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NATIONAL CONSERVATION LANDS
SOME OF THE WEST’S MOST SPECTACULAR LANDSCAPES

that had been acquired from other countries. As that century progressed and our nation’s western border pushed farther west, Congress began to enact homesteading and
mining laws to support our nation’s major policy goal at that time – getting the Western
territories settled.
Then, in the early 1900s, Congress directed the Executive Branch to manage activities on the remaining public western lands. In the 1920s and 1930s, Congress enacted
laws related to the management of mineral leasing, grazing, and timber removal on
public lands. During that time, the U.S. Grazing Service was created to manage the public
rangelands.
CONTINUED ON PAGE 6
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This year the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) celebrates the 15th anniversary of the establishment of the National
Conservation Lands, previously known
as the National Landscape Conservation
System (NLCS). This system recognizes
the national importance of, and increases
protection for, almost 30 million acres of
the most spectacular natural areas in our
western states – places such as the Grand
Canyon-Parashant National Monument,
North Fork American Wild and Scenic River, and the Pacific Crest National Scenic
Trail. While the term “NLCS” continues to
be used, several years ago the Department of the Interior and many conservationists began to use the term “National
Conservation Lands” reasoning that it
was a more accurate description of the
system’s components.
With the exception of two small National Conservation Lands in Maryland
and Florida, all of the National Conservation Lands are located in the western
states. Currently, California has about five
million acres of National Conservation
Lands.
A brief look at the BLM’s history helps
to illustrate the importance of National
Conservation Lands. In 1812, Congress
established the General Land Office to
oversee the disposition of federal lands

BY ANGEL PEÑA

BASIN AND RANGE
NEVADA’S NEWEST NATIONAL MONUMENT

A

A two hour drive north of Las Vegas, Nevada is an area of humbling beauty, an area that has been called by many, including
President Barack Obama, a “truly American landscape.” Long considered a piece of desert wasteland, the Garden and Coal Valleys
of east central Nevada are at last receiving proper respect. They
are now known as the Basin and Range National Monument.
On July 10, 2015 at the request of Nevadans who call this place
home as well as a broad coalition of business leaders, archeologists, and arts supporters, President Obama designated 704,000
acres of this spectacular desert terrain the country’s newest national monument, ensuring that these cherished landscapes will
be passed on to future generations of Nevadans and all Americans. Here are just a few reasons why this place is so special.
History and Culture
What may appear to some as a barren and inhospitable land
actually supported human cultures for thousands of years, from
the Paleo-Indian era to more recent Pioneer settlers. With Native
American trails, rock shelters and Pioneer homestead sites, this
area could yield important new information about early peoples
who lived in the Great Basin. According to Eetza Research Associates, an archaeological contracting firm in Nevada, “this nearly
intact landscape continues to yield fascinating and important information about human mobility, adaptations to harsh and un-

forgiving environments, all while giving a glimpse at how ancient
hunter‐gatherers and farmers might have interacted.”
This is an area virtually untouched by development and mining, unlike much of the surrounding areas in the state. Because
of this, many of the unique cultural resources still remain, giving
visitors a glimpse into the past, from the earliest human inhabitants 13,000 years ago, to miners and ranchers in the past century. As a National Monument within our National Conservation
Lands, The Basin and Range National Monument will preserve
this incredible history.
From an archeological and scientific perspective, relatively
little is known about the countless artifacts this area contains.
Despite the lack of survey information, (less than two percent has
been professionally surveyed), there are several areas within the
national monument that have been nationally recognized as providing excellent examples of the cultures and traditions of people
who once called this place home. The Mount Irish Rock Art Archaeological District is filled with ancient rock art, lithic scatters
and midden deposits. The Shooting Gallery Rock Art Site gets
its name from evidence of prehistoric inhabitants having created hunting blinds to channel herds of large game, and contains
some of the areas best examples of prehistoric life. The White
River Narrows Archaeological District is another well-known and
important site for cultural heritage studies of the Southwest.
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Backcountry Outdoor Recreation
In addition to preserving our history, the Basin and Range National Monument provides unique opportunities to
enjoy the great outdoors, including wild
and remote country with high peaks, unspoiled valleys, and grand views. Open
to all, these lands are yours to explore
from participating in activities as varied
as hunting, horseback riding, mountain
biking, camping, birding, wildlife viewing,
photography, and climbing, to spelunking
in Leviathan Cave or hiking in the Worthington Mountains Wilderness.
Close to a Las Vegas region that has
become increasingly urbanized, recreational opportunities like the ones the
national monument offers and the setting that these activities take place in are
becoming increasingly vital to the quality
and type of life Americans experience.
Critical Plant and Wildlife Habitat
Visitors to the national monument
might be surprised to learn about the incredible diversity of plants and animals
that call this place home, such as the
White River Catseye, a small white flowering plant not found outside of Nevada
or the 2,000 year old Ancient Bristlecone
pines in the Worthington Mountains.
Because the vast Garden and Coal
Valleys and the eight mountain ranges
that surround and connect them, have
been untouched by development, the
area provides important habitat for game
species including desert bighorn sheep,
Rocky Mountain elk, and pronghorn antelope. A variety of animals that rely on
the sagebrush habitat to survive, such as
mule deer, pygmy rabbits, and the greater sage grouse, also reside within the
monument.
Congresswomen Dina Titus (D-NV)
said in a recent statement that the area
is “home to flora and fauna native only
to our state… this monument preserves
and protects the unique natural, cultural,
and historical resources of this significant
region...”

TYLER ROEMER

These areas reflect the unique traditions, activities and ways of life of people
who during the past several thousand
years were experts at thriving in this vast
and challenging environment.

Your outdoors

Spectacular Mountains and Unspoiled Valleys
Most past conservation efforts in Nevada have primarily focused on mountain ranges like the Great Basin National Park and Red Rock Canyon National Conservation Area;
while important, they are only half the story. Most of the valleys – or basins – in the Great
Basin region are fragmented by roads or housing and agriculture development. Yet, the
Basin and Range National Monument protects the spectacular Garden Valley and the
neighboring Coal Valley as well as eight distinct mountain ranges - Timpahute, Pahroc,
Worthington’s, Mount Irish, Seaman, Golden Gate, Grant, and Quinn Canyon Ranges.
Captivating Us Through Time
The Basin and Range landscape, notable for its jagged mountain ranges and vast
basin valleys, has sparked imagination and encouraged people to express themselves
for thousands of years. This is seen through such varied examples as the Paleo-Indian
rock art that dots the landscape to Michael Heizer’s contemporary land art, City.
In Garden Valley, located within the Basin and Range National Monument, lies a
private ranch on which Michael Hiezer’s City artwork sits. Heizer has been working on
his piece since 1972. As the ranch is privately owned, City is not within the national monument, however the newly protected landscape surrounding City will ensure that the
piece will be experienced by future visitors in the context the artist intended: surrounded
by the unspoiled basin and range landscape.
Melissa Peterson, native Nevadan and president of the Las Vegas Contemporary Art
Center, recently addressed the significance of City, “Mr. Heizer is one of the most innovative and important artists of our time. At the root of his art is archaeology, geology and
anthropology. The Basin and Range National Monument will now help bring all of that
together.”
The Bureau of Land Management’s National Conservation Lands, our nation’s newest collection of protected public lands, contains some of our nation’s most treasured
landscapes. Permanent protection for Basin and Range National Monument as part of
this system has not only safeguarded recreational opportunities for Nevadans but has
now secured an outdoor laboratory for future generations of scientists, academics and
adventurers. The preservation of these resources will provide a lens allowing us to peer
into the past as well as help more people experience and develop their own deep connection to these lands.
With a strong passion for public lands and wide-open spaces, Angel works to elevate and
amplify the voices of local youth and minority communities on public land issues, while introducing them to environmental and cultural heritage studies.
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BY JAINA MOAN

PERMANENT PROTECTION
EFFORTS IN GOLD BUTTE
AN AREA AT A CROSSROADS

4

federally-listed, threatened Mojave Desert tortoise, desert bighorn sheep, and sensitive
plant species and to protect numerous cultural resources that are sacred to the Southern
Paiute tribes.
Gold Butte is a crossroads, characterized by an intersection of landscapes. Situated
at the northeastern edge of the Mojave Desert and slightly south of the Great Basin Desert boundary, it rests in a physiographic transition zone along the western edge of the
Colorado Plateau. The Virgin Mountains grace Gold Butte’s northern border. Rising over
8,000 feet, the peaks and ridges of this range support pinyon and juniper pine, Arizona
cypress, white fir and the southernmost stand of Douglas fir in southern Nevada. Broad
bajadas slope south of the range where the landscape is interspersed with pockets of Aztec sandstone, overlain with creosote and blackbrush plant communities. Farther south,
the landscape is broken by prominent ridges and braided desert washes that stretch into
Lake Mead.
Gold Butte contains two wilderness areas, Jumbo Springs and Lime Canyon, both
designated by Congress in 2002. Jumbo Springs Wilderness Area is 4,760 acres located
in the southeastern corner of Gold Butte. Its landscape contains granitic domes and
boulders, deep, rugged canyons, and three prominent desert washes. Jumbo Peak is the
highest elevation in this wilderness area and from its peak, one can see the southern
edge of the Grand Canyon. The Lime Canyon Wilderness Area is 23,233 acres located
along the southwestern edge of Gold Butte. It is comprised of carbonate ridges that are

