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California Native Plant Society
Searches For Rare Treasure

Black holes. This is the term some botanists use to refer to large
geographic areas that have, botanically speaking, been under-explored and under-collected. The Mojave, Colorado and Great Basin
Deserts of California could be considered a ‘Black Hole,’ containing
only “islands” of well researched and well explored areas. Many
rare desert plants have been discovered in these well documented
“islands”, and when botanists find these rare plant populations,
they collect plant samples along with information about the plant
species’ habitat. The plant samples are pressed, dried, mounted
on paper with a label and housed as specimens in Herbaria (essentially plant ‘libraries’) all over California. Data on these rare
plant populations go into a database called the California Natural
Diversity Database (CNDDB), a service operated by the California
Department of Fish and Game (DFG). These specimens and their
accompanying data will help researchers, regulatory agencies, and
landowners and managers know where rare plant populations
have been recorded. Then by using this thorough and up to date

data, land managers can make informed decisions on land use in
the desert.
Although we do know something about the 247 desert plants
that have been given rare plant status by the California Native Plant
Society (CNPS), this information is patchy and is rapidly becoming out of date. For example, some CNDDB records are anywhere
from twenty to over one hundred years old! Needless to say, a few
things have changed in the California deserts since then. Human
impacts have either directly destroyed the native flora of some areas
or brought in invasive weeds that have out-competed native plants
and transformed entire ecosystems in other areas. What is the solution to all of this? More botanical research must be done. Which
then begs the question, by whom?
A large portion of the desert is managed by the Bureau of Land
Management (BLM), but they employ no botanists in the deserts
of Southern California; this botanical work has been left to BLM
Continued on page 9
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THE WAR FOR NEVADA’S GROUNDWATER

Groups Join Together
To Confront Water Rights Issue

I

This water is largely left over from the last ice age, and it occupies
the interfaces, cracks, and voids of ancient limestone seabeds. It is
known as the “White River Flow System,” running from north of
Ely all the way to its historic terminus at the Colorado River – now
Lake Mead. The once fluvial flow of the White River now only appears in short segments and springs fed by the groundwater. This
fragmentation and isolation has resulted in a number of rare and

It is often said that, “whiskey is for drinkin’ and water for fightin,”
and no place is this closer to the truth these days than in Nevada.
Back in the 1920’s, when the water of the Colorado River was
first split between the upper and lower basins and then among the
basin-bordering states, the conventional wisdom, indeed common
sense, indicted that the water needs of southern Nevada would
primarily be consumed by agricultural pursuits along the river. No
one then would have imagined the water guzzling virtual world
known as “Las Vegas” in what is the driest desert in North America.
Nonetheless, Las Vegas was built and it is here, the unsustainable, water-guzzling giant of Nevada, home to nearly 2-million inhabitants. Charged with keeping the thirst quenched is the job of
the Southern Nevada Water Authority (“SNWA”), a quasi-governmental business overseen by a board of part-time elected officials.
It is said in Nevada that the General Manager of the SNWA,
Pat Mulroy, is the most powerful person in Nevada. She has long
been on the public record espousing a policy that water availability
would not limit growth in Clark County: “Every piece of private land
is acquired with an expectation to not leave it desert, but to build on
it. And the private property owner has a right to develop his property.” It is easy to see why developers and casino owners want her
in charge and largely unsupervised by others.
The Las Vegas Valley gets approximately 90% of its water from
the Colorado River via Lake Mead. In order to diversify its water
resource portfolio, in 1989 the Las Vegas Valley Water Department
(now the SNWA) filed 146 water-rights applications for ancient
groundwater in eastern and central Nevada and western Utah.

Continued on page 13

From The Editor
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Don’t look for many changes from the new editor of
Desert Report
Although there is now a new Managing Editor for Desert Report,
my goal is to have a seamless transition in which readers see no
major changes. There is a great group of people working on this
publication; from the authors to the editors to the graphic designer
and the database administrators, who will see that this publication
continues to highlight the current and important issues we face in
our deserts.

Endangered Moapa dace
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Large donations from organizations acknowledged on
inside cover of back page
As has been mentioned in previous issues of Desert Report, funding
has been a critical issue recently due to the National Sierra Club
no longer supporting us financially. However, several other desert
groups have come forward and been very supportive of this publication and for that we are greatly appreciative. These large donors
will now be acknowledged on an ongoing basis on the inside cover
of the back page. Check them out, go to their websites, and support
them any way you can.
Want to receive notification that Desert Report is
available online?
Several people have requested to receive notification by email when
a new issue of Desert Report is available, instead of receiving a hard
copy of the publication. This option is now available. If you wish to
stop receiving hard-copies of the Desert Report and instead receive
email notification when a new issue is available at the DesertReport.org website, email Kate Allen at KJ.Allen96@gmail.com. Alternatively, you can complete the form on the back cover and mail the
form to the address listed. – Stacy Goss
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BY DONNA TISDALE

WIND PROJECT HAS MAJOR IMPACTS

Tule Wind Project Faces A Native
American Backlash
“These towers will act as arrows piercing the heart and soul
of this land and therefore the Kumeyaay People...these
tribal traditional properties and Golden Eagles must be
protected...” – Johnny Eagle Spirit Elliot, in a letter submitted to the CPUC on 3/3/11

DONNA TISDALE
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Industrial wind turbines are the proverbial arrows that would
pierce the heart and soul of remaining Kumeyaay ancestral lands in
and around McCain Valley in eastern San Diego County. The controversy stems from state and federal justifications, downgrades,
and the convoluted permitting process for the 200 megawatt Tule
Wind project and related infrastructure. Let’s examine the details.
The project, proposed by Iberdrola Renewables, is slated to
cover over 15,000 acres spread across federal, State, Native American, and private lands. The majority of the 134 industrial turbines,
reaching heights of 492 feet, are planned for the starkly stunning,
boulder strewn, and previously protected McCain Valley, administered by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM). Situated on high
ridge tops, these towers will be highly visible from surrounding
residential areas, from Anza Borrego Desert State Park, from several designated wilderness areas, and from parts of the Cleveland
National forest. It is also significant that these lands are home to a
wide variety of wildlife: Golden Eagles, Red Tailed Hawks, falcons,
other raptors and birds, bats, Bighorn Sheep, mountain lions, bob
cats, flat tailed horned lizards, and a threatened species of butterfly.
The McCain Valley area was set aside for protection in 1961
by Interior Secretary Udall, for the purpose of “…development of
wildlife, recreational, and other natural resources for the benefit of
the entire Nation.” In 1981 the Eastern San Diego County Management Framework Plan highlighted the wildlife, natural resource,
and recreational values of the McCain Valley area and called attention to the high wildlife values associated with naturally occurring
Oak woodlands and the essential nesting and foraging area they
provided for numerous bird species.
In 2008 the BLM completed an updated Resource Management Plan (RMP) for the federal properties in eastern San Diego
County, started in 2004. After the final draft of this plan had been
completed, after the period for public comment had ended, and
immediately before the Record of Decision was signed, the McCain
Valley area was downgraded to a level of lesser protection. This
was done with a rare “Notice of Significant Change” to the Final
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) To Expand Wind Energy
Access without proper surveys, inventories, or consultations. The
change appeared to be based upon a single, “undated” protest, pre-

Flagged stake to right of sign marks the route of the Sunrise
Powerlink and the proposed 138kV line for Tule Wind

sumably to accommodate Tule Wind project. Only a few weeks later
this RMP was further modified through yet another document, the
Final EIS issued for the Sunrise Powerlink. This last development
allowed for a new utility corridor for Sunrise Powerlink through the
same environmentally, biologically, and culturally sensitive area.
BLM’s downgraded protection for McCain Valley, needed for
this project to be allowed on previously protected land, is part of
the Sunrise Powerlink litigation that is currently in federal court.
Two hearings have been cancelled at the last minute, and the case
is now with its fourth federal judge.
That the BLM has supported and even fast-tracked the Tule
Wind project flies in the face of pleas from the impacted community,
the Colorado Desert District of California Parks and Recreation, and
others. Public comments from Tribal chairs, elders, and numerous
tribal members, have called for protection of the dwindling numbers of Golden Eagles that are sacred to their clan and for a stop
to the cumulative impacts upon their cultural resources, traditional
properties, cremation sites, trails, and more. Tribal leaders and elders maintain that McCain Valley and the Jacumba area are interconnected ancestral Kumeyaay archaeological districts and sacred
grounds that should be protected.
The list of projects which have been proposed for the south-
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BY BRIAN BROWN

A RIVER RUNS THROUGH IT

China Ranch
A Welcome Oasis In The Desert

4

region formed a non-profit land trust, the Amargosa Conservancy, to help protect the land,
water, and beauty of the Amargosa region. This organization has evolved into a unique
entity, doing work outside of the realm of a traditional land trust. It frequently works in
partnership with the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and other agencies to protect
the conservation resources in the area. The majority of the land in the region is public,
managed primarily by the BLM.
What is evolving in the Amargosa region is a working collaboration of private land
owners, non-profit organizations, and government agencies which we hope can serve as
a model for other areas of the Mojave desert. Our vision is for various entities to work
together to protect and promote a wonderful ecological resource, stimulate the local economy through ecotourism, and educate and raise awareness of this unique region to the rest
of the world.
For example, the owners of China Ranch have a memorandum of understanding with
the BLM to continue to allow public access to a trailhead that leads into a nearby riparian canyon because it provides the easiest access to the river, although the trailhead is
located on the private property of China Ranch. The BLM also uses the ranch on occasion

