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Some 40 million people in the western United States 
depend wholly or in part on the Colorado River for their 
water supply. After some twenty years of drought or 
climate change (your choice) Lakes Mead and Powell are 
down to about 25% of capacity and inflow in 2021 and 
2022 is only about 30% of the last 30 years average. The 
question of the day is: what are the seven states that 
share the river going to do to bring usage into balance 
with supply?
 While most of the press and people in the Colorado 
River watershed attribute the problem to drought, that 
is only part of the problem. The managers of the South-
ern Nevada Water Authority (SNWA), the agency that 
manages Nevada’s share of the River have known for 
decades that this day was coming. No, they were not 
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The Colorado River 
Is it Simply a Water Problem?

BY JOHN HIATT

Hoover Dam in 2021. The bathtub right above the 
surface of Lake Mead is visible. USGS

clairvoyant, but they knew that the river was over-allo-
cated and that demand was increasing. A simple graph 
of the supply trend vs the usage trend showed that 
usage would exceed supply by the early 2000s and that 
once those trend lines crossed the future would be one 
of shortage.
 By 2005, SNWA statisticians noticed that per capita 
consumption in the Las Vegas valley was undergoing a 
small but noticeable decrease. Not immediately un-
derstanding the cause of this decrease, they termed it 
”unintentional conservation.” It turns out that Las Vegas 
had been growing rapidly for a number of years, and a 
significant portion of the housing stock had been built 
under updated plumbing codes, which mandated low 
flow plumbing fixtures. Also, lot sizes had decreased and 
new houses were no longer allowed to have grass in their 
front yards. Hence, “unintentional conservation.” Shortly 
after that time, the Water Authority instituted a subsidy 
program to help homeowners replace lawns with water 
conservation landscaping, sometimes called xeriscaping. 
As a result of the Water Authority’s conservation efforts, 
Las Vegas today uses less water than it did twenty 
years ago while the population has increased by at least 
750,000. Yet, the water level in Lake Mead continues to 
fall. Nevada’s allocation of Colorado River water is only 
1.8% of the total, so Nevada’s usage doesn’t really impact 
the volume of water in Lake Mead.
 2002 was an exceedingly dry year in the southwest 
and the runoff into the Colorado River was only about 
25% of so called “normal” that year. The surface level of 
Lake Mead fell more than 30 feet, and that triggered a 
chain of events still unfolding today. That dry year and 
the unprecedented decrease in stored water in Lakes 
Mead and Powell prompted the US Department of  



The Desert Tortoise 
In California

BY RAY BRANSFIELD

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) listed the Mo-
jave desert tortoise (Gopherus agassizii) as threatened 
under the Endangered Species Act (Act) in 1990 due to 
habitat loss and fragmentation, excessive predation, and 
disease. Since then, the Service has been working to pro-
tect desert tortoises and their habitat and to recovering 
the species. 
 The Service’s 1994 and 2011 recovery plans defined 
key areas where it would work with other agencies to 
recover desert tortoises; these key areas are primarily 
federal and state lands that have some designation as 
being managed for conservation. However, the Service 
acknowledges that it and other agencies do not have the 
resources to conserve desert tortoises everywhere they 
currently live. For example, desert tortoises continue 
to occur in low densities over large areas of non-feder-
al land in California. Since “taking” – killing, wounding, 
harming or capturing a federally listed animal species 
– violates the Act, the Service can issue incidental take 
permits for projects on non-federal lands. The goal with 
these permits is to protect desert tortoises and offset the 
impacts of projects “to the maximum extent practicable.”
 The permit process requires applicants to prepare 
a conservation plan that describes how many individuals 
are likely to be taken, the measures the applicant will 
use to minimize and mitigate that take, the funding to 
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A general conservation plan

implement these measures, and any other measures the 
Service may require as being necessary or appropriate. 
 The Service can advise applicants on the best way 
to meet the criteria to receive an incidental take permit, 
but the contents of the conservation plan are ultimately 
up to the applicants. The Service makes applications for 
incidental take permits available to the public for review, 
conducts an analysis of the effects of the Service’s action 
under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), and 
– if the applicant has met the issuance criteria in the Act 
– issues the permit.
 Meeting the issuance criteria for an incidental take 
permit is relatively straightforward; however, the pro-
cessing of individual permits is time consuming and 
complex. Therefore, the Service also offers general con-
servation plans to help expedite the process. In a general 
conservation plan, the Service “narrows the sideboards” 
for a permit required by the Act to provide much more 
specific guidance to applicants. As with a standard 
incidental take permit, the Service notifies the public and 
conducts analysis under NEPA on the general conserva-
tion plan. Any applicant agreeing to meet the standards 
in the general conservation plan can receive their specific 
incidental take permit in substantially less time.
 The Service is in the initial stages of a draft environ-
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Salton Sea 
The Saga Continues

