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URANIUM MINING PUTS
AT
GRAND CANYON RISK
MINING, ENVIRONMENT, AND POLITICS

F

Kanab North Uranium Mine

MICHAEL COLLIER

For years, my family has visited Grand View Point, where, in the 1880s, stagecoach passengers first glimpsed the Grand Canyon. At this forgotten and quiet spot, we stand at
the rim and hold our breath. Six feet ahead, the ground drops 5,000 feet into a festival
of color, texture, and light. We have seen this landscape hundreds of times, yet it never
fails to awe, to make us consider our place on Earth. Whether visiting it for the first time
or the hundredth, the Grand Canyon touches people’s souls. Why, then, is protecting it
so difficult?

Much of the canyon and its surrounding lands are protected. The lands
are protected through the wisdom of
presidents, with Teddy Roosevelt declaring the original Grand Canyon National
Monument in 1908, and President Clinton
establishing Grand Canyon-Parashant
and Vermilion Cliffs National Monuments
in 2000. The canyon is protected through
the wisdom of Congress, which passed
the Grand Canyon National Park Act in
1919, transforming Roosevelt’s monument into a crown jewel of the National
Park System. And the canyon is protected through the wisdom of the Navajo
Nation, which issued a blanket ban on
uranium mining within the bounds of Navajo tribal lands in 2005. Most recently, in
2012, Secretary of the Interior Ken Salazar
and the Obama administration enacted a
20-year withdrawal that temporarily bans
new uranium mining on 1.7 million acres
in the Grand Canyon region.
Yet, despite these visionary actions,
uranium mining in the Grand Canyon’s
watershed threatens this remarkable
park. In a mere seventeen years (the ban
expires in 2032), uranium miners can once
again lay claims across the region. And
currently, due to an exception in the withdrawal, the Forest Service and Bureau of
CONTINUED ON PAGE 6

BY ROGER FEATHERSTONE

MINING, ENVIRONMENT AND POLITICS
OAK FLAT IS AN OLD STORY

T

The Apache Leap Escarpment towers above the mining town of
Superior, Arizona, an hour east of Phoenix. This site is sacred to
Native Americans and lies on the western edge of the Oak Flat
Plateau. An ecological and recreational haven, this larger area is
under threat from two of the world’s larges mining companies.
In 2004, Rio Tinto and BHP, Billiton, formed a subsidiary
called Resolution Copper to exploit a large mineral deposit more
than a mile under the surface of Oak Flat. Oak Flat is public land,
a part of the Tonto National Forest managed by the US Forest
Service. Permitting a mine at Oak Flat is difficult. Part of Oak Flat
has been protected from mining by an executive order signed
by President Eisenhower in 1955. Additionally, the technology
to mine a deposit that deep does not currently exist. Finally, the
project faces massive opposition from Native American Tribes, as
well as conservation, recreation, and historic preservation organizations. So, Rio Tinto asked for and received a Congressionally designated land exchange to privatize Oak Flat which would
circumvent the normal permitting process for mining on public
lands.
The Land
Oak Flat is a thousand feet higher than the desert floor and
is mostly desert riparian area. There are towering oak trees, perennial water, a unique assemblage of plants and animals with

IN THIS ISSUE
1

Uranium Mining Puts Grand Canyon at Risk

2

Oak Flat: Mining, Environment and Politics

4

A New Generation of Desert Advocates

5

“Internship or Vacation”: Beyond the Classroom

8

A Rare Opportunity: Three Proposed Desert Monuments

10

James Wilson Remembered

12

Lane Mountain Milk-Vetch: Back From the Brink, or Not?

14

Desert Updates

16

Nuclear Waste at Yucca Mountain

18

Desert Bighorn Sheep: Beautiful But Vulnerable

20

Outings

2

deep canyons, uplands, large boulders, towering spires, and
rocky ridges.
Ga’an Canyon (known on maps as Devil’s Canyon) borders
the east and south of Oak Flat and is a transition zone influenced
by Sonoran Desert, interior chaparral, and Madrean vegetation
communities, and is unique in Arizona.
An endangered Sonoran ocelot was killed near Oak Flat in
2010, and additional ocelot are still potentially present. Common
black hawk (listed as threatened in AZ and sensitive by USFS), and
peregrine falcon nest at Oak Flat. There is potential for Mexican
spotted owls and yellow-billed cuckoo (both federally listed). Other wildlife includes the northernmost range of the coatimundi,
ring-tailed cat, black bear, mountain lion, and bobcat.
Recreation
Oak Flat is one of the best rock climbing and bouldering destinations in the United States. There are more than 2,500 published climbing routes, and from 1989 to 2004 this was the location of one of the largest bouldering competitions in the United
States. The third annual Queen Creek Boulder Competition will
be held in March at Oak Flat in 2016. Climbers, hikers, off-road
vehicle enthusiasts, and bird-watchers all use Oak Flat. Church
groups, Boy Scout troops, and a multitude of groups ranging
from motorcycle clubs to medieval roleplaying enthusiasts use
the campground.
Sacredness
Oak Flat is sacred land and is critical for the religious freedom of Native Americans. John Welch, a former historic preservation officer for the White Mountain Apache Tribe and a professor
at Simon Fraser University in Burnaby, Canada, says about Oak
Flat, “This is the best set of Apache archaeological sites ever documented, period, full stop.” Oak Flat and Ga’an Canyon are “where
the spiritual beings that represent healing live,” Vernelda Grant,
tribal historic preservation officer for the San Carlos Apache Tribe
says. “We have songs and ceremonies that are sung there…” Oak
Flat is known in Apache as Chi’chil Bildagoteel. Not only is Oak Flat
rich in the past history of the First Americans, but ceremonial and
cultural use of Oak Flat continue on a regular basis.
The western boundary of Oak Flat is Apache Leap. In 1870
a band of Apache warriors were cornered by the US Cavalry
at the edge of the escarpment and leapt to their death rather
than surrender. As legend has it, tears from mourners solidified
into rounded nodules of obsidian known as Apache tears. For
years, the Tonto National Forest refused to recognize the spiritu-
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Location and details of Oak Flat and the proposed land exchange
al and cultural significance of Oak Flat. This attitude has changed
and in 2015, the San Carlos Apache Tribe and the Tonto National
Forest nominated Oak Flat for the National Registry of Historic
Places as a Traditional Cultural Property. Predictably, Rio Tinto
and its supporters, including Senator John McCain (R-AZ) and
Representatives Gosar (R-AZ) and Kirkpatrick (D-AZ) are fiercely
fighting the nomination.
Land Exchange
The Oak Flat land exchange over-turns the Eisenhower mining withdrawal at Oak Flat, short circuits the normal permitting
process, is the first bill to privatize a Native American sacred site
on public land, and may be the largest loss of recreational climbing opportunities on public land yet.
There have been 12 unsuccessful versions of the land exchange. The first version was introduced by former Congressman

Rick Renzi in 2005. After years of battling the land exchange as a
stand-alone bill by a coalition of Tribes, conservation, recreation,
and historic preservation organizations, it was widely known that
the land exchange was not passable.
California’s borax mine in Boron played a role in stopping a
version of the land exchange. Rio Tinto owns the mine and in February of 2010, the company locked out 540 hourly workers represented by the International Longshore and Warehouse Union.
During the bitter battle over the lockout, Senator Boxer (D-CA)
placed a hold on S 409, the Senate version of the Oak Flat land
exchange at the time.
HR 687, the 2014 version of the House bill, was stopped twice
on the House floor by a bi-patrician coalition of House members
led by Representatives Tom Cole (R-OK) and Grijalva (D-AZ).
Subsequently, a thirteenth version of the land exchange
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BY MONICA ARGANDOÑA

A NEW GENERATION OF DESERT ADVOCATES
WHAT? NO CELLPHONE COVERAGE?

4

Over the last three and half years I have taken over 250 students to the Kelso Dunes,
the Silurian Valley, the Amargosa River, and Death Valley. The students take night hikes
through Shoshone, and get to meet passionate people like Tom Budlong, Marty Dickes,
Matt Jatovsky, Brian Brown, Susan Sorrells, and Patrick Donnelly. We picnic at the Salt
Creek ACEC, get our feet wet scrambling to the top of the falls in Surprise Canyon, and
listen to the silence that you can only experience in the desert. During this recent fall trip,
a group of 28 swam in the Amargosa River! After the less than exciting lectures on public
land history in class, I make them stand in the middle of Silurian Valley and ask them
what land they are standing on. In unison they reply, “Our land!”
My plan works. Over and over again they tell me that the experience has completely
changed their view of the desert. When we get back to class and discuss the issues of
industrial scale renewable energy on “their land”, the discussion takes on a new meaning
with added emotion and attachment. Many return to the places we visited with boyfriends and girlfriends, siblings and parents. Classes have started Facebook pages where
they post news items often related to the desert. Even the bus drivers cannot help but
get out and explore with us, and often tell me that they will never look at the desert the
same way again.
As I leave the California Wilderness Coalition at the end of this year to teach full time
at Cal State Long Beach, I will not be leaving desert advocacy behind. I will continue to
take students out each semester. I will keep building the partnership with the BLM to
get students on the ground and helping with management plans and restoration work.
And most importantly I will be working on building up a whole new generation of desert
advocates. For me that is the best work of all.
Monica Argandoña worked for the California Wilderness Coalition for nine years. Starting
in 2016, she will be the associate director for the Environmental Studies and Policy Program
at Cal State Long Beach. She lives in Claremont with her husband, two daughters, dog, cat,
guniea pigs, chickens, and desert tortoise.