STACY GOSS

C

China Ranch is a 218-acre privately owned
parcel of land located on Willow Creek, a
tributary of the Amargosa River near Tecopa, CA. As a source of fresh water, shade,
and rare viable farm land in the harsh Death
Valley region, China Ranch has historically
been a destination for travelers passing
through the Mojave Desert. An important
watering stop on the original Spanish Trail,
it was visited by such famous figures as
John Fremont, Kit Carson, Brigham Young,
and many others traveling between Santa Fe
and Los Angeles. The area is rich in paleoIndian sites, as Native Americans used the
bountiful natural resources for tools, food,
and shelter.
From an ecological perspective, the
ranch is critical to the region. Two species
of native fish, ice age remnants, live in the
nearby Amargosa River, and one in Willow
Creek. Migratory birds, including several
listed endangered species, seek out China
Ranch’s riparian canyon for nesting and
shelter in the spring and fall. The full suite
of Mojave Desert fauna can frequently be
seen here.
China Ranch’s dramatic landscape and
setting has also attracted the potential for
human activities. In order to consolidate
the ownership of the property and protect
it from inappropriate development, the
owners of China Ranch sold a conservation easement to the Nature Conservancy in
2004, assuring that the conservation values
of the ranch will be preserved in perpetuity. Another primary goal of this easement
agreement was to assure that the owners of
the ranch would be able to continue farming and making a living. Certain parts of the
property will remain in their undisturbed
state. Certain designated areas can be
farmed, and a commercial area for business
operations, rentals, and public visitation is
also designated.
In 2005 a group of local citizens in the

Date farm at China Ranch
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BRIAN BROWN

Water at China Ranch

the Mojave Desert, when decisions are being made that will determine what the desert
looks like, and how it functions, for the next century. In the Amargosa country, efforts to
get a solid conservation ethic in place, with all the players participating in a positive way,
should help to ensure a brighter future for all species living within the Mojave, including
homo sapiens.
Brian Brown is a fourth generation Mojave Desert resident, and he and his wife Bonnie are
the current owners of China Ranch. He has a degree in Agriculture as well as a teaching
credential. He returned to the desert in 1978 after a stint in Hawaii, and worked in an underground mine in Death Valley for a year. He then taught at Death Valley High School for 19
years before resigning to devote his efforts full time to China Ranch. He also works part time
as the Resource Advocate for the Amargosa Conservancy.

BRIAN BROWN

for safe storage of equipment and supplies
being used for projects in the area. In return,
the public visitation and BLM publications
distributed about the recreational opportunities at the ranch have helped the ranch
owners to establish and maintain a viable
business and employ 6 -10 people, no small
feat in a remote, economically depressed
desert town.
The BLM and State Fish and Game Department have also worked with the Amargosa Conservancy to acquire funding from
various sources for conservation projects,
including removing invasive tamarisk from
the river corridor. Using mitigation funds acquired from private industry as well as other
donors, such as the Nature Conservancy, the
three entities have worked together over the
past several years to remove a significant
amount of the fast spreading, water intensive trees from riparian areas, hopefully giving the native vegetation a chance to re-establish. In addition, the various groups have
also collaborated on other projects including nesting and breeding surveys of three
different endangered bird species, trapping
and removing parasitic cowbirds, and most
recently, the first phase of a comprehensive
research project to better understand and
quantify the complex water resources in the
southern Amargosa area. Many private landowners are participating in this project, allowing researchers access to their wells or
springs located on private property to collect
data and water samples.
The Conservancy is also working with
the agencies and the California land trust
community to identify potential mitigation
lands and willing sellers in the region in
anticipation of the eventual establishment
of at least some industrial solar facilities in
the California desert. The owners of China
Ranch are frequently involved in conservancy activities, including using the ranch for
outings and social fundraising activities.
In many areas of the California Desert,
government agencies are frequently viewed
with suspicion by locals, and sometimes
outright hostility. In contrast, the Amargosa
Conservancy has worked at establishing relationships with agency personnel, finding
goals of common interest, and using the
agency’s resources and their local connections to accomplish these goals. The outcome
of these efforts will hopefully be a healthy
desert ecosystem that is a driving force behind an equally healthy local economy.
We are living through historic times in

Aerial view of China Ranch

DESERT REPORT JUNE 2011

5

BY MOLLIE MATTESON

BATS HAVE NOWHERE TO HIDE

White-Nose-Syndrome
Headed To A Cave Near You

I

RYAN VON LINDEN/NY DEPT. OF ENVIRONMENTAL CONSERVATION

In the span of just five winters, a deadly new disease called whitenose syndrome (WNS) that devastates bat populations has spread
rapidly across the country from east to west. The bat illness was
first documented in a cave in upstate New York in 2006, and in
the spring of 2010, the white-nose pathogen had been reported as
far west as western Oklahoma. As of spring 2011, the disease, or
the fungus associated with it, has been detected in 18 states and
four Canadian provinces. Well over one million bats have died, and
several species are approaching regional extinction, including the
once-ubiquitous little brown bat, which is virtually gone from the
Northeast United States.
In affected bat colonies, mortality rates have reached as high
as 100 percent, virtually emptying caves once harboring tens of
thousands of bats and leaving cave floors littered with the innumerable small bones of the dead. At least six bat species are known
to be susceptible, and the fungus associated with the disease has
been found on another three species. Two federally listed endangered bat species are among those affected thus far. Scientists and
conservationists are gravely concerned that if current trends continue, one or more bat species could become extinct in the next two
decades or sooner.
Biologists believe WNS is transferred primarily bat to bat, and

Little brown bat; close-up of nose with fungus
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possibly also from infected caves to bats. However, there is strong
evidence that the WNS pathogen — a newly described fungus —
can be transmitted from site to site by people, as well. The fungus
has been identified in Europe, but does not appear to sicken bats
there. It was first documented at a heavily visited commercial cave
in New York. The fungus is found in cave soils at WNS-affected
sites. Scientists thus theorize that the fungus, Geomyces destructans,
was introduced to North America from Europe by an unwitting caver. Fungal material appears to be easily transferred between caves
via clothing, boots and other gear, suggesting that human transport may play a significant role in long-distance transmission of the
disease.
WNS has not yet been discovered in the western U.S. Scientists
think it may only be a matter of time before the disease shows up
in the West, but there is some evidence that bat populations do
not mix a great deal between eastern and western regions. This
may provide some protection to western bats, which reach their
greatest species richness in the desert regions of the Southwest and
southern California. However, scientists still fear that humans could
cause a leapfrogging of the disease into the West, through the transport of the white-nose fungus on contaminated caving gear, clothing, or other material. The control of human access into bat caves
and mines, and the reduction of the risk of fungal transmission by
people, is the only way currently known to stem the spread of this
wildlife epidemic.
Throughout much of North America, bats are the primary
consumers of night-flying insects. While scientists are only beginning to understand the importance of bats through quantitative
measure, it is clear that bats provide enormous ecological benefits
by eating moths, beetles and other insects whose populations
would otherwise go largely unchecked. The little brown bat, a
species commonly found across much of the continent and
severely affected by WNS, can eat at least half its weight in insects
every summer night.1 In an agricultural region of Texas, a
study found that the value of bats’ pest-eating services to local
farmers totaled an estimated $741,000 per year, for a crop worth
$4.6-6.4 million.2 A recent scientific paper estimated that the
value of bats’ pest control services to agriculture was $3.7 to $53
billion annually.3
Not only are entire bat species at risk, but other cave-dwelling
organisms, many of them rare and little studied, may also be in
jeopardy. Bats bring nourishment, through their guano and bodies, into sites where full-time cave denizens, such as springtails,
millipedes, spiders and many other creatures directly or indirectly
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depend on the influx of organic matter bats provide.4 Ultimately,
the bat die-off precipitated by WNS could lead to the unraveling of
numerous bat-dependent relationships in both the natural world
and in human systems such as agriculture and forestry.
Given these risks, it is critically important that all feasible
precautionary measures be taken to slow the spread of the disease and reduce its impact on surviving bat populations. While
researchers continue to investigate the disease, with a hoped-for
goal of discovering an effective treatment, wildlife and public
land managers, and members of the public, need to support and
cooperate with restrictions on non-essential human access into
caves and abandoned mines (also important habitat for bats in the
West). These closures can and should include allowances for emergency access and vital activities, such as search and rescue and
scientific research, particularly that relate to white-nose syndrome.

In affected bat colonies, mortality rates
have reached as high as 100 percent,
virtually emptying caves once harboring
tens of thousands of bats and
leaving cave floors littered with the
innumerable small bones of the dead.
However, cave recreation is not an “essential” activity, and for the
time being, this pursuit must be laid aside in order to give bats a
chance at survival. For those whom caving is a treasured activity
this sacrifice is significant, and yet, for bats, WNS is a matter of life
and death.
Decontamination measures, while helpful, are quite painstaking and even if carried out well are not a complete guarantee
that fungal material will be removed from contaminated clothing
and gear. As the white-nose fungus has been consistently found
in soils of WNS-infected caves, “wild” or off-trail caving (as
opposed to guided tours on developed paths) tends to pose the
greatest risk of fungal transport, as boots and other gear can become quite muddy.
In the eastern United States, caves and mines on national
forest lands have been closed by emergency order since 2009.
Likewise, a number of eastern national parks have completely or
partially closed their caves. Caves within the jurisdiction of the
Tennessee Valley Authority are completely closed as of late 2009,
and caves and mines within all national wildlife refuges nationwide have been closed since fall 2010.
In the western United States, cave closures have been far more
limited. The Rocky Mountain Region of the Forest Service closed
all caves and abandoned mines in 2010 in response to the western
Oklahoma discovery. Several national parks have either partially
or completely closed caves within their borders in response to
WNS. In New Mexico, the Bureau of Land Management has recently implemented a partial closure, restricting access to approximately two dozen caves. Most western national parks with cave
resources are in the process of tightening access to caves, subjecting all caves that had been previously unregulated to permitting
systems. Most national parks will be issuing few, if any, permits in

NANCY HEASLIP/NY DEPT. OF ENVIRONMENTAL CONSERVATION

the near future until more is learned about WNS.
The limited extent of closures in the West to date leave bat
caves and mines on the vast majority of federal public lands open
and vulnerable to the inadvertent transmission of WNS by people.
These federal jurisdictions include the remaining regions of the
U.S. Forest Service in the lower 48 (Southwestern, Northern, Intermountain, Pacific Northwest and Pacific Southwest); and virtually
all Bureau of Land Management lands.
Unfortunately, many western federal land managers are delaying action at the very time when action could be most meaningful
and effective — in other words, before the bat disease reaches the
West. Rather than delay closures of bat caves and mines until WNS
is closer to, or actually documented in, western states, federal land
managers must move quickly to declare closures of all bat caves
and abandoned mines, allowing access only for essential scientific
research and safety purposes. While there is yet time to take meaningful action against this risk, federal land managers must do so, or
leave bats and ecosystems unnecessarily exposed to an overwhelming threat of devastation and loss.
Mollie Matteson works as a conservation advocate for the Center
for Biological Diversity, out of the Northeast field office. She studied
wolves for her Masters degree in wildlife biology, but she also really
loves bats.
For accompanying footnotes to this article please see the “Notes”
section of www.desertreport.org
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DESERT COMMITTEE MEETING
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The Summer meeting of the Desert
Committee will be held August 6-7, 2011
at the Nelson Group Camp in the White
Mountains. John Moody will chair the
meeting. The Autumn meeting will be
held November 12-13, 2011 at the Whitewater Preserve. Pat Flannigan will be
the chair. We encourage local citizens
in the area to attend, as many of the
items on the agenda include local issues. Email Tom Budlong at tombudlong@roadrunner.com or call 310-4761731 to be put on the invitation list.
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Current Issues
Granite Mine Agrees to
Significantly Reduced Expansion

