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populations. Yet this paucity of knowledge has done little to slow the growth of the
industry. Even a quick perusal (if such is possible) of the Desert Renewable Energy Conservation Plan demonstrates how the Precautionary Principle has been subsumed by
overriding market priorities. In their 2016 preliminary assessment of avian mortality
at utility-scale solar energy facilities, The National Renewable Energy Laboratory of the
U.S. Department of Energy predicted that facilities in the U.S. will demand upwards of
1.1 million hectares of land by 2030, mostly in the arid south-west. Meanwhile there are
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I want to share some troubling trends
we biologists are observing at solar facilities throughout the desert, impacts that
we know are unquestionably affecting
ecosystems yet going unmentioned and
unmitigated. But first: Whenever I raise
the topic of the impacts of industrial solar facilities to wild-life, it is inevitable that
the specter of domestic cats appears. Yes,
cats. In short order someone mentions
the infamous study alleging cats nationwide to be scarfing down wild birds by
the billions and that this reality seems to
preclude any further discussion about the
problems that the solar industry poses to
native wildlife. Typically this is followed by
declarations of the greater evils of climate
change to birds overall. Perhaps a more
enlightened approach is to put domestic
cats back where they belong (indoors,
and back in context), while retiring the
logical fallacy that we must either sacrifice wildlife or somehow obliterate the industry altogether: an obvious non-option.
In short we are overdue to discuss the
real world problems associated with the
industry’s impacts on wildlife.
And therein lies the heart of the
problem: we are in our infancy of comprehending what exactly the many thousands of hectares of solar industrial developments are doing, and will do, to wild
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fencepost holes! Every house had a pond
in the backyard, and in the 1960s, some
enterprising residents even started a local
water skiing industry where folks could
ski down long narrow lakes under the
desert sun.
So where does the Tricolored Blackbird fit into this story? Historically, marshy
stands of cattails and tules were likely
found along the edges of the Mojave River
where flows were slow and shallow, and
it makes sense that Tricolored Blackbirds
were there as well. Nowadays in Newberry Springs, they nest in cattail-rimmed
ponds in people’s backyards and forage
for food in the hayfields that dot the valley
from Daggett in the west to Camp Cady
in the east. These fields are mostly alfalfa, and they show up on Google Earth as
big green polka dots surrounded by dry
brown desert land. Perhaps thousands of
years ago when the climate was wetter,
the Mojave Valley Tricolors foraged both
in the moist meadows along the river and
in the surrounding deserts during the
spring flush of wildflowers and insects.
But today, well over 95% of the birds’ foraging takes place in alfalfa fields.
In the springtime, the Tricolors congregate in the ponds by the hundreds,
the males proudly singing their own
praises with nasal croaking calls. They
spread their wings, turning this way and
that, showing off their bright crimson and
white wing patches. The females rush
back and forth, carrying soggy fibers in
their bills to construct woven nests deep
in the thick reeds. It is an amazing display
of sight and sound, an explosion of life
renewing itself. And it gets even noisier
when the young hatch a month later. In
April, squadrons of Tricolors stream out
to the alfalfa fields and drop down into
the lush growth, then re-emerge minutes
later, their bills stuffed with caterpillars,
stink-bugs, and other insects. Back to the
ponds they fly and into the cattails where
they feed their squawking youngsters.

CHRISTINA LANGE

H

How did a social, attractive, black, red, and white bird called the Tricolored Blackbird that
loves wetlands end up in the desert community of Newberry Springs? And why might
this endemic Californian species be headed for the Endangered Species list? The first
question comes down to the Mojave River and the groundwater that is left over from the
river’s ancient flows back in the Pleistocene. The second question relates to the loss of
the blackbird’s marshy habitat throughout California, a subject I will circle back to later.
Thousands of years ago, the Mojave River had year-round flows connecting a string
of shallow lakes. As the climate slowly warmed and rainfall decreased, the mighty Mojave receded, and eventually the only water left from the lakes was underground, hidden in subsurface aquifers. Today when there have been sufficient rains, the Mojave
River still flows from its sources in the San Bernardino Mountains. It disappears into the
sand somewhere between Silver Lakes and Barstow and reappears in Afton Canyon in
the form of shallow ponds, seeps, and green thickets of mesquite with roots down in the
moist soil.
Newberry Springs is in the Mojave River Valley, just east of Barstow and Daggett,
in the triangle of land between Interstate 15 and Interstate 40. This entire triangle is
underlain by the ancient aquifer and is dotted with ranches and farms that sprang up
over the last century to take ad-vantage of the water. A classic anecdote claims that
people fencing their land in the first half of the 1900s hit water when they dug their

have adopted triticale, a hybrid grain, as their forage crop of
choice. To the Tricolors, the tall dense fields of triticale are perfect for nesting. Triticale has a very narrow window of time when
it needs to be harvested; otherwise the quality of the crop declines precipitously. Unfortunately, harvest time is the time when
the baby Tricolors are still in their nests. Tens of thousands of
Tricolors have been destroyed in triticale harvests, while thousands others have been saved by cooperative efforts between
the growers, the federal government, and the Audubon Society
by requesting that the growers delay harvest until the birds have
fledged, and then paying for the value of their crop losses.
Now add the statewide drought and human-induced climate
change into the picture. Tricolors are losing more wetland nesting habitat as ponds and marshes dry up. Rangeland grasses
are also drying up earlier in the spring, lowering populations of
CONTINUED ON PAGE 12

Tricolors in dry cattails
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The Tricolors feed in the ‘hot spots’ where insects are abundant,
so while their foraging is beneficial to the farmers, their pest control is only partial.
How many Tricolored Blackbirds inhabit Newberry Springs?
It turns out this is a harder question to answer than I expected.
The flocks sweep over the fields like swarms of insects or schools
of fish, dividing and rejoining, dropping down into the vegetation
and emerging a few minutes later dozens of feet away. One day
in March, I carefully watched a flock for ten minutes and estimated 250 birds present. Then in response to a hawk flying by, I saw
the flock pick up with clearly no fewer than 700 birds present.
Counting at the nesting colonies is no easier with groups constantly flying in and out and birds disappearing into the cattails
and resting in the nearby willow trees. All told, my best estimate
is that there are somewhere between 2,000 and 4,000 birds,
which amazingly, is about 2% of all the Tricolored blackbirds in
existence. When I told one of the pond owners that those birds
are rare, his response was “You mean those birds that fly in here
by the hundreds and wake me up every morning with their racket? Those are rare?”
Yes, they are indeed rare and are in so much trouble that
they may even land on the Endangered Species list. Their numbers have dropped from perhaps many millions in the 1800s,
to 2-3 million in the 1930s, to about 400,000 in 2008, down to
258,000 in 2011, and to only 145,000 in 2014. The decline was initially caused by habitat loss, and this factor is still in play. Around
the turn of the century, the vast tule marshes and lakes of the
great Central Valley were drained for farmland, creating a powerhouse of agricultural production that helps feed our entire country. A little-noticed side effect was the first major crash in Tricolor
populations.
The Tricolored Blackbirds have done their best to adapt to
the new reality of their California homeland. They nest in the remaining wetlands, as well as in rangeland stock ponds, patches
of stinging nettles and blackberries, and even in tall dense stands
of weeds. They discovered that dairies are a reliable source of
spilled grain, and rice fields provide a bonanza of food, much to
the consternation of the farmers. In recent years, dairy farmers

1

The Unpleasant Secrets Of Clean Solar Energy

2

Hoping To Survive In The Mojave Desert

4

Western Lands Project: Defending Public Lands

6

Grand Canyon Of The Mojave

10

Military Withdrawals Of Public Lands

14

An Explanation Of Section 7 Requirements

16

Book Review By Stacy Goss: Winning Of
Barbara Worth By Harold Bell Wright

18

Desert Updates

22

Outings

Alfalfa and desert with Cady Mountains behind

DESERT REPORT DECEMBER 2016

DAVE GOODWARD

IN THIS ISSUE

3

BY JANINE BLAELOCH

WESTERN LANDS PROJECT
20 YEARS DEFENDING PUBLIC LANDS

4

Weyerhaeuser, rationalizing it with the blithe assertion that the
Weyerhaeuser moonscape we were getting in return would provide owl habitat in about 250 years. Pilchuck Audubon decided
to challenge the project. After losing in Federal District Court in
1998, where the judge leaned heavily on the support of the Sierra
Club, the plaintiffs went on to file an appeal in the Ninth Circuit.
In the meantime, I found the support to put together a