Gold Butte Petroglyphs

DESERT REPORT SEPTEMBER 2015

T. ROEMER

I

It is sunset. We are surrounded by outcroppings of Aztec Sandstone emerging
from the desert floor, bright ships anchored in a sea of Joshua tree and Mojave
yucca. The orange, red and pink colors
deepen as the desert settles after another hot, summer day. Bats emerge, black
silhouettes against a purple sky. With
jerky aeronautic motions, they swoop in
unexpected directions to catch the night’s
meal. Soon we are unable to see them as
the light fades and we are surrounded
by a theater of stars. The cooling relief
of night brings more to life—sidewinder
rattlesnakes, scorpions, kangaroo rats,
jackrabbits, cottontails, coyotes, bobcats,
and kit foxes emerge from their daytime
shelter.
In this remote eastern corner of the
Mojave Desert, the night wraps us in its
embrace. Here, it is easy to forget the
busy, lighted city of Las Vegas located
only 60 miles to the south. The modern,
frantic hustle is replaced by steady habits of the living desert, an ancient rhythm
beating all around. We are in the heart of
Gold Butte. We are here to show others
the beauty of this piece of desert land.
Like many of the landscapes that have
reached out and touched our collective
hearts, Gold Butte is a special place that
deserves permanent protection.
Geographically, Gold Butte is a
350,000-acre area of rugged, undeveloped Mojave Desert in southern Nevada.
It is a big and diverse landscape where
dramatic elevation ranges provide for a
unique variety of desert habitats. To the
east lies the Grand Canyon-Parashant
National Monument, and to the south
and west sits the Lake Mead National
Recreation Area. The BLM manages this
land as three distinct Areas of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC), designated
as such to protect critical habitat for the

al Monument proclamation. This effort recently gained momentum from KEEN Footwear, when in August 2015, the company
launched a Live Monumental campaign. Touring the country in
a 1970s-era RV, KEEN Footwear representatives are collecting
signatures on a petition to protect five areas, a total of three million acres, as national monuments.2 Gold Butte was the first stop
along the tour.
Gold Butte is the last, large stretch of undeveloped, uninhabited Mojave Desert land in southern Nevada. Because it is surrounded by protected areas, designating this landscape would
protect another piece of the Grand Canyon ecosystem for future
generations to explore and enjoy. It would ensure that wildlife
can continue to roam freely in their natural habitat, that the cultural and natural resources found here have the management
considerations they need. Conserving this land would protect
the habitat of the plants and animals that live here and at the
same time, make roads and trails available and accessible for
human visitors. Whether it is a National Conservation Area or a
National Monument, Gold Butte needs and deserves permanent
protection.
Jaina Moan is the Executive Director for the Friends of Gold Butte,
a 501(c)3 nonprofit organization dedicated to achieving permanent
protection for Gold Butte’s natural and cultural resources. She loves
to explore wild, remote deserts on foot.
McGuire, Kelly, William Hildebrandt, Amy Gilreath, Jerome King,
and John Berg. The Prehistory of Gold Butte: A Virgin River Hinterland, Clark County, Nevada. University of Utah Press, 2014.
2
The five areas included in the KEEN Live Monumental Campaign
include: Gold Butte, NV, Mojave Trails, CA, Boulder-White Clouds,
ID, Owyhee Canyonlands, OR, and Birthplace of Rivers, WV
1
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cut by deep canyons and a broad bajada that slopes toward the
Overton arm of Lake Mead.
Gold Butte has served as a crossroads of human habitation and travel. Archaeological data provide evidence that Gold
Butte has been occupied and traversed by people for 12,000
years, from Archaic to Basketmaker/Puebloan to Patayan to
Southern Paiute cultures.1 The stories of their lives and travels
can be found etched, and sometimes painted, on the sandstone.
Over 375 rock art panels have been recorded here, with symbols
attributed to all of the aforementioned cultural groups. Today,
Gold Butte is a traditional lifeway for the Moapa Band of Paiutes,
who gather plants and materials for medicinal and ceremonial
uses. The nearby petroglyphs are a sacred connection to their
cultural heritage.
The area also contains evidence of later travelers and settlers.
Visitors can find historic mining artifacts, including 17th century
arrastras from Spanish mining operations and mine shafts and
equipment at the Gold Butte townsite, where a tent city emerged
from 1907 to 1909, following the discovery of gold. The route of
the Old Spanish Trail extended along the Virgin River and later,
the old Arrowhead Highway served as the first cross country automobile route from Salt Lake City to Los Angeles, cutting across
the landscape north of the Virgin Mountains. Historic ranching
corrals and check dams put in place by the Civilian Conservation
Corps are additional artifacts attesting to a rich cultural history.
Although no one lives here now, the future of Gold Butte and how
humans interact with the landscape is also at a crossroads. Over
the years, Gold Butte has seen an increase in recreational visitors. Its numerous natural and cultural resources provide abundant opportunities to explore and enjoy the outdoors. More and
more people come here to camp, hike, bird, hunt, and ride ATVs.
Despite an increase in visitation, the area remains without basic
services to support these activities. Increased trash, reckless offroad and off-trail driving and sometimes vandalism of cultural
sites results.
Citizen groups have been working to protect Gold Butte from
overuse for over twelve years. In 2003, a group of citizens formed
a committee to call for permanent protection of Gold Butte’s cultural and natural resources. Since that time, the Friends of Gold
Butte have been working to educate and advocate for conservation. We have received the support of elected officials. In January
2015, Senator Harry Reid (D-Nev) introduced Senate Bill 199 to
establish Gold Butte as a National Conservation Area with Wilderness and in February 2015, Representative Dina Titus (D-Nev) introduced companion legislation, House Resolution 856. Previous
legislative efforts had been made, but the recent bills represent
compromises made for different user groups of the land. For example, in the current legislation, over 500 miles of roads in Gold
Butte will remain open and wilderness boundaries have been
redrawn to ensure access to wildlife guzzlers. Community input
from local stakeholders will inform the management plan for the
area. Despite these considerations, the proposed 221,558 acres
of wilderness designation included in the legislation remain a
sticking point, and the bills have not moved beyond committee.
Another protection solution is glimmering on the horizon.
President Obama’s designation of Basin and Range National
Monument in Nevada in July offers hope for a Gold Butte Nation-
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In 2000 Interior Secretary, Bruce Babbitt signed an administrative order that created the NLCS for lands managed by the BLM. This marked a significant change in the overall philosophy and goals of the BLM – managing components of our public lands for the
sole purposes of conserving, protecting and restoring them, rather than for developing
them or giving them away. However, without congressional authorization, there was no
guarantee that the system would be a permanent one.
Finally, in 2009, President Obama signed the Omnibus Public Land Management
Act of 2009 (Public Law 11-111), which included a bill to permanently establish the NLCS.
The Act established the system, “In order to conserve, protect and restore nationally
significant landscapes that have outstanding cultural, ecological, and scientific values
for the benefit of current and future generations ….” The Act explained that these lands
are to be managed in a manner that protects the values for which the components of
the system were designated. In practice this means that areas that are included in the
National Conservation Lands receive a significant degree of protection from various
types of development and destructive activities. (However, as is often the case on federal
lands outside of national parks, loopholes still allow the development of mining claims.)
The BLM also receives separate, additional funding to enable them to better manage
these areas.
The Omnibus Act further spelled out which BLM lands would be components of the
system -- National Monuments, National Conservation Areas, Wild and Scenic Rivers,
Wilderness Study Areas, National Scenic and Historic Trails, Wilderness Areas, and any
other area that Congress designated to be administered by the BLM for conservation
purposes, including “public land within the California Desert Conservation Area administered [by the BLM] for conservation purposes.” Rather than individually identifying those
areas in the CDCA that would become part of the National Conservation Lands, Congress
deferred to the BLM to decide which lands in the CDCA would be classified as “administered for conservation purposes” and thus added to the system.
Congressional and Presidential designations of BLM lands such as Wilderness and

Taken from Father Crowley Lookout Point on the west sid.
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In 1964, the U.S. Grazing Service was
merged with the General Land Office to
form the Bureau of Land Management
within the Department of Interior (compared to the years the U.S. Forest Service
and U.S. National Park Service were created – 1905 and 1916, respectively.) When
the BLM was created, there were thousands of laws related to the management
of public lands, so the BLM did not have
a specific or clear legislative mandate for
another 12 years, until Congress enacted
the Federal Land Policy and Management
Act (FLPMA) in 1976.
Congress stated in FLPMA that the
existing public lands would remain public lands and that the BLM was to manage
these public lands and their various resource values, “[S]o that they are utilized
in the combination that will best meet the
present and future needs of the American
people.” FLPMA finally gave a specific purpose to the BLM and told the agency how
it was to manage our public lands. FLPMA
also recognized the special character of
the public lands in the California deserts
by designating them as the California
Desert Conservation Area (CDCA).

Afton Canyon
Located off of I-15, Afton Canyon is about 37 miles northeast of
Barstow. The stretch of the Mojave River that runs through this
canyon is famous for its outstanding scenery and important riparian habitat, where such sensitive species as the desert bighorn sheep find refuge. The area has also been designated as
an Area of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC) to protect plant
and wildlife habitat, and to preserve scenic values of the riparian
area within the canyon.
The Amargosa River Basin
Running east of Death Valley National Park, through Tecopa and
Shoshone, The Amargosa River Basin contains one of the two
largest assemblages of endemic and rare species in North America. The critically endangered Amargosa vole also makes this area
home.

