AMR) across 11 million acres. AMR actions range from aggressive
and rapid response with full suppression to monitoring fires with
minimal suppression action, depending upon fuel and weather
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conditions. In most cases, the AMR strategy in BLM wilderness areas allow the first responders on the scene to make an assessment of
fire spread potential and take the appropriate action. Action would
be based on strong consideration for firefighter safety as well as
achieving resource objectives.
Natural fire (lightning) is a common occurrence across the desert during the summer months. It is viewed as a natural ecological
process. Some of our higher elevation desert wilderness areas have
been shaped over thousands of years by natural fire into the diverse
ecosystems they are today. Resource Management Plans (RMP) in
the various BLM Field Offices currently do not sufficiently address
fire suppression policy in wilderness areas when natural fires occur.
Updates to the RMPs are needed to provide this guidance. If approved under the concept of “Wildland Fire Use”, designated wilderness areas would be managed under a pre-set fire prescription that
would consider vegetation type, fire history, predicted fire behavior,
threats to private property, and large fire contingency potential. Fires
in wilderness would be monitored and allowed to burn as long as
they met prescribed resource objectives for ecosystem management.
Another consideration is the prolific spread of non-native grasses
across the desert region, which when combined with above normal
rainfall, increases the likelihood of large destructive fires.
Four federal agencies are planning members for the California
Desert Conservation Area: Bureau of Land Management, National
Park Service, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and Bureau of Indian
Affairs. Military Reservations (Department of Defense) are not currently participants in the process but are notified of the planning
effort and its progress.
The California desert region is currently managed under an
interagency agreement between BLM and the National Park Service
(Joshua Tree NP, Death Valley NP and the Mojave National Preserve). Both agencies operate as one Department of the Interior Fire
Program. Both share fire stations and firefighters, a dispatch center,
radio frequencies, and fire equipment to assist each other on fire
calls. Combined, they have ten fire engines, one water tender, one
helicopter and four fire prevention units. With over 15 million acres
of federal land to protect during the fire season, they are thinly
spread. I believe that it is an effective and efficient force in carrying
out its mission.
Ron Woychak is the Regional Fire Management Officer of the California Desert District of the Bureau of Land Management.

For More Information
To learn more about the Fire Program Analysis process,
go to: http://www.fpa.nifc.gov/information/Presentations.
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California/Nevada Regional Conservation Committee Desert Committee

Outings

Following is a list of desert trips. Outings are not rated. Distance and elevation gain
can give you an indication of the suitability of a trip, but the condition of the trail,
or lack of a trail can change the degree of difficulty. An eight mile, 900’ elevation
gain hike on a good trail would be easy to moderate, the same hike cross-country
could be strenuous. If you have not previously participated in a desert outing, it is
recommended that you call the leader and ask about the suitability of the trip given
your conditioning.
For questions about an outing or to sign up please contact the leader listed in the
write-up. For questions about Desert Committee Outings in general, or to receive the
outings by e-mail, contact Kate Allen at kj.allen@wildblue.net or 661-944-4056.
The Sierra Club requires participants to sign a standard liability waiver at the
beginning of each trip. If you would like to read the Liability Waiver before you
choose to participate, please go to http://www.sierraclub.org/outings/chapter/
forms/, or contact the Outings Department at (415) 977-5528 for a printed version.
The Sierra Club California Seller of Travel number is CST 2087766-40. (Registration
as a seller of travel does not constitute approval by the State of California.)
SCHELL CREEK BACKPACK
July 4-6, Friday-Sunday
The 121,497-acre High Schells Wilderness is the largest
single piece of Nevada’s newest Wilderness, added to
the National Wilderness System as part of an omnibus
bill in December 2006. The Schell Creeks are one of
the longest and highest ranges in the state. On this overnight
backpack, we’ll cruise the crest line, including the two high
points, North Schell Peak and South Schell Peak. Fairly strenuous, but there should be enough snow on the crest to replenish our water bottles. If people are interested, we can wind
down with a day hike of Cleve Creek Baldy. To sign up, contact
John Wilkinson, (408) 947-0858 or johnfw1@mac.com. CNRCC Wilderness Committee & Desert Committee