The formula for checkerboard land exchanges on
national forests was simple: industry got the trees and
the public got clearcuts.
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In 1996, I was an Earth First!-er and forest protection volunteer,
recently laid off from my job writing environmental impact statements for a consulting firm. I was in possession of a self-designed
bachelor’s degree in Public Lands Management and Policy, which
I had known would never serve any practical purpose. Friends
from the tiny town of Greenwater, Washington, came to alert our
militant Audubon chapter about the Huckleberry Land Exchange,
a deal between Weyerhaeuser and the Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest that would privatize large swaths of public forest on
the hillside above their town.
In our preoccupation with the spotted owl and the accelerated shredding of old-growth forests, federal land trades were an
issue about which we were only vaguely aware. The local Sierra
Club was assuring fellow forest activists that this land trade was
a great deal for the public, and in fact they had helped engineer
the land exchange.
I volunteered to look at the Huckleberry project for Pilchuck
Audubon and very quickly regretted that we had allowed these
projects to fly by us unexamined - this project was truly abominable. In order to consolidate ownership of “checkerboard” lands,
the company would trade 30,000 acres for about 5,000 acres of
national forest. The secret behind the lopsided numbers was that
land trades are based on appraised value rather than acreage,
and about 90 percent of the Weyerhaeuser land coming to the
public was rocks, ice, clearcuts, and plantation seedlings. The public land going to the company was mature and old-growth forest.
While poring over the Weyerhaeuser deal, I also explored the
larger context. Across a huge swath from Montana to Washington, the Forest Service was systematically consolidating ownerships in the railroad checkerboards by way of land trades involving tens of thousands of acres each. The formula was generally to
hand off large acreages of public trees in exchange for cut-over
industry lands. The Forest Service was essentially re-supplying
timber companies that had liquidated their own forestlands and
taking over damaged, densely-roaded lands. In the desert Southwest, the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) was also on a landtrade roll with developers, mining companies, and ranchers. In
Nevada, developers were acquiring desirable conservation land
around Lake Tahoe which they could then trade for developable
land in the Las Vegas Valley. And there were land trades in Florida, Michigan, Virginia, and virtually anywhere there was federal
land.
For me, the salient outrage of the Huckleberry exchange was
that the Forest Service was trading away habitat of the federally-listed northern spotted owl that would be quickly liquidated by

sues to alert them to the problems with land trades. In time, Rep. George Miller (D-CA)
called on the General Accounting Office to conduct an audit of the federal land exchange
programs, and the report published in July 2000 was a blistering critique of both the
Forest Service and BLM programs.
Yet we knew that Congress itself had a big land-exchange problem: legislators enjoyed using their state’s public lands to reward favored constituents, and each year dozens of land trades were effected through legislation, with little or no public knowledge
and no need to comply with environmental laws. These, too, became part of our work.
The final pillar of our strategy was public awareness – bolstered by our educational
and outreach efforts, and most significantly by media coverage. Where once the agencies
had been able to expect little or no public involvement, grassroots organizations and regular people were now following land trades and calling on us for help. We and they were
challenging trades through outreach campaigns, administrative appeals, and litigation.
By the early 2000s, the BLM and Forest Service were making their processes more
transparent and instituting reforms in response to both the GAO report and the widespread media attention the projects were getting. We had exposed several congressional land exchanges in the media and had helped stop one of the worst – Utah’s San
Rafael Swell land trade – with the help of a BLM whistleblower. We also helped uncover
CONTINUED ON PAGE 12

In St. George, Utah, land trades turned vast stretches of desert habitat into
second-home developments.
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non-profit organization called the Western Land Exchange Project and began
monitoring all of the land trades. The
agencies had been accustomed to getting these projects through with little or
no scrutiny. When curious members of
the public inquired about a project, they
were told that it was a done deal - no
matter where it might have been in the
process - and were encouraged to believe
its complexities were beyond them. The
agencies ostensibly acted under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA),
but they treated the trades as simple real
estate transactions. They rarely analyzed
or disclosed the environmental impacts
of privatizing federal lands: e.g., forests
would be clear-cut, desert springs would
be buried under mine tailings, or habitat
would be replaced with acres of subdivisions. Many projects were blatant giveaways involving powerful landowners or
corporations. Land managers were often
overly compliant, outgunned by the private proponents’ lawyers, or in some cases, simply nonchalant about protecting
the public interest.
With just two staff to cover a vast
territory and a perplexing knot of issues,
we had to be strategic to achieve our
long-term goal of reform. We challenged
the agencies at both their national and
field-office levels, enlisted media coverage,
met with members of Congress from the
public lands committees, and raised public
awareness to build pressure for reform.
Our cause got a huge boost when a
meeting with the Seattle Times editorial
board led to a year-long investigation of
federal land exchanges, published over
five days in September 1998 in a series
called “Trading Away the West.” It kicked
off with the paper’s investigation of the
Huckleberry Land Exchange, found to be
a multi-lateral, multimillion-dollar ripoff.
The following spring, the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals decided in favor
of the Huckleberry plaintiffs, citing violations of NEPA, and ordered the Forest
Service to re-do its analysis. The court’s
decision had an almost immediate effect,
as the federal land agencies adopted new
NEPA procedures for land trades to respond to the court’s findings and shield
them against further legal challenges.
We met with key members of Congress and staff handling public land is-
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BY TOM EGAN

GRAND CANYON OF THE MOJAVE
WATER IN THE DESERT

A

Smith, an intrepid, 26-year old mountain man, crossed the canyon’s waters a half century later in 1826, naming the stream he
encountered the “Inconstant River.” Antonio Armijo’s 1829-30
expedition, establishing a southern fork of the old Spanish Trail,
trekked these same sands. John C. Fremont, the “Great Trailblazer,” followed in 1844 with renowned southwestern guide Kit Carson scouting the way.

Afton Canyon, or the “Grand Canyon of the Mojave,” is a national
treasure often over-looked by travelers motoring along on Interstate Highway 15, formerly known as the Arrow-head Highway.
It certainly hasn’t always been overlooked. Here, the historic
Mojave Trail, which traverses this picturesque canyon, once provided a critical linkage for native peoples traveling between the
Colorado River and the California coast. On 12 February 2016,
the national significance of these public lands was formally recognized with the presidential designation of the Mojave Trails
National Monument.
The Beneme, or Vanyume Band of Serrano Indians, once
roamed Afton Canyon, gathering the plentiful mesquite beans
and tule roots which grew along the shores of the Mojave River.
Desert bighorn sheep from the adjacent Cady Mountains which
watered in the canyon were also occasionally hunted. Long a welcome respite for weary travelers, the canyon became a resting
spot for Father Francisco Garces, who became the first European to document travel through the Sierra Pinta (Painted Mountains) of Afton Canyon in March of 1776. Per the good padre,
“Here grows the wild grape; there is much grass; also mezquites
and trees that grow the screw [screwbean mesquite].” Jedediah
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JEDEDIAH SMITH

THOMAS EGAN

Bighorn sheep in West Afton Canyon

I wanted to be the first to view
a country on which the eyes of a
white man had never gazed and
to follow the course of rivers that
run through a new land.

Westward exploration and settlement soon followed. Serving as
a military wagon road, the Mojave Trail was also used to supply a
cavalry detail at the upstream Camp Cady out-post between 1860
and 1871. Subsequently, the Fremont cottonwood-lined Mojave
Trail be-came known as both the Old Government Road and Mojave Road. The coming of the railroad through Afton Canyon in
the 1880s provided expanded opportunities for both mining and
ranching in the general area but also left indelible marks on the
fragile desert landscape. One of the most insidious marks was
created by the intentional introduction of the non-native plant,
salt-cedar (Tamarix ramosissima), to stabilize sands situated adjacent to the Union Pacific Railroad.
I first ventured upon Afton Canyon in early 1990, sent by the
Bureau of Land Management (BLM) to monitor resource conditions in this Area of Critical Environmental Concern. In crossing the moist sands comprising “Betty Ford,” the central Mojave
River crossing, one had to wonder where the actual river was. A
monoculture of dull green foliage crowded the streambed of a
river with no water. No towering cottonwoods met my eye. Only
a very few willows offered shade. No bulrush, cattails, or grassy
meadows could be found. Uncontrolled off-road vehicle use was
rampant, with trails leading up every accessible slot canyon and
side-wash. Cows wallowed in search of a mouthful of forage. A
dull green haze, barren sands, and ubiquitous vehicle tracks best
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East Aton Canyon

Previously constructed vehicle exclusion barriers have been cut
and damaged in several locations with unauthorized vehicle use
damage occurring as a result.
The upcoming planning effort for the Mojave Trails National Monument, as well as current planning for public lands comprising the adjacent Rasor Off-road Vehicle Area, offer many opportunities to continue the critical restoration work begun in the
canyon. All eyes are on us, and it’s in our hands in deciding if our
woven American heritage is to be truly protected in the “Grand
Canyon of the Mojave.”
Tom Egan is the California Desert Representative for Defenders of
Wildlife. He is an ecologist by trade, an environmental activist by
nature, and previously served as the Lead Wildlife Biologist for the
Bureau of Land Management in the Barstow Field Office of the California Desert District.
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characterized the canyon.
Change can come slowly or rapidly in natural systems, and
Afton Canyon is certainly no stranger to change. Ancient geological forces, wind and water erosion, and periodic flooding, have
all contributed to changes in canyon topography and vegetation.
The relatively recent construction of a railroad in the canyon and
its regular use, and decades of unrestricted livestock grazing, as
well as the introduction of a non-native plant, have together exacted other types of change over time.
Native to Europe and Asia, saltcedar is a formidable competitor in our southwestern streams. Fremont cottonwood and black
willow struggle to survive in its midst, with most other native
plants shaded or crowded out. Deep-rooted and a rapid colonizer
of disturbed soils, this invasive species liberally transpires water,
drying out soils. Afton Canyon witnessed an explosive invasion
of this plant in the 1960-70s. This followed aerial herbicide treatments of another non-native plant known as camelthorn (Alhagi
maurorum), which is toxic to cattle, and upstream dam construction. Off-road vehicle travel, with its attendant soil and vegetation
disturbance, became popular in the wake of these changes.
Within two decades, a vast monoculture of saltcedar overwhelmed Afton Canyon, with surface waters of this historic
stream segment reduced to puddles. Gone were the stream-lining cottonwoods and screwbean mesquite, emergent marshes,
and grassy meadows. Desert bighorn sheep numbers barely registered. A handful of remaining black willow struggled for a living,
with honey mesquite along canyon fringes noticeably fading. A
once-vibrant migratory bird habitat supported few avian species.
In 1992, an ambitious restoration project was initiated in Afton Canyon. It aimed to control vehicle use along the Mojave Road,
remove non-native plants, and revegetate native plant species in
the western extent of the canyon. Barriers to vehicle travel were
erected at crucial locations. Over 500 acres of non-native plants
were removed using prescribed fire, manual cutting, and targeted
herbicide application. Thousands of cottonwood and willow poles
were planted. By 2000, even cattle were removed through a voluntary allotment relinquishment facilitated by the U.S. Army.
The resulting transformation of Afton Canyon, particularly in
the west, has been nothing less than phenomenal. As of 2016,
a native cottonwood-willow forest with grassy meadows occurs
where previously there was nothing but non-native invasive
plants and barren sand. Screwbean mesquite stands, alkali sacaton grass clumps, lizard tail meadows, and cattail marsh now
punctuate the canyon’s western extent. A fifty foot width of water, four feet in depth, now flows across the Betty Ford crossing
of the Mojave River. Bighorn sheep have flourished, expanding
their range into the Soda Mountains to the north. This portion of
the canyon is once again a mecca for migratory birds.
Visitors to this scenic expanse of our Mojave Trails National
Monument can now experience some of the awe expressed by
early explorers traveling the original Mojave Trail. However, much
work and focused management still needs to be accomplished.
Non-native plant control has yet to be initiated in central and
eastern Afton Canyon. Maintenance of the significant restoration
already made in the western portion of the canyon is badly needed. Other non-natives are also taking root, including giant cane
(Arundo donax) and perennial pepperweed (Lepidium latifolium).