BY JOAN TAYLOR, JENNY BINSTOCK
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Current status? Complex, to say the least
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Like the proverbial blind men and the elephant, the 
Salton Sea means many things to many people: a critical 
stopover on the Pacific Flyway threatened with collapse; 
environmental justice communities faced with escalating 
health hazards; a potential multimillion dollar international 
canal; and even promise of fortunes to be made. 
 Just as a refresher: the two main problems at the 
Salton Sea are 1) it’s getting too salty to support life, and 
2) it can emit hazardous airborne substances, in the form 
of fine dust from its increasingly exposed shoreline and/
or unusual bacteria emitted by the water itself. 

Progress on state’s Ten-Year Plan
 Just to recap: in 2003 the state of California as-
sumed responsibility to mitigate adverse impacts of the 
largest ever rural-to-urban water transfer from Impe-
rial Irrigation District (IID) to San Diego, which drove 
the Salton Sea into a steep decline. But not until 2018, 
spurred to do so by legal petitions from IID, Sierra Club 
and others, did the state finally promulgate a “Ten Year 
Plan.” This Plan is a suite of projects to be built around 
the edge of the Sea to capture inflows for habitat cells 
and to mitigate dust. 
 One of the largest projects, the $200 million awk-
wardly-named Species Conservation Habitat (SCH), will 
spread New River water over roughly 4000 acres at 
the south end of the Sea to create both shallow wading 
habitat for shorebirds and deeper ponds for fish eating 
species. SCH finally got underway last year, was 60% 
complete as of August, and is projected to be complete 
at the end of ‘23. 
 Another big habitat project, the North Lake, is still 
in the pilot stage, with a small 156 acre pilot slated for 
breaking ground this coming Spring. It will link to the 
iconic North Shore Yacht Club and provide a deeper 
water fishery for birds, as well as a recreational amenity 
for the nearby communities that have been consistently 
vocal about the need for Salton Sea projects to invest 
in community infrastructure. The pilot aims to prove up 
how best to construct levees for impounding inflows on 
the Sea’s silty substrate and to inform building the much 
larger North Lake. 
 Other smaller projects are underway as well, in-
cluding “dust suppression” by either revegetating the 
exposed shoreline or making giant furrows in the playa 
to slow down wind driven particles.

Prospects for importing water to refill the Salton Sea?
 Given the world and enough time, one would import 
enough water to refill the Salton Sea and return it to its 
former glory days when it was more visited than Yosem-
ite. But significant hurdles stand in the way of doing so, 
not the least of which are crafting a fair and enduring 
international agreement and avoiding impacts to the 
International Biosphere Reserve at the Gulf of Califor-
nia. There’s also considerable time and cost to design, 
complete environmental review, permit, and construct 
a massive conveyance infrastructure plus a very large 
desalination plant, and last but not least, the need to 
dispose of millions of tons of salt a year. Not impossible, 
but daunting and very time consuming in the face of an 
urgent need to act.
 This past year, to the tune of a couple million dollars, 
the state paid an “Independent Review Panel’’ to assess 
various proposals to import water into the Salton Sea. 
After a year of study and some public zoom meetings, 
the Panel pronounced that none of the import proposals 
were very feasible, yet the Panel itself proposed a plan 

Construction of the Saline Pump Station at the end of 
the Causeway is ongoing. Water from the saline lake will 
be mixed with water of the New River to create brackish 
habitat along the edges of the lake. 
Salton Sea Management Program
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Passion For The Environment

BY BIRGITTA JANSEN

Many environmental activists share a deep caring about 
the land and the natural world. I cannot speak for every-
one, but for the most part we seem to be a passionate 
bunch. But to care deeply or love a special place in the 
landscape comes at a cost. I’ve thought for a long time 
that, “If the flame of passion burns too bright and for 
too long, it consumes the container….” When we see the 
destruction of places that we have come to love and feel 
connected to, we grieve for what we see lost. Or we find 
ourselves in a rage against the holy grail of economic 
growth that appears to triumph over all. Some of us feel 
powerless when all we can do is bear witness to the 
events of our time. Many of us walk this rough and rocky 
road. We may shed our hopes and dreams, but we walk 
because we must.
 I thought it might be interesting to ask a few “long-
termers,” “How do you cope with the tough moments in 
your life as an activist? Where or how do you find the will 
and motivation to continue?” 