Class Field Trip in Death Valley
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I teach California Environmental Issues at
Cal State Long Beach, and every semester
on the first day of class I inform the students that the focus is on the California
desert. You can almost hear the groans,
and half of them turn to their computers
or their phones to see if they can still get
into another class. Most of these students
are environmental studies majors, yet
the desert often does not appeal to their
desire to save the planet. Water, animals,
and climate change are what interest
most of them, and they prefer forests and
coasts to the hot, sandy, “boring” desert.
I am not dissuaded. I know what I have
to do.
“You need a fire in your belly if you
are going to advocate for a place.” That
was what the California Wilderness Coalition taught me nearly nine years ago
when I was hired to work on the desert
campaign. And the only way to get that
fire is to actually get your feet dirty and
see the land, so they sent me out to explore and learn about the desert during
my first few months. Not only did I get to
experience places I had never been to before, but I was accompanied by some true
“desert rats” like Tom Budlong, George
Barnes, and Terry Frewin who were more
than willing to share their passion for the
desert. I got the “fire in my belly”.
The idea that you have to see the
places and walk the land has not been lost
on me. This is how many Sierra Clubbers
gained support for the California Desert
Protection Act of 1994, by leading tours
and taking skeptics out on the ground,
and it was what we have done over the
last eight years for not only Senator Feinstein’s legislation but for other campaigns
as well. This is what I have to do in order
to teach a new generation that the California desert is worthy of their environmental consciousness.

BY KYLE HAMADA

“Internship or Vacation”
BEYOND THE CLASSROOM

KYLE HAMADA

I

I couldn’t count more than three seconds between flashes of lightning. It was
the middle of summer and we had just
watched a storm pour snow on the Sierra. It had moved across the Owens Valley
before it hit us in the Inyo National Forest.
As we crowded inside the camper shell of
BLM Wilderness Coordinator Marty Dickes’s truck, we talked about land management, our upbringings and education,
our goals, and the future. The rain subsided, and the thunder faded to distant rumbles. And when the clouds cleared, we
watched satellites drift across the Milky
Way and cheered for every shooting star
that was brighter than the last. This night
may forever be one of the best nights of
camping I’ll ever have--and it was only day
two of our internship.
This past summer, three classmates
and I began an internship that was made
possible by a partnership between the
California State University at Long Beach,
the California Wilderness Coalition, and
the BLM. Our ongoing project is to complete the legal boundary descriptions for
the BLM-managed portion of the White
Mountain Wilderness Area. Our first
round of work was done in July over the
span of two weeks. We logged over 100
GPS points, drove almost 1,000 miles, and
sometimes worked ten hour days in the
mid-summer heat. We spent hours laboring over topo maps and GPS units, hiking
miles up canyons and along fencelines,
and eating a diet disproportionately high
in both trail mix and caffeine. But as hard
as we had been working, our running joke
the entire trip was to ask, “Is this an internship or vacation?”
For four outdoor-loving college students, this was an adventure. We escaped
our classroom-confined, book-taught education at the university to be outdoors,
doing real work in the real world. When

First night of the boundary survey in the White Mountains

we arrived at the Ridgecrest BLM field office, we were greeted with a warm welcome
from Marty as she handed us a three-inch-thick binder full of maps, notes, photos, procedural manuals, safety instructions, and even driving directions to the nearest hospital.
Judging from the size and content of the binder, we knew that we were in capable hands.
Following two days of both an in-office orientation and training in off-highway driving,
we were prepared to start our fieldwork and were excited to do so.
After having spent an epic night camping in the Inyo National Forest, the next morning we made our way to White Mountain Wilderness. That first day, Marty supervised us
as we got a feel for the work. She would point us in the right direction as to how to do the
job, and sometimes she would point us in the right direction literally. But by day two, and
without the supervision of Marty, we had our routines dialed in and we even established
a driver’s rotation so that we could all drive the BLM-provided Jeep Rubicon (or Ruby, as
we soon called it).
This work is important because currently the White Mountains have no wilderness
management plan. The first step in managing a wilderness area is to write the legal
boundary description. Congress has designated a boundary that we can see on a map,
but our job is to tie that line on the map to physical features on the ground. Sometimes
that feature is a 4x4 route, sometimes it is a drainage, and other times it is a compass
heading from one peak to another. In the field, we would find the location of the congressionally drawn boundary and document ground features and other attributes that
could be used in the boundary descriptions. Often the routes that were supposed to
exist did not, or they were indistinguishable or inaccessible, so we would hike into those
areas. Once we had arrived at our point of interest, we would plot a point on our GPS unit
and take photos of the area.
CONTINUED ON PAGE 7
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URANIUM MINING PUTS GRAND CANYON AT RISK
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1
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assess impacts to nearby water resources or to monitor for potential contamination.
Existing regulations simply do not require measures sufficient to ensure that uranium
mining does not impact this fragile landscape. The Grand Canyon Trust, Sierra Club, and
Center for Biological Diversity are currently before the Ninth Circuit Court as co-plaintiffs
with the Havasupai Tribe, fighting this mine.
The science clearly supports the need for caution. Dr. Dave Kreamer, professor of
geoscience at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, and vice president for North America
for the International Association of Hydrogeologists, has spent his career studying the
impact of uranium mining in the Grand Canyon region. Kramer says, “The science shows
that it is unreasonable to assume that uranium deposits, when disturbed by mining,
can’t leak into groundwater.” Contrasting uranium to other extractive industries with
better practices, Kramer notes that “[t]he uranium mining operations in the Grand Canyon region have no such rigorous or extensive well-monitoring program, no consistent
system to test water quality in mine seeps, and no regular spring monitoring.”
The importance of the seeps, springs, side canyons, and riparian areas in the park
cannot be over emphasized. These springs, used for thousands of years by Native
Americans, are where many traditional sites are located. In addition, the unique wildlife and vegetation of the spring and seep areas are extremely important to the park’s
biodiversity.
If the temporary ban is not made permanent through either an act of Congress or
a presidential proclamation creating a national monument, we risk seeing the most precious areas of the Grand Canyon region forever contaminated by radioactive and toxic
pollution. What is the canyon without the seeps and springs that support life within its
depths and breadth? How will the Havasupai Tribe, residents of the Grand Canyon since
time immemorial, survive if they cannot drink, swim, or fish in their blue-green waters?
With industry poised to aggressively pursue mining, agencies, decision-makers
and the conservation community must act swiftly to protect Grand Canyon National
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Land Management have allowed existing
mines with valid mineral rights to mine
uranium on public lands surrounding the
Grand Canyon. Some of these mines are
opening despite environmental analyses
last performed in the 1980s, allowing disregard of both modern science and best
practices.
Proof of the catastrophic consequences of uranium mining in the Grand
Canyon region can be found at the Orphan Mine. In 1951, geologists discovered
high-grade uranium deposits adjacent to
popular South Rim overlooks. From 1966
to 1969, the Orphan Mine operated on a
private claim that preceded the park. At
the time, it was one of the nation’s highest-yielding uranium mines, producing
800,000 tons of ore and 13 million pounds
of uranium. Yet the long-lasting damage
this mine did to the canyon and its watersheds has cost millions of taxpayer dollars
to reclaim and far exceeds any economic
profits from the mine.
Due to extreme contamination, the
Orphan Mine site has been declared a
federal Superfund site under the Comprehensive Environmental Response
Compensation and Liability Act. Today,
the upper mine area, inside Grand Canyon National Park at Maricopa Point, is
fenced to protect visitors from radiation
and toxic contamination. In the canyon
below, signs warn hikers against drinking water from Horn Creek. Contaminated by the mine, Horn Creek’s uranium
levels exceed EPA safe drinking water
standards. Taxpayers are still footing the
bill for that mine’s cleanup with no funds
recovered from the former mine owners.
To date, cleanup costs exceed $15 million. Groundwater cleanup efforts, the
more expensive component, have not yet
begun.
Regulators continue to permit uranium mines to operate within the Grand
Canyon watershed. Just six miles from the
Grand Canyon’s south rim, the Canyon
Mine is slated to begin extracting yellowcake in early 2016. The mine itself is located near Red Butte, sacred to the Havasupai Tribe. The ore shaft will be sunk in
geologic formations that feed the Grand
Canyon watershed, including springs essential to park hikers and wildlife. Yet,
current hardrock mining rules require
no regular groundwater monitoring to

“Internship or Vacation”
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 5

Park, the lands surrounding it, and the communities that rely on
the canyon.
Several concrete steps can move this protection forward.
Creating better regulations for uranium mining on federal public
lands is a first step to improve agency oversight for the mines
grandfathered in despite the withdrawal. Working with regional
tribes and local governments, the Grand Canyon Trust and Sierra Club have submitted a formal petition to the federal agencies
asking for these reforms. Another opportunity lies in the hands
of the Arizona legislature and governor—the elected leaders of
the Grand Canyon state. In neighboring Colorado, concerned
legislators crafted mandates to protect Colorado’s groundwater
resources from uranium mining contamination. This groundbreaking law can and should be a model for regulatory reform
of the laws governing uranium mining in Arizona. And finally,
we should unite behind Representative Grijalva’s trail-blazing
legislation designed to permanently protect the Grand Canyon
region from uranium contamination through the creation of a
Greater Grand Canyon Heritage National Monument. Because
whether you are standing at the rim, rafting through Lava Falls,
or mid-way through a rim-to-river-to-rim journey—one thing is
clear: protecting the Grand Canyon is essential to the physical,
economic, and spiritual health and future of our region.