Tamarisk in Central Afton Canyon
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claim to avoid requiring appropriate impact mitigation or better
project alternatives.
Ironically, the industry’s latest stance is to argue due diligence by claiming that newer solar panels have a ‘non-reflective coating’ that will reduce glare and voila, bird collisions are
prevented. Unfortunately there is zero evidence that any such
coating minimizes impacts at all wildlife related. In fact, findings reveal that even a thick coating of nature’s own non-reflective dust does not appear to dissuade birds from slamming into
the panels.
Speaking of dust, the removal of every square inch of native
habitat for these projects generates a vast amount of it, negatively impacting wildlife and decreasing solar output. This means a
lot of chemical dust suppressants (ecological impacts unknown)
are used during and post-construction. As a result we have witnessed a disturbing phenomenon on solar project sites. Specifically, lizards are attracted to roads and graded areas on and
around project sites where trucks spraying water and other dust
control liquids are used. A variety of species have been observed
drawn to these higher moisture levels, resulting in increased mortalities due largely to being hit by construction or facility traffic.

American coot killed in a collision with a solar panel
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key wildlife issues receiving little to no formal acknowledgment
from the industry and government permitting agencies, and they
need to be recognized.
Few of these impacts have been made public, aside from
some findings on the desert tortoise and the devastating effect
of solar flux installations, the latter primarily due to reports about
Ivanpah’s annual 6,000 plus toll on birds. Thanks to this information being so widely published in the media, Ivanpah is now
taking small steps in an attempt to mitigate the immolation of
birds that happens on a daily basis. However, contrary to what
the industry likes to claim, fried birds are not the only source of
significant avian mortalities at solar facilities. Collisions with solar panels - likely due to what is referred to as the “lake effect”
where birds attempt to land on reflective solar surfaces that may
appear like water - have been well documented. This may be old
news to some, but the industry, and more than a few lead agencies, continue to deny its reality as theoretical or “merely speculative” simply because there is little peer reviewed, experimental
research on the subject. The energy companies insist there is no
evidence that birds are directly harmed by colliding with panels that attract them. They do so to justify why there will be “no
significant impacts” from such, and as a result are not required
to do any mitigation in an attempt to minimize the results. At
best they agree to conduct a bird and bat monitoring program,
something recommended by government wildlife agencies. Yet
we have seen counties repeatedly ignore these oversight agency
recommendations for even a monitoring plan, based as always
on the “speculative” justification. But even a monitoring program,
no matter how scientifically rigorous and essential it may be for
future analyses, in and of itself mitigates zero deaths or injuries.
(Additionally there is the supposition that all mortalities are monitored and reported with integrity by consultants and developers.
This is a seriously erroneous assumption, an important subject
for a separate discussion.) The end result is that bird deaths from
this very measurable impact are denied and thus largely unmitigated with every new approved project.
With help from the law firm Adams, Broadwell, Joseph, and
Cardozo, we have been com-piling a database of solar facility bird
mortalities based on monitoring reports submitted to California
Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW) and the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service (USFWS). Even partial tallies of bird deaths from
collisions is striking. For instance, reported avian deaths for the
California Valley Solar Ranch Project: 152 in 3 months; for Campo
Verde Solar: 69 in two months; for McCoy: 91 in two months. And
the list goes on. Water-loving and protected bird species killed by
collisions are particularly vulnerable and include the burrowing
owl, American white pelican, long-eared owl, cormorants, Virginia rail, and blue-footed booby, to name a few.
In a joint research proposal, the CDFW, USFWS, and U.S. Geological Survey state that PV technologies do indeed produce a
“lake effect” that poses an “attractive nuisance” to which water-associated birds are “particularly vulnerable.” They add that these
impacts cumulatively could be enough to function as population
sink for certain species, such as the Yuma clapper rail, for the life
of these projects. In light of all this evidence, it is important to
be aware that county land use agencies in particular continue to
issue development permits while touting the “only speculative”
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Within the course of one month this phenomenon resulted in
the mortality of over twenty flat-tailed horned lizards (Phrynosoma mcallii) (a candidate State Endangered species) on one solar
construction site in Imperial county, after which an additional
100 plus flat-tails were haphazardly relocated to avoid vehicle impacts. Tenaska, the parent company, vehemently opposed hiring
the 2 - 3 extra biologists needed to monitor these reptiles, though
eventually it was forced to do so after project construction was
halted for over a week. During the construction of the Sunrise
Powerlink transmission line 103 flat-tailed horned lizards were
relocated and 25 mortalities recorded during the hottest months
of the year. It is important to remember that these lizards were
noticed due to their rarity and resultant semi-protected status,
calling into question just how many individuals of unprotected
species succumb to this phenomenon but go unmentioned due
to lack of monitoring and reporting requirements.
Another phenomenon that I have observed countless times,
but never seen discussed, is one particular to ground-nesting
birds. Species that nest in habitats dominated by pockets of rocky
ground, sand, or bare soils are attracted to the shaded and denuded microhabitats underneath and bordering the solar panel
arrays. The birds choose these nest sites during the cooler weeks
of spring, but as summer heats up, they not only have to deal
with the natural heat stress that increases as the seasonal temperatures rise, but also with the unanticipated additional heat
caused by the infrastructure. The high heat exceeds their limits of
tolerance, indicated by an extremely high rate of abandonment.
More than once I observed a behavior I had only heard described
previously, where some birds enduring extreme heat stress will
dribble water and saliva on their eggs or chicks in a last-ditch
effort to save them from hyperthermia.
Birds vulnerable to this phenomenon include nighthawks,
poorwills, avocets, killdeer, black-necked stilts, and doves, among
others. All of these species are technically protected under the
Migratory Bird Treaty Act. Speaking of protected birds, burrowing
owls are attracted to facilities thanks to newly excavated areas,
i.e. soft soils from construction activities and the abundance of
rodents that also favor these soils. These are just a few examples
of how wildlife behavior is altered by facility operations, resulting
in decreased breeding success from hyperthermia, electrocution,
and enhanced exposure to predators. However, data regarding
such phenomena are never collected or reported as they are not
a part of any required studies. Thus one more category of wildlife
impacts goes largely undescribed and virtually unmitigated.
The few impacts discussed here are the tip of an iceberg
that has only just begun to melt. Other impacts include invasive
weed recruitment throughout thousands of acres, widely used
indiscriminate rodent traps, useless worker training programs
in lieu of consistent monitoring by approved biologists, haphazardly applied chemical weed killers with unknown side effects,
elimination of natural wildlife corridors, degraded native habitats
adjacent to sites due to a 30 to 58% increase in facility-induced
albedo, presence of carcinogenic materials in PV arrays, and the
impact of scraping all flora from thousands of acres left exposed
to wind and rain erosion for the life of the facility. The more we
learn, the more we become aware that the impacts of the solar
industry to Mother Nature are truly significant. Still, projects woe-

Killdeer dribbling water on egg and nestling next to
solar PV installation

fully lacking in adequate impact analyses, not to mention proven,
effective mitigation, continue to be permitted with flying colors
by lead agency personnel. And these dubious permits are too often accompanied by a deliberate silence from senior staffers at
groups like the NRDC, Audubon Society, the Sierra Club, and even
Defenders of Wildlife.
So back to cats. The aforementioned fallacy of placing solar
power into an all good vs. all evil context leaves no further discussion if we fear stepping too far over some vaguely unpopular,
nay-saying line. Surely the environmental community is sophisticated enough to acknowledge that, aside from the essential
push to promote distributed rooftop solar as a preferred method, we can dedicate more of our own energies to questioning
and improving the efficiency, siting, oversight, and mitigation of
proposed solar projects based on what we do know about their
many impacts, starting with wildlife.
This reticence on behalf of government agencies, and large
environmental groups as well, to aggressively address the impacts of solar industry is a real problem, especially considering
its projected growth in the next couple of decades. As activists
on the ground are fighting to set the stage for responsible, effective use of our planet’s solar power, we need both government
planners and non-profit leaders to step out of the shadows and
take a courageous stance than insures we don’t swap one set of
energy development problems for another. If we aren’t leaders in
getting solar done right for future generations, who will be?
A conservation biologist and college instructor for the past 25
years in the U.S. and South America, the author has worked as an
environmental consultant on industrial solar and wind energy projects throughout the desert southwest. When she isn’t out taking
photos of critters or wandering around the tropics for her wildlife
non-profit’s research, she teaches environmental science at Imperial
Valley College.