Ivanpah Solar Project Would
Disturb Thousands of Tortoise

In August, 2010, the Center for Biological Diversity (CBD) and the
Desert Tortoise Council (DTC) filed a lawsuit in San Bernardino
County against the city of Twentynine Palms for approving the
expansion of a mining project by Granite Construction on lands
that are home to the federally and state-protected desert tortoise. The expansion proposal was for 356 acres, with 178 acres
of active mining.
In April, 2011, the matter was settled when Granite Construction agreed to limit its expansion to less than 15 acres and to seek
Federal and State approval for expansion beyond that area. The
15 acres is connected to the existing mine, is already disturbed
land, and has been surveyed and has no tortoise. The reduced ex-

Federal officials ordered developer BrightSource Energy Compa-

pansion is expected to meet Granite’s needs for about 10 years.

toise “harassed, injured or killed” by the project, was estimated

ny to temporarily halt construction activity on two-thirds of the
370-megawatt Ivanpah solar project in the Mojave desert in northeast area of San Bernardino County due to exceeding the number
of tortoise found on the site. The company began construction of
Phase I last October and had a permit from federal wildlife officials
to disturb -- handle, move and/or test for disease -- no more than
38 adult tortoise. By the end of March, that limit had been reached
when biologists found the 39th tortoise.
The following week, the Bureau of Land of Management (BLM)
released a document that estimated that the total number of torat 1,025 adults and 2,349 juveniles (see table below). While the

Supreme Court Refuses to Hear
Eagle Mountain Landfill Case
In March, the U.S. Supreme Court announced that it would not
hear an appeal from Kaiser Ventures LLC on a 2009 U.S. 9th Circuit Court of Appeals decision that overturned the land exchange
necessary for the development of what would have put the country’s largest garbage dump on the boundary of Joshua Tree National Park.
Hauling in 20,000 tons of trash per day on the southern edge
of Joshua Tree National Park would have impaired air and water
quality as well as the natural quiet of the park and its southern
gateway communities. Garbage dumps are buffet tables to ravens and an increase in raven population in the area would have
increased the risk to the federally threatened desert tortoise, as
ravens are a predator to tortoise, especially juvenile tortoise.

original estimates of tortoise that would be displaced by the project were based on surveys that found 16 adults, the new estimates
were based on the tortoise actually found by biologists who have
been removing the protected reptiles from the construction site.
The project also will affect tortoises in nearby relocation and
monitoring areas. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service will use the
new estimates to determine whether finishing the 5.6-square-mile
project puts the species in jeopardy. If not, the agency would be
required to set new limits on how the animals may be harassed,
injured or killed.
A determination is expected by the end of May.
		

Adult tortoise

Juvenile tortoise

Inside project area

57-274

608

Surrounding project area

203

1,541

Monitoring program

114-548

Up to 200

Relocation/mortality of 236 eggs inside the work area

Farewell to Dr. Fred Cagle
Fred Cagle passed away in April, 2011. For the past 30 years Fred
Cagle has played important roles in research and funding issues
related to Colorado River, Salton Sea and San Diego coastal water issues, public health and desert environmental and environmental justice issues. Most recently Fred was instrumental in the
creation of the Imperial Vision Action Network (ivanonline.org)
website that allows community reporting of problems for investigation, followed by clean-up and enforcement, giving citizens
direct opportunity to help in protecting the environment of residents in Imperial County. At the time of his death Fred was doing
research on the public health impacts of industrial scale renewable energy projects on undisturbed desert public lands. Additionally, Fred wrote two recent articles for the Desert Report: Air
Quality in Imperial Valley (Sept, 2010) and Geothermal Power in
Imperial Valley (Dec, 2010).

Destruction of more than 1,000 tortoise burrows from within the
project work area

Six California desert parks on State’s
list for closure
Due to the California budget crisis, State park officials announced
in May that 70 State parks had been recommended for closure to
meet budget reductions in the State Parks Department. The recommended closures were based on attendance rates and historical
significance. Six of these parks are located in California’s desert
areas and include: Antelope Valley Indian Museum, Mono Lake Tufa
State Natural Preserve, Picacho State Recreation Area, Providence
Mountains State Recreation Area, Saddleback Butte State Park,
and Salton Sea State Recreation Area. None of these closures will
become final until signed by the Governor.
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California Native Plant Society Searches For Rare Treasure
Biologists and Natural Resource Managers, who have little time
to survey for rare plants and may have limited botanical training.
Other large sections of the desert are run by the National Parks
Service, who do a good job of surveying and monitoring for rare
plants, but are usually limited to surveying within park boundaries.
Institutions such as local universities and botanic gardens, such as
the Rancho Santa Ana Botanic Garden, send botanists out into the
desert to do research and make collections, but their funding is
limited. Lately much of the surveying for rare plants has been done
by biological consulting firms working for developers to produce
the required Environmental Impact Reports (EIRs) for renewable
energy projects.
To help combat this dearth of botanical research and researchers in the desert, CNPS decided to start a botanical survey program
that enlists the help of volunteers. Their reasoning was that volunteers, from experienced enthusiasts (including CNPS members) to
lay citizens, could document rare plant populations with assistance
of botanists while also being educated about California desert.
From this idea, the Rare Plant Treasure Hunt program (RPTH) was
born. Launched in 2010 as a joint effort of the Rare Plant Science,
Vegetation and Education departments of CNPS, the desert portion
of the statewide RPTH receives funding from the National Fish and
Wildlife Foundation and the BLM. To date, the RPTH has led over
125 volunteers on Treasure Hunt trips into the desert and updated
data on over 175 plant populations in the Mojave and Colorado
Deserts surveying historic “occurrences” of rare plants and hitherto
under-explored areas.
Treasure Hunts have been one-day affairs or multi-day camping trips into remote areas of the Mojave and Colorado Deserts.
Following the lead of a botanist, volunteers are given instructions
about which rare plants to look for and are also equipped with
photo guides, GPS units, cameras and survey forms to record data.
Volunteers have ranged in age from 2 years old to nearly 80, from
plant experts to plant novices, including Desert Survivor Club
members and Boy Scout troops. Not only are volunteers able to assist in plant surveys, they are educated on the local flora and get to
experience the desert in a new way and from a botanist’s perspective. One participant remarked, “I will never look at the desert in
the same way again!”
In total over 50 different species of rare plants, from endangered species to species on watch lists, have been found. One rare
plant in particular, Johnson’s Pineapple Cactus (Sclerocactus johnsonii) was found in an area where it had been not documented since
1941! Most of these plants also only occur in certain habitats. Take
for instance Harwood’s woollystar (Eriastrum harwoodii), which
occurs only on rapidly diminishing sand dunes, or the Desert bear
poppy (Arctomecon merriamii) which is found only on limestone
outcrops. Some of these rare species are so localized that with the
demand for development currently under way in California’s deserts, we may unfortunately see a few of these species go extinct
within upcoming years. Many of these large development projects
that will soon be taking place will not just be wiping out known
rare plant populations, but could potentially wipe out species that
are still unknown to science.
Many people are also under the impression that all plant species in California have been discovered. This is not true. There are

AMBER SWANSON

Continued FROM page 1

Getting the right photo. Helianthus niveus ssp. Tephrodes, Algodones sunflower (rare) at Algodones Dune

currently half a dozen plant species in California’s deserts that have
recently been brought to light that are new to science and are in the
process of being studied and given names. All of these were discovered within botanical “black holes” and occur within a limited and
often very small area.
There are without a doubt other plant species that have yet
to be discovered, as well as many rare plant populations of known
species that also need to be discovered. It is up to intrepid desert explorers to walk into these “black holes” and bring out new and highly valuable information. Any plant collection within an unexplored
area, whether rare or not, is an important collection for science as
it increases the knowledge of species distribution and habitat. It is
up to all of us to explore, study, and preserve our beautiful deserts.
With so many new discoveries are out there waiting to be made,
who wants to go explore?
Amber Swanson is the Project Coordinator of the desert portion of the
Rare Plant Treasure Hunt. She is a native of the Great Basin Desert
and has lived in every desert biome in the US.
Duncan Bell is the 2010 Grand Prize winner of the CNPS Rare Plant
Treasure Hunt and their 2011 Intern. He also works at Rancho Santa
Ana Botanic Garden as a Field Botanist.