Trust Energy Program Director Anne Maria Tapp looks
through the fence at Pinenut Mine containment pond

BLACK MCCORD, GRAND CANYON TRUST

Steve Martin served as the superintendent of Grand Canyon National
Park from 2007 to 2011 (retired) and currently chairs the Grand Canyon Trust’s board of trustees.

Our daily routine usually consisted of waking up at 7 am to
the aroma of freshly brewed espresso, of course. We’d choose
a bite from an assortment of bagels, muffins, cereal, and oatmeal. Ironically, we only touched our 10-pound bag of pancake
mix once. We would leave camp at about 8 am and work until
lunchtime. And every day around noon, we would head to the
Esmeralda Market in Dyer, Nevada, which was conveniently located along the California-Nevada border nearby. We’d park in
the same spot every day, and as we walked in, the kind employees would say, “Hi”, and make a fresh pot of coffee. We spent
a lot of hours at the corner round table over the course of the
trip, hovering over maps and fiddling with the GPS unit. After our
sandwiches were eaten and our coffee mugs refilled twice, we
would head out again.
At around 5 pm or so, we’d head back to camp to take a
shower before the evening grew too cold. I brought a ‘Simple
Shower,’ which is basically a showerhead for a two-liter bottle.
We left a three-gallon jug out in the sun all day so that when
we returned, we’d have hot water. It was probably confusing to
passers-by to see a few college kids showering just off the highway (in shorts of course). Dinner was always exciting. Not just
because we were so hungry, but because we ate really well. We
had burgers, pasta, chili, chicken, even chicken fajitas. Without
any prompting, we’d all line up our chairs to face west as the
sun set over the Sierra. When the sky’s impossibly vivid oranges and purples turned to deep black, we would silently turn our
chairs around and watch the Milky Way slowly show itself. And
when one of us was tired of playing the guitar, we’d pass it to
the next person. We entertained our campfire group with light
jokes, deep conversations, and everything in between. And when
we were satisfied with the number of shooting stars that we had
seen, we’d go to bed—not a bad way to work as an intern if you
ask me.
I’m incredibly grateful to CalWild and the BLM for the experiences that I’ve had as an intern. The desert is an amazing
place, and I wish more people knew that. In general, most people
would probably rather go to a dense forest or rugged mountain
range instead of the desert. But I believe that if they gave the
desert a chance their opinions would change.
Here’s what I’ve learned: you don’t need an internship to experience the desert! You can go to Joshua Tree National Park to
see the stars, you can go to Mojave National Preserve to watch
an amazing sunset. You can hike to the summit of Telescope
Peak or even the along the Pacific Crest Trail. There are an endless number of places to experience the desert. I am an intern,
and my work takes me to amazing places. If you’re a student or
someone looking to get involved, I recommend you look for opportunities to volunteer or work as an intern. But for everyone,
there are abundant opportunities to visit our public lands in the
desert. So next time I’m out in the desert, I hope to see you out
there too—whether on an internship or enjoying a vacation.
Kyle Hamada is a graduate of California State University with major
degrees in the area of environmental science. He resides in Torrance,
CA, and is currently seeking work in the field of public lands management. Camping, hiking, surfing, and running are among the activities that take him outdoors.
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BY APRIL SALL

A RARE OPPORTUNITY
THREE PROPOSED DESERT MONUMENTS

8

BLM, PUBLIC DOMAIN

I

I’m standing on the edge of a large tent
at the Whitewater Preserve, overflowing
with nearly one thousand attendees who
are eagerly awaiting Senator Diane Feinstein’s turn at the microphone. The Senator is here to discuss her latest desert
bill, the proposed national monuments,
and to listen to comments from decision
makers and the public. This fall afternoon is surprisingly warm, and birds are
still chirping their songs. Even the iconic
desert bighorn sheep have made several
appearances on the rocky cliffs that rise
above the Wildlands Conservancy’s Whitewater Preserve. Regardless of where you
are from, the landscape of the newly proposed Sand to Snow National Monument
is simply majestic.
The Senator welcomes the crowd and
introduces official speakers, one of whom
performs the traditional Native American bighorn sheep song. She gives an
eloquent, but brief summary of her proposed California Desert Conservation and
Recreation Act of 2015 (CDCRA of 2015),
recounts the bill’s eight year history and
explains her decision to request that
President Obama use the Antiquities Act
to designate three new desert national
monuments: Sand to Snow, Mojave Trails,
and Castle Mountains.
Finally, the Senator explains her dual
strategy of seeking a presidential designation of the three national monuments
and also reaffirms continued commitment to passage of the remaining pieces
of the CDCRA bill. Listening in the audience are supporters from local communities and long-time activists who have
worked for years to protect public lands
from renewable energy industrialization,
as well as a broad-based constituency of
other voices: the Hispanic youth of Por La
Creacion, Sierra Club members, military
veterans, local faith leaders and congre-

The three proposed monuments are outlined in red.
gations, and night sky advocates. Representatives from recreational miners, off road
enthusiasts, and labor unions are also present. The vast majority cheer the Senator’s
comments.
For me that beautiful fall day was a personal celebration of a milestone and the
hope that perhaps that the end of a long journey was near at hand. As the speeches
came to a conclusion, I drifted back to where I was and what I was doing when I was
thrust into this long endeavor to save the Mojave Desert.
It was the early, sorrowful days after the Sawtooth Complex Fire that devastated the
San Bernardino National Forest Mountain backcountry. I was in the field transplanting
Joshua Trees for fire restoration. The burnt wildlife and charred ancient trees made the
work gruesome. And then came the disheartening news: the Los Angeles Department
of Water and Power was proposing a new transmission corridor through these same
fire-devastated lands.
I almost threw in the towel! Little did I know at the time this was just the tip of a
much bigger problem. Scores of applications for industrial wind and solar energy were
being submitted for development on the Mojave’s public lands including those donated
by The Wildlands Conservancy expressly for conservation purposes. These lands were
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gifted primarily to the Bureau of Land Management to consolidate potentially threatening ownerships – mainly the private checker board ownership of the Catellus Corporation’s railroad lands. Because the railroad owned these lands, they were left out of the
1994 California Desert Protection Act.
It was The Wildlands Conservancy that stepped in to preserve them in perpetuity
for future generations. From 1999-2004 TWC raised nearly $45 million in private donations to acquire 630,000 acres of checkerboard Catellus railroad lands and donate them
primarily to the BLM for conservation and recreation purposes. The new industrial scale
wind and solar energy applications almost unraveled the legacy of the largest land gift
to the American public.
For a year afterwards, there were just a handful of desert advocates who attended
scores of renewable energy meetings and initiated outreach to elected officials on the
issue, but at the end of this time period, we were no closer to hearing any assurances for
the creation of a conservation and development strategy for the Mojave Desert. It was
at this time that The Wildlands Conservancy and the late Elden Hughes approached Senator Feinstein to save the heart of the Mojave Desert and our significant conservation
investments.
After carefully drafting and vetting her new California Desert Protection Act with
stakeholders and communities in countless meetings and negotiations, Senator Feinstein introduced her bill into the United States Senate. The legislation included the Sand
to Snow and Mojave Trails National Monuments as cornerstones of the bill, national
park additions (including Castle Mountains), Wild and Scenic River segments, wilderness
areas, and several other provisions.
The Mojave Trails National Monument would preserve the heart of the Mojave – from
the Sheephole Mountains across the Cadiz Valley to the Marble and Clipper Mountains.
This area is one of the last places to experience the Mojave Desert with unobstructed
views. Initially proposed as the Mother Road National Monument, Mojave Trails contains
the longest undeveloped stretch of iconic Route 66, the storied road that Americans
traveled in search of a new life in California and the western frontier. Once called the
National Trails Highway, it is just one of many historic and cultural treasures in the mon-

ument which also includes sacred lands
and ancient trading routes and trails used
for centuries by indigenous people and
the Colorado River Indian Tribes.
Mojave Trails Monument is essentially the “connective tissue” of the Mojave Desert, linking Joshua Tree National
Park to the Twentynine Palms Air Ground
Combat Center to the Mojave National
Preserve. In addition to preserving important habitat and ecological corridors
for hundreds of desert species, the monument includes irreplaceable cultural resources and unique geologic formations
such as the Ship Mountains and Amboy
crater. The proposed monument also
provides protection for recreation and
historical uses from off-roading on designated routes to rock-hounding and recreational mining. Existing operation and
uses would continue from mining claims
to pipelines and transmission lines, and
none of the proposals affects or impacts
private property or existing in-holdings
upon enactment.
The Sand to Snow national monument would be the most biologically diverse national monument in the lower
48 states. Connecting the Little San Bernardino Mountains in the Big Morongo

FRAZIER HANEY

CONTINUED ON PAGE 11

Mojave Trails
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BY MIKE PRATHER AND TODD VOGEL

JAMES WILSON REMEMBERED
1948-2015

ON JULY 15, 2015, JAMES WILSON OF BISHOP, CALIFORNIA, DIED.
HE WAS A LONG-TIME ENVIRONMENTAL ADVOCATE IN THE DESERT.
TWO PERSONS WHO KNEW HIM PERSONALLY LEAVE THESE MEMORIES. - ED.