LINDA CASTRO

National Monument designations had taken place prior to the
enactment of the Omnibus Act. All of these lands, pursuant to the
Omnibus Act, became part of the NLCS upon the Act’s enactment.
With the Omnibus Act, Congress also added many new places to
the system.
Most recently, the BLM chose to use the Desert Renewable
Energy Conservation Plan (DRECP) as a vehicle to propose new
additions to the National Conservation Lands. One of the stated
purposes of the DRECP was to, “Identify and incorporate public
lands managed for conservation purposes within the California
Desert Conservation Area as components of the National Landscape Conservation System, consistent with the Omnibus Public
Land Management Act of 2009 (PL 111-11).”
In the DRECP’s Preferred Alternative, the BLM proposed that
approximately 3.5 million acres in the CDCA be added to the National Conservation Lands. Once the BLM identifies the National
Conservation Lands in California’s deserts through the DRECP
process, an argument can be made that it would take an act of
Congress to strip that protection from those lands. However, this
has not yet been tested in the courts. Many spectacular and worthy proposed additions were included in the DRECP, such as Afton
Canyon, the Amargosa River Basin, Amboy Crater, Big Morongo
Canyon, California Valley, Chuckwalla Bench, Dublin Hills, Fossil
Falls, Panamint Valley, Patton Military Camps, Rainbow Basin/Owl
Canyon, Ship Mountains, Short Canyon, a portion of Silurian Valley, and Trona Pinnacles. Many of these places are well-known,
such as Silurian Valley, often referred to as the gateway to Death
Valley. The following places may be lesser known.

Short Canyon

to its unusual rock formations and multicolored sands and rocks.
It has also been designated as an ACEC due to its landscape features and paleontological resources.
Short Canyon
Off of Highway 395, about 10 miles north/northwest of Ridgecrest. More than 290 species of plants inhabit this area. It is frequented by neo-tropical migratory birds after wintering in Central and South America and wintering birds that move out of the
Sierra Nevada from December through March. Spring rains in
this area bring one of the best wildflower blooms in California’s
deserts.

California Valley
Adjacent to the Old Spanish National Historic Trail, about five
miles south/southwest of the California-Nevada border. This region provides a critical habitat connection between the Nopah
Range, Kingston Range and Pahrump Valley for such sensitive
species as the desert tortoise. It is also an important part of the
Amargosa River watershed.

While the establishment of the NCL system marked an important
step in the BLM’s evolution, the system is not perfect. While the
durability of NCL designations remains an open question that the
courts will likely ultimately decide, many important BLM lands in
California’s deserts currently lack any significant protections. Including them in the NCL system would mean that they will be
recognized for their unique and irreplaceable characteristics and
managed to prioritize their conservation. This is an important
step in our journey toward eventually getting them the permanent and strict protections that they deserve. For this reason,
conservationists continue to work to convince the BLM to include
additional areas in the system.

Rainbow Basin/Owl Canyon
Located about 10 miles north of Barstow, Rainbow Basin/Owl
Canyon is one of the most scenic areas in California’s deserts, due

Linda Castro is the DRECP Organizer for the California Wilderness
Coalition, a California non-profit organization that works to build
support for the protection of California’s wildest remaining places.

DESERT REPORT SEPTEMBER 2015

7

BY BIRGITTA JANSEN

THE JOURNEY TO SEEING THE NATURAL WORLD
FROM ROCKS TO FLOWERS TO LIZARDS

I

Ibex Dunes, Death Valley National Park. Using the camera as a tool to see
and have a conversation with the landscape.
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In the spring of 2008, my husband Neal and I drove to Death Valley National Park for a
two-week vacation. We had a wonderful time and many enchanting experiences. A few
days before we left the park I commented to Neal: “I need to spend more time in this
park”. I had no inkling of how this casual comment would change my life.
When we returned home, I fired off an e-mail to the Death Valley Park administration asking if they had any need for volunteers. They responded with a request for my
resume. Soon thereafter I heard that my application was accepted and that I would be
working in Interpretation which meant providing the visiting public with information
about the park, giving Ranger talks and guiding hikes.
The long drive south to Death Valley National Park later that fall gave me plenty of
thinking time. I used it to develop a Ranger talk called The Art of Seeing which was based
on my long-term interest in how humans view the natural world.
In a former life I worked as a clinical psychologist. In addition I developed an interest
in eco-psychology, which I defined as the study of the relationship that we as humans
have with the natural world; our common home. I was puzzled and deeply disturbed by
the way in which people were treating the land that gives us life. I struggled to understand how we can live our lives in ways that are so clearly unsustainable in the long run.
Over time I came to recognize a fundamental truth that plays a significant role in
our troubled relationship with the land: What a person does not know, a person cannot
perceive. What a person cannot perceive, a person cannot care about, care for, or love. I understood that a lack of knowledge about the natural world is a critical problem in a time
when our common home needs care more than ever.
With more than half of the planet’s population now living in cities or urban areas,

more and more people have limited or
no knowledge of the natural world and
fewer people are born to the land. When
masses of people inhabit places dominated by wall-to-wall asphalt and concrete,
glass and faux brick, it becomes easy to
collectively reach the conclusion that only
humans matter. In this context, human
affairs take on an importance that trumps
everything else. How then can people
care about what is no longer part of their
reality, what they cannot perceive and do
not know? How will they learn about the
land?
What we see and how we see is
complex, and determined by many factors. Those of us with “city-seeing habits”
have learned to navigate the urban environment quite nicely. The trouble starts
when a city-dweller comes to the land.
The skills required to see in the country
are different and almost the opposite
of how we need to see in the city. When
we’re looking for a downtown restaurant
we need to tune out everything that is not
relevant to our destination. Tuning out
what is around us in a wilderness area is
the last thing we should be doing. Instead
we need to actively engage all our senses.
For those of us who have sight, vision is the dominant factor in gathering
information about our environment. That
is one of the reasons why it is a good idea
to learn how to see, and by that I mean:
really see.
Clearly there is a gap between knowing about life in the city and knowing
about life on the land. I developed the Art
of Seeing presentation, and later a workshop on Intentional Seeing, in an effort to
help people to begin to bridge that gap.
Raising people’s awareness of seeing,
helping people learn to see mindfully and
to enjoy the rewards of careful observation are important. They are important

What a person does not know,
a person cannot perceive.
What a person cannot perceive,
a person cannot care about,
care for, or love.
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not only for the enrichment of each individual’s life, but also as
crucial elements in learning to care about and care for the natural landscape. Learning to really see the natural world is a challenging journey but one’s unseen companion will be hope for the
future.
I have some personal experience with that journey across
the gap. The Netherlands is the country of my birth and childhood. The city was my “natural” environment, comfortable and
familiar. My understanding of the outdoors was informed by a
small undeveloped wetland and a river across the street from our
house. My big discovery was the tadpoles that appeared there
each spring.
To me, nature was adequately represented by the meticulously manicured parks and gardens. In the flatlands there were
acres of tidy tulip rows dropped like straightened rainbows on
fertile soil. The many farm fields were bordered by dykes and
interspersed hither and yonder by patches of woodland. Frequent trips to Germany, Austria and Switzerland introduced me
to romantic little towns and forested mountains with a myriad
of roads and trails. Many of these led to cozy establishments on
mountain peaks where one could enjoy the summit with a pint of
cold beer or Kaffee und Kuchen. All very civilized.
“Wilderness” was a word used to describe someone’s neglected backyard riotous with overgrown weeds. “Life” was all
about people. Even in school, history was an endless tale of many
different cultures that came and went, their conquests and their
wars. Biology was mostly about human anatomy, although I do
recall some discussion about plants and photosynthesis. I did not
know there was such a thing as geology. I must have missed that
somewhere along the line.
Then came the moment that I decided to pack my bags and
move to North America. Carrying all I owned, with a hundred dollars in my pocket and the confidence that belongs only to the
young, I crossed the ocean. I settled in an eastern city with millions of others, went to university and built my life. The city environment was all I’d ever known. I accepted the life style without
question; this was normal.
When I first encountered the North American concept of
“park,” I could only see the natural landscape through European
eyes and city ways of seeing. It took me decades to understand
this but it seriously limited my experience of a place. I simply
could not fully comprehend the scenery that stretched before
my eyes. The vastness of the American landscape, especially in
the West, was something I had no experience with and had no

Yellow Desert Evening Primrose - Eureka Valley, Death
Valley National Park. Using the camera as a tool to see
and have a conversation with the landscape.