For More Information
CNPS is recruiting people to volunteer in the desert and
throughout the state with this project. If you are interested
in going on a trip or would like to go search on your own,
contact CNPS at treasurehunt@cnps.org. Here are a few links
to help you get started:
All about the Treasure Hunt:
www.cnps.org/cnps/rareplants/treasurehunt/
Treasure Hunt blog:
www.rareplanttreasurehunt.blogspot.com
Flickr page:
www.flickr.com/photos/rareplanttreasurehunt
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BY JANINE BLAELOCH

BIG SOLAR IN THE DESERT

More Solar Mythology

T

The U.S. Department of the Interior and Department of Energy are currently engaged
in a large-scale plan for solar development
that proposes to open up 21.5 million acres
of public land to permit applications by industrial-scale solar developers. Much of the
land being targeted is in fragile desert areas
that support rare and endangered plant and
animal species. And while the developments
are expected to have operational lifetimes
of just 30 to 50 years, their impacts will be
permanent, irreversibly converting the land
to industrial zones.
As someone deeply concerned about this
issue, I find it particularly vexing to hear the
same myths used again and again to argue
for the inevitability of this approach to solar development. These myths deserve to be
looked at more closely.
“We can’t meet RPS without Big
Solar.”
One rationale for Big Solar frequently cited
is that the states’ renewable energy portfolio standards (RPS) cannot be met without building “some” industrial-scale solar
projects. A spokesman for a national environmental group, for example, recently
stated that if you “look at the numbers” you
will conclude some of these projects are
necessary.1
Yet studies show that California’s RPS,
for example, could be met just with decentralized PV. To meet California’s target of 33
percent renewables by 2020, about 2,0002,500 megawatts of PV would have to be
installed each year. Even with its small size
and low solar insolation, Germany installed
about 3,000 MWac (alternating current) of
mostly decentralized PV in 2009 alone—and
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in 2010, about 6,500 MWac of distributed PV. Studies of distributed PV potential in California have found more than enough capacity on rooftops to meet the RPS, and have also
identified 27,000 MWac in ground-mounted capacity near rural transmission stations.2
“We have to put some of it on undeveloped public land.”
The claim that utility-scale solar projects must proceed on some undeveloped public land
is undermined by the fact that millions of acres of contaminated and degraded land inventoried by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) have been identified as potentially
suitable for renewable energy development. In California alone, the EPA has identified 1.7
million acres –with 90 of the 215 sites in parcels larger than 200 acres–potentially suitable
for such use. All told, the EPA has identified 15 million acres of such land nationwide.3
“Industrial-scale solar is far more cost-effective than distributed generation.”
The residential rooftop solar consolidator 1 Block Off the Grid (1BOG) demonstrates that
distributed PV is cost-competitive, even before factoring in the costs of transmission. For
example, compare 4 kW residential PV systems sold in the San Antonio area at $6.00/
Wac to the capital cost estimate for a 200 MW dry-cooled solar thermal of approximately
$5.50/Wac.4/ 5
A Los Angeles cooperative called Open Neighborhoods announced a residential PV
cooperative solar buy for $4.78 per Watt, almost identical to the price for industrial scale
installations.6
In addition, solar PV prices are projected to drop at a much faster rate than solar
thermal prices over time. Both the California Energy Commission and the Department of
Energy project that solar PV prices will drop by half between 2010 and 2020, while solar
Continued on page 12
thermal prices are projected to decline much more gradually.7

LAURA CUNNINGHAM

In the March 2011 issue of Desert Report,
there was an article titled “A Mythical Mandate”. The following article is a continuation
on that theme. – Editor

Looking south over Ivanpah’s Unit 1 area towards Mountain Pass
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CULTURAL RESOURCES: GOING, GOING, GONE

Industrial Solar Projects Threaten
Tribe’s Spiritual Landscape
“Unlike Tribes in the eastern United States, the Yuma suffered no
major relocation after European contact. They can still look at the
surrounding mountains and tell spirits that dwell in their heights;
and they can describe the creation of the Colorado River that flows
past their homes” (Bee 1982:35).
BRIDGET R. NASH-CHRABASCZ

P

Prior to the creation of the reservation in 1884, the Quechan Tribe
(Yuma) and their ancestors traditionally occupied, traveled, traded
and utilized resources within a broad geographical area located
within present day Arizona and California. The Tribe’s traditional
territory extends as far east as Gila Bend, Arizona, west to Ocotillo,
California, south into Mexico and north to Blythe, California and
Quartzsite, Arizona. The Colorado River corridor from just north
of Laughlin, Nevada, into Mexico is also part of the Quechan’s traditional land and is an integral part of the Creation of the Tribe.
This cultural landscape of the Tribe consists of a myriad of natural
and cultural features; intaglios, geoglyphs, petroglyphs, trails, and
pottery and lithic scatters are just a few of the types of physical
remains visible today from the past activities of the Tribe. While
each of these is impressive in its own right, collectively they are
part of a larger landscape that includes ceremonial, travel, habitation and battle site locations, as well as sacred places and animals
mentioned within the Creation Story.
Within the past two years the Tribe has watched as this fragile
landscape has come under attack. Despite various studies detailing alternatives such as the use of degraded lands and placement
within the built environment such as rooftops and parking garages,
large-scale industrial renewable energy projects have moved into
the desert at an alarming rate. And while tribes, environmental activists and concerned members of the public have raised concerns
over the placement of these projects on pristine desert land, the
federal government has allowed many of the projects to be “fasttracked” through the environmental process, giving the tribes, as
well as the public, insufficient time to not only read through the
documents and understand the proposed projects, but to engage in
any sort of meaningful discussion with the agencies or proponents
to eliminate or reduce the impacts to the landscape.
To date, the Quechan Tribe has received over 80 project notifications from both Federal and County agencies for renewable
energy projects located within the Tribe’s traditional land area.
The workload is overwhelming. Unlike the agencies reviewing the
projects, many of the tribes often have an office staff of one or
two who review not only their area of expertise but all of the areas included within the environmental document. As such, it has
become impossible to thoroughly review the number of proposals

Part of the Traditional Tribal Land along the Lower Colorado

coming through the door thoroughly and attend the meetings held
for each project within the timeframes that have been established
by the proponent and the agencies. Many of the tribes have found
themselves in this situation and have missed out on an opportunity
to comment on the project, or have had to choose which projects to
become involved in, not because they don’t have concerns or don’t
care but simply because the projects are moving at such a fast pace
that we cannot keep up.
With each project the tribes face the cumulative loss of their
culture, beliefs, and lifeways as the physical and spiritual landscapes are impacted. Too often the archaeological consultants hired
by the project proponent, as well as the agencies themselves, forget
that the cultural landscape does not exist solely within the confines
of the project boundaries. There are cultural resources, mountains
and waterways outside of the project area that tie the cultural and
natural resources located within the project area to the overall story
of the land. It is imperative that this be considered, especially in
cases where the land use designation is not compatible with the
project proposed and amendments to existing land/resource management plans are sought or when there are multiple applications
adjacent to one another.
While the agencies often limit their review of the environmental impacts to the information obtained within the boundaries of
the project, they fail to understand that the tribes cannot put on
blinders and evaluate the proposed project without understanding
the seven other applications nearby and how the cultural or natu-
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More Solar Mythology

Tribe’s Spiritual Landscape

“We are in a race against climate change, and Big Solar
will win it.”
Another oft-cited claim is that the remote plants are our best
chance to get renewables going “big and fast” to address climate
change goals. But right now, California has commitments to complete about 6,000 MWac of distributed solar PV by 2016, while the
big plants lag behind in time and capacity. The 5 remote solar projects in California currently waiting for Recovery Act cash grants
will provide 2,715 MW.8
In addition, due to the real and potential legal challenges to
these projects based on environmental impacts, poor analysis, and
possible violations of endangered species “takings” permits, their
progress will be slow and uncertain.
Moreover, whether these projects can bring a net reduction in
greenhouse gases (GHGs) is called into question when considering
the GHG emissions associated with the manufacture and shipping
of materials for the sites, as well as the release of sequestered carbon on desert sites—which one seven-year study found at least
comparable to, if not greater than, sequestration in some grassland
and forest ecosystems. Transmission associated with the remote
sites will also include the use of sulfur hexafluoride(SF6), an electrical insulator used in high-voltage transmission that is the most
potent of the six greenhouse gases regulated by the EPA, with a
global warming potential 23,900 times that of CO2.9
“We can do both big, remote, concentrating solar power
and distributed generation.”
John Farrell of the Institute for Local Self-Reliance recently
stated: “[F]inancial resources are limited, the system of regulations and incentives are skewed toward centralized solutions,
and choosing …long-distance transmission of centralized generation… reduces the money available and future prospects for expanded distributed generation.”10 And even if we could, why be
“even-handed” to accommodate both the right approach and the
wrong one?
It is not too late to pivot away from the current trajectory that
would make industrial zones of public land. A useful first step
would be for those who support the policy to own up to the mythical nature of their rationalizations. Alternatively, they can lag behind while the public becomes more aware of the choices before
them and the possibility of doing this right.
We can confront the climate crisis in a cost-effective, timely
manner —with far less harm to the environment we hope to save.
To do so, we must pursue distributed PV in the built environment
and on degraded lands with the alacrity with which we are now
pursuing Big Solar on public lands.
Janine Blaeloch is Director of the Western Lands Project, which monitors federal land sales and exchanges across the West and beyond,
and which works to protect public and from privatization. She is also
a co-founder of Solar Done Right.
For accompanying footnotes to this article please see the “Notes”
section of www.desertreport.org
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Part of the Traditional Tribal Land along the Lower Colorado
Continued FROM page 11

ral resources contained within those proposed project play into the
overall landscape. Although those projects may only have an application on file and may not have started their “process” with the
agency, that project is no less real to the tribe than the one who has
just completed their Final Environmental Impact Statement. With
the clustering of some of the solar projects, the area along I-10 near
Blythe being a great example, entire chunks of the cultural landscape are being wiped away forever. No longer will Tribal members be able to visit these areas to perform ceremonies or to teach
younger Tribal members of their history.
It has been suggested by some of the archaeological firms that
some of the mitigations proposed thus far will assist tribes in educating the youth because the information will be documented in a
report and the materials will be placed in a museum or curation
facility. What the archaeologists and agencies fail to understand is
that while one may be able to open a book and see the trails documented on a map or visit the pottery collected from the project area
at a museum, that the resources have still been destroyed and that
the ability to teach future generations about the traditions and history of the tribe have been impacted tremendously. It is one thing to
teach someone while looking at the resource within the landscape
and quite another to look at a pieces of the site(s) while seated at a
table in the basement of a museum.
Despite where you stand on the issues surrounding renewable
energy development, one thing is clear, the federal government and
the State of California have set ambitious renewable energy goals
and we need to find a better way to balance the region’s renewable
energy goals with the cultural and religious values of local tribes.
Once these resources are removed from the landscape, they are
gone forever; as is a portion of the tribe’s history.
A long time desert resident, Bridget R. Nash-Chrabascz has a master’s
degree in anthropology and has done field work and education in the
area of prehistoric archeology for over ten years. In her present position she works as liaison to local, State, and Federal agencies to mitigate impacts to the cultural resources of the Quechan Tribe.
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Nevada’s Groundwater: Groups Join Together To Confront Water Rights Issue
Continued FROM page 2

unique species of fish and springsnails, such as the Moapa dace,
White River springfish, and the Pahranagat pebblesnail. The Center
for Biological Diversity has petitioned the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service for protections of 42 species of Great Basin springsnails in
Nevada under the Endangered Species Act.
In Nevada, ground water belongs to the state and if any substantial amount is involved, its extraction and use must be authorized by the State Water Engineer. By law the State Engineer has
one year in which to receive protests and to conduct hearings regarding ground water rights applications. For whatever reason, this
was not done in the case of the 1989 SNWA applications. Since the
Colorado River levels were holding up well in the 1990’s, SNWA
was in no hurry to develop the groundwater and all was quiet.
Then came the current epic Colorado River Basin drought. The
Colorado River has flowed at 69 percent of normal during the past
11 years in the region. The spill-way elevation for Lake Mead is
1221-feet; the level as of April 15 was 1096-feet. Should the elevation drop to 1075-feet, emergency reductions in water availability
will take effect across the entire Colorado River System.
The drought sparked a sense of urgency in SNWA’s groundwa-