BACKPACK THE HIGH TOIYABE RANGE(S):
August 2-4, Saturday-Monday
This trip in central Nevada will explore the east side of the Toiyabe Range, crossing a 10,000-foot pass between the South
Twin Creek and Jett Creek farther south. The canyons have
water; temperatures should be comfortable; views east and
west across the Great Basin are guaranteed to be spectacular. Using a car shuttle our trip will be one-way, starting at
6100 feet and with a total distance of 19 miles, some on trail
and some cross-country. For more info contact leader: Craig
Deutsche, deutsche@earthlink.net, (310-477-6670). CNRCC
Desert Com

MT MORIAH (12,067’)
CENTRAL NEVADA BACKPACK
August 6-10, Wednesday-Sunday
Moderate, 24 miles rt, about 18 with backpacks. This little visited area on the north end of the Snake Range is about 5 hours
north of Las Vegas. We will start at Hendry’s Creek trailhead
(6000’), and hike for two days along the creek through pine,
aspen and fir to 10,000’. Day hike on third day to the Table
and the peak. Next two days going out, distance on the last
day is short, to allow for travel time home. If there is an active
thunderstorm pattern at Mt. Moriah, an alternative trip to the
Toiyabe Range is planned. Group limited to 15. David Hardy
(e-mail preferred) hardyhikers@embarqmail.com or (702-8754549). CNRCC Desert Com

SERVICE AND HIKING IN THE CARRIZO
September 27-28, Saturday-Sunday
This is an opportunity to visit and to assist an outstanding and
relatively unknown national monument. Saturday is the National Public Lands Day and we will assist monument
staff and join with other volunteers working on improvements for the Selby Campground. Sunday is reserved
for recreation. Our group will plan a moderate hike in
the Caliente Mountains. The views are spectacular; the
monument is known for the number and variety of raptors present. Contact leader Craig Deutsche, 310-4776670, or deutsche@earthlink.net CNRCC Desert Committee

NON-SIERRA CLUB ACTIVITIES
The following activities are not sponsored nor administered
by the Sierra Club. The Sierra Club has no information about
the planning of these activities and makes no representations
or warranties about the quality, safety, supervision or
management of such activities. They are published only as a
reader service because they may be of interest to the readers of
this publication.

Friends of the Nevada Wilderness
Call 775-324-7667 or e-mail info@nevadawilderness.org for
more information or to sign up. Learn more about Friends at
www.nevadawilderness.org.
June 27-29, Friday-Sunday
Becky Peak Wilderness Restoration: Join Friends of Nevada
Wilderness and the Ely BLM for a restoration project erasing
OHV tracks in the Becky Peak Wilderness (near Ely). Volunteers will work together to erase irresponsible vehicle tracks
penetrating the wilderness boundary and restore the area to
its natural character, through rock and boulder placement,
Continued on page 16
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Climate Change, Energy, & The Desert

Outings

Continued FROM page 6

Continued FROM page 15

Peak oil is a geologic hypothesis first poised by M. King Hubbert, a geophysicist working for Shell Oil, in 1956. It implies that
global oil production will follow a bell-shaped curve. Hubbert’s
prediction for the United States oil production curve was validated in 1970. More recently peak oil has come to represent the
hypothesis that we are at or near the global inflection point where
the oil production rate will peak and thereafter decline. Evidence
for a flattening of oil production can be seen in data published
by the U.S. Energy Information Agency while sustained demand
is indicated by rising oil prices. Even the hopeful new discoveries
that have recently been reported in North Dakota, in the Bakken
formation, and in the deep water Tupi field off the coast of Brazil,
point towards peak oil since they are deeper, harder to extract, and
require more energy to exploit. It takes energy to produce energy
resources, and as energy development becomes more difficult, net
energy production is reduced. If this is true then energy demand is
set to rapidly outpace a steadily declining supply, and the resulting
social dislocation could precipitate a human population decline.
Will solar panels and wind farms save the planet (i.e. civilization)? One might hope. But still the suburban presence on the
landscape requires turning this renewable energy into transportation of people, food, and water. This infrastructure is not in place,
and time is short, from the perspective of peak oil. Unsurprisingly,
Professor McPherson’s thesis provoked the most discussion at the
workshop. As the moderator of this session, I would like to end this
report on a positive note. What can you and I do? For the climate,
for the energy crisis, for habitat, and for biodiversity: 1) stop traveling, 2) grow your food locally, and 3) become active in your local
community.

vertical mulching, and transplanting native plants and other
materials. Camp out Friday and Saturday night, project work
Saturday followed by dinner provided by Friends of Nevada
Wilderness, travel back on Sunday.