language for. As Neal introduced me to worlds I did not know
existed and whispered words of endearment in my ear, he also
explained how mountains rise; the difference between igneous,
sedimentary and metamorphic rock and the importance of drainages and watersheds. But these were abstract concepts I could
not relate to.
A few years ago, when happily meandering along a
south-western highway, I suddenly realized that instead of seeing the road ahead with mountains rising on either side, I saw
mountains that had a road cut through them. I knew instantly
something had shifted. All the thinking about “Seeing” over the
years, all the times I’d gone on solo hikes or camp-outs watching
the changes of light in a landscape, and all the reading I had done
had changed the way in which I interpreted what I was seeing. I
began to understand the incredible complexity of the landscape
and the scale of it all. I could not but stand in awe. Nature writer
Barry Lopez speaks in Arctic Dreams of feeling compelled to bow
to the landscape. I now know what he means.
The process of learning how to see is not the same for everyone because each person sees differently. What I have personally found very helpful is to find a tool or pathway that draws
me in. For example, a good camera can be an excellent tool. As a
photographer once told me, when ample time is taken to have “a
conversation with the landscape” one comes to really see a place
in its many moods and variations of light.
I also went through a time when I immersed myself in the
study of geology. I was thrilled when I began to understand the
various cycles and unimaginable forces that shaped what I saw.
Like learning to read words on a page, I was learning to “read the
landscape”. I still recall my excitement when a geologist handed me a hand-lens to look at rocks. Going from macro to micro
opened up yet another world I’d never seen before.
CONTINUED ON PAGE 19
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BY JONATHAN (JJ) SMITH

RESTORING NEVADA’S MUDDY RIVER
EFFORTS TO CLEAR INVASIVE SPECIES
SO NATIVES CAN RETURN

10

flycatcher, the endangered Yuma clapper rail, and the threatened yellow-billed cuckoo.
At least it used to. Changes in land use over the past hundred years have degraded much
of the river’s floodplain habitat and the stream channel itself. Only a few, fragmented
slivers of habitat remain for these species along the Muddy River.
While the Moapa Valley has been used by people for thousands of years, the arrival
of Mormon settlers in the late 1800s marked the beginning of intensive agriculture that
transformed the river and floodplain. The new tenants diverted water for irrigation, terraced floodplains, and removed the forest of cottonwood, willow, and ash trees to make
way for farms and ranches. Then, in the 1950s, developers began to divert the warm
spring water for resorts, including the Warm Springs Ranch made briefly famous by one
of its owners, Howard Hughes.
These activities channelized the river, causing it to cut deeper into the ground instead of constantly threading new channels across its floodplain like the nearby Virgin
River. The water table dropped as the river cut downward, leaving much of the floodplain
suitable for only deep-rooted species. Once agriculture stopped and the local resort
business dried up, native honey and screw bean mesquite spread into the abandoned
properties.

Muddy River Fish Barrier #3, shortly after installation.
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With fewer than thirty-five miles between
its thermal spring headwaters and its
terminus with the Virgin River and Lake
Mead, the Muddy’s designation as a river
probably elicits chuckles from non-desert
dwellers. Even the name controverts this
river’s importance. Too bad that the original name, Moapa, given by the Nuwu,
now called the Moapa Band of Paiute Indians—did not stick.
But however the river is named, it
is an oasis of endemic wildlife—those
unique species occurring nowhere else
on the planet. There is a Moapa pebble
snail, a Moapa riffle beetle, and a tiny
predatory bug called Limnocoris moapensis. Not much is known about this bug
except that it comes from a genus with
over 70 species occurring mostly in tropical South American streams. In contrast,
a lot is known about another of the Muddy’s endemics: the Moapa dace. This
small fish was placed on the endangered
species list in 1967 before there was even
an Endangered Species Act. Its plight led
to the first national wildlife refuge created
for a fish.
The uniqueness of the Muddy River’s
aquatic environment makes it home to
so many creatures found nowhere else.
Climate, geology, and time have conspired to create the headwaters of warm
springs bubbling up from a deep aquifer
rich in calcium carbonate. As this water
flows down the Muddy River channel, it
cools and becomes unsuitable as habitat
for some endemic species, leaving them
isolated in the springs and upper stream
reaches, but it then creates new habitat
for other rare species.
Streamside, or riparian, habitat is
intricately linked to the Muddy’s aquatic
environment and harbors its own rare, if
not as geographically restricted, species
like the endangered southwestern willow

But they were not alone. Alien species with appropriately exotic names like Australian saltbush, Malta starthistle, Bermuda grass, African mustard, and Russian knapweed
invaded. These invasive species lack the natural checks and balances provided by their
native ecosystems and compete vigorously for resources in their new-world settings.
Tamarisk, for example, is an aggressive invader first imported from the other side of
the globe as an ornamental species and for erosion control. It found fertile ground in
the former agricultural fields where its deep roots pull up large amounts of water and
its leaves exude salt. When the leaves accumulate on the ground, salt builds up in the
surface layers of soil—hence its other common name—salt cedar.
Tamarisk is also highly flammable. Together with palms, Russian thistle, and other
tinder-dry vegetation, the area became ripe for wildfire. Indeed, fire came in 1994, but
the Moapa dace populations survived and recovered. Another fire swept through Warm
Springs in 2010 destroying ten homes and several hundred acres of riparian habitat. The
dace population made it through again, but this was a closer call, because the fish were
already in trouble from another threat.
Mosquito fish, mollies, and tilapia, a freshwater African fish, had been spreading
into dace habitat for years, and by 2008 these exotic species had helped push the population of Moapa dace to less than 500. Animals have always migrated around the globe,
but the unprecedented pace of this human-assisted migration overwhelmed the ecosystem’s resilience. The Muddy River was suffering, and drastic measures were needed to
help the ecosystem recover.
Enter ecological restoration. Land managers and biologists, with new lands set
aside for conservation and with support from The Nature Conservancy, the Southern Nevada Public Land Management Act, the Walton Family Foundation, and others, pushed
restoration into high gear. These actions were bolstered by the Moapa Valley National
Wildlife Refuge, which had worked hard for over two decades to restore springs and
springbrooks important for Moapa dace reproduction.
In 2007, the Southern Nevada Water Authority (SNWA) purchased a 1,220 acre land
parcel, the largest chunk of private land in the headwaters area, which contained much
of the Moapa dace’s historical habitat. Managers at SNWA worked with the U.S. Geologi-

JJ SMITH, BLM

Muddy River after vegetation regrowth due to fish barrier

cal Survey, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, the
Nevada Department of Wildlife, and others, to implement a restoration plan for
the area which was renamed the Warm
Springs Natural Area. Over the next few
years, stream channels once used for
swimming pools and crop irrigation were
restored, and the battle to control exotic
plants in the riparian and aquatic habitats
was stepped up.
To remove invasive aquatic species,
dam-like fish barriers were installed to
keep invasive fish from moving upstream.
The Bureau of Land Management (BLM)
built three fish barriers in cooler reaches
downstream as backups for the upstream
barriers protecting dace habitat, and to
protect other native fish further downstream. Excluding tilapia and their alien
brethren from the best habitat has helped
Moapa dace numbers rebound dramatically to over 1900 as of spring 2015.
Invasive weeds are still abundant
in most of the riparian plant communities, but the tide is turning. The National
Park Service’s Exotic Plant Management
Team is working with the BLM and Clark
County’s Desert Conservation Program
to remove literally tons of exotic plants.
In 2013 and 2014, they cleared fifty-two
acres of tamarisk using chain saws, piling
the leftover slash for burning or chipping
to reduce the risk of wildfire.
Further downstream, the Nevada
Division of Forestry is working with the
community-based Muddy River Regional
Environmental Impact Alleviation Committee to control tamarisk. The Moapa
Band of Paiutes has removed tamarisk
along more than two miles of streamside
habitat.
Where tamarisk and other weeds
have been removed, native trees are recovering—with a little help. The Moapa
Band of Paiutes planted native willows,
used in traditional basketry. Just upstream, the BLM followed suit enlisting
Great Basin Institute research associates,
AmeriCorps interns, and Nevada Conservation Corps crews to truck in over 9,000
willow cuttings and plant them using a
“stinger” water jet to drill holes six feet
into the steep banks so the cuttings could
reach the water table. Velvet ash and cottonwood were added to the mix and are
now growing along the stream course.
CONTINUED ON PAGE 13
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BY ROBERTA MOORE

A LOOK INTO NEVADA’S NATIONAL PARK
GREAT BASIN

Gretchen rappelling into Pinecone Cave

I

If you were to ask Gretchen Baker to describe herself, she would answer, “I am enthusiastic, curious and project-driven.”
Understated, perhaps. Gretchen is much more. She is a busy woman, a rancher’s
wife, author and as an ecologist, an integral part of Great Basin National Park’s resource
management team. She aims high and contributes to her community, the environment,
and her family.
Her career with the National Park Service began when her college roommate encouraged Gretchen to apply for a seasonal NPS job. Gretchen recalls, “I ended up working at Jewel Cave National Monument in South Dakota, and as I drove into the Black
Hills, I knew my life had changed. I wanted to have a career working in beautiful places,
helping to protect them.”
Two seasons as an interpreter at Jewel Cave were followed by a winter in Death
Valley, and two seasons in Glacier Bay, Alaska. She realized how much she missed caves,
tho, and that led to her work in Carlsbad Caverns. She finished her Masters of Science in
Environmental Science, and then she worked in resource management at Yellowstone
National Park. Next was a winter job at Everglades which set the course that would lead
her to Great Basin National Park. Starting in a term position as a biological science technician, she saw that position become permanent, and then applied for and was offered
a job as an ecologist for Great Basin National Park.
Gretchen feels that “working at different parks has been really valuable, seeing var-
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ious perspectives on management, communications, and personnel.” Working
in the interpretive division helped her to
realize how critical good communication
is to the success of a park.
Ask her about what she likes about
Great Basin National Park and she is
quick to respond, “I like so many things
about the park, but perhaps what I like
most are the huge contrasts: the limitless
night skies above the park to the miniscule creatures that live under it; the ancient bristlecone pine trees surviving for
millennia to flies that survive only a few
days, but have an important role in the
food web; the park’s grand isolation that
makes you feel so alone but the impacts
of things near and far...”
“Great Basin National Park offers
visitors an opportunity to really explore
the park in depth. It’s not such a huge
park that it’s overwhelming, but it’s not
so small that you see it all in a few hours.
The trail system is excellent and you usually have many of the trails all to yourself.”
“Above all”, Gretchen relates, “I hope
visitors leave the park with a sense of awe
and wonder of nature and wild places.
If they’ve taken a tour of Lehman Cave,

Craig, Gretchen, Matthew and
Emma

JENNY HAMILTON

NPS PHOTO BY MEG HORNER

AN INTERVIEW WITH GRETCHEN BAKER, ECOLOGIST

RESTORING NEVADA’S MUDDY RIVER
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 11

Roberta Moore is retired from the National Park Service (Interpretive
Park Ranger) and is currently on the Friends of Nevada Wilderness
Board of Directors. She is the editor of “Wild Nevada: Testimonies on
Behalf of the Desert”.