Advocating for the environmental concerns
and for water rights in rural Nevada and Utah,
a coalition of indigenous tribes, ranchers,
rural residents, sportsmen and environmentalists,
interests that on other issues may be opposite one
another, had been joined in a united front.
ter plans. A plan of development was prepared and a National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) environmental compliance process
was begun for a proposed 300-mile pipeline that would cross federal lands and deliver over 155,700 acre-feet/year to the Las Vegas
Valley to facilitate continued growth and development. Suddenly,
forgotten water right applications became extremely important to
both rural Nevada and Las Vegas.
In a complementary action, the State Water Engineer, in 2007
and 2008, held hearings on applications in four groundwater basins, awarding SNWA rights to extract over 58,000 acre-feet of
groundwater per year.
Advocating for the environmental concerns and for water
rights in rural Nevada and Utah, a coalition of indigenous tribes,
ranchers, rural residents, sportsmen and environmentalists had
been formed in 2005. Calling themselves the Great Basin Water
Network (“GBWN”), interests that on other issues may be opposite
one another, joined in a united front to battle the water transfer.
At the hearings in 2007 and 2008, the State Engineer denied
standing to anyone, including the GBWN, who had not filed a
protest in 1989. Obviously in the years since the initial filings by
SNWA much had changed, much had been learned, and new stakeholders had emerged. The GBWN took the fight to court and after
disappointing rulings from a Nevada district court, sought an opin-

ion from the Nevada Supreme Court which ultimately ruled that
the State Engineer had violated Nevada state law and had denied
modern day stakeholders due process and an ability to participate
in the hearings.
Stunned by the setback, SNWA initially attempted to get the
Nevada State Legislature to pass a revised law that would negate the
Supreme Court ruling. They were defeated by the efforts of GBWN
and the legislature’s preoccupation by a serious budget debate.
In January 2010, the SNWA re-filed all of their 1989 water
right applications. With no clear response from the State Engineer’s
office, the Great Basin Water Network and many individuals and
organizations opposed to the water grab filed over 1600 protests of
the re-filed applications. Eventually, the courts and State Engineer
ruled that SNWA’s 2010 applications moot and dismissed all the
protests as well. This move stung the GBWN and other protesters
in that the considerable filing fees for the over 200 protests of the
applications were not refunded.
In early 2011, the State Engineer announced the opening of a
new protest period, ordered by the Nevada Supreme Court, to give
all current stakeholders an opportunity to establish standing in
hearings to be held in the fall of 2011. The GBWN organized workshops on the proposed pipeline, its consequences, and how to file
protests with the State Engineer. In the end, nearly 1000 protests
were filed with the State Engineer, including those by the GBWN
which included over 250 parties in a coordinated joint filing.
As in many environmental campaigns, the war is not won in
a single skirmish or even many skirmishes. The successful protest
campaign now completed, the attention of the GBWN is turned to
two new battle fronts – commenting on the draft environmental
impact statement for the project, expected this summer, and the
hearings to be conducted by the State Engineer this fall. Other
related skirmishes include challenges by the Center for Biological
Diversity, a member of the GBWN, against smaller but related pipeline projects in Lincoln County, and a court case filed by the Center
alleging failure of the federal government to adequately protect
their water rights for the Moapa National Wildlife Refuge, the site
of springs essential for the survival of the endangered Moapa dace
and springsnails.
The Great Basin Water Network was created to protect water resources in rural Nevada and to advocate for environmental
sustainability. In the years ahead, water rights will continue
to be an important issue as our demand for this precious recourse
increases.
Rob Mrowka is an ecologist employed by the Center for Biological
Diversity and serves as the Center’s Nevada Conservation Advocate.
Mrowka was previously employed with the U.S. Forest Service and
later served as the Environmental Planning Manager for Clark County. He currently serves on the Board of Directors for the Great Basin
Water Network.

For More Information
Go to www.greatbasin.net.
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BY DICK HINGSON

THE SOUND OF SILENCE

The Importance Of Quiet In
Grand Canyon National Park

T

The mysterious and vast Grand Canyon National Park, with its remote aura and wonderfully quiet soundscape, has had an onrush
of commercial air-tour development since the mid-1970s. This
increase in air-tourism has undone that distinctive natural quiet,
particularly within the Park’s historic East End - that very part first
identified for protection by President Theodore Roosevelt in 1908.
The 1987 National Parks Overflights Act required the National
Park Service (NPS) to define and provide for substantial restoration of the natural quiet at Grand Canyon National Park. Unfortunately the FAA delayed implementing the most meaningful
sections of this Act and thereby allowed a significant increase in
the number of air tours, in the worst possible locations. The Draft
Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) for the Park which was
released earlier this year may make these increases permanent.
The result of this enormous increase in air tours is a longterm impairment of the wilderness character and soundscape re-

sources throughout the park’s East End. Storied vistas on both rims
and along trails far below have been subjected to exponentially rising aircraft noise not foreseen under the 1916 NPS Organic Act.
Based on heavy mid-90s flight volumes, nearly 94,000 annual air
tours and tens of thousands of “air-tour related” overflights became
formally authorized, mostly above the park’s East and West Ends.
Within only three decades of the 1965 construction of the Grand
Canyon airport near the south rim flights quickly soared from relatively few to enormous volumes.1
This huge “cap” on flight numbers has remained unchanged
since the FAA Rule2 in 2000, when it was first instituted. For economic and other reasons, the number of flights in recent years has
declined to around 57,000 although there is nothing to prevent a
return to previous levels, as long as “Current Conditions” [Alternative A in the DEIS] remain the operative rule.
Air tours in large numbers are inappropriate over a wilderness

Alternative: A, Scenario: Total Air Tour and Air Tour Related, Metric: Time Audible
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park like the Grand Canyon, and a “viable” air tour industry is
an inappropriate objective for NPS. The number of annual tours
should be reduced to below 25,000, which was the approximate
number when Congress first indicated there was a problem in the
1975 Grand Canyon National Park Enlargement Act. All other uses
of the park are managed to protect Park resources, and air tours
should be too.3
The intent of Congress - laid out in final floor statements
on the 1987 Overflights Act, but never met - was to protect the
park’s core backcountry experience and other noise-sensitive sites
through designing optimally centered, extremely large flight-free
zones. Truly compliant flight-free zones are still missing, or are defective, within most of the alternatives listed in the DEIS. Air traffic noise remains unacceptably high along the unique, high North
Rim during its high-use (warm months) period. The Bright Angel
Flight-Free Zone on the East End remains far too small and otherwise ineffective to avoid soundscape impairment of key location
points at peak seasons of visitation.
At issue are two of the stated objectives in the DEIS: the need
to foster “aerial” viewing of the Park (objective number 8) and
the need to ensure a “viable” air tour industry (objective number
9). Foundational NPS law requires neither objective; such policy
objectives remain inappropriate in terms of established Sierra Club
Policy on “Air Tours” and appended “Principles of Natural Quiet.”
One notable backcountry site is Point Sublime, an especially historic and renowned North Rim promontory, extending far
into the core of the Park and providing unusual silence and sweeping vistas. Point Sublime’s 360-degree panoramas allowed seminal
scientific and artistic representations of the Canyon’s history by geologist Clarence Dutton and artist William Holmes.
Unfortunately the Dragon air tour corridor has brought Point
Sublime and other North Rim locations far outside legal standards
defined by the Per Cent Time Audible and the Sound Level impact
NPS indicators. This is emblematic of a large number of East End
location points where air traffic corridors accommodate legions of
helicopters
The DEIS’ four alternatives include notably quieter Alternative
“E” (“Seasonal Use”). This Alternative “E”, proposed in 2005 by the
environmentalist coalition as a potential “compromise,” alternately
closes the Dragon and then Zuni air tour corridors on the East End.
Yet, even this Alternative needs improving. This could be done by
expanding the seasonal route closure dates to have Dragon closed
roughly May 1 through September 30 (double the Dragon closureinterval proposed). Special points like Point Sublime should be
quiet when they are accessible in the warmer spring/summer/fall
season, and the East End areas like the Tanner and Beamer Trails
ought to be quiet in winter, when they are best hiked. Respites can
also be enhanced via extended closure seasons, days-of-week closures or “quiet(er) days”, or stopping flights on certain special days
like holidays.
The NPS Preferred Alternative contains certain modestly attractive elements. However, the NPS should at least revise its proposed seasonal closure periods, so that Dragon Corridor is closed
in the warmer (“North Rim open”) season, and the Zuni closed in
the cooler season to benefit hiking of the inner Canyon trails.
High-level, commercial jet aircraft also create substantial
noise impacts throughout the Park. NPS is concerned about, and
has documented at great expense, this growing problem. It can’t

Air tour over the South Rim

Backcountry Management Plan
Coinciding with the Special Flight Rules Draft EIS, on April
27 2011 a Notice of Intent (NOI) to prepare an Environmental
Impact Statement (EIS) and revised Backcountry Management Plan (BMP) was published in the Federal Register. This
announcement begins the NEPA (National Environmental
Policy Act) process of identifying, analyzing and disclosing
the potential impacts of actions that could be taken to manage Grand Canyon’s extensive backcountry resources.
The EIS will describe the relationship of the BMP to other
plans and NEPA documents, such as the Colorado River
Management Plan, Mule Operations and Stock Use Plan, Fire
Management Plan, as well as the Draft EIS for Special Flight
Rules
Grand Canyon’s “backcountry” consists of the primitive,
undeveloped portions of the park (which include proposed
wilderness, non-wilderness and the Colorado River corridor.)
There are over 1.1 million acres of proposed wilderness in
Grand Canyon National Park, comprising approximately 94%
of the park’s total area.
Issues that will be examined in the EIS are visitor access
and use of the park’s backcountry, administrative use and
park infrastructure, scientific research activities, commercial services, access through tribal lands, management of
natural and cultural resources, and protection of wilderness
character. The revised BMP will guide management decisions
regarding the park’s backcountry and wilderness resources
into the future
Scoping comments will be accepted through June 27,
2011. Written comments may be submitted via the internet at
http://parkplanning.nps.gov/grca.