T

The passing of James Keplar Wilson this summer was a shock to all of us who knew him
and was an immeasurable loss to all wild places and their critters. James’ dry desert humor will be missed. He was a friend, mentor, wise advisor, and leader. James was 67 years
old and leaves his wife Kay, daughter Roseanne, son-in-law Bayard, and grandson Ansel.
James moved to Bishop in 1977 and established Wheeler-Wilson Sports (today Eastside Sports) on Main Street. It was the first sporting goods store in Bishop without fishing bait or tackle, something new for Bishop. The growth of backpacking, climbing, bouldering and cycling in the Eastern Sierra was explosive at the time, and James Wilson, a
knowledgeable businessman and lover of the outside, responded. He always promoted
‘self-propelled recreation’.
Over the years James was engaged with many community activities such as the
Millpond Music Festival, Rotary International (education and health), and the Inyo Arts
Council. He was the founder of the Banff Film Festival (1995), founding member of the
Eastern Sierra Audubon Society (1983), founding member of Friends of the Inyo (1986),
and a long time California Wilderness Coalition Board member. His local work on environmental projects and campaigns was of true value.
James was a local leader in the passage of the California Desert Protection Act
(CDPA) in 1994. His testimony at the House Field Hearing in Bishop and his lobbying
in Washington, D.C. were critical to that campaign. Wilson’s Eastside Sports was a wellknown business on Main Street, and James’ voice of support for our desert was powerful.
The 1994 CDPA added 1.4 million acres to newly renamed Death Valley National Park and
also added 800,000 acres of new wilderness to Inyo County. James also worked for the
passage of the 2002 Wilderness Act and was an invaluable leader in the 2009 Inyo National Forest Travel Management Plan (TMP). In this, his ability to work with people who
had differing points of view was rare. His listening skills and nimble synthesis of complex
issues allowed the TMP process to continue to an eventual agreement and become a
model for other forests throughout the country.
In a column in the Jeffrey Pine Journal of Friends of the Inyo in 2011 James wrote:
“(Exploration) is the greatest joy. Get out there, go see it. Get your socks dirty, and
take someone new with you, take someone young…If possible introduce someone else
to the wonders of the natural world. Inoculate them with the wild. Go walk, bird, backpack, do something with them outdoors…
“Give something back to the places that you love…spend time cleaning or restoring
a place you cherish. And, of course take someone new with you!”
Personally, I knew James Wilson for more than 30 years here in the Owens Valley.
We birded together all over the country and from Thailand to Australia, sharing travel
time, food, stories and lots of humor. I’ve never know a person that I could talk with for
hours on virtually any topic – a stimulating man indeed. Each of us had a favorite bird
group and joked about our dreams of someday seeing every species in the group. James’
favorites were the trogons. He was the ‘trogon man’.
You walk with us on the trails still, James.
Mike Prather has been residing in Inyo County since 1972 and has actively been working on
land and water issues in the Owens Valley since 1980.
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James lived three doors down from me in
Bishop, California. We were neighbors. I
was also his employee when long ago
I worked for him at his store, Wilson’s
Eastside Sports. He was my climbing and
backcountry skiing partner and in these,
since I was a professional mountain
guide, I was sometimes his teacher. I was
a young outdoor enthusiast then, mindful
of environmental concerns but not particularly engaged in how places become (or
do not become) protected and so James
also became my guide for my involvement in conservation issues.
We used to climb in the Owens River Gorge, back in the early 1990’s when
climbers were just beginning to explore
the area. This was before it was re-watered, having lost its water for a time
to LADWP. We climbed a lot of routes
together down there, and we always remarked on each visit how weirdly quiet it
was without water.
It was one of his big birthdays, forty, I think, when we got the wild idea to
climb the East Buttress of Mt. Whitney in
a day. Usually, it is a three day climb,
but we managed to pull it off. Later at
his birthday party, I remember being so
sore that I had to walk backwards down
a small step at his house. He was in the
same state.
Later we did a ski tour together, from
Sawmill Pass to Bishop Creek. On that
trip, a teammate became sick at Taboose
Pass. We took him down, dropped the ill
fellow off at snowline, and made our way
back up to our camp near the pass. Spring
was just getting going, and many of the
birds had arrived despite the six feet of
snow. Close to our camp at the pass, we
encountered about a million Violet Green
Swallows. James was ecstatic. I still remember his shouts of joy echoing off the

Three Proposed Monuments

James Wilson, November, 2006

canyon walls. “Violet Green Swallows! Violet Green Swallows!”
One time James and Kay joined a group of volunteers I was
working with out in Saline Valley. The task of the day was killing
tamarisk. This trip immediately followed the 2006 mid-term elections, when California Republican Representative Richard Pombo
was voted out of office. Pombo was no friend of conservationists, as you may recall. We had only hand saws and some of the
tamarisk were pretty big. I’d been working near James, but in a
separate area, when I heard him start yelling, “Die Pombo!” “Take
that Pombo!!” and a large tamarisk came crashing down.
I wrote my first letter to a politician urging action on an issue, after James informed me of the issue and asked me to write.
I researched the question, decided I agreed with James, and
wrote the letter. I attended my first County Board of Supervisors
meeting, and spoke, because James brought another issue to my
attention (the California Desert Protection Act).
Years and many wilderness-related supervisor meetings later, I worked with James on the Board of the Friends of the Inyo
and then became a staff member as well. This was largely because he helped me understand the skills of being a proponent
for conservation and intelligent choices about land management. He also helped me understand the importance of framing
the dialogue, understanding ‘the other side,’ and crafting realistic
goals and campaigns. In helping me realize these skills, he also
became a mentor. We had a complicated relationship but at its
depth and foundation he was my friend.
Todd Vogel is a Bishop-based mountain guide, outdoor educator and
frequent volunteer on public lands service projects.

Preserve and Joshua Tree National Park through low-lying desert
valleys to the high, snow-capped peaks of Mt. San Gorgonio, the
highest mountain in southern California. Sand to Snow offers a
variety of recreational and educational opportunities. The diversity of habitat and elevation provide important corridors for both
wildlife and visitors and allow species to expand and contract
their ranges as our climate changes. Adjacent to several urban
communities, Sand to Snow offers easily accessible trailheads to
open space for those seeking a dose of solitude without a long
journey. The private Whitewater and Mission Creek Preserves
also offer visitors and families free day use and campgrounds
with well-maintained facilities.
The proposed Castle Mountains National Monument is a
small parcel that is surrounded on three sides by the Mojave
National Preserve and the Nevada border on the fourth. It has
spectacular natural resource value and pristine habitat suitable
for the reintroduction of pronghorn antelope, the second fastest
land animal in the entire world. Visitors can experience the energy and beauty of nearby Spirit Mountain, known by some Native
American tribes as the place of creation. The proposal would also
allow for a re-permitted mining operation to continue.
After several decades of private and public conservation
investments and land planning I am amongst many who support and welcome the designations of the Mojave Trails, Sand to
Snow, and Castle Mountains National Monuments to preserve
the desert experience for current and future generations.
More information at: http://californiadesert.org/monuments
April Sall is a director of the California Desert Coalition, serves on the
BLM DAC, and served for 10 years as the Conservation Director of
the Wildlands Conservancy. Her family were early homesteaders who
originally settled in Pipes Canyon.

Sleeping Beauty Mountain north of Ludlow, CA
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Lane Mountain Milk-vetch
BACK FROM THE BRINK, OR NOT?
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BLM lands, Ray Bransfield and I paused for one last pit stop on Coolgardie Mesa before heading home; there at his feet within hollering distance of Lane Mountain was the
milkvetch. Subsequent volunteer surveys by the California Native Plant Society, followed
by more Army-funded surveys, led to the circumscription of the largest population of
Lane Mountain milkvetch, both in numbers of individuals and in area it covers. Coolgardie Mesa comprises the southern half of the range of the species.
It was hard not to wonder, with so much habitat surrounding the four populations
that looked perfectly suitable for Lane Mountain milkvetch, why the milkvetch did not
occur in even more areas. Why was it here but not there? To try to answer this question,
the Army funded research that followed two lines of inquiry. First, find out more about
the physiology of plant itself, which might give clues about its habitat requirement. Secondly, quantify characteristics of the habitat where the milkvetch is found and compare
them to characteristics of adjacent habitat where it is absent. Researchers at UCLA determined that the species has leaves that are typical of full-sun desert leaves; in other
words, it is not using the host shrub for shade. Instead, the host shrub supports its thin,
twining stems and possibly offers protection from herbivores. (photos 2 and 3) Additionally, this species, like some other species of legumes, is a nitrogen-fixer, and thus likely
provides a benefit to the host shrub.
Other research focused on the plant’s seed and germination characteristics. While
seed production and viability appeared sufficiently high and germination easy to achieve