This coordinated restoration effort, involving state, private,
federal, and local partners has not gone unnoticed. In 2014, The
National Fish Habitat Partnership, a nationwide public-private
coalition dedicated to preserving fish population, included the
Muddy River as one of ten ‘Waters to Watch’ across the country.
The list includes streams, rivers, and shorelines that aquatic conservation authorities agree will become cleaner, healthier habitat
because of collaborations like the Muddy’s.
Yet the effort has years to go before the Muddy River becomes a healthy natural ecosystem. Invasive species are persistent and will take consistent monitoring and spot treatments.
Weed seeds can live in the soil for many years and sneak back
into the plant community after natural flood events. Most challenging of all is the deeply incised stream channel. Much of the
river’s natural floodplain has been left high and dry with a young
mesquite bosque dominating where wetter cottonwood and willow gallery forests once lived. If southwestern willow flycatchers
are once again to nest along the Muddy River floodplain in numbers, its water table will need to be restored. That means lowering the existing terraces or raising the river in certain areas—an
expensive, but feasible proposition. The deep water aquifer will
need to be maintained as well to ensure that flows sustain this
sensitive ecosystem. These are big challenges, but the commitment and cooperation among the Muddy River stakeholders to
date bodes well for the future of this unique oasis in the southern
Nevada desert.
Jonathan (JJ) Smith is the Bureau of Land Management, Southern
Nevada District’s ecological restoration program manager and former agriculture advisor, forest manager, university lecturer, and
park ranger.

MARK HEREFORD, USGS

maybe they will think of how the surface and subsurface connect,
sometimes via tiny tendrils of tree roots. If they’ve gone to the
Bristlecones, maybe they will think about how long things can
live, and in such a variety of conditions. If they’ve experienced the
night skies above Great Basin, maybe they will think about how
we humans fit into the Universe on this planet we all share.”
Her concerns? “Although the park is very remote, development will eventually come, although perhaps not in ways people expect. It’s highly unlikely there will ever be a city outside the
park, but wind, water, oil and gas development are all possible,
and all would have a lasting change on the park. In addition, the
park’s isolation does not protect it from far-reaching effects like
climate change, light pollution, and air pollution.”
She adds, “I think non-native species are going to continue
to rise in importance. The invasion of cheatgrass means that we
no longer do prescribed burns in pinyon-juniper areas because
the cheatgrass will take over. It’s probably just a matter of time
before non-native white pine blister rust attacks limber pines in
the park and possibly changes a whole ecosystem. Some of the
non-natives can be combated, like non-native trout, although
treatments can be expensive, time-consuming, and controversial. But others cannot. The rate of spread of non-native species
will probably increase as we travel more. One easy thing to do to
help: buy your firewood locally, so you don’t bring in diseases and
pests from other forests.”
Simply stated, Gretchen loves her job at Great Basin National Park. Establishing programs such as the annual park BioBlitz,
along with lint camps, and working with researchers on various
projects, give her the opportunity to understand the park better
and to better address her concerns. She has assisted with biological inventories of many caves. Some of these have resulted in
finding cave species that are new to science. One is an amphipod,
Stygobromus albapinus, that is currently known to live in only one
cave; and it is found only when water conditions are just right.
She also has the honor of having a species of fly named after
her, Aenigmatias bakerae. She adds, “I keep looking for other creatures that have never seen the light of day or the light of any cave
explorer.”
Looking back, Gretchen says, “When I first came to GRBA, it
was for a job that was to last three to four years. I wasn’t sure if
I could stay that long. Now I’ve been here about 14 years, and it
has been such a treat to settle in and really get to know a place.
What I find is that there is still so much to learn, especially in
ecology—the interactions between the flora and fauna and their
environment. I love exploring the park with my family; we always
find something new, even on the trails we hike the most.
Gretchen has also authored and published two books, Great
Basin National Park: A Guide to the Park and Surrounding Area and
Great Basin for Kids. For more information about Gretchen and all
she does and contributes, take a look at her website: gretchen
baker.com.

Moapa dace (foreground, with spot at base of tail fin)
and Moapa White River springfish (background, with
stripes)
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BY CODY HANFORD

TRANSITION HABITAT CONSERVANCY
PRESERVING THE TRANSITION LANDS IN THE
FAR WEST MOJAVE DESERT
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preserve the beautiful canyons and ridgelines upslope from their rural community, and
to create a wildland park in this park-poor region. Ten years later, with the support of
the local community, a generous land donation, and funding from the California Wildlife
Conservation Board (WCB), THC established the Puma Canyon Ecological Reserve.
Puma Canyon Ecological Reserve
Located just west of Adelanto/Phelan and north (downstream) of Wrightwood, the
Puma Canyon Reserve contains hiking/equestrian trails, a rustic cabin, an amphitheater
and an outdoor classroom within a nexus of Joshua Tree woodland, Coastal Chaparral,
and pinyon-juniper plant communities. Since its Conceptual Area Protection Plan approval by the WCB in 2011, THC has acquired over 320 acres within the Puma Canyon
Reserve. Future target acquisitions within the Reserve could increase conserved lands in
upper Sheep Creek Wash, a “Focused Watershed” identified by CA Department of Water
Resources that provides natural upstream recharge into the overdrafted Antelope Valley
aquifer.
Puma Canyon has been the site of several outreach events with local community
groups such as Girl Scouts (outdoor naturalist classes and building a rock labyrinth),
Chamber of Commerce hikes and presentations, and equestrian group rides. This past

Project areas
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TRANSITION HABITAT CONSERVANCY

I

It is a breezy day on the western edge of
the Antelope Valley. A few meadowlarks
flutter between a California Buckeye, a
grey pine, and nearby cluster of Joshua
Trees - this grouping of tree species happens nowhere else in the world, by the
way. Farther up the ridge, native bees
are humming around a blossoming manzanita. Nearby, Transition Habitat Conservancy (THC) Preserve Manager Vern
Biehl, renowned horse whisperer and
off-the-grid dweller, is demonstrating his
newfound aerial drone piloting skills for a
few folks. Far across the valley, I can see
the massive wind turbines along the front
of the Tehachapi Mountains. I adjust my
hat to block the sun’s glare on my iPad,
enter pertinent information on the tablet, take a photo of the desert in front of
me, and navigate to the next corner of
THC’s newest acquisition - a 40-acre parcel where Joshua Tree woodland blends
with native grassland, and a large desert
wash extends through the north portion.
I am making a Baseline Report so we can
effectively monitor and steward this land,
a small piece of THC’s Portal Ridge Wildlife Preserve, in perpetuity. So it goes in
the transition areas - beavertail cactus
co-mingle with ceanothus and juniper,
and quiet horsemen oversee a wildlife
area with an iPad in their saddle and a
drone in their pickup truck. We try to keep
up with the changes and do the best we
can for this desert ecosystem.
Transition Habitat Conservancy is
a grassroots, non-profit organization
whose mission is to “protect transition
zone and wildlife corridor ecosystems
and their scenic, agricultural, and cultural
resource values in the West Mojave Desert.” Like many of the best endeavors in
the West, THC was started by two women on horseback. Roberta Dewey and Jill
Bays, both of Pinon Hills, CA, set out to

Portal Ridge Wildlife Preserve
During the early stages of the Puma Canyon Project, the
all-volunteer organization realized the larger need for climate
change refugia along the transition zones of the Antelope Valley
and the San Gabriel Mountains. Renewable energy development
was happening at an alarming rate in the Antelope Valley (it still
is), and the valley’s desert ecosystem was fracturing. So, THC expanded its project to include a second transition zone refugium,
separate from Puma Canyon, located 18 miles west of Lancaster. The Portal Ridge Preserve is an ambitious project to fill in a
9,000-acre puzzle piece to connect Antelope Valley conservation
lands in the Ripley Desert Woodland State Park, LA County Parks’
Desert Pines Wildlife Sanctuary, and the Antelope Valley Poppy
Reserve with Angeles National Forest lands to the south. The Preserve encompasses a substantial portion of the Portal Ridge-Liebre Mountain Significant Ecological Area, a Los Angeles County
designation that contains 13 unique plant communities, 37 documented special status species, and is within a National Audubon Society globally significant Important Bird Area. Preserving
connected lands such as these, with elevation gradients and high
native plant community diversity, is likely to offer the greatest resiliency for species populations under fluctuating climate change
conditions. Last spring, when the Poppy Reserve’s promising
bloom peaked early and then wilted under a weekend heatwave,
the north slope of the Portal Ridge Preserve experienced a very
substantial poppy bloom that lasted for a few weeks after all the
poppies in the valley had expired.
There were early obstacles for the Portal Ridge project. The
ridgeline almost became an 8,000-acre wind farm with 500-foot
tall turbines. THC members fought hard to oppose this wind development, and then shut it down permanently when they secured a 1,600-acre conservation easement in the heart of the
project area. The 2013 Powerhouse Fire burned over 800 acres in
the Preserve, and the bulldozer fire lines created new pathways
for trespass and poaching onto Conservancy lands. Fences and
other hard barriers were installed, and THC began aerial drone
flight patrols to catch the illegal hunters. Thus far, THC has secured 2,366 contiguous acres within the Portal Ridge Preserve,
and plans are in the works to fund the remaining project lands.
The Conservancy hopes the recent LA County ban on utility-scale
wind farms and the moratorium on solar development within the
designated Significant Ecological Areas will slow down the pace
of renewable energy development in the west Antelope Valley
and allow conservation groups to better pursue permanent habitat protection in the region.