Continued on page 17
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Tule Wind Project Faces A Native American Backlash
Continued FROM page 3

ern deserts is daunting: the Tule Wind project, proposed electrical
substations, the Sunrise Powerlink, Imperial Valley Solar, Ocotillo Express wind project near the tiny town of Ocotillo, and Eneriga Sierra Juarez wind project at the border in Baja. Taken together these are devastating in scope and have brought forward
Native Americans who would usually not speak out - fearing the
publicity over their sacred sites and resources would bring vandals
and thieves.
Local tribal members also know the reality of living next to
the existing 25 Kumeyaay Wind turbines and the adverse health
effects and quality of life impacts related to low frequency noise,
disrupted sleep, and suspected stray voltage/electricity generated
by the turbines. There are also two suspicious cancer cases at tribal
residences next to the Kumeyaay Wind substation. One wonders
how the low-frequency noise, shadow-flicker, stray voltage and
surface disturbance will affect the Bighorn sheep, Golden Eagles,
and other wildlife in the area?
Tule Wind is under joint review by the California Public Utility
Commission (CPUC) and the BLM. This is in connection with two
related projects, the 85-acre ECO Substation proposed by San Diego Gas & Electric (SDG&E) and a cross border 230-500 kV tie line
for Sempra’s 1,250 MW Energia Sierra Juarez (ESJ) wind project.
SDG&E has just signed a Power Purchase Agreement with Sempra for energy from ESJ’s Phase I, although Mexican politicians
have charged Sempra with wrongdoing related to the initial ESJ
permit approval.
The ESJ site in the Sierra Juarez mountains is also environmentally, biologically, and culturally sensitive. (Desert Report, September 2010) The impacted cross-border area is part of the Las
Californias Binational Conservation Initiative that was meant to
protect some of the most critical habitat areas and wildlife corridors. The area has already been scientifically identified as a globally significant and rare transitional Mediterranean Mosaic habitat
that exists in only a few places in the world. Sadly, the Las Californias initiative and the vanishing resources it was meant to protect
appears to have been abandoned by BLM and others.

Iberdrola’s $400 million Tule Wind project depends upon
SDG&E’s controversial Sunrise Powerlink (still in federal court)
and another $300 million or more for SDG&E’s proposed 85-acre
ECO Substation project. This investment is going for an intermittent source of energy that needs backup generation, usually a gasfired power plant. Conveniently, SDG&E’s parent company, Sempra,
owns the controversial Costa Azul Natural Gas receipt terminal
along with pipelines and gas-fired electrical generators in Baja
California. All these access the US electrical grid through SDG&E’s
cross-border transmission lines.
Iberdrola, a Spanish corporation, has already received approximately $1 billion in ARRA funding. (http://www.windaction.
org/faqs/30959 ) They are on track to receive another major cash
grant for Tule Wind (about $120 million) along with Renewable
Energy Credits that can be sold, all at the expense of utility rate
and taxpayers. They may also qualify for some state sales and use
tax exemptions. Iberdrola’s record is not entirely spotless, however.
There has been recent litigation and /or publicity on several of their
other wind energy projects for inferior cement in turbine foundations, turbine noise and shadow-flicker impacts, turbine rotor bolt
failures that resulted in the crashing to the ground of a multi-ton
rotor with the blades still attached, and failure to provide Property
Value Guarantees, along with $387,000 in OSHA fines against one
of their wind project management companies.
The joint Draft PUC/BLM EIR/EIS for Tule Wind, the 85-acre
ECO Substation, and Sempra’s Energia Sierra Juarez 230-500kV
cross-border tie line was released on Christmas Eve 2010. The topranked alternative in the State Environmental Impact Review (EIR)
is “No Project” based on Class I adverse and un-mitigable impacts to
air, noise, biological resources, visual character, fire fuels, and cultural resources. The selected Environmentally Superior alternative
would remove almost half of the 134 turbines, place part of the new
138 kV lines underground, and move the ECO Substation about 700

Looking east over the Carrizo Gorge Wilderness Area and the Coyote Mountain Wilderness Area. Wind Turbines would be west of this area.
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Importance Of Quiet In Grand Canyon
Continued FROM page 15

feet closer to the formerly designated Big Horn Sheep Critical Habitat boundaries and the Jacumba Wilderness Area. Impacts would
remain similar to the proposed project. The federal Environmental Protection Agency rated the DEIR/EIS as EC 2 -Environmental
Concerns and Insufficient Information. State Parks has expressed
concerns with adverse impacts to wildlife, visual, and wilderness
Rather than destroy public lands and irreplaceable resources,
the billions of dollars would be better spent to retrofit public and
private buildings for energy efficiency and to install point of use
renewable energy projects that do not require extensive and expensive new infrastructure. This would be in line with California law
but would not provide Iberdrola with their profits or the SDG&E /
Sempra corporation with the legally guaranteed profits, charged to
utility rate payers, for all their new power lines and substations.
Please help convince the Department of Energy and BLM
to adhere to all the legal requirements in place for review of
environmental impacts. The McCain Valley is too valuable to
allow projects to be rushed forward under a fast-track mandate or
supported by generous federal loans and grants. In fact, it is
deserving of National Monument status for the protection of its
irreplaceable resources.
Donna Tisdale is 34-year resident of Boulevard, CA. She serves on the
San Diego/ Imperial County Sierra Club’s Smart Energy Task Force
and is recipient of the San Diego Chapter’s 2011 Conservation Activist Award. She serves as Chair of the Boulevard Planning Group, as
Secretary of The Protect Our Communities Foundation, and as President of Backcountry Against Dumps (BAD). In 2005 she produced
a documentary about the Sunrise Powerlink: “A Question of Power.”

be swept away by ignoring it. Under political pressure in 2008 NPS
essentially did just that by revising its “Definition of Substantial
Restoration of Natural Quiet.” At that time, the NPS improperly indeed, with questionable legality - defined away the entire “high
flyer noise” contribution from its “substantial restoration” noise
goal-calculus. This removed key leverage that NPS held under its
original Overflights Act charge for making still further reductions
in the (low-level) air tour noise. The Sierra Club’s comments at
that time objected to relaxing the definition without retaining even
some leverage towards reducing the overall air tour volume and
unacceptable, localized intensities.
While the current DEIS focuses on the easier problem of
low flying aircraft, the growing number of Canyon-crossing
high altitude flights should remain of concern for “substantial
restoration of natural quiet” as outlined by the 1987 Overflights
Act. Some high level air traffic from distant airports could be
easily moved the few miles needed to further quiet the heart of the
Park (“East End”).
There are several causes for optimism in the present situation.
The FAA has been finally removed from control over NEPA “Environmental Consequences” documentation and noise impact assessments. It is no longer the lead on the DEIS. Additionally, and for
the first time, two NPS alternatives propose seasonal closures of
key routes. The public has a heretofore unavailable opportunity to
advocate for the strongest possible restoration alternative for natural quiet. Substantial relief - via seasonal or other respite periods,
along with sharply lowered flight volumes - appears readily achievable for the heart of the park.
The deadline to submit comments is June 20, 2011.
Dick Hingson has been a lead Sierra Club activist on Grand Canyon
overflights and noise abatement issues in National Parks, generally.
He currently represents Sierra Club on the federal National Parks
Overflights Advisory Group.
For accompanying footnotes to this article please see the “Notes”
section of www.desertreport.org
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Learn More

ECO Tule ESJ DEIR/EIS EX SUM:
http://www.cpuc.ca.gov/environment/info/dudek/ecosub/
Draft_EIR/00c-ExecutiveSummary.pdf
Public Comments on DEIR/EIS:
http://www.cpuc.ca.gov/environment/info/dudek/ECOSUB/
ECOSUB_Comments.htm
Notice of Significant Change:
http://www.blm.gov/ca/st/en/info/newsroom/2008/july/
CDDNews0859_ESD_changes.html
$2-3 B for Sunrise:
http://www.kpbs.org/news/2010/jan/28/1-billion-may-beneeded-for-lines-tied-sunrise-po/
McCain Valley photo book:
http://www.blurb.com/books/2201526

To find out more about the National Parks Overflights DEIS:
http://parkplanning.nps.gov/grca.
For further information on this issue, see the December,
2007, “Restoring the ‘Eternal Silence’ to Grand Canyon”:
http://www.desertreport.org
To see the short video “National Park or Noise Park”:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SJvCM_ohdnI
For the Sierra Club’s policy on “Air Tours” and “Principles
of Natural Quiet”, see listed with Conservation Policies:
www.sierraclub.org/policy/conservation/airtours.aspx
DONNA TISDALE

For More Information
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California/Nevada Regional Conservation Committee Desert Committee

Outings

These trips are not rated. If you have not previously par-

TELESCOPE PEAK – Carcamp & Hike

ticipated in an outing of the type you are considering, call

June 18-19, Saturday-Sunday

the leader and ask about the suitability of the trip given

Join us at our beautiful forest campsite at 8,000 ft. in the

your conditioning and experience. Distance and elevation

Panamint Mts. On Sat, we’ll hike the tallest peak in this des-

gain can give an indication of the difficulty of a hike, but

ert range with views of the highest (Mt. Whitney) and lowest

the condition of the trail, or lack of a trail can change the

(Badwater) points in the contiguous U.S. 14 miles rt, 3000 ft.

level. An eight mile, 900’ elevation gain hike on a good

gain. Moderate/slow pace for well-conditioned hikers only. NO

trail would be easy to moderate, a similar hike up a brush-

TIGERS. After the hike, we’ll enjoy Happy Hour, a potluck feast

filled canyon could be strenuous.