DESERT REPORT DECEMBER 2016

9

BY WYNNE BENTI

MILITARY WITHDRAWALS OF PUBLIC LANDS
PUBLIC INPUT NEEDED

O

On October 7, 2016, residents of Gabbs,
Nevada, had little notice that the Navy was
coming. There is no newspaper in Gabbs,
a quiet mining and ranching community about an hour and forty-five minutes
northeast of Bishop, California. Nothing
was posted or publicized about the last
of the Navy’s public meetings, unless one
knew to look at the Navy’s website.
Word traveled anyway. About eighty
people, many coming over a hundred
miles, gathered in the high school auditorium wanting to know why the Navy
needed 604,789 acres (945 square miles)
of public lands from Churchill, Pershing,
Mineral, and Nye County in Nevada, and
why, in particular, everything northwest
of Gabbs would become a 178,015 acre
bombing range.
Navy to expand bombing ranges in
Northern Nevada
Seventy miles east of Reno, where US 95 intersects Highway 50, the loneliest road in America, are
the headquarters for the Navy’s Fallon Range Training
Complex (FRTC). The complex currently operates on 202,859
acres of withdrawn public lands, primarily composed of four
bombing and training ranges known as Bravo 16, Bravo 17, Bravo
19, and Bravo 20. The public lands they are planning to withdraw will
increase the complex to 807,658 acres. Such an expansion also calls for
major modifications to thousands of miles of airspace above it all.
The Navy has just concluded seeking public comment on their Draft Environmental Impact Statement (EIS). Overshadowed by the presidential election
and the approaching holidays, the timing for comments couldn’t be worse. The
deadline for public comment on the Navy’s Draft EIS was originally November 25, was
then extended to December 10, and has now been terminated. Additional information on
the proposal can be found on their website: <https://frtcmodernization.com/>
WSAs Under the Firing Range
The Navy’s requested expansion will overlap the Pony Express National Historic Trail, which follows Highway 50, and will permanently close portions of the Stillwater Range, Job Peak, and Clan Alpine
Mountains Wilderness Study Areas north of Highway 50. From Highway 50 to the south, the Dixie Valley

Nevada map showing the proposed expansion of the 1) Fallon Range Training Complex, and 2) Nevada Test and Training Range
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What will rural life be like next to a bombing range?
One rancher, a war veteran, at the Gabbs meeting with his
wife, said, “Everyone will lose their grazing allotments. These
ranches have been here a long time. It’s bad.” The Western Shoshone National Council Representative, Johnnie Bobb, traveled
to Gabbs from Reese River near Austin. When asked what he
thought about the Navy’s massive land expansion, he placed his
hand on his chest, “In the heart,” he said. “We don’t call this the
desert. These are our traditional lands.”
People are concerned about stray bombs missing targets, depressed property prices, the effect that live bombing will have on
wildlife, loss of income, noise from exploding ordnance, and other
unknown consequence of living next to an active bombing range.
David Halloran, Commanding Officer at the Fallon Range
Training Complex, explained that the current range is too small
to adequately train Top Gun pilots for today’s battlefield scenarios. As enemy ground to air missiles become more technologically
advanced, there is a need to deploy weapons from higher elevations and greater distances from enemy fire - to keep pilots safe.
When asked, why not China Lake NAWS or NAS Whidbey Island,
his response was, “Fallon is the only place in the world where we
can do this type of training.” A week later in Tonopah, Colonel
David Avila, Commanding Officer of the Nevada Test and Training
Range, echoed the sentiment at a public meeting regarding the
Air Force’s planned expansion into the heart of the Desert National Wildlife Refuge - it is the only place in the world that meets
training needs.
As to EIS alternatives, the Navy offered nothing and presented only two proposed actions within the current Draft: 1) To renew the current public land withdrawal and to expand the land
ranges through additional withdrawals and modification of airspace, and 2) No action alternative.
No open mic at Gabbs
People at the meeting expected to share their comments
publicly and listen to others from the community express their
concerns. They were disappointed when the microphone was
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quietly resolves into the canyons and ridges of the Monte Cristo Mountain Range along the open rolling vistas of sagebrush
steppe. Here, where the local community organizations came
together to install wildlife guzzlers for the desert bighorn sheep
and pronghorn antelope, will be the bombing range, Bravo-17.
The Navy’s presentation in Gabbs, and earlier in the day in
Hawthorne, with its carefully edited and cropped maps, did not
fully convey the massive scale of the proposed land withdrawal,
making it difficult for the layman to adequately weigh in on the
expansion. Absent from the meeting were the Navy’s partners Bureau of Land Management (BLM), US Fish and Wildlife Service
(USFWS), and Nevada Department of Wildlife (NDOW). The BLM’s
website indicates that the impacted areas will include sage grouse
habitat, right-of-way corridors, grazing allotments, mineral and
geothermal claims, the current Vegas to Reno Off-Highway Race
course, and miles of back-country roads. Residents, recreationists, miners, ranchers, hunters, and the general public will lose
complete access to approximately 390,345 additional acres. Parts
of the Stillwater Wildlife Refuge will fall within expanded area.

Captain Halloran, Commanding Officer, Fallon Range
Training Complex, speaking at Gabbs

turned off after the Navy’s presentation, and they were directed
to give comments to the Navy’s on-site “court reporter” or to submit their written comments using the Navy’s preprinted forms.
Most walked away, distrustful of the process.
In Hawthorne, NV, Jerrie Tipton, Mineral County Commissioner and Chairwoman, expressed concerns over potential lost
revenues from the expansion – upwards of 15% of the county’s
budget – through loss of taxes and tourist dollars. The economic
ramifications for this part of Nevada are huge. Tipton said it was
important for pilots to weigh in on the airspace modifications.
Air Force plans expansion into
Desert National Wildlife Refuge
At the same time the Navy is expanding its Fallon base, the
US Air Force is planning to expand its Nevada Test and Training
Range (NTTR) north of Nellis Air Base in Las Vegas, which currently operates on 2.9 million acres of withdrawn public lands.
They plan to withdraw an additional 301,507 acres of public lands
from the BLM. Of that, 227,000 acres, referred to as the “Alamo
Expansion” (named for Alamo Road along the north side of the
Sheep Range) will be taken from the heart of the Desert National
Wildlife Refuge (DNWR).
Of the 1.6 million acres originally set aside by Congress in
1936 for the refuge, NTTR already controls 846,000 acres. If the
expansion goes through, the NTTR will control 1,129,547 acres
within the refuge. As a bombing and training range, the public
has no access, while the USFWS, charged with managing the refuge, has only limited access.
The Air Force is faced with the same battlefield challenges as the Navy, requiring weapons deployment from higher
elevations and greater distances. The NTTR is divided into two
ranges, North and South. Training in the North Range is limited
by restricted air space access over Groom Lake, aka “Area 51.”
The existing bombing impact target area within South Range
will not change, but its footprint will expand thousands of acres
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WESTERN LANDS PROJECT
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DAVE GOODWARD

HOPING TO SURVIVE

Male Tricolor in flight

grasshoppers and other insects that the Tricolors need to feed
their young. Rice growers unknowingly kill many Tricolors while
using their legal means of control of the Red-winged Blackbirds
that descend on their crops in the fall. The picture is indeed grim.
Back in Newberry Springs, the blackbirds seem to be thriving, but their future is far from secure. Anyone who has a backyard pond knows how cattails can completely take over, and
most homeowners and ski lake owners battle to keep the cattails
at bay. At present, Tricolors only nest in four ponds in Newberry
Springs, and each pond owner has issues with the loss of open
water to the cattails. Fortunately, these same pond owners are
also sympathetic to the Tricolors, and want them to thrive. Most
exemplary are Charles and Gwen Patrick, recent residents of
Newberry Springs who inherited a colony of Tricolors when they
bought a ranch on Silver Valley Road. The Patricks and the San
Bernardino Valley Audubon Society entered into a cooperative
agreement where Audubon would provide funds for a pond expansion and a water system upgrade in exchange for leaving half
of the pond for the birds, cattails and all.
As the local water table continues to drop, water will become
more expensive, more ponds will dry up, and some of the alfalfa farmers may decide to throw in the towel rather than keep
irrigating their crops. But it is my hope that farming, backyard
ponds and lakes, and the Tricolor Blackbirds will survive and continue to define the character of Newberry Springs. So if you visit Newberry Springs, bring your binoculars, and keep your eyes
open for flocks of these emblematic birds flying low over the alfalfa fields flashing their red and white wing patches, heading for
the cattails.
For more information about Tricolored Blackbirds, please
consult the Tricolored Blackbird Portal, managed by Dr. Robert
Meese at the University of California, Davis, http://tricolor.ice.ucdavis.edu, and Audubon California at http://ca.audubon.org.

corruption in the Dept. of the Interior’s appraisal process, leading
to a restructuring that sequestered appraisers away from political pressure.
Between 1999 and 2009, we faced a series of insults we called
“quid pro quo wilderness” - Congressional bills that combined
wilderness designation with a plethora of non-wilderness provisions, including exchanges, sales, and even giveaways of federal
land. These were designed to buy support from anti-wilderness
constituents and legislators. The bills were partially engineered
and fully supported by a smattering of environmental groups
that had grown impatient with grassroots wilderness campaigns
and had been encouraged by major funders to seek this more
compromising approach. These bills proposed to privatize tens
of thousands of acres of public land with no environmental review and often for free. This created not only a terrible precedent,
but also a political nightmare, with the likes of the Wilderness
Society sanctioning privatization of public land. With many grassroots colleagues, including longtime wilderness activists who
spurned the quid pro quo, we were able to create a groundswell
of opposition, and none of the bills were able to pass without
being gutted of their most egregious provisions.
The last challenge the Western Lands Project took on was
the solar-industrialization of our desert public lands, reasoning
that these projects amounted to virtual privatization of public
land. With our colleagues in Solar Done Right, we worked to expose the impact of these projects and champion the vastly superior alternative of distributed generation - solar development
on rooftops and developed or degraded lands, close to existing
transmission and points of use.
The dissolution of the Western Lands Project in September
2016 was a bad news-good news combination of factors, including diminishing funding prospects and a dramatic downturn in
the number of land sales and exchanges coming out of the public land agencies. Yet it remained critical to ensure that our mission was carried forward, and we were fortunate to find a home
for the work and WLP staff attorney Chris Krupp at Wild Earth
Guardians. Our legacy will go forward with Chris, with our three
self-published books, and with the scores of “newborn” activists
we came to know who were spurred into action by a threat to
public land they loved.
In many respects, the Western Lands Project accomplished
what any founder would dream of: to work herself out of a job.
But while much reform has been achieved in the land agencies,
quid pro quo wilderness has a bumpy road, and congressional
land deals are finally getting the attention they deserve, there will
always be more work. At its most basic, we must continually and
passionately defend both the ideal and the manifest reality of the
value of our public lands.