Fremont-Kramer Desert Wildlife Management Area
In 2011, THC began their third project area, a 4,000-acre
grouping of critical desert habitat within BLM’s Fremont-Kramer Desert Wildlife Management Area (DWMA) located east of
Highway 395 and north of Highway 58 in San Bernardino County. The DWMA is a remote desert region with “limited use” OHV
designation and a history of ‘hands-off’ management. THC has
used its landowner status in the DWMA as a foot in the door to
expand the conservation influence and overall management in
this region. We formed partnerships and meet regularly with
the Barstow BLM and local OHV groups, applied for grants, held
outreach events, hired restoration crews, conducted desert tortoise surveys, installed thousands of route signs, removed 50
tons of trash, performed a focused hydrological assessment of
the region, erected interpretive kiosks, helped maintain a management presence in an under-managed region, monitored our
lands annually, and we continue to acquire lands within the project area. Now, four years later, the difference is very apparent in
the DWMA, and it’s only getting better.
Here in 2015, THC remains in the transition zone. This grassroots, volunteer-driven organization is increasing capacity, hiring
staff, and working toward accreditation in the land trust community. We embrace new technologies, yet appreciate a rural lifestyle out where the desert meets the mountains and the horses outnumber the board members. We try to keep up with the
changes and do the best we can for this desert ecosystem.
Cody works with Transition Habitat Conservancy and resides in Joshua Tree. He’s been a happy desert rat since 2003 when he moved
from Tennessee to El Centro, CA for a desert restoration crew internship. He currently spends most of his free time experiencing the small
wonders and immense marvels of the Mojave with his two-year old
daughter and loyal desert mutt.

WENDY WALKER

spring, Puma Canyon was the site of intense scrutiny and discussion when members of the California Native Plant Society made
several visits to inventory the Reserve’s plants. Pygmy poppies
and monkey flowers were the primary subjects of study. The
wave of botanists in the Reserve was followed by Bay Area entomologists of all ages from the Insect Science Museum of California. THC was thrilled to host outings like these in their neighborhood Reserve.

Green paintbrush, Castilleja plagiotoma, located in the
Puma Canyon Ecological Reserve.
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BY TOM BUDLONG

BLM IMPACT STATEMENTS AND THE RANGE
OF
ALTERNATIVES
BLM CONFUSES ITS PRIORITIES

environment. Part 1502 of Title 40 regulates the contents of an Environmental Impact
Statement (EIS). In 1502 the CFR recognizes that decisions can’t be judged in a partial
vacuum – the situation needs context. This is apparent in paragraph 14(a) of Part 1502.
Specifically, this paragraph states that in Environmental Impact Statements:

This excerpt has become almost famous,
even acquiring a common acronym,
“UUD.” It’s from the 1976 Federal Land
Policy Management Act (FLPMA) that, after long gestation in Congress, gave the
Bureau of Land Management (BLM) its
fundamental responsibilities. (“Secretary”
refers to the Secretary of the Interior.)
National Environmental Protection
Act (NEPA) regulations require that Environmental Impact Statements evaluate
alternatives to proposed projects. They
require evaluation of all reasonable alternatives, not just a few, or just alternatives
comfortable to a project proponent. With
full information at hand a decision maker can select from alternatives to prevent
unnecessary or undue degradation.
BLM Environmental Impact Statements commonly sidestep this lofty goal
by evaluating only alternatives that project proponents suggest, ignoring NEPA’s
“all reasonable alternatives” requirement. Considering only the applicant’s
alternatives puts the best interests of the
applicant in front of the country’s best
interests.
The regulations that the BLM routinely ignores are derived from our 1969
National Environmental Protection Act,
NEPA. The result of ignoring the regulations is that the BLM routinely chooses alternatives friendly to project proponents,
since appropriate alternative solutions
are often not considered.
Here’s how this works:

…agencies shall rigorously explore and objectively evaluate all reasonable alternatives…
The important clause here is “all reasonable alternatives.” In my experience with renewable energy projects the BLM is inclined to look no further than alternatives suggested
by project proponents. By implication, omitting other methods of generating energy
from an EIS, the BLM is stating that all other methods are unreasonable.
Then regulation 1502.14(c) adds emphasis, stating that agencies shall:
Include reasonable alternatives not within the jurisdiction of the lead agency.
So, even alternatives outside BLM’s bailiwick must be included (provided they are
reasonable).
Council on Environmental Quality
Enter the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ). Established by NEPA, the CEQ
helps agencies follow NEPA. Sensing some confusion, the CEQ researched the need for
clarification. In 1981 it published answers to the 40 most asked questions. Questions 1

Title 40 Regulations
Title 40 of the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) deals with protection of the

Plant life in Soda Mountains area
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In managing the public lands, the Secretary
shall, by regulation or otherwise, take any
action necessary to prevent unnecessary
or undue degradation of the lands.

and 2 are applicable here:
CEQ Question 1a: What is meant by
“range of alternatives”…?
A: …”range of alternatives”…includes all reasonable alternatives, which must be rigorously explored and objectively evaluated…
Here, the CEQ has clarified 1502.14(a)
by stipulating that all reasonable alternatives, not just some, must be included.
The CEQ understands that the “unnecessary” in FLPMA’s UUD clause requires
consideration of more than a subset of
reasonable alternatives.
CEQ Question 2a: Alternatives Outside the Capability of Applicant or Jurisdiction of Agency:
A: …In determining the scope of alternatives
to be considered, the emphasis is on what
is “reasonable” rather than on whether the
proponent or applicant likes or is itself capable of carrying out a particular alternative.
Reasonable alternatives include those that
are practical or feasible from the technical
and economic standpoint and using common sense, rather than simply desirable
from the standpoint of the applicant.
In answer 2a the CEQ reconfirmed,
and expanded on, the “all reasonable alternatives” requirement of 1502.14(a). The
only restrictions are technical, economic,
and good old common sense. Pleasing
the applicant is not a consideration.
CEQ Question 2b: Must the EIS analyze alternatives outside the jurisdiction or capability of the agency or beyond
what Congress has authorized? (Emphasis in the original.)
This answer goes even further:
A. An alternative that is outside the legal
jurisdiction of the lead agency must still be
analyzed in the EIS if it is reasonable. A potential conflict with local or federal law does
not necessarily render an alternative unreasonable, although such conflicts must be
considered. …Alternatives that are outside
the scope of what Congress has approved
or funded must still be evaluated in the EIS
if they are reasonable, because the EIS may
serve as the basis for modifying the Congressional approval or funding in light of
NEPA’s goals and policies…

The requirements of the CFR are clear, and the CEQ questions reinforce and emphasize the clarity. An EIS must include all reasonable alternatives. Period. It appears
the CEQ understood that the “unnecessary” in the UUD clause could not be objectively determined without knowing what other alternatives have to offer. Decision makers
can’t operate in partial vacuum. Nor can the public. Ignorance of all alternatives invites
guessing that a narrow range of alternatives includes the one that would be judged the
preferred alternative.
BLM Omissions
Yet the BLM commonly restricts its range of alternatives in an EIS to those within the
applicant’s area of expertise. Considering only the applicant’s alternatives puts the best
interests of the applicant, not the country in control. We are open to being shortchanged.
Soda Mountains Solar
The recent (June, 2015) release of the Final Environmental Impact Statement for the
Soda Mountains Solar project demonstrates this.
The earlier draft of this EIS drew many comments concerning the range of alternatives. Some comments, including mine, reminded the BLM of its “all reasonable alternatives” obligations. The final EIS made no attempt to include all reasonable alternatives.
It included only variations of the proponent’s configuration. Among the possible alternatives that might have been considered are rooftop solar, distributed generation, and
siting on already disturbed lands. These are technically feasible and economically sound,
but they are not in the interest of the project proponent nor do they fall nicely on lands
administered by the BLM.
The final EIS included responses to comments on the draft, but the responses do not
mention the requirement to include all reasonable alternatives. Instead, the answer cites
the EIS’s Purpose and Need statement. As is required, the EIS defines the Purpose and
Need for the project. By omitting mention of purpose other than responding to the
applicant’s proposal, the EIS used an incorrect Purpose and Need to justify omission of
other alternatives. Here are excerpts from BLM’s response in the final EIS.
The BLM is not in the business of developing and operating production facilities; its responsibilities are to consider…issuance of a ROW [Right of Way] grant to a qualified individual,
business…
Consistent with FLPMA, the BLM relies on project proponents to identify…project locations and
configurations that are technically and economically viable…
Note that these statements do not recognize BLM’s responsibilities to consider all
reasonable alternatives, including those not “desirable from the standpoint of the applicant.” By stating reliance on the proponent for project locations and configurations, it
has abdicated its responsibility for identifying alternatives outside the desirability of the
applicant. In another place, the EIS claims:
BLM has considerable discretion in defining the purpose and need of the proposed action
(40 CFR 1502.13)
This is wrong. 40 CFR 1502.13 states:
The statement [Environmental Impact Statement] shall briefly specify the underlying
purpose and need to which the agency is responding in proposing the alternatives including
the proposed action. [emphasis added]
The CFR says nothing about discretion, considerable or otherwise. The BLM statement certainly does not have even a hint of 1502.14 (the very next regulation) about
including all reasonable alternatives.
The BLM had substituted the proponent’s profit motive for its higher motive.
The BLM’s NEPA violation put the interests of the applicant in front of the country’s.
Tom Budlong is a desert activist on the CA/NV Desert Committee.
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BY RUTH NOLAN