Photo 1: Milkvetch Profile with Flowers and Pods
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In April 1985, botanist Mark Bagley and
his field crew were picking their way
across the bajadas of Area B, on the Army’s Fort Irwin National Training Center
(NTC) north of Barstow when they stumbled upon a plant species that hadn’t been
seen in 44 years: it was the enigmatic Lane
Mountain milkvetch (Astragalus jaegerianus). This unusual plant has a perennial
taproot, but its herbaceous above-ground
stems and leaves wither away each year
with the summer heat. After several days
of surveys, they found a total of 87 plants
– each one of them nestled under another desert shrub, with their characteristic
lavender flowers and fine grey-green
foliage peeking out over the top. (photo
1) They likened the surveys to an Easter
egg hunt. While that part of the NTC was
subsequently placed off-limits to training
exercises to protect the population, the
rediscovery of this milkvetch initiated a
series of events that has eventually made
it one of the best-studied plants of the
Mojave Desert.
With an interest in expanding the
training capabilities of the NTC, the Army
funded additional surveys over the next
15 years, along with companion studies
to characterize the habitat the species
is associated with. Those surveys found
hundreds of plants within a few miles
of the original rediscovery, both on NTC
land and adjacent Bureau of Land Management (BLM) land. Three populations,
named Goldstone, Brinkman, and Paradise, now comprise the northern half of
the range of the species.
However, the original location descriptions left by Jaeger and Munz, in
1939 and 1941, respectively, were vague
enough to leave the impression that additional populations might be waiting to
be found. Sure enough, in 1991, after a
weekend of fruitless scouting additional

TOM HUGGINS, UCLA

Photo 2: Herbivore Clipping - probably jackrabbit

Photo 3: Researchers from UCLA (Rasoul Sharifi and Barry
Prigge) look for milk-vetch inside of a tagged host shrub

CONNIE RUTHERFORD, USFWS

in a greenhouse setting, germination and establishment in the
field appeared to be rare events. Coupled with field observations
of individually-tagged plants over a series of years, we have come
to understand that individual plants can be long-lived, given suitable climatic conditions, and even survive a few years of drought.
However, seed germination and establishment events do not occur – or at least in the last few decades, have not occurred – very
frequently. Not only is the amount of winter rainfall important,
but the timing is crucial. In addition, windy spring conditions can
contribute to mortality of fragile seedlings and juveniles.
The habitat where Lane Mountain milkvetch occurs typically consist of coarse, shallow soils derived from Jurassic or
Cretaceous granitic bedrock (non-geologists just say: “Look for
white substrate!”), though a portion of the Coolgardie population is underlain by diorite or gabbroid bedrock. Most individuals
have been found between 3,100 and 4,200 feet in elevation, with
plants dropping out at lower elevations, likely due to too-fine
soils, and at higher elevations due to lack of soils (too rocky). The
surrounding plant community comprises a high diversity of desert shrub species and the milkvetch makes use of most of them
as host shrubs, with the exception of creosote bush; the spacing
of the creosote bush’s branches is not close enough to support
the milkvetch and it typically grows in sites with an accumulation
of soils that are too silty for the favored host-shrub species. A solid habitat characterization for the milkvetch, however, remains
elusive. While it is easy to eliminate from consideration areas
not on suitable soils and within the known elevational zone, it is
puzzling that areas adjacent to known populations don’t support
the milkvetch. And surveys conducted in what might seem to be
suitable sites in farther-flung areas of the Mojave Desert have not
turned up any other populations.
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service proposed the milkvetch for

endangered status in 1992 because of threats to the habitat primarily from expansion of military activities and small numbers
of individuals. By the time the Service published the final rule in
1998, they also recognized mining activities, off-highway vehicle
activity, and the potential threat of fire and fire suppression activities as additional threats. In those intervening years, not only
were surveys, research, and monitoring being conducted, but
both the Army and BLM had initiated landscape-level planning
processes that would have a bearing on the future of securing
habitat for Lane Mountain milkvetch. The Service had not designated critical habitat at the time of listing because it contended
that the designation would provide little additional benefit beyond the listing. However, the Service settled a legal challenge
from Center for Biodiversity and California Native Plant Society
to designate critical habitat and published its finding in 2005.
By that time, the Army had consulted with the Service on a boundary adjustment to allow for expanded training and also completed an Integrated Natural Resource Management Plan (INRMP)
for the NTC.
Together, these two processes established two preserve areas and a third limited-use area that encompassed 8,000 acres
of habitat for Lane Mountain milkvetch, along with prioritized
funding for conservation-related projects (including the purchase
of private lands to consolidate management), annual monitoring
and adaptive management of populations on base, and longterm monitoring of the milkvetch throughout its range. (photo
4, page 15) In the meantime, the BLM had completed its planning process, known as the West Mojave Plan (WMP). The WMP
established two areas of critical environmental concern (ACEC);
one large ACEC encompasses the entirety of the Coolgardie pop-
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DESERT UPDATES
THE IVANPAH SOLAR ELECTRIC
GENERATING SYSTEM

A DOCUMENTARY ABOUT THE
REAL DESERT

A scar on the Mojave desert
Gone is the awe-inspiring view of the Ivanpah Valley from the
Clark Mountain unit of Mojave National Preserve, overwhelmed
by the infrastructure of large-scale industrial solar. The species-rich habitats of the valley that once hosted rare plant species
and desert tortoises were either destroyed or radically fragmented by the installation of hundreds of thousands of mirrors. The
sprawl of Ivanpah Solar across nearly 5.6 square miles of public
land blocks access to the sacred sites of Native American peoples, including the Salt Song Trail and its numerous landmarks of
religious significance.
In operation since 2014, Ivanpah Solar is killing hundreds of
birds that would migrate through the desert and is also spewing carbon dioxide into the air in spite of its purported green
technology.
The National Fish and Wildlife Forensics Lab and ecology consultants are documenting avian and bat mortalities at Ivanpah,
partly due to trauma from collisions with the mirrors and partly
as a result of the intense heat from solar flux around the power towers that vaporizes all that flies through. The report of the
avian and bat monitoring surveys at Ivanpah Solar from 21 October 2014 to 15 March 2015 documents 28 bird species affected
by the facility. Using a “fatality estimator model,” the ecology consultants estimated that there were 686 bird (and bat) deaths from
known causes at Ivanpah Solar and 1373 fatalities from unknown
causes.
Carbon dioxide from a solar power plant? Yes, because
Ivanpah is proving to be a hybrid facility that must burn significant amounts of carbon-emitting natural gas to function. The
plant burns natural gas to maintain electricity production during
cloudy days and to heat water after sundown so that steam can
be generated more quickly when operations begin in the morning. As reported by The Press Enterprise (November 4, 2015),
Ivanpah may have sent 46,000 metric tons of carbon dioxide into
the air in 2014.
We must voice our alarm at the death caused by energy
plants in the desert. We must stand against the construction of
large-scale projects like Soda Mountain Solar, industrial operations that will disrupt habitats and harm wildlife. We must take
to heart David Brower’s admonition that “polite conservationists
leave no mark save the scars upon the Earth that could have been
prevented had they stood their ground.” Opinion written by Sid
Silliman

Oscar nominated and Emmy-Award winning Director David Vassar and Sally Kaplan of Backcountry Pictures create film and television programs that inspire stewardship of the natural world.
Works include Discover Hetch Hetchy, California Forever, and Spirit
of Yosemite, which plays in the visitor center of Yosemite National
Park every day! A retrospective of Vassar’s work is scheduled at
the Smithsonian in March 2016.
Currently, Backcountry Pictures is producing a documentary
about California and Southwest Deserts entitled “Conspiracy of
Extremes” (working title). Aimed at theaters as well as PBS broadcast, the film’s aim is to shift the commonly held perception of
desert as a wasteland to an understanding of deserts as a place
teeming with life. Dr. Bruce Pavlik, chief advisor to the film and
author of the book California Deserts, An Ecological Rediscovery
stresses the importance of this film:
“This (is a) critical time in the history of western landscapes. Why is
this a critical time? Because public apathy may tragically allow industrialization of these iconic, largely intact places of great natural
beauty and astounding biological diversity. A film is one, very effective way to make millions of people aware and inspire them to care.”
- Dr. Bruce Pavlik
To date, the producers have successfully raised enough
funds to conduct research, scout locations, write a treatment, secure a board of advisors and produce a preview clip. KQED in San
Francisco has agreed to present the program, once complete, to
national PBS for programming. With actual film production ready
to begin, a crowd funding campaign with a goal of $35,000 will
soon go live. In order to launch the campaign, pledges totaling
$5,300 must be in place to show that support already exists for
desert conservation. That’s why we are coming to you first, Sierra
Club members and desert advocates, to jumpstart this documentary. Please donate now through PayPal at the link below (upper
right hand corner of page where it says donate). This link also
provides more information about the film and where to request
the preview clip: http://bcpfilms.com/conspiracy-of-extremes/
Once you have made your donation, email Jennifer Witherspoon with your name, mailing address, and phone number at:
Jennifer@backcountrypicures.com
This way she can send you a thank you “perk” once the
crowd funding campaign goes live and she will reach out to you
for future screenings or fundraising efforts. Though your generosity and support, you’ll become an active participant in making
this timely and important film a reality!
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Lane Mountain Milk-vetch
MOUNTAIN PASS UPDATE
The expanded production of rare earth elements which was anticipated at Mountain Pass several years ago (see Desert Report March 2013) has been put on hold. Molycorp Minerals announced
on June 25th that it would be filing for Chapter 11 bankruptcy in
order to reorganize and pay back creditors over time. In August
the corporation shut down production of rare earth extraction
and processing operations and began the transition to “care and
maintenance” mode.
There are perhaps two things that are important to notice
about how Molycorp’s closure may affect the desert community.
1) Approximately 400 people were working at the mine, and with
the facility going into “care and maintenance mode” there will be
40 to 200 people remaining. The majority, if not all, of these employees are those coming to work from southern Nevada. Since
the original announcement, Molycorp’s senior financier, Oaktree
Capital Group, has changed its demand that the company go
into “care and maintenance” mode and instead has stipulated
that Molycorp should produce a “limited operations plan.” There
seems to be no desire to mothball the facility any longer, however the skeleton crew that will remain on board raises a second
point. 2) With hazardous chemicals around, how will a vastly reduced staff effectively manage the mining and processing facilities? The wastewater treatment and recycling plant at the site
makes it un-necessary to truck water from Las Vegas, but to what
degree this new part of the facility will be self-operating is uncertain. The irony is apparent: it seems as though the desert (both
jobs and the environment) may be better off with the mine operating, people employed, and oversight maintained. Jeff Jenkins