What keeps activists engaged

 Nine environmental activists responded to these 
questions either by email or in a telephone interview: 
Kim Floyd, long-term Sierra Club member and Conserva-
tion Chair for the San Gorgonio Chapter for the past ten 
years; Terry Frewin, retired electrical contractor and until 
recently Chair of the Sierra Club Desert Committee; John 
Hiatt, vice chair of the Sierra Club Desert Committee and 
coordinator of Nevada water issues; Amy Irvine, author 
and long-term public-lands advocate; Vicky Hoover, 
long-term advocate for wilderness with a long history of 
environmental activist activities; Bill McKibben, author 
(of 19 books including The End of Nature), educator, 
co-founder 350.org, and is co founder of Third Act, 
which organizes people over 60 for action on climate 
and justice; Ruth Nolan, author and Professor of English 
and Creative Writing at the College of the Desert in Palm 
Springs, CA; David Suzuki, Canadian scientist, broadcast-
er and author. David also hosted The Nature of Things, a 
popular television series for 43 years.
 Patrick Donnelly, Great Basin Director for Biological 
Diversity, is also one of the respondents. Desert Report’s 
editorial staff decided to publish his letter separately and 
in its entirety.
 Kim Floyd answered my question as follows: “My 
appreciation of nature and concern for the environment 
comes from my commitment to leave for future gener-
ations our one earth in better shape than we found it.” 
Yet he claims that he is not an environmental activist. He 
says, “I’m just a grunt going along.” But beyond a doubt, 
Floyd is seriously engaged in environmental issues. He 
reflects that “I’m a glass half empty person, and it’s get-
ting emptier. I am deeply concerned about the ongoing 
destruction.”
 One thing that gets him through the difficult mo-
ments is the enjoyment he derives from working with 
“many very talented and long-term volunteers of the 
Sierra Club and across the several environmental organi-
zations, and the very talented young career Sierra Club 
staff people who hitch their professional wellbeing to our 
shared efforts.” 
 And what else does this 80 year old do to help him 
cope? He goes hang gliding: “Each flight is different. The 
launch is good or not so good. Then there is the effort to 
keep myself in the air, to catch the thermals. The landing 
is also a significant part of the process. Then afterwards 
there are the hours of deep satisfaction especially if 

In the silence and solitude of the desert one can find rest. 
Photo by Neal Nurmi
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everything went well.” The end result: “This process is 
totally engaging and that clears my mind. I have to be 
in the moment and that takes all my focus. This is what 
helps me to keep other things in perspective.”
 Terry Frewin is in his 76th year but continues to ad-
vocate mainly for bat conservation and plant protections 
with Basin and Range Watch. 
 He writes that he’s always enjoyed being outside, 
and for him “the relationship with the outdoors ap-
proaches the spiritual” He feels deeply frustrated and an-
gry with the development of the industrial solar projects 
in the desert, and he is dismayed by the Sierra Club’s 
non-action with the destruction of one of the truly unique 
ecosystems in the world.
 Terry’s commitment is personal: “Solo trips into the 
Mojave and Sonoran deserts are fuel for the soul. To 
continue to walk the activist path is to honor the Mother 
for all She has given me, humbled me, and most of all, 
enriched me. Honored, She has allowed me to experi-
ence the joy of the All.”
 At 81 John Hiatt is going strong. He’s been an envi-
ronmental activist for approximately 40 years, and he is 
mainly focused on protecting public lands and resources, 
including water. While he made his living as a clinical and 
forensic chemist, his real passion has always been for 
the outdoors. He serves on boards of several non-profit 
organizations and is actively involved with the Sierra Club 
Desert Committee. 
 John makes it his business to be well informed about 
environmental issues that impact Nevada and the Mojave 
Desert. He brings a wealth of knowledge to every activity 
he is involved with and tactfully educates others. “Yet,” 
he explains, “I get frustrated and saddened when people 
deny that there are problems, but I focus on what I can 
do instead of worrying. I’m pretty good at compartmen-
talizing my thinking. I don’t dwell on things to avoid a 
downhill slide. Instead I focus on what I can do.” 
 What John finds most helpful is remaining actively 
engaged with volunteer work. He spoke with enthusi-
asm working with the Partners Program of the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service. This important program is an effort 
to protect wildlife and its habitat on private land since 
that is where most water sources are located in the arid 
West. “I derive solace and pleasure from that” John says.
 Amy Irvine, a 56 year old sixth generation Utahn, 
became an environmental activist in her early twenties. It 
happened “The day I understood that public lands were 
not simply for our consumption – be it industry or recre-
ation. The day I understood our obligation to speak and 
act on their behalf.” And she did act by joining the fight 
against a big anti-wilderness bill in Utah. 
 Some time later there was a second revelation:  
“The day I understood in concrete terms that these are  
sacred ancestral lands to Native Americans. Now it’s  
impossible for me to advocate for these places without 
also advocating for the people who belong to them far 