The references cited above and the affiliations of the speakers at
this conference can be found in the on-line version of the Desert Report. (http://www.desertreport.org). This material is rather complete
and impressive. It is accessed from the home page with the button
identified as “letters.”
Debra Hughson received a Ph.D. in Earth and Environmental
Science from New Mexico Tech in 1997. She worked on problems related to nuclear waste disposal at Southwest Research Institute in San
Antonio, Texas, before assuming her present position as Science Advisor at Mojave National Preserve in 2001. Debra is primarily interested in preserving the natural environment, recovering endangered
species, and facilitating research in desert ecosystems.

Take Action Now!
Abstracts and PowerPoint presentations are available for
downloading at http://www.dmg.gov/climate/agenda.html.
This summary of the Deserts and Climate Workshop, April
9-11, 2008, Laughlin, Nevada, represents the perception of
the author and does not necessarily represent the views of
the sponsors, the presenters, or the National Park Service.
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July 8-13, Tuesday-Sunday
Central Nevada Restoration with Nevada Outdoor School:
Friends of Nevada Wilderness and the Battle Mountain District
BLM will be working with a group of young people from Great
Britain (through a program with the Nevada Outdoor School)
for 6 days restoring impacted areas in West-Central Nevada
(Anyone welcome to join!). The sites have not yet been picked,
but these events are always a real treat. All volunteers welcome
to join in the fun for any portion of the week of restoration
work.
July 26-27, Saturday-Sunday
Leave No Trace Trainer Course: This course is a backcountrybackpacking course held in a designated wilderness area of
the Great Basin Desert. The course will stress experiential
learning and how Leave No Trace principles and ethics apply
to desert and canyon ecosystems and will prepare participants
to be LNT Trainers. The course will be offered free of charge.
For more information and/or to register for the course, please
contact Jessica Templeton of the Nevada Outdoor School at
775-623-1530, or JessTemps@gmail.com
September 6-7, Saturday-Sunday
High Schells Wilderness Restoration: Friends of Nevada Wilderness and volunteers will be working with the Ely Ranger
District of the U.S. Forest Service on a restoration project
at Snake Creek Canyon in the High Schells Wilderness. Volunteers will work together to erase illegal vehicle tracks
penetrating the wilderness boundary and restore the area to its
natural character, through rock and boulder placement, vertical
mulching, and transplanting native plants and other materials.
Camp out Friday and Saturday night, project work Saturday
followed by dinner provided by Friends of Nevada Wilderness,
travel back on Sunday.

Amargosa Conservancy
The Amargosa Conservancy works to protect the land, water,
and beauty of the Amargosa River in the Death Valley area.
Space on the hikes is limited, so please call 760-852-4339 to
reserve a place. Learn more: www.amargosaconservancy.org
September 27, Saturday
China Ranch: An inside tour of a working date farm during harvest time. Learn about the early history of Death Valley. Meet at
the China Ranch at 9:30 am. (half day, easy walking, 1-2 miles)
October 18, Saturday
Tonopah & Tidewater Railroad Tour: Visit points of interest
along the historic route of the Tonopah & Tidewater railroad.
Meet at the Amargosa Conservancy office at 9:30 am. (full day;
driving with easy walking, 1-2 miles)
November 22, Saturday
Shoshone Outing: Learn about the colorful history of this early
day Tonopah & Tidewater railroad stop and mining town. Meet
at the Amargosa Conservancy office at 10:00 am. (full day,
easy to moderate walking, 2-3 miles.)
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BY DAVID TALAMO