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 13

ulation of milkvetch, and a much smaller one that directly abuts
one of the preserves on NTC. The ACEC designation included
prescriptions for such actions as route reduction, withdrawal of
lands from future mining and fencing and signing as necessary
for public education. While the NTC lands were exempted from
being designated as critical habitat due to a 2004 amendment to
the federal Endangered Species Act addressing Department of
Defense installations with approved INRMPs, the BLM lands were
excluded from critical habitat due to a finding that their conservation measures would be effective. Therefore, the Service designated zero acres of critical habitat.
This designation was challenged by Center for Biodiversity
in 2007. By the time a revised designation was ready for publication, other court cases had caused the Service to shift its policies
regarding critical habitat: the Service was now required to designate critical habitat even if effective conservation measures were
being implemented. Therefore, in 2011, the Service designated
approximately 14,000 acres of habitat, primarily on BLM lands
that had been included in the two ACECs, along with several hundred acres of Army lands that are not within NTC boundaries.
Now that the Service has designated critical habitat, the Army
is implementing the INRMP and has acquired private lands,
the agencies are monitoring the status of the Lane Mountain
milkvetch, and various researchers have conducted several studies, how is this federally listed endemic species faring?
To be continued in the next issue...
Connie Rutherford is a biologist employed by the US Fish and Wildlife
Service.

On November 10, U.S. Secretary of the Interior Sally Jewell and
California Secretary for Natural Resources John Laird released
the Final DRECP, a landscape-scale blueprint to streamline renewable energy development on land managed by the Bureau of
Land Management (BLM) in the California Desert. This initiated
a 30 day Protest period, and approval of the plan may happen
next year. Highlights include a conservation status for Silurian
Valley, but the Soda Mountains solar project development area is
not protected. The Trona Pinnacles area is made into a new very
large Development Focus Area, and new areas for wind development are designated at the base of the Tehachapi Mountains in
the western Mojave Desert.
In a change from the draft document, 802,000 acres of new
“Unallocated Lands” are opened to utility-scale renewable energy
development. Development Focus Areas include 388,000 acres,
and Variance Process lands equal 40,000 acres, for a total of
1,230,000 acres of California Desert where solar, wind, and geothermal applications may be processed.

CONNIE RUTHERFORD, USFWS

FINAL DESERT RENEWABLE
ENERGY CONSERVATION PLAN
(DRECP)

Photo 4: Army biologists carry out long-term monitoring on Coolgardie Mesa, with Lane Mountain in the
background)

CONTINUED ON PAGE 21
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BY PATRICK DONNELLY

NUCLEAR WASTE AT YUCCA MOUNTAIN
NEW EFFORTS, NEW QUESTIONS

T

The desert has long been considered a wasteland, a place whose absence of water and
relative paucity of vegetation makes it expendable in the eyes of many. Readers of Desert
Report needn’t be reminded of this by an exhaustive list: seemingly every issue brings
a new example of this ethos playing out with proposals threatening the irreplaceable
desert landscapes.
The proposal to create the Yucca Mountain Nuclear Waste Repository in Nevada

Amargosa surface watershed (outlined in purple) on the California-Nevada
Border

16

DESERT REPORT DECEMBER 2015

is likely familiar to many readers as well.
This proposal has been kicking around
since the 1970s, and depending on who
is walking the halls of power in Washington, D.C., it has died and been brought
back to life numerous times. Most Americans probably thought that the nails had
already been hammered into the coffin
when President Obama pushed to have it
defunded in 2011. However like the zombies so popular in television and movies
these days, the specter of Yucca Mountain appears to live again as politicians
angle to please their constituents.
A thorough run-down of the vast
and at times farcical regulatory process
that the project has undergone would be
another article in itself. As the Nuclear
Regulatory Commission moves forward
with evaluating yet another Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement (this
would be the fourth, depending on how
defines an SEIS), this article is meant to
focus upon what has been previously
left out: problems, both geographic and
conceptual, which have been seemingly
ignored in prior studies.
Yucca Mountain is located near the
head of the Amargosa River Watershed
in southwestern Nevada. Like a mirage
in the desert’s parched sands, the Amargosa River forms a green ribbon of life in
North America’s harshest desert. The watershed of the Amargosa—the Death Valley Regional Flow System—provides vital
groundwater to the river as it flows south
into California and finally terminates at
the vast alkali flats of Badwater in Death
Valley National Park. The only river in
North America sourced almost exclusively
from spring discharge, the springs of the
Amargosa provide havens for dozens of
endemic and endangered species such as
the Amargosa vole (Microtus californicus
scirpensis), the Amargosa toad (Anaxyrus

PATRICK DONNELLY

Shoshone, CA

nelson), and the Amargosa niterwort (Nitrophila mohavensis).
Although the groundwater aquifers which power the Amargosa River have been
heavily studied in conjunction with the Yucca Mountain project, they were little understood until recently. Over the past decade, the Amargosa Conservancy and the Nature
Conservancy have supported hydrogeologic investigations into the nature of these
aquifers, characterizing and tracing the water which emerges from these desert springs
based on isotope analysis, geochemistry, and other markers. These investigations headed by hydrogeologist Andy Zdon have demonstrated that groundwater flows underneath Yucca Mountain will eventually emerge at springs in the Middle and Lower Amargosa Basins, in California. This hydrologic connection was ignored in all earlier studies.
The implications of this connection, and thus the potential for radioactive pollution to
contaminate the Amargosa River, mean that Yucca Mountain’s environmental review
process is incomplete and requires additional study and revision to analyze the effects
on the Amargosa River.
The environmental justice impacts that Yucca Mountain would create must be considered. The communities of Southeast Inyo County are classified as “severely disadvantaged” by the State of California, meaning that median income is less than 60% of the
state average. The economy of this area is entirely reliant on a steady flow of tourists
who come to the area to experience its natural wonders, its healing hot springs, and its
quiet isolation.
These communities would be disproportionately impacted by Yucca Mountain.
The stigma of being located near the nation’s high level nuclear waste dump would
be enough to discourage tourism, negatively impacting the local economy. A report
prepared by Gruen Gruen and Associates for Inyo County (http://www.inyoyucca.org/
documents/ACountyatRisk-Gruen-Gruen.pdf) demonstrates that the simple announcement of the operation of the facility would cause a drop in visitation to Southeast Inyo
County and Death Valley National Park by 17.6% to 26.3%. Further, a minor radiation release of any sort from Yucca Mountain would cause a 29% to 57% drop in visitation. The
economic impact of such declines in tourism revenue would be devastating for regional
communities. Unemployment would rise to unprecedented levels, businesses which already operate on thin margins would soon go under, and the regional economy would
suffer greatly. These impacts were not analyzed in the Yucca Mountain environmental
review process.
While the probability of future radioactive release from the nuclear repository is
subject to endless debate, the consequences of such an event, however unlikely, must
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be examined. Human health is one of
the factors to consider. While the exact
nature of any radioactive contamination
in the aquifer cannot be known for certain, the communities of Southeast Inyo
County rely on the groundwater table
for drinking water. Radioactive contamination of drinking water would make it
very difficult for residents to continue
living here. Further, such contamination
would likely cause significant impacts to
the remarkable array of biodiversity and
endemic species which call the springs of
the Amargosa River home.
The discussion here has focused
thus far on the potential effects of radioactive contamination. It is worth noting
though that regardless of the probability of a nuclear accident, Yucca Mountain
operations would require significant consumptive use of groundwater, estimated
to be on the order of 100 million gallons
per year. Relative to other groundwater
pumping in this region of Nevada this is
a comparatively modest use. However,
the groundwater and biology of the Amargosa are in such a delicate balance that
the withdrawal of every acre-foot matters
in the context of the region’s overdrafted
and overallocated groundwater basins.
Additional pumping by the repository,
augmented by use associated with development, would increase the already
alarming rate of drawdown in local aquifers, potentially impacting communities
and species downstream.
The Mojave Desert is not a wasteland. Humans are fallible, accidents happen, and the radioactivity in waste lasts
essentially forever if evaluated on a human timescale. Opening Yucca Mountain
would impose unacceptable risks of water supply contamination and negative
impacts to the regional economy. The
nation needs to identify a different solution to our nuclear waste problem. Yucca
Mountain is wrong for the Mojave Desert.
Patrick Donnelly is the Executive Director of the Amargosa Conservancy and
lives in Shoshone, California. He recently
floated an inflatable dinghy down a six mile
stretch of the Amargosa River while it was
flowing at over 10,000 cubic feet per second
during the crest of a 32-year flood. While he
survived unscathed, the boat was sadly lost
at sea.
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BY STEPHANIE DASHIELL