OLD WOMAN MOUNTAINS PRESERVE
DEDICATION CEREMONY
A JOURNEY INTO THE HEART OF THE MOJAVE
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gathered for a ceremony to dedicate and bless the restoration project at the Old Woman
Mountains Preserve, sponsored by the NALC.
On that day, those who gathered in the Old Woman Mountains in the Heart of the
Mojave watched as Anza-Cahuilla tribal member Michael Madrigal and Agua Caliente
Tribal Specialist and member Sean Milanovich cut the ribbon across the new entrance
gate to the 2,500-acre preserve, which was acquired by the NALC – formed in 1998 – as
part of the group’s long-term efforts to protect and preserve Native American traditional
cultural properties, as well as to pass along what NALC Executive Director Kurt Russo
calls, “the spirit of place” to both native and non-native members.
On that day, those who gathered, including members of the desert’s Cahuilla and
Chemehuevi tribes, as well as members of the Lummi tribe from the Seattle area, grew
silent as Madrigal and Milanovich gathered everyone in a circle, at the base of an area
of sacred rocks protected by a newly erected protective fence, and began to perform
desert Indian bird songs, using traditional gourd rattles to keep time as a line of dancers
standing in front of them followed their lead.
As Madrigal and Milanovich sang, gourd rattles firmly and purposefully in hand, and
the dancers followed along, a fat hummingbird appeared above their heads, looking
down on those gathered around, before buzzing away. Then, high above, circling into
the clouds, two turkey vultures rose above our heads, seemingly drawn into the power
and beauty of the bird songs, which have been sung by bird singers here and across the
California deserts for centuries by Native Americans who have lived and spent time here
in the Old Woman Mountains and beyond, living purposefully and sustainably with the
diversity of resources the desert has long provided them.
“It has been a great honor to take part in the dedication project at the Old Woman
Mountains Preserve,” said Madrigal. “I feel we came to honor the long-standing rela-

Author Ruth Nolan in the Old Woman Preserve
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There are stories of the Mojave Desert in
books, and there are stories of the Mojave Desert’s indigenous people and their
long history in this fabled and cherished
geography, embedded in the Mojave Desert’s stunning rock spires, sacred caverns,
mysterious canyons, and the long, slow,
wide-mouthed alluvial fans spilling from
these canyons. Such are the stories found
in the Old Woman Mountains, a “sky island” mountain range rising from the low
desert floor to as high as 5,300 feet in a
remote area of eastern San Bernardino
County known as the Heart of the Mojave,
accessible by humans only via four-wheeldrive vehicle, or a very long hike.
There’s the story of the Old Woman Meteorite, the largest meteorite ever
found in the United States, which was
found here in 1938. There are stories of
miners and ranchers, and stories of the
desert’s Native American shamans – holy
men - praying for visions inside caves,
whose ceilings and walls they painted with ochre designs and carved with
petroglyphs. There are stories of the fight
in the 1990s to stop a nuclear waste site
from being built in neighboring Ward
Valley, which spills from the alluvial fans
of the Old Woman Mountains. This is a
deeply storied landscape.
And the stories of the Old Woman
Mountains continue to unfold, to this day.
One such story is one I am part of. It’s a
story of the blessing and dedication ceremony that took place this past May 23, on
an unseasonably cool and cloud-graced
afternoon, where several dozen adults
and children representing several desert
and other Native American tribes, educators, Bureau of Land Management (BLM)
personnel, local ranchers, Sierra Club
volunteers, and members of the desert
advocacy and protection group, the Native American Land Conservancy (NALC),

SEEING THE NATURAL WORLD
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 9

“...we came to honor the longstanding relationship between
this sacred place and indigenous
peoples of the region.”
ANZA-CAHUILLA TRIBAL MEMBER MICHAEL MADRIGAL

to hikers and visitors, who can use beautiful new kiosks to guide
them, the NALC has also created the Learning Landscapes program, which brings Native youth, elders and families to spend
time at the preserve, so that the stories long told here can continue to unfold.
According to Russo, the NALC was able to complete the
project with a $376,000 grant from the California State Parks Off
Highway Motor Vehicle Recreation Division grant program, and
more than $100,000 from the Bureau of Land Management. Participants in the reclamation included representatives from the
BLM such as Linda Otero; Sierra Club volunteers such as Vicky
Hoover and volunteers from other environmental groups; and
neighboring private land-owners. “It was a great, inter-agency
collaboration,” Russo said.
As the vehicle I rode in left the preserve for the rugged fourhour journey home after the blessing ceremony and dedication
of the Old Woman Mountains Preserve, I looked to the sky once
again. Three huge, red-tailed hawks, the biggest I’ve ever seen,
rose into the sky from one of the range’s many peaks, circled
above our caravan of SUV’s, looking down on us, then disappeared again into the heart of the Old Woman Mountains.
Ruth Nolan, M.F.A., M.A., is a Mojave Desert/Coachella Valley-based
author and professor whose writing is grounded in the California
desert, where she’s lived for most of her life. She is editor of the critically-acclaimed anthology, No Place for a Puritan: the Literature of
California’s Deserts. She is writing a memoir about her work as a
wildland firefighter in the California Desert District and Western U.S.
for the BLM and USFS in the 1980’s. Her poetry, stories and essays
have been published in Rattling Wall, Short Fiction, Los Angeles (Red
Hen Press), New California Writing (Heyday), Women’s Studies Quarterly and many other publications. She teaches Creative Writing and
Desert Literature at College of the Desert.

Soon thereafter I found myself dropping down on hands and
knees for every plant to look closely (using my newly acquired
hand-lens of course) at even the tiniest of flowers. This was the
time that I learned about the world of flowers and plants in the
desert. In the most arid of deserts, each gorgeous flower is a
miracle.
During our most recent season of working in Death Valley I
learned about lizards. This year there were plenty of them where
I lived, which isn’t always the case. There were two Great Basin
whiptails, an adolescent zebra tail and too many side blotch lizards of various ages to count. I saw where they lived, when and
where they foraged, and what they ate. It was a joy to watch them
and learn about them and to begin to differentiate which was
which.
The whiptails scurried about looking elegant with their long
flowing tails. The young zebra tail was most comical when learning to control the “tail wave” meant to scare off predators. Careful
observation took me further into the world of lizards; the different species that we have in the park and where they can be seen.
Unless one takes the time to look, lizards in the desert are, well,
just lizards. They’re ubiquitous and easily blend into the unseen
landscape. But watching them opens up yet another hitherto-unknown aspect of the fascinating world we share with them.
Learning to see, really see, can bring joy and a profound
sense of meaning to a person’s life. It can be the bridge to a deep
appreciation and love for our common home. In the words of
Wendell Berry: “To cherish what remains of the Earth and to foster its renewal is our only legitimate hope of survival.”
Learning to see and learning to cherish what remains of the
Earth has been the most worthwhile journey I’ve ever undertaken.
Birgitta has volunteered in Death Valley National Park since 2008.
Currently she and her husband, photographer Neal Nurmi, are working together documenting Death Valley’s backcountry cabins and
other structures. Contact Birgitta at Birgitta_Jansen@partner.nps.
gov. “Thank you” to Neal Nurmi, Susan Bond, John Firth, Marli Miller
and Genne Nelson.

Layers of Seeing: This could be an interesting landscape to the viewer or a variety of rocks sculpted by
erosion. As seen through the geologist’s eyes: These
are 3 to 5 million year old lakebed and alluvial fan
deposits uplifted and exposed in the Black Mountains
of Death Valley National Park.
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tionship between this sacred place and indigenous peoples of
the region. The life-giving and healing spirit of the Old Woman
Mountains Preserve welcomed us - as we prayed and sang in recognition and thanks for the opportunity to reconnect ourselves
with the sacredness of this place where countless generations
have come to give thanks, to pray, and to seek greater vision.”
The NALC acquired the Preserve in 2002, with the intent
of protecting and preserving this critical Native usage area, as
well as providing cultural sustenance and continuity to promote
cross-cultural understanding of the value and significance of Native American sacred lands. In addition to opening the Preserve
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OUTINGS
DESERTS
OUTINGS

California & Nevada Regional Conservation Committee
Desert Committee
Sierra Club outings are open to non-members, unless
otherwise noted. The Sierra Club requires participants
to sign a standard liability waiver at the beginning
of each trip. To read the Liability Waiver before you
choose to participate, go to http://www.sierraclub.
org/outings/chapter/forms/, or call 415-977-5528 to
request a printed version.
For any questions concerning an outing, contact
the leader. For questions about Desert Committee
outings in general, or to receive the outings list by e-mail, please
contact Kate Allen at kj.allen96@gmail.com or 661-944-4056. For
the most current listing, visit www.desertreport.org and click on
Outings.
The Sierra Club California Seller of Travel number is CST
2087766-40. (Registration as a seller of travel does not constitute
approval by the State of California.)