more than I ever will.”
 Amy has found a specific way of coping with the 
stresses and challenges of being a long-term environ-
mental activist. She follows Tricia Hersey’s Nap Ministry 
on Instagram. Amy explains that Tricia is very clear how 
today’s model of activism and grind culture are related, 
and that we cannot think creatively without enough rest. 
Amy continues, “Tricia speaks as a Black activist, and 
she specifically speaks about how worn down people are 
by the generational trauma they carry. She also speaks 
more broadly to those of us who participate in and are 
worn down by sick systems that tyrannize our minds, 
bodies, and relationships. To paraphrase one of Tricia’s 
great thoughts: if we all lay down and rest deeply, we 
topple capitalism. But we also begin to dream deeply 
again, and in those dreams, we reimagine the world and 
our place in it.”
 To the question “What keeps you going?” Amy had 
a one-word but most eloquent reply: “Love.”
 Vicky Hoover, an 86 year old California resident, 
has a lengthy history of advocacy for wilderness. She 
obtained a master’s degree in economics but never used 
it. Instead she was a stay-at-home mom. When her two 
kids were grown and she needed a job, she approached 
the Sierra Club. She had already led outings for them for 
many years. She landed a job which was to last for 24 
years as the personal assistant to Dr. Edgar Wayburn, 
the Sierra Club’s honorary president and chairman of the 
Alaska Task Force. Since the job was part-time, she was 
able to volunteer for wilderness campaigns such as the 
California Desert Protection Act, the Utah Wilderness, 
and Alaska Lands Protection. 
 Vicky copes with the tough moments by “ignor-
ing the bad stuff that I can nothing about to fix.” She’s 
also limits the topics that she works on. Then there’s 
the world of books such as historical novels; concerts, 
operas, all of which have nothing to do with work or the 
Sierra Club. And she ads one more commitment, “I have 
my family – two kids and three grandsons, plus two sis-
ters and their progeny that I like keeping up with.”
 In order to stay the course in the long run, “I make 
it a priority to go off on trips from time to time during 
which I’m unavailable for any environmental efforts.”
 Bill McKibben is a long-term Vermont resident, and 
at age 62 Bill remains fully engaged and active with vari-
ous aspects of the environmental movement. 
 Bill wrote that, “I might have it somewhat easier than 
others, simply because I’ve been marinating in it for so 
long. I wrote the first book on climate change way back 
in 1989 when I was in my 20s, and so my whole life has 
been engaged in thinking about the unthinkable assault 
we’re making on this planet.”
 Having said that, he continues, “I get despairing at 
times, especially at the failure of our political systems to 
do more – but I have found that organizing is 1) the only 
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An Activist Responds

BY PATRICK DONNELLY

This letter was one of the responses to the questions 
posed in the article by Birgitta Jansen. Because of its 
length, it is being printed separately. - Editor