DESERT BIGHORN SHEEP
BEAUTIFUL BUT VULNERABLE
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evolve with Old World diseases, as did domestic sheep brought in from Europe. Therefore, bighorn sheep have not developed effective immunity against these diseases, in
contrast to domestic sheep that acquired immunity or resistance due to thousands of
years of natural selection. In fact, domestic sheep often do not exhibit disease symptoms although they readily carry bacteria and viruses that can be transmitted to bighorn
sheep. Additionally, domestic sheep are often able to be treated for disease, whereas
wild bighorn populations must fend for themselves.
Respiratory infections have proven to be the deadliest disease for bighorn sheep, as
they often lead to pneumonia and result in all-age mortality, poor lamb recruitment, and
population declines. For multiple years following a pneumonia outbreak, it is common
for most lambs of surviving females to die of pneumonia.
Disease continues to affect numbers and distribution today. For example, in the
winter of 2009-2010, nine pneumonia-related die-offs with an estimated mortality of
1,600-1,700 animals were documented in total across five western states. Individual herd
losses from each outbreak ranged from 5 to 95 percent. In the Mojave National Preserve
in 2013, the presence of pneumonia was discovered in the Old Dad Mountains when four
dead bighorn were found near a guzzler. A few months later, a sick bighorn sheep was
found in the Marble Mountains, south of I-40 on lands managed by the Bureau of Land
Management.

Desert Bighorn Sheep
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If you are like me, then you treasure the
moments when you see a herd of bighorn
sheep in the California desert wilderness.
Often, the herds blend into the rocks surrounding my house in Joshua Tree. Only a
slight movement from an ewe will catch
my eye and reveal their presence. If I am
really lucky, I will spot a ram on top of a
rock, silhouetted by the blue sky, vigilantly keeping an eye on the herd and potential threats. However, there is one threat
that not even the strongest ram can protect the herd from: disease.
Following western settlement, wild
bighorn sheep populations throughout the western U.S. declined rapidly,
and many were extirpated from much
of their historic range. While there are
multiple factors contributing to their decline – unregulated hunting, competition
with domestic or feral animals, human
encroachment – the primary factor was
disease transmitted by domestic sheep.
The earliest disease-related die-offs of
bighorn sheep were documented in the
mid-1800s. Since then, die-offs have been
documented in every state in the western
U.S.; many herds have declined to less
than 10% of historical size.
Many diseases have been transmitted from domestic sheep to wild bighorn
populations, including scabies, chronic
frontal sinusitis, internal nematode parasites (worms), foot rot, para-influenza,
blue-tongue and sore-mouth. In fact, the
documented episodes of bighorn sheep
die-offs have coincided spatially and
temporally with presence of domestic
sheep grazing in bighorn sheep habitat.
When there is contact between a relatively healthy bighorn sheep and domestic
sheep during grazing, bighorns often die
within a few days to a few weeks.
Wild bighorn sheep are so susceptible to disease because they did not co-

or goats is presently the most effective way to minimize risk of
respiratory disease. Typically, it is recommended that no domestic sheep grazing should be authorized or allowed within buffer
strips of at least 14.5 km wide surrounding desert bighorn sheep
habitat. Sometimes topographic features, such as mountains,
prevent interaction, but these natural boundaries are not always
effective. Domestic sheep and goats should not concurrently occupy places where conservation of wild bighorn sheep is a clear
management priority.
We can also encourage dialogue among community stakeholders on opportunities to minimize or prevent disease transmission from domestic sheep and goats to bighorn sheep welfare. We can raise awareness in local communities about bighorn
sheep’s sensitivity to disease transmitted from domestic animals.
We can lend a hand to local hobby farmers in designing and installing double fencing that allows for effective separation between domestic and wild animals.
I’ll never stop looking for the herds of bighorn sheep in the
rocks of Joshua Tree, and I hope they are still there to see far into
the future.
Stephanie Dashiell has worked for Defenders of Wildlife on desert
conservation issues for four years. She recently took a position with
The Nature Conservancy to work on renewable energy and conservation issues statewide. Stephanie is an avid hiker, cyclist, adventurer
and desert naturalist. She lives in Joshua Tree with her husband and
two dogs.

NEXT DESERT COMMITTEE MEETINGS
WINTER MEETING
FEBRUARY 13-14, 2016
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.
See Outings, page 20

SPRING MEETING
The spring meeting of the Desert Committee will be
at the Black Canyon group camp in the Mojave Reserve on May 21-22. Chair: Craig Deutsche
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.
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In response to these episodes, an interagency team of scientists from National Park Service and California Department
of Fish and Wildlife placed GPS collars on 72 animals to better
understand the distribution of pneumonia, monitor its spread,
and learn about demographic effects of the disease on bighorn
herds. Laboratory analysis revealed that all tested animals from
twelve different mountain ranges have been infected with the
same strain of bacteria that leads to pneumonia. This highlights
the degree to which wild bighorn sheep herds are connected
through individual animals moving from herd to herd using intermountain habitat. The findings also highlight the severity of a
pneumonia outbreak and the potential for it to spread widely and
have a much larger impact. The silver lining is that only six of the
72 collared animals have died.
Most recently – and close to home for me personally – biologists have discovered an outbreak of pneumonia in bighorn
sheep in Joshua Tree National Park. In May of this year, a sick and
coughing bighorn sheep was reported near the community of
Joshua Tree. In mid-August, a dead lamb was found near Barker
Dam inside Joshua Tree National Park, and a blood sample sent
to a lab determined that the lamb was infected with a strain of
pneumonia-causing bacteria. Upon further investigation, it was
discovered that the bacteria was different from the other strains
found in the California desert, which, based on past patterns
and research, means that the bighorn in Joshua Tree were more
than likely infected from domestic sheep or goats in the surrounding area.
There is no livestock grazing in or around the areas of Joshua
Tree. However, there are small hobby farmers in Joshua Tree who
do an excellent job rearing goats and sheep (some even sell their
organic goat cheese at the local health food store – it’s delicious!).
Hobby farmers likely have no idea that their animals are infected,
as carriers frequently do not show symptoms. And even if hobby
farmers use fences, nose-to-nose contact or aerial transmission
of pathogens from domestic sheep to desert bighorn is, unfortunately, possible.
The prognosis for the bighorn sheep infected in Joshua Tree
National Park is not good for individual animals nor for the population as a whole. It is generally thought that there is a 50 to 90
percent mortality rate for infected individual animals, with lambs
and ewes more heavily affected. There could be a reduction in
the overall herd size of 50 to 95 percent, depending on the strain
of bacteria. In some places, an outbreak has wiped out an entire
population. I can’t imagine what Joshua Tree would be like without herds of desert bighorn.
So, what can we do?
Unfortunately for the bighorn sheep in Joshua Tree, all we
can do is wait and see what happens. There is no treatment for
pneumonia in wild bighorn sheep. Biologists will closely monitor
the spread of the disease and the impact on the population to
learn more about the demographic effects of the disease, but it
is up to the bighorn to thrive in the face of the pneumonia outbreak. Visitors to the park can also report sick animals to park
staff as they are actively compiling this information to track the
progression of the disease.
Looking to the future welfare of bighorn sheep, maintaining
effective separation between bighorn sheep and domestic sheep
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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 the Desert Report website at www.
desertreport.org and click on outings.
The Sierra Club California Seller of Travel number is CST
2087766-40. (Registration as a seller of travel does not constitute
approval by the State of California.)
Activities marked “Non-Sierra Club” are not sponsored by the
Sierra Club. The Sierra Club has no information about the planning of these activities and makes no representations or warranties about the quality, safety, supervision or management of such
activities. They are published only as a reader service because
they may be of interest to the readers of this publication.

MOJAVE NATIONAL PRESERVE RESTORATION EVENT
(Non-Sierra Club)
February 12, Friday
Join the California/Nevada Desert Committee and the National
Park Service in a restoration project in the Mojave National Preserve on February 12, one day before the Desert Committee
meeting in Shoshone. Meet Friday at 9 am, work until we adjourn
in time to reach Shoshone for dinner. Our primary task will be to
remove “culturally planted species” (tamarisk, fan palm, sunflowers) along Zzyzx Road and at the Desert Studies Center. Bring
water, sunscreen, a hat, and lunch. Tools provided. RSVP to Sid
Silliman, gssilliman@verizon.net if you plan to attend. Don’t miss
this annual event, it’s good work and fun.

ANZA BORREGO STATE PARK SPRING WEEKEND
March 2-6, Wednesday-Sunday
Visit this amazing California desert state park east of San Diego
when temperatures are cooler and wild flowers may be blooming.
Our space in a developed group campground is reserved from
2pm Wed. to noon on Sunday. Arrive anytime on Wednesday
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and explore the park on your own. An optional halfday off-road adventure with a commercial outfitter
($135) on Thur. or Fri. Day hikes may require walking
over rocky trails and some areas of rock scrambling
off trail. Deposit required by February 1st to confirm
participation. Limited to 18 people. For more information contact leader: Rich Juricich, rich.sierraclub@
pacbell.net, 916-492-2181.