and campfire. Group size strictly limited. Send $8 per person

For questions concerning an outing, or to sign up,

(Sierra Club), 2 large SASE, H&W phones, email address, ride-

please contact the leader listed in the write-up. For ques-

share info to Ldr: Lygeia Gerard, P.O. Box 294726, Phelan, CA

tions about Desert Committee outings in general, or to re-

92329, 760-868-2179. CNRCC Desert Committee

ceive the outings list by e-mail, please contact Kate
Allen at kj.allen96@gmail.com or 661-944-4056.
The Sierra Club requires participants to sign a

BLACK ROCK NATIONAL CONSERVATION
AREA CARCAMP & HIKE
July 3-5, Sunday-Tuesday

standard liability waiver at the beginning of each

Leader’s choice in the Black Rock National Conserva-

trip. If you would like to read the Liability Waiver be-

tion area about 100 miles north of Reno. Expect lots of

fore you choose to participate, please go to http://

people and fireworks during this busy “4th of Juplaya”

www.sierraclub.org/outings/chapter/forms/, or contact

weekend on the Playa. We’ll probably camp at a hot spring

the Outings Department at 415-977-5528 for a printed

and take daytrips to other nearby locations. Expect good stars

version.

as the new moon is 7/1! Primitive camping, high clearance ve-

For an updated listing, viit the Desert Report website at
www.desert report.org and click on outings.

hicles, 4WD preferred. Dogs limited, on leash, Leader David
Book, 775-843-6443. Great Basin Group-Toiyabe Chapter/

The Sierra Club California Seller of Travel number is CST

CNRCC Desert Committee

2087766-40. (Registration as a seller of travel does not
constitute approval by the State of California.)

BECKY PEAKS WILDERNESS SERVICE
July 15-18, Friday-Monday

BLACK ROCK ARCHAEOLOGY SURVEY

Help protect this new and relatively little-known Eastern Ne-

June 10-12, Friday-Monday

vada wilderness by working with BLM to install post and rail

Join other interested volunteers in mapping and surface sur-

fence and permanent boundary markers at critical locations.

veying a section of the Emigrant Trail near High Rock Canyon

Becky Peaks is a little north of Great Basin National Park. Cen-

in the Black Rock National Conservation Area about 150 miles

tral commissary for the three dinners and three breakfast of

north of Reno. Potluck dinner Saturday night. Depending on

the trip for about $20. Trip begins with Friday’s dinner. Satur-

time, we may visit the nearby Soldier Meadows Hot Springs

day and Sunday are workdays. Possibility of a hike on Monday,

or other Hot Springs on the way out. Expect primitive camp-

for those who can stay. Nevada’s wild places constitute the

ing. High clearance vehicles, 4WD preferred. Dogs limited, on

best-kept secret in the American West. Come get in on the se-

leash. Easy. Leader: David Book, 775-843-6443. Great Basin

cret. Leader: Vicky Hoover, vicky.hoover@sierraclub.org, 415-

Group-Toiyabe Chapter/ CNRCC Desert Committee

977-5527. CNRCC Wilderness Committee
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BRISTLECONE PINES CARCAMP & HIKE

potluck dinner, and campfire Sat. Night. Sunday we may work,

August 20-21, Saturday-Sunday

or take the day to enjoy the Monument. Participants need to

Come with us to the beautiful White Mtns to camp, hike and

bring heavy work gloves and everything needed for the week-

just relax. On Sat, we’ll hike the Ancient Bristlecone Pine For-

end; there are no stores or gas stations on the Carrizo. For

est on a moderate 5 mi rt interpretive trail, followed by a picnic

more information, contact the leaders: Cal and Letty French,

lunch and a short optional hike to a nearby old mining cabin.

lettyfrench@gmail.com, 805-239-7338. CNRCC Desert Com/

Back at camp, we’ll enjoy Happy Hour, a potluck feast and a

Santa Lucia Chapter

campfire. Sunday pack up and head home. Group size strictly
limited. Send $8 per person, 2 large SASE, H&W phones, email
address, rideshare info to Ldr: Lygeia Gerard, P.O. Box 294726,
Phelan, CA 92329, 760-868-2179. CNRCC Desert Committee

DEATH VALLEY SERVICE TRIP
October 28-30, Friday-Sunday
Wilderness restoration in a beautiful and remote National Park.
On Friday, help install wilderness boundary signs in Salsberry

PERSEID METEOR SHOWER ON THE PLAYA

Pass. On Saturday, hike 2 miles up Cottonwood Canyon for

August 23-24, Tuesday-Wednesday

some work on the trail. Primitive camping in Cottonwood Can-

Full moon in the Black Rock Desert about 100 miles north of

yon. Need moderate to high clearance vehicle. Work Friday af-

Reno, Nevada. We’ll be camping with a group of people mid-

ternoon and Saturday. Sunday we will be treated to a ranger

Playa and watching the meteor shower. Porta-Potti provided.

guided hike thru the narrows of Marble Canyon. Leader: Kate

Potluck dinner or barbecue Saturday night, side trips to local

Allen, kj.allen96@gmail.com, 661-944-4056

hot springs. Expect your vehicle to get dusty! Dogs limited, on
leash, expect to pick-up after your dog! Leader David Book,
775-843-6443. Great Basin Group-Toiyabe Chapter/
CNRCC Desert Committee

GHOST TOWN EXTRAVAGANZA
October 29-30, Saturday-Sunday
Spend Halloween weekend visiting the ghosts of California’s colorful past. Visit this eerie desert landscape near
Death Valley; camp at the historic ghost town of Ballarat

TAMARISK BASH IN HAPPY CANYON SERVICE TRIP & HIKE

(flush toilets & hot showers). On Sat, a challenging hike to

September 3-5, Saturday-Monday

ghost town Lookout City with historian Hal Fowler who

Help restore a desert riparian area in Death Valley National

will regale us with tales of this wild west town. Return to camp

Park by removing invasive tamarisk from Happy Canyon in the

for Happy Hour and potluck feast, followed by a midnight visit

Panamint Mts. The year-round stream will let us soak and cool

to Ballarat’s graveyard. On Sun, a quick visit to the infamous

if the temperature gets too warm. On Saturday, we will work

Riley townsite. Group size strictly limited. Send $8 per person

with Marty Dickes, our coordinator from the BLM. On Sunday,

(Sierra Club), 2 SASE, H&W phones, email, rideshare info to

there will be a hike to nearby Manley Peak. Monday is an op-

Ldr: Lygeia Gerard, P.O. Box 294726, Phelan, CA 92329, 760-

tional tour through Striped Butte Valley and Warm Springs

868-2179. CNRCC/Desert Committee.

Canyon to the east. Enjoy carcamping, a potluck dinner Saturday, and campfire stories. Contact leader Craig Deutsche,
craig.deutsche@gmail.com,

310-477-6670.

CNRCC

Desert

Committee

CARRIZO PLAIN NATIONAL MONUMENT WORK
PARTY
September 24-25, Saturday-Sunday
Here is another chance to knock down barbed wire fences and
clear the Carrizo of these relics of the past. Pronghorn antelope need wide-open spaces for survival, and we have been
successfully clearing the land – slowly, fence by fence. We will
again work with Alice Kock, pronghorn specialist from CA
Dept of Fish and Game. Work all day Saturday, happy hour,
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BY MESONIKA PIECUCH

WHY WE NEED PLAIN TALK ON OFF-ROAD ABUSE

OHV Doublespeak

20

opinion-makers, and even Joe Six Pack have retreated into doublespeak, saying one thing, meaning another.
The complaints, well-stated as they are, betray three areas in
which those advocating for the off-road recreation industry and its
customers lapse into Orwellian doublespeak.
Opportunities
The continuing refrain of off-roaders is that their available
space is shrinking, and they need more “opportunities.” Now, what
does that mean? How can it be that, with millions of trail miles
nationwide (and more than 100,000 miles in California alone), offroaders are running out of space? What is really behind this complaint is the phenomenon of spaces used up. Trails become familiar,
moguls less exciting, thrills predictable. This is all caused by the
very OHV use its advocates wish to expand. It is why the e-mailer
complained of authorized areas being “desolate and inhospitable.”
Of course they are. Riders and their machines made them desolate
and inhospitable!
When you hear or read of OHV advocates requesting more “opportunities,” translate that request to “more authorized areas for
riding.” That is what they mean. When those “opportunities” are
withheld, or when some are withdrawn to stop the degradation of
wildlife, vegetation, waters, or historic sites, the advocates cry foul.
Family Friendly Recreation and Profits Too
Another tactic employed by some OHV advocates involves citing the “family friendly” character of off-road recreation, and as-

TOM BUDLONG

T

The Tehachapi Mountains, and the segment of the Pacific Crest
Trail (PCT) which passes through them, are representative of the
irreversible degradation left by illegal off-roading. Furthermore,
adjacent property owners to the PCT have suffered property damage, harassment, vandalism, and damage to livestock at the hands
of off-roaders. Kern County law enforcement, along with USFS and
BLM personnel, has launched a valiant effort to prevent further
damages. However, dwindling resources, the remoteness of the
area, and the apparent lack of self-policing in the larger Off-Highway Vehicle (OHV) community are continuing challenges. Other
communities in the area which have faced devastating scars from
illegal off-roading include Rosamond, Lake Isabella, and Tehachapi.
ORV Watch Kern County is a group of concerned Kern County residents who have come together to address the destructive
impacts of off-road vehicles illegally riding on private and public
property. One recent email to ORV Watch Kern County crystallized
a problem inherent in discussing off-road vehicle abuse, and it underscored why we need plain talk on this subject.
The e-mailer, earnest and respectful, decried the loss of desert and wilderness trails being “eliminated” through “land grabs
by the federal government” and “environmental manipulation
of the court system…” Licensing fees from California’s green
sticker program, the e-mail read, are being “used to lock [ORV
enthusiasts] out of legal riding areas.” Here are salient excerpts
from the message:
“I agree illegal riding can’t be condoned and there are legal
areas available. However, the areas set aside for OHV use in many
cases are, frankly, desolate and inhospitable. And even those are
being gradually eliminated…”
“…government agencies…should be providing support for legitimate riding areas based on fees collected for that purpose.”
“OHV users appreciate the beauty of areas such as the Tehachapis, Piutes and Sierras as much as hikers and equestrians.
Perhaps the situation can be alleviated by uniting with groups…
working towards providing more legal riding areas that are not
hours and hours away in locations that are so unwelcoming.”
“Again, I do not condone illegal riding. I just ask that you view
things from the perspective of the OHV enthusiast who pays substantial licensing and use fees only to see those funds used to lock
them out of legal riding areas and push them ever farther out and
into smaller and smaller areas. Let’s work together to make it possible to all enjoy the public lands we have and not restrict certain
groups because they choose to recreate in a manner you do not.”
We need plain talk on off-road use. This is especially true because we inhabit a landscape on which governments, corporations,