Janine Blaeloch earned a degree in Environmental Studies from
the University of Washington, and has since worked as an environmental planner in both the private and public sectors. She foundDave Goodward is a semi-retired science teacher who has lived near
ed the Western Lands Project in 1997 with the mission of bringing
Riverside, California, for the last 43 years. Since his youth, he has
reform to the obscure federal land exchange programs and eventubeen a nature enthusiast with a particular interest in birds. He is
ally expanded its focus to encompass the myriad forms of public land
active in the San Bernardino Valley Audubon Society and other orgaTaken
from Father Crowley
Lookout Point on the west sid.
privatization.
nizations that fight to protect wildlife and their habitat
in southern
California.
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has officially expired, it is customary for lead agencies in these situations to still read letters received after the deadline. In any case, procedures of the environmental protection
act provide a protest period after the Final EIS has been issued. Beyond this, expansion
of the Air Force NTTR into the Desert National Wildlife Refuge will need congressional approval. Letters to congress will be another way to provide input on this particular project.
Wynne Benti’s passion for the desert began at the age of 14, traveling with her mother, younger sister and brother in a VW bus across Kenya. Wynne currently lives and works in Bishop,
California. She has finished the Sierra Club’s Desert Peaks and Hundred Peaks lists and has
hiked all over the Great Basin.

FOR MORE INFORMATION

http://www.nevadawilderness.org/dnwr
Good maps showing topographical details are now available on both the
FRTC and NTTR web-sites.
Contact: Navy Fallon Range Training Complex Expansion.
https://frtcmodernization.com/Public-Involvement/Submit-Your-Comment
or in writing: Naval Facilities Engineering Command Southwest,
Code EV21.AK, 1220 Pacific Highway, Building 1, 5th Floor, San Diego, CA 92132
Air Force Nevada Test and Training Range.
Comments for DNWR can be submitted through the National Wildlife Refuge
Association at http://refugeassociation.org/action/#/68;
or via e-mail to: 99ABW.PAOutreach@us.af.mil,
or online at http://www.nttrleis.com/comment.aspx,
or in writing: Nellis Air Force Base / 99th Air Base Wing Public Affairs /
4430 Grissom Ave., Ste. 107 / Nellis AFB, NV 89191; (702) 652-2750

Sheep Range: heart of the Desert
National Wildlife Refuge
The Sheep Range is rich in wildlife,
desert flora, and Native American cultural
sites. Geologically diverse Hayford Peak,
the highpoint of the range, has been a favorite summit of desert hikers for generations. In 1926, Nevada Governor James G.
Scrugham, organized a scientific expedition to study the fauna and flora within the
Hidden Forest. Scrugham’s team recorded
six species of conifers that included foxtail
pine, white fir, and whitebark pine, found
at high elevations. Scrugham wrote about
mountain lions, bobcats, desert bighorn,
of finding numerous pottery shards, agave roasting pits, and an ancient temple
consisting of concentric rings and an altar.
Their research helped paved the way for
the 1936 creation of the refuge.
Time is running out
Although the period in which public
comment is accepted for these projects

View along Alamo Road - an area to be closed in the proposed expansion of
the Nevada Test and Training Range
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into the Desert National Wildlife Refuge,
increasing the training area and safety
buffer zone (for accidentally deployed
munitions and misfires). By closing Alamo
Road, a public dirt road linking US 95 and
US 93, NTTR will gain access to 100-feet of
air space above the ground they do not
have. Within the Sheep Range, moveable
threat emitters will be used to electronically simulate enemy fire as jets fly in
from Nellis.
Michael Ackerman, the National Environmental Protection Act (NEPA) contact, said the base is already working with
USFWS collaring bighorn sheep within
the Sheep Range, studying population
dynamics and how the sheep are using
the range. Large mammals tend to habituate fairly quickly to bombing, he noted.
Regardless, it is a disconcerting prospect
- the potential incompatibility of wildlife
with active bombing.
NTTR offers four alternatives in the
Draft Legislative EIS brochure which can
be found on their website http://www.
nttrleis.com/index.aspx. Of these, the Air
Force prefers Alternative 3C, closing Alamo Road and withdrawing the 227,000
acres from the Desert National Wildlife
Refuge while the USFWS supports alternatives 1 and 4a.
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BY RAY BRANSFIELD

TO CONSULT OR NOT TO CONSULT?
A CONDENSED EXPLANATION OF THE SECTION 7 REQUIREMENTS
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dangered Species Act. BLM considers the fact that tortoises rarely cross dry lakes and
reaches the conclusion that the construction of this kiosk will have “no effect” on tortoises. BLM concludes this consultation process by inserting the rationale for its “no effect” determination in its project file and goes about its business. In short, if the Federal
agency concludes that its proposed action will have “no effect” on listed species, section
7 of the Act and its regulations do not require it to contact FWS. BLM can contact FWS
for legal and biological advice with regard to this (and any other decision with regard to
listed species), but the ultimate decision for this level of consultation lies with BLM.
Let’s complicate the scenario a bit. This time, BLM wants to build the kiosk at the
edge of a legally open route that lies within an area where tortoises are known to occur.
Because tortoises are in the area, BLM decides that the proposed action “may affect” the
species. The kiosk would occupy a small area; no tortoise burrows occur on the site. In
this situation, BLM must contact FWS in writing and explain how it will build the kiosk.

Desertfrom
Tortoise
- Perhaps
need aPoint
consultation
withside.
U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Taken
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Crowleyyou
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DESERT REPORT DECEMBER 2016

SCOTT HOFFMAN

T

The Endangered Species Act of 1973, as
amended, includes the very important
Section 7(a)(2), which establishes the requirement for “interagency cooperation.”
This section requires federal agencies to
consult with either the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) or the National Oceanic
and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)
to insure that any action on their part
“is not likely to jeopardize the continued
existence of any endangered or threatened species” or adversely affect their
habitat. (FWS is generally responsible for
plants and animals that live on land or in
fresh water; NOAA has responsibility for
marine life.)
FWS and NOAA have published implementing regulations, which when
transcribed from the Federal Register,
are approximately 10 pages long. These
agencies have also developed a guidance
handbook that is the size of a telephone
book for a small city. From this foundation, the federal case law regarding section 7(a)(2) would easily fill a warehouse.
Consequently, delving into the intricacies
of the section 7(a)(2) process is far beyond
the scope of this article; instead, I hope to
provide a brief but clear overview of how
the consultation process works. I will use
the desert tortoise (Gopherus agassizii),
one of the most iconic species of the California desert, to assist in the process.
The consultation process begins with
the federal agency, which needs to consider whether any action that it permits,
funds, or implements “may affect” or
have “no effect” on a listed species. Let’s
start with a simple example: The Bureau
of Land Management (BLM) decides that
it needs to build a kiosk in the middle of
a dry lake bed to direct traffic on legally
open routes. As part of its standard “todo” list when undertaking any action, BLM
considers how it will comply with the En-

It will also include measures to avoid adverse impacts to tortoises, which may include not disturbing any shrubs and having a
monitor present to ensure that no tortoises wander onto the site
during construction. With these measures, BLM requests concurrence from FWS that the proposed action “may affect, but is not
likely to adversely affect” the tortoise. FWS then considers this
information and (in this example, at least) concurs with BLM’s
determination in writing. FWS concurrence that the proposed action is “not likely to adversely affect” the tortoise concludes this
type of consultation.
Now, we are going to get substantially more complicated.
BLM is considering whether to issue a right-of-way grant to a
company that proposes to build a 5,000-acre solar facility in occupied habitat of the tortoise. Clearly, this project has the potential
to kill or displace many tortoises. Appropriately, BLM concludes
that the proposed issuance of the grant “may affect and is likely
to adversely affect” the tortoises and requests formal consultation with FWS.