EXPLORE AFTON CANYON
March 5-6, Saturday-Sunday (March 4 optional)
Afton Canyon Natural Area is 37 miles N/E of Barstow off the
I-15. This is an area where the Mojave River runs above ground
and the Mojave Road goes through the canyon. Afton Canyon is
known for the outstanding scenery and riparian habitat. We will
camp at the campground and hike into the canyon on both days
to see the interesting sites. Hikes are rated moderate. For those
who wish to get there early, camping will be available on Friday
night also. Leader: Carol Wiley desertlily1@verizon.net or 760245-8734. Mojave Group/CNRCC Desert Committee

DEATH VALLEY WILDERNESS RESTORATION
March 10-12, Thursday-Saturday
Come help restore wilderness values in this remote and beautiful desert park. It may be a spectacular wildflower year, and we
will have time to stop and admire the flowers. Project has not
yet been determined, but may be working on the Cottonwood
Canyon trail. Possibility that it will change before March. Leader:
Kate Allen, kj.allen96@gmail.com, 661-944-4056. CNRCC Desert
Committee

HIKE AND TOUR IN MOJAVE PRESERVE
March 18-21, Friday-Monday
Meet at Sunrise Campground on Friday at noon and then visit
the historic “rock house” and hike the loop. Camping at Sunrise
is primitive. Saturday will be a longer hike from Mid Hills down
the canyon towards Hole-in the Wall and hopefully we’ll see wildflowers. Camp at Mid Hills Campground. Sunday we can hike to
Teutonia Peak and view Cima Dome and camp again at Sunrise
Rock for those who would like to stay over another night. Monday
we can tour through the Preserve to Amboy Crater, where we can
finish the tour with a hike up the crater. All hikes will be moderate
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CA DESERT WILDERNESS SERVICE
March 25-27, Friday-Sunday
Join Mojave Group and the CA/NV Wilderness Committee for our
annual desert wilderness service project with wilderness staff
Needles office of BLM. This year’s destination is still top-secret
at press time, but Turtle Mountains, Dead Mountains or Clipper
Mts are all potential choices for some fun and useful restoration
work, wilderness enhancement, and spring desert enjoyment.
Central commissary, contact Vicky Hoover 415-977-5527 or vicky.
hoover@sierraclub.org.

DESERT UPDATES
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 15

FEDERAL JUDGE VOIDS
PERMITS FOR SEARCHLIGHT
WIND PROJECT
On October 30th, 2015, U.S. District Court Judge Miranda Du vacated the federal permits for construction of the Searchlight Wind
Project in Southern Nevada. Judge Du found that environmental
analyses prepared by BLM and U.S. FWS inadequately evaluated the dangers that the industrial-scale wind project would pose
to desert wildlife. If the developer, Apex Clean Energy, wants to
proceed with the project, the BLM would need to prepare a new
Environmental Impact Statement to address the deficiencies
identified.
In 2013, the BLM issued a Record of Decision approving construction of the Searchlight Wind Energy Project which would
have sited 87 industrial scale wind turbines over 400 feet tall on
fourteen square miles of ridges and uplands around Searchlight,
bordering scenic Lake Mead National Recreation Area.
The project would be visible from the proposed Castle Mountains National Monument in California and from Spirit Mountain,
Nevada, a site sacred to many of the Native American Tribes in
the region. Thousands of tourists visit each year, and enjoy the
wide-open vistas and unspoiled Mojave Desert scenery. Allowing
an industrial wind energy project around the town would be a
death knell for tourism and for the rural lifestyle of people who
call the little community home.
Plaintiff Basin and Range Watch is circulating a petition requesting that this unique area be declared a wind energy free
zone and that the area be managed to maintain open space.
Judy Bundorf
For more information
http://www.basinandrangewatch.org/SearchlightUpdates.html

PROPOSAL FOR A “NEW CITY”
IN THE DESERT
Some years ago (See Desert Report - December 2013) the Glorious
Land Company proposed a new city in Shavers Valley between
Joshua Tree National Park and the Mecca Hills Wilderness Area.
Although the proposal has been dormant for some time, the proponent has revised its plan to include only private land and is now
moving forward with a Draft Notice of Preparation for an Environmental Impact Report. Although the proposed “new city” is slightly reduced from the original 8,500 houses (and assorted commercial and retail centers, etc.), it is now being piecemealed by the
developer seeking approval in a phase by phase approach. Five
hundred houses in phase 1 may not seem much, but in an area
with no basic infrastructure in place, it is not feasible to proceed
without the intention of building the whole project. The Tahquitz
Group/San Gorgonio Chapter along with the Center for Biological
Diversity has responded through legal counsel citing a long list
of inconsistencies with the Coachella Valley Multi Species Habitat
Conservation Plan, CEQA, NEPA and the lack of water availability.
This is just the beginning of the latest battle in a fight we have
been waging against this totally inappropriate development for
the past 15 years. Jeff Morgan.

JEFF MORGAN

to easy. Leader: Carol Wiley desertlily1@verizon.net or (760) 2458734. Mojave Group/CNRCC Desert Committee

Shavers Valley from the east

DESERT REFLECTIONS
Art and Literature, a Study in Composition and Style
The Shoshone Tecopa community will be presenting a workshop that focuses on creating art and literary works that are inspired by observing and interacting with the desert and its people. This will take place February 15th from 9am to 5pm at the
Flower Building in Shoshone, California. The charge is $25 and
materials will be provided. The instructors will be David Ohlerking, who is a well known desert artist and will be Shoshone Village’s Artist in Residence for the months of January and February,
along with Ruth Nolan, Craig Deutsche, and Elena Esparza.
The workshop is sponsored by The Tecopa Artists Group, the
Shoshone Museum, the Tecopa Hot Springs Resort, Shoshone Village, and Stacy Goss, Craig Deutsche, and Ruth Nolan, members
of the Desert Committee.
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MINING, ENVIRONMENT, AND POLITICS
appeared as a rider on the National Defense Authorization Act of 2015 following
the November, 2014, federal elections. As
several Democratic Senators moved into
a lets-make-a-deal mode after losing control of the Senate, Senators McCain (R-AZ)
and Flake (R-AZ) were able to push the rider onto the bill in the dead of the night.
The bill, including the land exchange, became law in December of 2014.
What the Land Exchange bill means
According to the new law, the land at
Oak Flat remains in federal ownership until 60 days after the US Forest Service publishes a Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS). This is an important change,
as earlier versions of the bill would have
transferred ownership within a year. The
writing of the FEIS is meaningless, however, as Congress has already made the
decision to transfer the land and the new
law truncates the process. The bottom
line is that it will take the US Forest Service between six and ten years to conduct
the EIS process. This allows time for the
land exchange to be over-turned.
Mine design
Rio Tinto says that the ore body underneath Oak Flat is a cubic mile in size
and lies a mile underground. The ore
body includes copper, molybdenum,
gold, and silver. The company is planning
a block cave operation producing 1.6 billion tons of ore. A block cave mine is an
upside-down open pit. The plan is to tunnel under the deposit and allow the ore
body (with the help of explosives) to fall
to the bottom where it would be crushed
and brought to the surface for processing. The surface of Oak Flat would collapse into a crater 1,000 feet deep and up
to two miles in diameter.
The ore would be concentrated at a
facility just outside the town limits of Superior. The tailings (toxic waste) from the
processing would be slurried in a pipeline
to a tailings waste dump on more than
4,000 acres of public land (on the Tonto
National Forest) between the towns of
Superior and Queen Valley in the Queen
Creek watershed. If Rio Tinto does not
own the tailings dump, then it is not liable
for subsequent problems. The concentrated minerals from the mine would be
slurried to a loading and de-watering fa-
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cility just one mile upstream from the town of Superior’s water wells, where the concentrate would be placed on railroad cars to be shipped to the Mexican seaport at Guaymas,
Mexico, for shipment overseas (very probably China) for processing.
Current situation
The passage of the land exchange has brought worldwide attention to the fate of
Oak Flat. This has given power to efforts to overturn the land exchange. In June of 2015,
HR 2811, the Save Oak Flat Act, was introduced in the US House to repeal the land exchange. This bill currently has 36 co-sponsors. On November 5, 2015, US Senator Bernie
Sanders introduced the Senate version of the Save Oak Flat Act (S 2242) with Senators
Heinrich (D-NM) and Baldwin (D-WI) as co-sponsors. The bills have the full support of US
Native American Tribes and conservation organizations including the Sierra Club, Earthworks, and the Center for Biological Diversity.
The US Forest Service is still determining how the new laws effects the EIS process
and the beginning of this process is not likely to begin until spring of 2016.
The struggle to protect Oak Flat has been going on for more than a decade and is
likely to continue for at least that long. While the road to permanent protection of Oak
Flat is indeed long and winding, citizens are confident that the mine can be stopped and
Oak Flat protected. Current conditions, with the price of copper at a six-year low and
predicted to go lower, and the mining industry in Arizona looking at the layoff of more
than 800 miners in the next month, cannot hurt!
For more information go to: www.azminingreform.org
Roger Featherstone has been Director of the Arizona Mining Reform Coalition since 2009. The
Arizona Mining Reform Coalition works to protect communities and the environment from
inappropriate mining activities and is made up of conservation, recreation, and Native American organizations including the Grand Canyon Chapter of the Sierra Club.

Coatimundi, one of the unusual fauna found at Oak Flat
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