Birgitta,
 Thanks for writing and thinking of me. And I’m grate-
ful for your continued dedication to the desert. I’d be 
happy to answer your questions…
 I got started in this work in earnest in 2004, as 
an intern with the Student Conservation Association’s 
Desert Restoration Corps. We were contracted with BLM 
to restore desert tortoise habitat impacted by off-high-
way vehicles. I spent 9 months working 10-4 schedules, 
camping in the desert for 10 days at a clip. The winter of 
2004-2005 was one for the record books, with torrential 
rains leading to one of the most remarkable 
wildflower seasons in memory. While the 
phrase is overused these days, spring of 
2005 was a true “superbloom.” And I fell 
in love. Days spent working hard under the 
desert sun, surrounded by fields and fields 
of wildflowers. That spring, I was hooked, 
and now 17 years later, I haven’t left.
 Things are grim. Very grim. The 
drought which started in 2020 and is still 
ongoing has wrought the most devastating 
impacts I’ve ever seen to the desert. Worse 
than OHVs. Worse than solar. Worse than 
mining. Because literally everything has 
been affected. I’ve seen fields, acre upon 
acre, of dead creosote. Dried up springs. 
Decreased wildlife abundance. Desiccation 
of wetlands. It’s absolutely devastating and 
it affects every plant and animal across 
the whole landscape. And it’s because 
of climate change. It is pervasive, and no 
matter how much we rein in OHV abuse or, 
ironically, solar development, climate will still 
get us in the end.
 I’m not sure I really do cope very 
well. Ironically, the one way I do cope, by 
hiking, has become so very grim during 
the drought, because it’s inescapable. 
Everywhere ones goes, there’s death and 
destruction.
 But… Eleanor Roosevelt once said, 

Where do you find motivation to be an activist?

“It’s better to light a candle than to curse the darkness.” 
Dylan Thomas said, “Do not go gentle into that good 
night. Rage, rage against the dying of the light.” I am 
functionally powerless to stop climate change. That’s not 
even my realm of expertise. But what I can do is fight 
like hell for what we have left in the desert. To fight the 
miners and the OHVers and the groundwater pumpers 
and yes, the renewable energy developers, to save our 
precious desert. Is it hopeless? I don’t know. Climate will 
get us in the end. But in the meantime, I intend to keep 
raging against the dying of the light as long as I still have 
breath. I see no alternative.
 Don’t know if that’s what you’re looking for but 
that’s what came to mind. Thanks again for thinking 
of me!       – Patrick

Photo by Birgitta Jansen
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hope for change and 2) a reasonable antidote to despair. 
I try not to engage in false hope, for myself or others, 
but the swift advent of renewable energy seems to me 
to give us a chance, so I go on trying to weaken the fossil 
fuel industry and create an opening for sanity.”
 To the question “What do you find helpful to stay 
the course and keep going?” Bill replies, “I spend some 
time outdoors every day. I’m lucky enough to live deep 
in the Vermont woods so I have the solace of forest and 
mountain. And I remind myself that even in its struggles, 
this is a gorgeous planet, and one of our jobs as humans 
is to bear witness to that.”
 Ruth Nolan has spent most of her 59 years in the 
Mojave Desert. It is this long “soulful and enduring bond 
with the desert” which inspires and informs her writing, 
teaching, and desert activism. Ruth also knows about 
fires in the desert from an earlier time in her life when she 
worked as a seasonal wildland fire fighter for the Bureau 
of Land Management and the U.S. Forest Service.
 Creativity is Ruth’s way of coping. She has learned 
that there’s often beauty and meaning to be found when 
writing about her experiences even though they might 
be distressing. Spending desert time hiking and camping 
is important as is spending time with family members.
 She continues, “And then there is my work as an 
educator. All my classes have an environmental and so-
cial justice component – I love to teach people about the 
desert and feel a fierce obligation to do so.” 
 But the bottom line for Ruth: “It is important to real-
ize that I am doing the best I can to advocate for desert 
lands, caring about and caring for them.” 
 The main inspiration that keeps Ruth going no 
matter what, and one that is echoed by a number of 
others: Ruth has a daughter and four grandchildren. She 
explains, “I am concerned about their future. I hope they 
can experience desert wilderness firsthand the way I’ve 
been so fortunate to do.”
 David Suzuki laments in a recent CBC Radio inter-
view that he gets terribly frustrated with the fact that 
the message he’s been trying to hammer at for so many 
years seems to be totally ignored. He feels strongly that 
“We’re all one species, and we all belong to that. That 
should unite us because we all need the same air, the 
same water, the same food that comes from the soil, the 
sunlight. This is what defines us as a species and should 
be what we are all struggling to protect and pass on to 
future generations.”1 
 In response to the questions at hand, David writes, 
“I am doing the best I can and enjoy the people, some 
of the places, and believe in what we are working for.” 
He continues, “There is no dropping out when it’s for my 
grandchildren.” 
 Deanna Bayne, David’s Executive Assistant adds 
that for David, aside from daily workouts in the gym or at 
home, “spending time with his grandchildren is the joy of 
his life these days. He loves nothing more.”2

 She concludes, “He never stops giving life his all.” In 
fact, even being 86 years old does not slow him down. 