The federal case law regarding
section 7(a)(2) of the Endangered
Species Act would easily fill a
warehouse. I hope to provide a
brief but clear overview of how
the consultation process works.
The request for consultation prompts FWS to write a biological opinion in which FWS considers the best available information
regarding the status of the tortoise (i.e., how the species is faring
throughout its range, including population trends and overall
abundance) and the environmental baseline (a status review for
the species within the area that the proposed action will affect).
FWS evaluates the effects of the proposed action on the species,
and determines whether the proposed action is “likely to jeopardize the continued existence” of the tortoise. “Jeopardize the continued existence” means to “engage in an action that reasonably
would be expected, directly or indirectly, to reduce appreciably
the likelihood of both the survival and recovery of a listed species
in the wild by reducing the reproduction, numbers, or distribution of that species.”
That definition from FWS regulations sets the bar for the
overall direction that Congress established in section 7(a)(2) of
the Act. Key phases in this definition are “reduce appreciably” and
“reproduction, numbers, or distribution.” FWS considers “reduce
appreciably” to mean a reduction where we can recognize or
grasp its quality, significance, magnitude, or worth; an appreciable reduction is one that is certainly greater than being merely
measurable but may be less than significant. The species’ reproduction, numbers, and distribution provide metrics upon which

to base our analysis. That is, will the proposed action have an
appreciable negative effect on the tortoise’s ability to reproduce
or on its range-wide numbers or distribution?
If FWS concludes that the proposed solar facility is likely to
jeopardize the continued existence of the tortoise, it would inform BLM in its biological opinion and seek to provide BLM and
the company with “reasonable and prudent alternatives” to the
proposed action that would avoid jeopardy. These alternatives
could include redesigning the project to avoid the most important areas or possibly increasing the measures that the company
could implement offsite to promote the recovery of the tortoise.
If FWS is unable to suggest any reasonable and prudent alternatives, BLM and the company would need to decide how they
would like to proceed; they may decide to apply for an exemption
to the section 7(a)(2) process. The exemption process has only
been implemented six times in the history of the Act; therefore, I
will not describe it further here.
If FWS reaches a “no-jeopardy” conclusion, its biological
opinion will allow BLM to proceed with the action without violating section 7(a)(2) of the Act. The biological opinion will also
include an incidental take statement that would exempt BLM and
the company from the prohibitions against the “take” of a listed
animal that are contained in section 9 of the Act as long as BLM
and the company implement the protective measures that BLM
proposed and any additional terms and conditions required by
FWS. These terms and conditions “cannot alter the basic design,
location, scope, duration, or timing of the action and may involve
only minor changes.” As examples, FWS can use terms and conditions to require BLM and the company to hire monitors to protect
tortoises, but it cannot require the relocation of the project to
another site.
BLM and FWS must also consult formally if a proposed action is likely to adversely affect FWS-designated critical habitat of
the tortoise. In this case, FWS considers how the proposed action
would affect the “physical and biological features” of critical habitat to determine if the action is likely to result in its “destruction
or adverse modification.” “Destruction or adverse modification”
means a direct or indirect alteration that appreciably diminishes
the value of critical habitat for the conservation of a listed species.” The key concepts here are: (1) We again have that “appreciably diminish” bar. (2) FWS must consider how the proposed
action is likely to affect the value of the entirety of critical habitat
for the species (i.e., the removal of a small amount of critical habitat may be an adverse effect, but it does not automatically equate
to adverse modification). (3) A determination of adverse modification would also require FWS to seek to develop reasonable and
prudent alternatives.
Summarizing a warehouse full of court cases and regulations
in 1,500 words required the omission of much detail. If you are interested in learning more about the consultation process, please
visit the FWS website at https://www.fws.gov/endangered/whatwe-do/consultations-overview.html.
Ray Bransfield is a senior biologist with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Palm Springs office. He teaches a week-long class on section 7
at the Service’s National Conservation Training Center; this class is
open to the public.
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BOOK REVIEW BY STACY GOSS

FACT MEETS FICTION
IMPERIAL VALLEY AND THE SALTON SEA
THE WINNING OF BARBARA WORTH
THE MINISTRY OF CAPITALISM BY HAROLD BELL WRIGHT

Y

You may be wondering: Why a book review on a 105-year old novel? Because this
best-selling 1911 novel is still a fascinating read. Written as a western romance,
this story is based on actual events that
occurred in Southern California’s Imperial
Valley in the first decade of the 20th century. It is a fictionalized account of how
Imperial Valley was turned from a desert
“wasteland” into a fertile agricultural Eden
by diverting Colorado River water into irrigation canals. And given that the issues
surrounding the Salton Sea are finally, after too many years of neglect, coming to
the forefront and being addressed by California representatives, it is also timely.
Now is a good time to remind ourselves
of the history of Imperial Valley and the
Salton Sea, both by fact and fiction.
The story creates well-defined fictional stereotypes, as most westerns do, and
sets them in Imperial Valley in the early
20th century, home to what would eventually be the Salton Sea. The story occurs
during this time period and describes the
activities that led to the eventual flooding
of the region.
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Geologic History
But first, a geologic primer of the area. The Salton Sink region formed the northern
tip of the Gulf of California until about 4.4 million years ago during the Pliocene epoch.
The Salton Sink, a north-south rift valley (-278 feet below sea level), was formed by plate
tectonics and the action of numerous fault lines including the San Andreas Fault. The
Colorado River emptied into the east side of Sink. Eventually the tons of silt carried by
the Colorado River, in its quest to meet the ocean, created an alluvial plain that built up
across the area, cutting off the northern end of the gulf and separating the Salton Sink
region from the ocean. This created a freshwater lake in what had been the tip of the
Gulf of California.
Over millennia, the route of the Colorado River changed courses, sometimes flowing south of the alluvial plain and straight into the Gulf of California, sometimes flowing
north and replenishing the Salton Sink with fresh water. Over the centuries several lakes
have occupied the basin where the current Salton Sea lies. The waterline of one of these,
ancient Lake Cahuilla – formed around 700 AD – is still visible on the rocks around the
Salton Sea and was much larger than the current sea. Lake Cahuilla existed until about
300 years ago.
Over the past several hundred years, the Colorado River has bypassed the area and
left the Salton Sink dry. That is where our novel begins.
Book Review
The book begins by introducing us to four male characters traveling from the California coast (what is San Diego) to the southeastern part of the state. As they are in the
driest and most rugged part of their journey, they first come across a lone horse wearing
a broken bridle, then an unknown woman dead from thirst, and finally her crying infant
girl. One of the characters, banker Jefferson Worth, eventually adopts the girl. The novel then fast forwards fifteen years to when this girl has become a young woman. But
throughout the novel we are always left to wonder: who did this little girl belong to, what
is her heritage?
Surprisingly for a Western, the main character of the novel is a woman - Barbara
Worth. She is admired by everyone throughout the region, both for her skills and for her
charm. She is equally comfortable at racing her horse alone out in the desert as she is
nursing an injured friend. And while the men feel they need to protect her, she will only
tolerate it for so long before she informs them of what the real plan of action will be.
One of the ongoing themes in The Winning of Barbara Worth is the difference between East and West and the superiority of the later over the former. Whereas Easterners are portrayed as tender-footed aristocrats who rely on their diplomas from prestigious universities and who look down upon anyone without an equivalent heritage,
Westerners are interested in the skills and talents of an individual, not their pedigree.
The descriptions provided in the novel are not the least bit subtle.
As the subtitle of the novel indicates, it is also a look at Capitalism. The novel’s author believes that Capitalism strictly for the sake of making money is wrong, but that
if it can be done ethically, benefitting the community and the workers, it can be good.
Barbara is influential in changing her adopted father from a money-hungry Capitalist to
one with moral values. This theme of Capitalism is as relevant today as it was back then.

DESERT REPORT DECEMBER 2016

And of course there has to be romance - it is a Western novel, after all. Barbara Worth must choose between two young
men who both seek her affection: one an Easterner, the other
a Westerner. The choice should be easy. But what if the Easterner matures, learning the language of the West and the desert
in such a way that he eventually, in the climax of the story, displays the ethics of a good Westerner and becomes the hero of
the community?
All of this is wrapped around the background of man’s attempt to subjugate the Colorado River, turning Imperial Valley
(called King’s Basin in the novel) from a vast, dry, desert into an
irrigated paradise, waiting for the endless stream of farmers to
come from the east and settle the land – allowing the capitalistic
Easterners to become even more wealthy with no sweat equity
and almost no financial risk. The desert needs to be “reclaimed”
and put to better use. The Eastern capitalists make the least
amount of investment possible that will reap them the greatest
rewards, and the price is eventually paid. Although the Western
engineers had been warning of the risks involved, the Eastern
investment company would not provide the money to strengthen the channel intake at the Colorado River, and the gates eventually failed, causing the river to flood the basin and several of
the towns, farms, and sections of railroad. The intake and the
channel were not secured for almost two years, and not a minute
too soon. They were racing against the clock; within a short time,
the effects of erosion would have made the river impossible to
secure, and the Colorado would have permanently drained into
the Salton Sink. In the quest between man and nature, man was
narrowly the winner. The Westerners seized the day, driving the
Easterners back to the land they came from.
How much of this western novel is true?
The book, written in 1911, was written just a few years after
the actual failure of the gate and channel system. In 1901, the
California Development Company actually did cut an opening in
the west bank of the Colorado River, across from Yuma, Arizona,
and installed gates and diversion channels to irrigate the Imperial
Valley. And in 1905, heavy flood waters actually did wash out the
gates, diverting the entire Colorado River from its previous course

The flood into the forming Salton Sea

The opening scene of the book

and into the Salton Trough, forming the Salton Sea. And it really
did require 18 months of heroic efforts, using funds appropriated
by the Federal Government at the request of Congress and President Theodore Roosevelt, to close the breach. Had this not happened, most of Imperial County would be under water today.
Fast Forward to the 21st Century
An engineering mistake created the Salton Sea, currently the
largest lake in California, encompassing 378 square miles. I say
currently, because the future of the Sea is uncertain.
After the gates were rebuilt and the Colorado River was returned to its channel in 1907, water ceased flowing into the Salton
Sea. So what has happened over the past 100 years? As other bodies of water dried up or were diverted for human use, waterfowl
found this massive body of water a good replacement, and it is
now a significant stopover on the Pacific flyway. It became a popular sport and commercial fishing area. It became a destination
spot for Hollywood movie stars, a place with fancy resorts and
waterskiing and other boating opportunities. But without man’s
intervention, the water in the sea would have eventually evaporated. The problems that have evolved in the past half-century have
been described previously (Desert Report, June, 2016). As the water
level recedes, fugitive dust from an exposed lakebed and loss of
avian habitat may be the most daunting of these problems. An
agreement signed in 2003 has required the Imperial Irrigation
District to transfer approximately 200,000 acre-feet of water annually to the Sea. This requirement terminates as of December
31, 2017, and water levels of the Sea will fall at an accelerated
rate. With this deadline approaching, the State of California has
CONTINUED ON PAGE 21
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DESERT UPDATES
THE BRIGGS MINE IN
PANAMINT VALLEY

basis. Hence, the BLM, acting as the lead agency, is currently conducting a study to update the so-called “368 corridors” and is conducting public meetings and outreach to interested parties. The
system is divided into six regions, and they are being studied one
at a time. Region one, currently under review, consists of Southern California, Southern Nevada, and Western Arizona. The formal public comment period for Region One corridors closed on
October 24, 2016, but comments will probably still be accepted.
Studies and updates on the corridors in the other five regions will
take place subsequently. Detailed information is available on the
West-wide Energy Corridor Information Center website which
can be accessed at: http://www.corridoreis.anl.gov
- John Hiatt