IN A FRANTIC WORLD

A Place Of Quiet

T

Much attention is given to the economic, recreational, ecological, and other values of wild desert places. I would like to suggest
that in the 21st Century the transformative quality of wild deserts
are at least as crucial to the well being of our planet and the human
species.
Our mainstream culture is steadily accelerating in its level of
activity, consumption, and stimulation for the average person. Entertainment, advertising, and all forms of communication are increasingly fast-paced and syncopated. In the face of this barrage,
various aspects of the psyche and the senses must retreat and shut
down. The result is a drain on vitality, creativity and our sense of
wellness and wholeness. Meanwhile, despite this being an ‘age of
higher connectivity’ everyone gets more and more busy and has
less and less of a felt sense of belonging to the larger web of life.
This emptiness is easily exploited as a reason to do more, purchase
more, be busier, etc. Or as Mary Ellen Edmunds eloquently puts it
in her book by the same name, “You can never get enough of what
you don’t need.”
The antidote to this intense activity and over-stimulation, which
causes much of the stress-related psychological and spiritual unhappiness, is to slow down and seek out a place of quiet and openness
where nature’s own rhythms can rebalance us. I believe that, more
than any other setting, the sparse and expansive vistas of our deserts and the predominance of rock, sand, and silence are
exactly what our over-taxed, 21st century,
but still animal, selves need.
To help make this point I offer a classic story from a desert wilderness quest
several years ago:
Helen had come out to the desert to try
to rejuvenate her life, to somehow uncover
or free up something that was missing in
her daily existence. In her mid-40s, she
was successful in her job as a corporate
event planner and had created a nice home
and long-term financial security for herself.
But her life felt flat, and she knew something was missing. Following her three
days of solitude in the wilderness, Helen
rejoined the group of other questers. When
her time to share her experiences came, she
prefaced it by saying “I don’t really think
Eric Rorer

“This silence is so…so…absorbing. So all-encompassing. It’s like
sound just disappears into this vast stillness. I can finally hear myself again; I can remember who I am; I can see myself clearly and
open up to life and nature. I didn’t even know I needed this.”
We were sitting in the Mojave Desert, Death Valley National
Park. It’s a place I fondly refer to as an “Ocean of Stone” and home
to “the loudest silence you’ll ever hear”. This is especially true at
this darkest, chilliest time of year, when one year turns into the
next. I have been coming out to the desert with wilderness quest
groups every New Year’s since 1996. Other times of the year find
me making a pilgrimage with a group to other desert and mountain
locations. As a wilderness guide and director of a growth-oriented
wilderness program, I spend time in a lot of amazing wilderness.
Equally remarkable though are the soul openings and personal
transformations that I witness on a regular basis. If you have a
little preparation and an open mind, the desert can be relied upon
to bring healing, growth and self-discovery. In over two decades
as a wilderness guide, I have seen remarkable experiences when
a person genuinely opens her/his heart to the desert. Sometimes
these changes or interactions are subtle and at other times dramatic. Either way, the person is transformed and her/his relationship
to the natural world is strengthened.

Saline Valley from the Inyo Range
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Craig Deutsche

much happened out there….” After several minutes of sharing seemingly mundane details, she reached into her pocket saying “… but I
did find these heart-shaped stones”. She then proceeded to pull out
not just one but 4 or 5 rocks shaped like perfect valentine cutouts. All
the while repeating, “I just don’t know what to make of this…stone
heart. Hearts of stone. Petrified heart.” None of the rest of us had seen
even one stone like this.
Then all at once, in very uncharacteristic fashion for this tightly
wound woman, her tears began to flow, and flow, and flow. As quiet as the desert itself, she sat before us, tears freely flowing. Finally
speaking up she said, “It’s been so many years since I’ve cried, since
I’ve let anything touch me. I got hurt a while back and in trying to