SERVICE AND HIKING IN THE CARRIZO PLAINS
September 26-27, Saturday-Sunday
This is an opportunity to visit and to assist an outstanding and
relatively unknown national monument. Saturday is National
Public Lands Day, and we will join other volunteers on several
maintenance projects. We will be car-camping, with a pot-luck
and campfire on Saturday night. Sunday we will tour a number
of the historic, prehistoric, and geologic sites in the Monument
with details to be determined by consensus of the group. Leader
Craig Deutsche, craig.deutsche@gmail.com, 310-477-6670. CNRCC Desert Committee

DEATH VALLEY WILDERNESS RESTORATION
October 8-10, Thursday-Saturday
Join us in restoring wilderness values in this remote and beautiful desert National Park by helping to clean up marijuana grow
site in the Hunter Mnt area. 4WD required, possibility of carpooling. Meet Thursday afternoon at the junction of Hwy 190 and the
South Saline Valley Road. Work Thur. afternoon and all day Friday. On Sat, either more clean up, or we may be free to enjoy the
park. Camping is primitive, bring all the food and water that you
need for the weekend, plus a trowel or shovel for personal needs.
Leader: Kate Allen, kj.allen96@gmail.com, 661-944-4056. CNRCC
Desert Committee
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SERVICE IN THE CARRIZO PLAINS
October 24-25, Saturday-Sunday
This is an opportunity to visit and to assist an outstanding and relatively unknown national monument. Saturday we will be assisting others cleaning
up debris and trash at the Goodwin Ranch, a historic
ranch complex maintained by The Nature Conservancy (TNC). We will be car-camping, and Saturday night
is a BBQ given for the volunteers by TNC. On Sunday, we will tour
one or several of the historic, prehistoric, or geologic sites in the
Monument with details to be determined by consensus of the
group. Limit 10 people. Contact leader Craig Deutsche, craig.
deutsche@gmail.com, (310-477-6670) CNRCC Desert Committee

GHOST TOWN EXTRAVAGANZA
October 31-November 1, Saturday-Sunday
Celebrate Halloween by visiting the ghosts of California’s colorful past in the eerie desert landscape near Death Valley. Camp
near the historic ghost town of Ballarat. Saturday, a challenging
hike to ghost town Lookout City with historian Hal Fowler who
will regale us with tales of this wild west town. We’ll return to
camp for Happy Hour and a potluck feast, followed by a midnight
visit to Ballarat’s graveyard. On Sunday, we’ll make a quick visit to
the infamous Riley townsite. Send $8 per person (check payable
to Lygeia Gerard), home and work phones, email address and
rideshare preferences to Leader: Lygeia Gerard, P.O. Box 721039,
Pinon Hills, CA 92372, 760-868-2179. Mojave Group/CNRCC Desert Committee

DEATH VALLEY WILDERNESS SERVICE TRIP
November 19-21, Thursday-Saturday
Come help restore wilderness values in this stunning desert national park. The work project has not been determined yet. It
might be another marijuana grow site or help with the clean-up
of a cabin in the Panamints. (Or something else entirely.) We will
meet Thursday afternoon, place TBD and work Thursday afternoon and Friday. Pot luck either Thursday or Friday night. Leader:
Kate Allen, kj.allen96@gmail.com, 661-944-4056. CNRCC Desert
Committee
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BASIN AND RANGE THANKSGIVING
November 26 - 29, Thursday-Sunday

Several organizations have made significant contributions
for the printing expenses of Desert Report.

Tour our newest national monument in southern Nevada. Comprising 700,000 acres, Basin and Range National Monument
highlights the basin and range topography with Great Basin dry
dusty valleys and rocky, wooded ridges. Archaeological sites and
the modern City landscape-scale construction by artist Mike Heizer are preserved here for posterity. We’ll tour the area mostly by
vehicle, with some hiking. Expect primitive camping sites with no
amenities. Contact David von Seggern, Chair, Toiyabe Chapter,
vonseg1@sbcglobal.net, 775-303-8461. Toiyabe Chapter

Sierra Club California
Desert Protective Council
Desert Tortoise Council
EarthShare California
The Wildlands Conservancy
The Desert Legacy Fund
San Gorgonio Chapter of Sierra Club
Toiyabe Chapter of the Sierra Club

Many individuals have also contributed to the Desert Report during the past six months, and their support is both
essential and appreciated:

SPONSORS

NEXT DESERT COMMITTEE MEETINGS

INDIVIDUALS CONTRIBUTING $100 OR MORE

Tom Budlong
Ron Callison
David Hogan
Rich Juricich
Robert W. Kirby Jr.
Cleve Nash, in memory of
Letty French
Ed Pushich
Santa Monica Mnts Task Force

AUTUMN MEETING
NOVEMBER 14-15
The autumn meeting of the Desert Committee will
be held on November 14-15 at Mission Creek Preserve near Palm Springs.
					

WINTER MEETING
FEBRUARY 13-14, 2016

Los Angeles, CA
Pahrump, NV
Laguna, CA
Sacramento, CA
Oakland, CA
Santa Margarita, CA
Pasadena, CA
Santa Monica, CA

CONTRIBUTORS

TYLER ROEMER

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@road
runner.com or call 310-963-1731 to be put on the
invitation list.

Chico, CA
Las Vegas, NV
Seattle, WA
Nevada City, CA
Tujunga, CA
Joshua Tree, CA
Oceanside, CA
Reseda, CA
Fort Collins, CO

TERRI RYLANDER

Beverly Clairfield
Carol Corbett
Darrel Cowan
Karen Cox
Leah Gibson-Corcoran
Cody Hanford
Margot Lowe
Mary McMannes
Robert C. Michael

Vicky Hoover and Terry Frewin will chair this annual
joint meeting of the Wilderness and Desert Committees in Shoshone. Sid Silliman will also be coordinating an annual work party near Shoshone on Feb. 12.
Look for more details in the December issue of Desert Report, but be sure to set aside this day as well.
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BY STACY GOSS

FROM THE RETIRING EDITOR
THE OLD AND THE NEW

volved with the production of Desert Report will remain. I wrote in
the December 2014 issue about how everyone can contribute in
their own way. Editors such as Cal French, Liz Crumley, and Nate
Krumm may not get out into the desert as often as they’d like,
but they have all made a big difference in the success of Desert
Report. And Jason Hashmi who has done the layout and design
of every issue for the past 14 years will continue to make Desert
Report a professional looking publication; something that everyone who sees it will want to pick up and read. He has somehow
managed to do this with a fulltime job and two small children.
I have met many, many people over the years that are
surprised to find that this publication is produced strictly on a
volunteer basis. May these efforts continue well into the future;
more than ever, our deserts need these volunteers fighting on
its behalf.
WWW.DESERTREPORT.ORG
Jason Hashmi, Desert Report’s most-awesome graphic designer,
has recently redesigned our website. While some of you may
miss the traveling coyote, we believe that the trade-off of a more
usable site is worth it. Changes will include faster access to individual articles as well as dramatic improvements to the site experience on mobile phones and tablets. Check it out at www.desert
report.org. And don’t forget that you can also make donations to
Desert Report through Paypal when you visit this site. We don’t
charge subscribers for our publication, so whatever you can offer
will help with the costs of printing and mailing.

Stacy Goss, retiring Desert Report editor, in the Trilobite Wilderness Area just south of the Mojave Preserve
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Almost five years have passed since I became editor of Desert
Report. I took on this assignment with the hope that it would introduce me to more of the issues and threats that our deserts of
CA and NV are facing. It certainly did just that. However, it also
introduced me to much more; the wonderful, quirky, and interesting people who live in and fight to protect these desert areas.
The folks who author the articles that you see in each issue have
been the most passionate, out-spoken, and dedicated people I
have ever met.
While I have very much enjoyed working on Desert Report,
it is now time for me to move on to other adventures – the next
chapter. I would often read a Desert Report article and think, if I
had a little bit more time, how I would love to go and explore the
area that is being described in an article. So often the geology,
the rock art, the flora and fauna, all sounded intriguing. I’m hoping to get out and see firsthand some of the areas that have been
written about over the past 5 years, and that will be written about
in the upcoming years. And I will continue to be an active part of
the Desert Committee.
We are all extremely fortunate that Craig Deutsche, the Desert Report managing editor prior to me, has agreed to return for
another round beginning with the December issue. I am eternally grateful. Even on his hiatus, Craig has continued to be a
significant contributor to the success of Desert Report; over the
past 5 years, I routinely went to him for suggestions and advice.
I’m confident that the transition will be seamless. Although I am
stepping down as managing editor, all of the other volunteers in-
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