Started in the mid-1990s, owned and operated recently by Atna
Resources, Inc., the Briggs Mine sold at Atna’s bankruptcy auction to Death Valley Natural (DV) Resources LLP. In August, I talked to a worker at the mine who confirmed the new ownership.
The mine is not dead, operating with a little less than 20 people,
and is leaching the last heap but not extracting ore. It appears
that DV Natural Resources was formed specifically for a play on
the Briggs Mine with the intention to find investors sufficient to
restart operation and perhaps extend mining north on the same
west slope of the Panamints into the Cecil R property.
- Tom Budlong

TOM BUDLONG

ART, LITERATURE, AND DANCE
IN THE DESERT

Tailings pile at the Briggs Mine

368 ENERGY CORRIDOR STUDY
Section 368 of the Energy Policy Act of 2005 mandated the federal government to create transmission corridors on public land
in the West for electricity, gas, oil, and hydrogen. Subsequent to
this designation, in 2008 the government was sued by a number
of environmental organizations over the process used for corridor designation and the results of those designations. In 2012,
a settlement of the lawsuit was reached, and one of the stipulations of the settlement was that a study of the corridor system
and individual corridors be completed and updated on a regular
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On Saturday, February 18, The Shoshone Tecopa community will
be presenting a two workshops that focus on creating art and
writing that are inspired by observing and interacting with the
desert and its people. Art at 8:30 AM-12:30 PM will be conducted by Donna Yarrell, a well known desert artist and teacher at
Great Basin College in Parhump. Writing your inner desert begins
at 1:00 PM-4:30 PM with Ruth Nolan who is a published writer
and instructor of creative writing at College of the Desert in Palm
Desert, California. There will be a small charge to cover materials
and the lunch which will be provided. Sign up at shoshonemuseum@gmail.com or 760-852-4524. For more info on “Writing
Your Inner Desert,” contact Ruth Nolan at runolan@aol.com or
760-964-9767.
Although Marta Beckett is no longer dancing at Death Valley
Junction, the cause of classical art has been taken up in Tecopa.
On Saturday, February 11 and again February 18, there will be a
program of classical dance, music, and perhaps poetry. Jenna McClintock will present a program of ballet pantomime at the Desert
Hot Springs Resort. She has performed with a number of national
ballet companies, has performed at the Amargosa Opera House,
and is now a resident of Tecopa. This feature begins at 7:00 PM.
A donation of $10 is suggested (but not required) to defray some
of the expenses. Before planning a special trip for the program
on the 11th, check the Shoshone Museum office (phone number
above) to confirm the time for that particular evening.
These events ares sponsored by The Tecopa Artists
Group, the Shoshone Museum, the Tecopa Hot Springs Resort,
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and Shoshone Village. There will be ample time following the afternoon events for those who wish to drive to Tecopa to also get
a meal in Shoshone at the Crowbar Cafe or in Tecopa at either the
Bistro or the Tecopa Brewery.

EAGLE MOUNTAIN BOUNDARY
STUDY UPDATE
In the spring of 2016, the National Park Service (NPS) initiated
the Eagle Mountain Boundary Study, which considers returning
the Bureau of Land Management’s (BLM) Eagle Mountain lands more than 20,000 acres - back to Joshua Tree National Park. The
Eagle Mountain area was once part of Joshua Tree National Monument, but was removed for mineral exploration by Congress in
1950.
There is support for this return from important elected officials like State Assemblyman Eduardo Garcia, the Palm Springs
City Council, and the Mayor of Cathedral City. In addition, economic entities, like the Greater Palm Springs Convention and Visitor Bureau, recognized the value of adding the Eagle Mountain
lands to Joshua Tree National Park, understanding its value to the
regional tourism economy.
The Eagle Mountain area was once the location of the Kaiser Mine, which provided iron ore for steel foundries in Fontana,
California, from 1948 to 1983. Since the closing of the mine, the
area has been the site of some of the most harmful proposals in
the entire California desert, including the Eagle Mountain Landfill. The Eagle Mountain mega dump, which would have been the
nation’s largest, would have dumped up to 20,000 tons of trash
daily in the abandoned mine pits, canyons, and hillsides that are
surrounded on three sides by Joshua Tree National Park. This effort was defeated in 2013.
Today, the Eagle Mountain area is home to golden eagle,
desert tortoise, and bighorn sheep, as well as many significant archaeological and historic mining features. Returning these lands
to Joshua Tree National Park would enhance the park’s ecological
and historical values, as well as provide new recreational opportunities for visitors. When the public comment period closed, the
National Park Service had received more than 8,000 comments,
the majority of them favoring the return of these lands to Joshua
Tree National Park.
Moving into the future, the land transfer will also require the
BLM to initiate a public comment period on withdrawing those
lands from further development and to conduct a mineral study.
- Seth Shteir

CARRIZO PLAIN UPDATE
As a result of mitigation agreements when two solar energy
facilities were constructed in the Carrizo Plain, a rather careful
baseline study of fauna was completed before work began, and
monitoring of several species has continued for the several years
since. On November 4th, a daylong colloquium was held in San

Luis Obispo discussing impacts and changes that have followed
the construction. It is probably fair to say that most of the negative impacts that were feared have not, as yet, been realized. It
should also be understood that with the variations in climate that
are inevitable in central California, it is not yet correct to claim
that the mitigation efforts are a success. It will be ten years at
least before any definitive judgement can be passed.
At least seven kit foxes are using this area of panels in their
travels. This is approximately the same number that were counted before work began. There are no counts available for the
threatened giant kangaroo rats, but anecdotally there seem to be
no significant changes in numbers. Pronghorn have been counted grazing on fields close to the facilities, and again the numbers
have not shown significant alterations. While some birds have
died colliding with the solar panels, the numbers appear to be
less than at many other facilities. This latter claim assumes that
reporting by the energy companies has been complete.
The most interesting, curious perhaps, report at the meeting dealt with the number of marijuana growing sites, roughly
250, in the community of California Valley. These are between the
National Monument to the south and the solar facilities to the
north. The potential for environmental damage is real (water use,
rodenticides, habitat alterations), but it is also apparent that the
County Supervisors are aware of the situation and are expected
to issue rather stringent regulations for commercial marijuana
growing in San Luis Obispo County.
- Craig Deutsche

REPORTING BIRD MORTALITY
AT INDUSTRIAL SOLAR ENERGY
SITES
In order to better understand avian-solar interactions at energy
facilities, the fullest amount of data is needed so that scientists,
agencies, and the public can agree on the best management
practices to conserve our desert ecosystems and bird faunas.
This information is not always easy to obtain from government
agencies, and it required a lawsuit on the part of Basin and Range
Watch to force the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) to comply
with a request under the Freedom of Information Act.
One of these documents revealed some of the impacts that
the solar flux has while mirrors focus sunlight onto or around the
power tower at the Crescent Dunes concentrated solar project
near Tonopah, Nevada. On January 14, 2015, biologists contracting with SolarReserve to monitor the project reported seeing birds
pyrolize [vaporize] in the solar flux during testing. This was reported in an email to the BLM (Tonopah office) and becomes part of
the administrative record, with the subject line “Bird Mortalities at
Crescent Dunes.” An email from one of the biologists read in part:
“I left a voicemail with you at about 4:00 p.m. this afternoon
regarding mortality observations at the Crescent Dunes Project
today. During Tonopah Solar’s testing today, about 1/3 of the
heliostats were pointed above the power tower, which formed
a halo that is about 1,200 feet off the ground. Our CIC inspec-
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tor and mortality biologists observed approximately 130 birds
fly into the flux halo above the power tower and become white
flashes with a small smoke cloud immediately following. These
observations occurred over a four hour period. etc., etc.”
The bird species may have been horned larks and house
finches. Other emails reveal a wide variety of other birds have
been killed or injured at the solar plant, including a prairie falcon,
a Lewis’s woodpecker, several swallow species, and eared grebes
dying in the artificial evaporation ponds associated with the
power plant.
- Laura Cunningham

EAGLE CREST PUMPED
STORAGE PROPOSAL
The Eagle Crest Hydroelectric Pumped Storage Project completed its final Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) in 2014 and
received its license in 2015 from the Federal Energy Regulatory
Commission. The project’s environmental documents were challenged by the Department of Interior on the grounds they used
stale and inadequate data. Although this challenge was not successful, the resource problems associated with the project have
yet to be fully disclosed and addressed.
The Eagle Crest Project, if constructed, would serve as energy storage for renewable applications in the Riverside East Solar
Energy Zone. The concept for the project is to pump water uphill
during non-peak hours and downhill during peak hours to generate electricity. Two abandoned Kaiser mine pits would serve as
water-filled reservoirs for the project, which would utilize more
than 100,000 acre feet of groundwater and result in evaporative
losses of more than 1500 acre feet each year. Additional Project infrastructure would include roads, buildings and include a
transmission line, which was recently under review, that would
connect the project to power lines on Interstate 10.
Americans understand the importance of developing renewable energy resources, including energy storage projects,
but there are grave concerns about the proposed Eagle Crest
Pumped Storage Project because it would deplete groundwater
resources during the worst drought in California history; result
in an increase of ravens that prey on desert tortoise living within
Joshua Tree National Park and adjacent Bureau of Land Management lands; and disrupt a critical bighorn sheep wildlife corridor
between the Coxcomb and Eagle Mountains within the park.
The associated transmission line and water pipeline would
run through part of the newly created Chuckwallla Area of Critical
Environmental Concern (ACEC) and would have an adverse impact on migrating birds, golden eagle, and desert tortoise – the
very animal the ACEC seeks to protect. The comment period for
these corridors closed November 6, 2016, and are under evaluation by the Bureau of Land Management,
The BLM chose to only complete a very cursory environmental assessment (EA) that relied on stale and inadequate data
from the 2014 FERC EIS, some of which was more than 20 years
old and which was heavily criticized by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). Sierra Club and other allies working on this
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issue are calling on the BLM to conduct a full and comprehensive Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) that fully analyzes the
transmission line and associated project’s impacts on Joshua Tree
National Park, groundwater resources, and iconic desert wildlife.
- Seth Shteir