Foothills NW of Mojave. The PCT is on this ridge
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serting that off-road enthusiasts will pour rivers of revenue into
local economies if we will only grant them more opportunities.
This notion has found its way into proposed legislation. California
Congressman Kevin McCarthy (R-CA), for example, is the author
of H.R. 1581, the so-called “Wilderness and Roadless Area Release
Act,” which could potentially expand multiple use access (including resource development and off-road recreation) to 42 million
acres of public lands currently protected.
A description of this bill appears on the Congressman’s website and sets forth in glowing terms the results if passed: “Allowing these lands to be managed for multiple use opens them up to
responsible resource development, better healthy forest management, grazing and numerous recreational activities, including motorized sporting [emphasis ours] and increased hunting and fishing.
These activities would help create jobs and generate new revenue
for local communities across the country.”
Allowing these lands to be managed for multiple use would
also open them to irresponsible resource development and any
relative costs and benefits needs further analysis. There is no evidence to assert that opening public lands to off-roading will result
in “jobs” and “new revenue.” This, however, is the carrot always
dangled from the stick.
Shared Use
Another cliché has grown up amid questions over access to
public lands. Off-road advocates argue for multiple or “shared” use.
Now, sharing is a good thing. The use of this word triggers admonitions from our childhood to share our toys or food. Who could
oppose sharing? It’s such a good thing. This was one plea in the
email above: “Let’s work together to make it possible to all enjoy
the public lands we have and not restrict certain groups…”
Such an approach ignores a fundamental fact in all human activity: not every “use” of anything, including public lands, is compatible with every other use. It is not a question of whether you or I
have a right to “use” public lands. It is the type of “use” in which we
choose to engage. All civilized societies develop through an intricate balancing of liberties, privileges, and mutual obligations. The
balancing works because of boundaries. Many traditional public
lands activities are manifestly not compatible with off-road riding.
Consider two examples. According to the Natural Trails & Wildlife
Coalition, land managers nationwide as well as hunting advocates,
are speaking out regarding the damages inflicted to critical wildlife
habitats and big game animals by OHV use. And, as most equestrians know, “sharing” wilderness trails with a group of off-roaders
will almost always lead to a rodeo.
In light of the foregoing, the following is a brief manifesto
directed at the issue of desert and wilderness trail closures, OHV
damage, and shared use.
1. OHV recreation, because of the very nature of the technology involved, is and always has been fundamentally incompatible
with sustaining desert and wilderness environments. The highly
evolved and powerful OHVs now marketed are essentially, in their
design, manufacture, and user capabilities, destructive of natural
environments. This is a matter not only of scientific evidence but
of common sense. The evolution of off-road vehicles has resulted
in powerful, high-torque engines, increased mobility, improved
maneuverability, and virtually indestructible tires. Fragile plants,
trees, soil composites, and wildlife homes are no match for these
improvements. Degradation is inevitable. Bringing these machines
into deserts and forestlands creates damage. What is the tradeoff? What value obtained exceeds the degradation created? Fun?

Thrills? It does no good to claim that hikers, hunters, and equestrians also do damage. The comparisons are flawed because of the
technology involved.
2. In light of this, and because of their inherent capacity to
create damage, off-road vehicles must be restricted to authorized
areas already designated. No new areas publicly owned should be
dedicated to OHV use until it can be demonstrated that trespass
into undesignated areas can be controlled. There should be a moratorium on new trail openings.
3. Off-road riders do indeed pay licensing fees. Those funds
go to maintain and remediate authorized areas on which they ride;
however, there is no inherent right to gobble up more areas. The
increasing popularity of the activity does not automatically im-

Trails become familiar, moguls less exciting,
thrills predictable. This is all caused by the very
OHV use its advocates wish to expand.
It is why the e-mailer complained of authorized
areas being “desolate and inhospitable.”
Of course they are. Riders and their machines
made them desolate and inhospitable!

ply the need for more public space. Any increase in opening trails
should be argued on the basis of sound scientific data. We don’t
allow city parks to double as shooting ranges. We don’t invite John
Deere tractors to race through Huntington Library. We don’t house
rescued pit bulls at the local day care. We should not, ipso facto,
unthinkingly open new wilderness areas to off-road machines.
4. Most off-roaders don’t truly want to “get out in nature”
when they fire up their engines. We believe that they want fun,
challenge, speed, power, noise, and thrills. There is nothing wrong
with any of that. But it’s not “enjoying nature.” The enjoyment of
wilderness and wildlife demands a certain humility and quietness.
You can do this from atop a deer stand, from the banks of a bubbling stream above a quiet pool filled with rainbow trout, from
the saddle of a quarter horse, or just standing under a canopy of
redwoods. You cannot encounter nature above the throaty roar of
an OHV engine and through a cloud of dust.
Terms such as “opportunities”, “family-friendly”, “profits for
local businesses”, and “shared-use”, while used by the OHV community to describe their benefits, do not adequately describe their
impacts. The doublespeak in the OHV community needs to end in
order to understand the real issues at hand.
Mesonika Piecuch, who rode motorcycles for 15 years, calls herself an
“agrarian conservative with libertarian tendencies,” is an avid equestrian,
hiker, and advocates for wilderness
issues. She is most comfortable when
spying on wildlife dressed in camos
and a ghillie suit.
Mesonika and her favorite trail partner, Miss Margaret
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BY PAT FLANAGAN

PREFERRED ALTERNATIVE MOVES WEST

29 Palms Marine Base
Seeks Expansion In Johnson Valley

T

The 29 Palms Marine Base (Combat Center) is proposing to expand to support Marine Expeditionary Brigade (MEB) sized training exercises. According to a Center for Naval Analyses study,
Marines “train as they fight” so the range capacity must be large
enough to support sustained, combined-arms, live-fire and maneuver room for 15,000 Marines at a time. Currently 90 percent of
Marines deployed to combat receive predeployment training at the
Combat Center.
In 2007 the Marine Base announced they would study possible land and airspace acquisition along their boundaries. In November 2008 the Department of the Navy requested withdrawal
of 366,000 acres of BLM land for possible expansion and began
public scoping for the project’s Environmental Impact Statement
(EIS). Twenty thousand stakeholders’ comments were received
during the scoping period. The Draft EIS for the expansion became
available in February 2011.

According to a Center for Naval Analyses study,
Marines “train as they fight” so the range
capacity must be large enough to support
sustained, combined-arms, live-fire and maneuver
room for 15,000 Marines at a time.
The Draft EIS investigates 7 alternative projects, including the noaction alternative. With the exception of Alternative 3 which proposes expanding to the east, the remaining five project alternatives
explore different options for expanding to the west and the south
(Alternative 5 does not expand to the south). The southern acquisition area is approximately 21,000 acres immediately west of the
Cleghorn Lakes Wilderness area.
All expansions to the west include the use of the Johnson Valley Off-Highway Vehicle Area (Johnson Valley). Johnson Valley
is the largest riding area in the state - 189,000 acres - with the
highest number of visitor use days. According to the California
Off-Road Vehicle Association the combination of vast open space,
large variety of desert views and scenic vistas, and unique geologic
formations is not found within any other single OHV area in the
country. Under Alternatives 1, 4, and 5 the Marine Corp would
have exclusive use of 91% (180,000 acres) of Johnson Valley. This
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explains why 71% of the scoping comments focused on OHV and
recreation resources. Alternative 6, the preferred alternative, was
developed in response to the public comments and would allow for
recreational use of approximately 40,000 of the 146,667 acquired
acres during the 10 months of the year that the MEB does not require use.
The environmental impacts resulting from the loss of riding
areas to the region are evaluated including an increase in illegal use
of OHVs in surrounding public lands and on private property (section 4.2) Special Conservation Measures (SCM)-1 and 2 are offered
to mitigate the loss and offset illegal riding with education and
signage. SCM-3 offers coordination by the Marine Base with local
law enforcement and community groups to reduce illegal OHV use
within communities surrounding the acquisition areas. No specifics
are provided on how this coordination might work. It is worth recalling that one of the mitigation measures for the Ft. Irwin expansion was to fund two BLM rangers for 10 years to patrol adjacent
public and private lands.
The deadline to submit comments was May 26, 2011. The Department of the Navy is now evaluating comments made on the
DEIS and will use them to prepare a Final EIS. The Final EIS will
form part of the basis to select the best course of action to fulfill the
Marine’s training requirements. This decision will be published in
a Record of Decision (ROD). If the ROD concludes that withdrawal
of public lands from the BLM is recommended, Congress will need
to agree to a withdrawal and the federal government must pay fair
market value for any non-federal lands it proposes to acquire.
Pat Flanagan is an educator currently working on the Salton Basin Living Laboratory curriculum, a project of the Desert Protective
Council. She had an article in the June, 2010 issue of Desert Report
on this project.

For More Information
The Community Impact Assessment provides information on
the impact the Combat Center has on the local and regional
communities.
http://www.marines.mil/unit/29palms/G5/Pages/default.aspx
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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. Please join us!
Questions? Contact Jim Dodson:
jim.dodson@sierraclub.org (661-942-3662)

Desert Protective Council
www.dpcinc.org
Desert Tortoise Council
www.deserttortoise.org
Toiyabe Chapter, Sierra Club
www.nevada.sierraclub.org

JOIN SIERRA CLUB
When you join the Sierra Club you will have the satisfaction
of knowing that you are helping to preserve irreplaceable
wildlands, save endangered and threatened wildlife, and
protect this fragile environment we call home. You can be
sure that your voice will be heard through congressional
lobbying and grassroots action on the environmental issues
that matter to you most. www.sierraclub.org/membership
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