Sage and Quiet on Conglomerate Mesa

stay safe, my heart has hardened. These are all names for who I’ve
been: heart of stone, stoneheart, hardheart.” And as she spoke, the
tears began again in earnest. “And now that I can at last see that this
is what’s been going on, I can find another way to be in the world. If
the desert hadn’t shown me this, I don’t know how long I might have
continued on in the same closed-down way.”
I repeatedly witness the desert reflect back to people their own
needs, fears, gifts, and personal triumphs. For the person who is
willing to be honest with him/herself about his/her own longings
or attachments, the desert is indeed a priceless resource. The desert is a place where we can go and know again who we are and
what we need to heal past losses and to gain vision and inspiration
for ourselves and our communities. In this era of global environmental crisis and cultural complexity, isn’t this enough reason to
cherish and protect our wild desert places?
Dave Talamo, MFT is founder of Wilderness Reflections. He has over
25 years of experience guiding wilderness trips and works as a therapist with youth and adults. Dave believes that helping individuals
deepen their personal, spiritual relationship with the natural world is
a key component to nurturing a more environmentally conscious and
sustainable society.

For More Information
To learn more about the author and Wilderness Reflections’ programs go to www.WildernessReflections.com .

18

From Sublime to Surreal: East of Joshua Tree Nat’l Park
Energy proposals have run amok in the Chuckwalla Valley. This almost seems like a fairy tale from the Dark Side, with Joshua Tree
National Park and Desert Communities hanging in the balance:
all in one community about 24,000 acres of solar panels on BLM
lands, a hydro-electric pumped storage project, and the World’s
largest garbage dump.
The Eagle Crest Energy Company (ECEC) is a planning to
pump ground water from designated wells in the Chuckwalla Valley to the massive east pit at Kaiser’s old mine to be stored until
low peak energy times. Then the water will be pumped to Kaiser’s
Central Pit. When electricity demands are at peak times, the water in the central pit is released through huge tunnels heading
to the east pit, where very large underground turbines will spin,
creating electricity. How much water you ask? According to the
Pre-Application Document Volume I (“PDA”), the energy company will have to initially pump 20,000 acre-feet of water from
the CHUCKWALLA VALLEY AQUIFER. The company indicated it
will use 2,300 acre-feet of water yearly to make up for evaporation and seepage. If approved, turbines would be constructed under the massive Eagle Mountain dump if the 9th Circuit reverses
the lower court’s ruling. ECEC convened its first formal meeting
with stakeholders on April 8th per FERC requirements. See: www.
eaglemountainenergy.us for more info and to comment.
Of the solar projects, a company named OptiSolar is the furthest in the process. There is very sketchy information on this as
the BLM will not provide information requested by FOIA. We do
know Kaiser is partners with them to provide water. The panels
would abut Joshua Tree National Park. – an unfortunate neighbor
for a splendid national resource.

Environmental Review Inadequate
A proposal to build an open air sludge processing facility near
Hinkley, CA, received a setback in a recent court decision. The
Environmental Impact Statement which had been previously
certified by San Bernardino County was set aside by Superior
Court Judge John Vander Feer. He ruled, “The County failed to
properly evaluate a technologically feasible mitigation measure. Its finding that that an enclosed composting facility was
not economically feasible was not supported by substantial evidence or the Administrative Record.” He also ruled that the review did not identify the water source to be used in the project.
Norm Diaz, an activist with HelpHinkley.org which opposed
the project, was satisfied with the decision. Diaz hopes that the
decision will prompt the Mojave Desert Air Quality Management
District to approve a rule requiring that all composting facilities
within the management district be enclosed.

Economic Benefits of Wilderness
Rural communities are well aware of the economic benefits touted
by extractive industries: mining, ranching, and off-road recreation.
The benefits that are available from preserving the natural and
wild character of a landscape are less well known. The Wilderness
Society recently (2007) completed a study of benefits which the
Carrizo Plain National Monument offers to its neighbors - Kern,
Santa Barbara, and San Luis Obispo Counties. Tourism is an obvious source of income for neighboring cities. Although more subtle, the proximity of the national monument increases property
values, encourages businesses to locate in the area, and draws retirees to settle nearby. Trends in population, incomes, visitation,
employment, and quality of life indices are presented in support
of the conclusion. While the study is specifically concerned with
the Carrizo Plain, the message has implications for conservation
efforts throughout the southern California deserts and beyond.
A copy of the full report, “The Carrizo Plain National Monument: A Stunning Natural Area Sustaining Vibrant Communities,”
is available in pdf format on the Wilderness Society Web site at
www.wilderness.org.
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JOIN SIERRA CLUB
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