 The above vignettes are a few unique glimpses into 
the perspectives of long-term environmental activists. I 
say “a few” because there are now countless voices for 
the land. For that I can only be deeply grateful. I suspect 
that what we do is more akin to being called to engage 
in this line of work whether it be in a job, i.e. paid employ-
ment, or as a volunteer. In fact, many activists are volun-
teers because of the shared belief that the natural world is 
in peril and we need to do something. As Greta Thunberg 
would say, “Our house is on fire,” and we know it.
 What comes through in these vignettes is a strong 
connection to the outdoors, to the land and a place, and 
how that also nurtures us and helps us to carry on. I think 
we all know about that.
 One thing that no one commented upon is the 
benefit of a connection to a community of like-minded 
spirits. One specific event that made an impression on 
me occurred when I first started attending the Desert 
Committee meetings. Each person took turns reporting 
on a project they were working on, and what they had 
been able to achieve, or the progress that had been 
made or not made. Information was shared, dilemmas 
and obstacles were discussed. Positive feedback, helpful 
advice, and encouragement were given, and there was 
ongoing networking between members of different orga-
nizations and with different areas of expertise. I suspect 
that this type of support can play a vital role in “staying 
the course.” 
 The key word in coping with the feelings of frus-
tration, anger, and grief may well be balance. As Vicky 
Hoover comments, she makes a point of periodically 
making herself unavailable for any environmental issues. 
And this is something a few other people mentioned. 
Ruth Nolan, an activist focused on the desert, purposely 
travels to places that are very different ecosystems. Kim 
Floyd takes to the sky. David Suzuki spends time with his 
grandkids. We each find our way to create balance so 
that we can continue what we must do. Ancient Mother is 
calling us to continue to walk the rough and rocky road.

Birgitta Jansen has been an active volunteer in Death 
Valley National Park. Currently residing in British Colum-
bia, she is a managing editor of the Desert Report, has 
written previously on a number of environmental topics, 
and has completed a book about the October 2015 flash 
floods in Death Valley NP.

1) CBC Radio Program The Current; Host: Matt Galloway; 
Interview with David Suzuki, October 24, 2022. https://www.
cbc.ca/radio/thecurrent/monday-october-24-2022-full-tran-
script-1.6628131. Accessed October 28, 2022
2) Personal communication with Deanna Bayne, October 27, 
2022.

Passion For The Environment
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Life Beyond The Alarms 

BY MASON VOEHL

There’s a little sound I hear whenever I open my door. It 
sings from the security keypad next to the doorframe, It 
is a two-note chime. Ba-dah, it says. Someone is entering 
or exiting. Be aware, it says. This could be dangerous.
 I hear it when I step through the door to jump in my 
car and head to Costco. I hear it when my partner gets 
home from a long day on campus. Leaning beyond the 
threshold to fetch the day’s Amazon deliveries, there it 
is: ba-dah. ba-dah, ba-dah.
 Only I don’t hear it anymore. Not really. That little 
ba-dah that’s meant to keep me safe if I’m in my office 
compulsively checking emails and not paying attention 
and not expecting company is now a nothing sound. I 
hear it so often I don’t hear it. I don’t move. I don’t feel 
alarmed. On April 4th, the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) issued yet another landmark 
report regarding the present state and trajectory of cli-
mate change. It is being called the “now or never” report, 
stating in no uncertain terms how close we are collective-
ly to pushing the climate over the 1.5 degree C warming 
threshold, the level above which many of the effects of 
climate breakdown will become irreversible.1 This April 
report came on the heels of “the bleakest warning yet” 
issued by the IPCC in February which the UN secretary 
general described as “an atlas of human suffering.”2 The 
report describes mass die-offs of species, estimates 3.3-
3.6 billion people are highly vulnerable to climate change, 
and predicts many coastal areas will slip beneath the 
waves at 1.5C temperature rise. If these reports weren’t 
coming from the foremost panel of climate change ex-
perts on the planet, one might believe they were reading 
chapters ripped out of an apocalyptic novel. If only that 
were true.
 The IPCC is not the only organization blaring alarm 
bells. The last few years around Las Vegas, where I live, 
have been lousy with alarms, of little ba-dahs telling us 
that changes are happening and may be dangerous. The 
drought in Nevada and Arizona coupled with over-allo-
cation of water has depleted the reservoir of Lake Mead 
to historic lows. In 2020, Las Vegas bore witness to 246 
consecutive rainless days. In 2021, the Nevada Depart-
ment of Wildlife hauled 55 thousand gallons of water to 
12 “guzzlers” meant to sustain bighorn sheep populations 
in the desert mountain ranges. Ba-dah. Ba-dah. Ba-dah.
 I remember being twenty-two, sitting beneath a 
pine tree on campus with a copy of Bill McKibben’s The 