DESERT MOUNTAIN PLANNING
Sand to Snow National Monument:
The U.S. Forest Service and Bureau of Land Management (BLM)
held joint public workshops (pre-scoping meetings) on July 13,
14, 19, and 21 in Yucaipa, Fawnskin, Yucca Valley, and Desert Hot
Springs. Attendance was good at these meetings, and the BLM
had the following to say about the workshops: “These workshops
will be the first of many public outreach events. Participants will
have an opportunity to discuss what they value most within Sand
to Snow National Monument and for the agencies to consider
as the planning process begins.” The dates for the next round of
public meetings have not yet been made public.
After the Monument’s designation last February, Rebecca
Carr Wong was appointed the Interim Monument Manager. She
has now been transferred elsewhere and Ashley Adams is now
the Monument Manager. Sand to Snow National Monument will
be jointly managed by the U.S. Forest Service and BLM.
Mojave Trails National Monument:
BLM held envisioning (pre-scoping) meetings on August 30 and
31 and on September 1 in Barstow, Yucca Valley, and Needles.
Attendance was particularly good at the Barstow meeting.
Mike Ahrens, who is the Needles Field Office Manager said,
“We want the public to helps us determine how their new monument should be managed. Public input helps the BLM develop a
lasting framework for important land use and resource management decisions.”
As with Sand to Snow, the next step will be scoping meetings. BLM has not yet made public the dates of these meetings.
At the time BLM noticed the envisioning sessions, they said that
public scoping meetings would begin “in the fall.”
In October, BLM chose Kyle Sullivan to be the manager of
Mojave Trails National Monument. He is to report to his position
in mid-November.

SALTON SEA
The impending crisis at the Salton Sea was presented at some
length in the previous (September) issue of this Desert Report. On
September 14, 2016, a joint meeting was held by the California
State Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB) for the Project
and Environmental Compliance committees of the Salton Sea
Management Program. The presentation given at the meeting is
available online at:
http://resources.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/09-14-16Proj-Cmte-Mtg-v9.pdf
This report provides a great deal of visionary planning but
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gives very few details of how the results are to be achieved. Little
work on the ground has actually been completed, and this subject is largely avoided. On November 15, 2016, another meeting
was held by the SWRCB in Sacramento. In advance of this meeting, the Imperial Irrigation District (IID) submitted a long letter,
a part of which has been extracted below. The italics in the last
sentence have been added, and in view of the fact that the IID
represents the 900 pound gorilla in the room, the letter must be
considered significant:
“A Call to Action from the Imperial Irrigation District
The Notice of the Public Workshop provided a useful history of
the process proposed for implementing a concrete program for
restoration of the Salton Sea. It went on to note that over a year
ago the Salton Sea Task Force adopted principles for a successful
Salton Sea Management Program. The Notice also correctly described that this Board is mandated by the Task Force directive
and by its Revised Order WRO 2002-0013 to monitor and assess
progress being made toward restoration. As discussed more fully below, the Task Force has moved little beyond these general
principles. The Task Force has not outlined goals and objectives
with metrics and deadlines to accomplish restoration, despite
the requests of many parties during this Board’s workshops. The
Task Force has not established priorities among the goals, the
most important of which is the protection of the public health of
those near the Salton Sea. This failure to move forward quickly
in a concrete way is no longer just an abstract concern calling
out for more study. This failure threatens the health of the people living near the Salton Sea. It threatens the habitats of countless species. If continued, it will make it impossible for the Imperial
Irrigation District to participate in a lower Colorado River drought
program and this failure threatens the viability of the Quantification
Settlement Agreement (QSA) itself.”

OCOTILLO WIND TOWER
COLLAPSE
On November 21, 2016, a 500-foot tower at the Ocotillo Wind Energy Facility collapsed. A resident five miles south heard the noise
and initially thought it might be a jet fighter from the Naval Air
Station in the town of Imperial. Wind speeds were no more than
15 miles per hour, and the ground was not damp so that problems with a weak foundation seemed unlikely. The facility is operated by Patton Energy, and thirty minutes after the collapse no
one from the company had yet arrived at the scene. An hour after
the collapse the other turbines in the facility had been shut down.
The Ocotillo Wind Facility has been subject to other problems as well. Previously, a blade on one of the turbines broke and
fell to the ground. Additionally, the energy production actually
delivered to SDG&E has been significantly less that was expected/
promised. These are documented failures, quite aside from environmental impacts that were presented and dismissed when the
project was permitted.

appointed a Salton Sea Task Force to create and implement a plan
to manage the Sea.
2016 has been a year of more plans and many more meetings. Recently the California legislature has allocated 80 million
dollars toward projects designed to forestall the expected consequences. Will we see results over the next several years or is it too
little too late?
The Salton Sea is at a critical juncture. If restoration plans
are not implemented soon, the Salton Sea region will become a
wasteland, confirming that California representatives have little
interest in protecting the residents of Imperial County, one of the
poorest counties in California. In this real-life story, the failure of
the area will not be linked to Capitalism, but to State government.
Stacy Goss is past editor of the Desert Report, trip leader with both
Desert Survivors and the Sierra Club, and is active in a number of
desert conservation issues.
The article appeared previously in Survivor Magazine and is reprinted here with permission of its editor.

Bringing fill attempting
to close the breach in
the Colorado River

Waterfall on the
spillway between the
Colorado River and the
forming Salton Sea

NEXT DESERT COMMITTEE MEETINGS
WINTER MEETING
FEBRUARY 11 & 12, 2017
The winter meeting is a joint one with the
Sierra Club Wilderness Committee. It will take place
in Shoshone, CA. at the Flower Building, and be
chaired by Terry Frewin and Vicky Hoover.

SPRING MEETING
MAY 20 & 21, 2017
The spring meeting is at Black Canyon, Mojave
National Preserve. The Chair is to be determined.
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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.sierra
club.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.

DEATH VALLEY NATIONAL PARK CAR-CAMP
February 24-27, Friday-Monday
This will be a car-camp tour of Death Valley with some primitive
camping and some easy to moderate hikes. We will meet Friday at noon at primitive campsite near Shoshone. We will hike
in Amargosa Canyon in afternoon. Sat. we will start on tour of
Death Valley, stopping at Badwater, Natural Bridge, and Golden
Canyon, and camping at Furnace Creek. Sunday we will tour with
stops along the way and camping at a campground in north part
of park. On Monday morning, we will hike the Mesquite Sand
Dunes before heading home. To sign up and get more details
contact Carol Wiley at earthlingwiley2000@yahoo.com or 760245-8734. Mojave Group/CNRCC Desert Com

NON-SIERRA CLUB ACTIVITY
MOJAVE NATIONAL PRESERVE RESTORATION EVENT
February 10, Friday

Join the CA/NV Desert Com and the National Park Service for a restoration project in the Mojave National Preserve (MNP) on Feb. 10,
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one day before the Desert Com meeting on Sat. and
Sun. We will gather on Friday at 9 am, work through
the afternoon, and adjourn in time to reach Shoshone
for the dinner hour. 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, gloves, and
lunch. Tools will be provided. Contact Sid Silliman for
project details, directions, camping options, and to
RSVP (gssilliman@cpp.edu). Don’t miss this annual, pre-Shoshone
service opportunity. The work will be rigorous yet rewarding.

MOJAVE PRESERVE CAR-CAMP
March 10-13, Friday-Monday
On Friday, we will meet at Sunrise Campground at noon and then
hike Teutonia Peak (4 miles rd. trip). Saturday we will move on to
Midhills campground and hike in the area. Sunday we will visit the
Kelso Depot and continue to the Kelso dunes for primitive camping where we will enjoy a moonlight hike on the dunes. Monday
we will enjoy a hike before heading home. There are no services
in the Preserve, so you will need to show up with a full tank of gas
and food and water for the entire trip. Temperatures can vary
greatly so bring clothing for both warm and cold weather. To sign
up and get more info contact Carol Wiley at earthlingwiley2000@
yahoo.com or 760-245-8734. Mojave Group/CNRCC Desert Com

MOJAVE NATIONAL PRESERVE SPRING WEEKEND
March 29-April 2, Wednesday-Sunday
We will visit the CA desert when temperatures are cooler and wild
flowers may be blooming. We will visit some of the well-known
features of the park like the Hole-in-the-Wall, Kelso Dunes, Joshua
tree forests, and Lava Tube. We are staying in a group campground
($20 per person) which includes vault toilets, trash receptacles, potable water, fire ring, grill, picnic shelter with tables. We have the
campsite from 2pm Wed, until noon on Sun. Wednesday is a free
day. Arrive anytime and explore the park on your own. Maximum
hiking distance is 8 mi. with 1500’ elevation gain. Deposit required
to confirm participation. Limited to 20 people. Net proceeds will
support the Desert Report. Email or call leader for reservation information. Leader: Rich Juricich, rich.sierraclub@pacbell.net, 916492-2181. Sacramento Group/CNRCC Desert Com.
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