How I found my place in an era of climate chaos

End of Nature in my lap, fear and rage rippling through 
my nervous system at the alarm he was sounding. Every 
news story linking a hurricane in the gulf or a flood in 
Ohio to climate change shattered my sense of security 
like the thunder of war drums. Everything frightened me, 
pushed my back against a brick wall and dared me to 
raise my fists in defense. The apocalypse felt imminent, 
and so I felt important, because I was one of those who 
wanted to save the world from burning, who just wanted 
the alarms to stop because they hurt me.
 A decade later, what response I elicit to these 
alarms comes mostly as a result of habit. I bring up the 
latest headlines at the dinner table to make sure my 
friends have seen them. I retweet, e-blast, and sign onto 
comment letters. I still read the latest books on climate 
change, pay to offset my carbon emissions when I fly, 
and actively look for opportunities just to buy fewer con-
sumables. But creatures of habit aren’t inspiring.
 I wonder what happens when we no longer feel the 
power of the ethical response in a visceral way. What 
happens when virtue becomes habitual to the point of 
numbness? What happens when our reactions to grim 
news become little more than autonomic responses, little 
more than conditioned reflexes that never find their way 
into our bones, into the marrow of who we are?

Amargosa niterwort. Photo by Naomi Fraga
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 Maybe what I need is something bigger, something 
scarier. Maybe I’m waiting for the big alarm, the real 
alarm, the one that says the hulls have been breached 
and water is starting to pour over the starboard rail. But 
that’s not how climate change works. There won’t come 
a day when every bell and siren in the city shrieks the 
terror of the reckoning at hand. There won’t be a Pearl 
Harbor Day when people are galvanized by blood and 
fire in the water. Climate change will come as a series of 
ba-dahs, of small changes, small destructions, thirteen 
new names struck off the endangered species list in a 
quiet dignified memorial service. Death by a thousand 
ba-dahs.
 I used to worry about the people that didn’t believe 
in the alarms, who believed them to be falsehoods, or 
at least exaggerations made by some secret cabal with 
something to gain. I envied the peace with which the 
people who didn’t believe in climate change went about 
their days. In truth – and I’m ashamed to admit it – I 
deeply wanted the alarms to hurt them like they hurt me.
 But now I worry that we’re beyond disputing the 
veracity of the alarms. The foremost climate scientists 
from 195 countries signed their names on the latest IPCC 
report. We believe that the boy crying wolf is telling the 
truth. We believe there is a wolf. We believe the boy 
when he says he’s scared.
 And we don’t know quite what to do with this 
frightening new reality. We awake most mornings to a 
fresh chorus of alarm bells that imbue the rest of the day 
with a bizarre admixture of urgency and helplessness.  
I truly believe most of us badly want to help, want to do 
what we can to make things better in hopes of making 
the alarms go away. But we just can’t really imagine  
what each of us as individuals with busy full lives can 
possibly do about problems as vast and horrific as  
climate change.
 Let me tell you what I have done, and what’s helped 
me a little.
 I’ve made my world smaller. I’ve carved out one 
place, one locale, a particular ecosystem, a particular 
finite set of living things and rocks and waters and sand 
and called it “my world.” My world is a remote reach of 
the Mojave Desert, a river that runs mostly underground 
called the Amargosa. My worry is centered around the 
Amargosa vole, the Shoshone pupfish, the Screwbean 
mesquite, and a dozen other species you’ve never heard 
of and will likely never see. It doesn’t matter. They’re my 
world now. When something threatens them, it sets me 
on fire. Their alarms jolt me awake in the middle of the 
night in my own sweat. I’d plant my bones in the salty 
dirt as a picket fence if that’s what it took to save the 
Amargosa niterwort from being scraped into extinction.
 There’s still a great deal of anxiety in this little world 
of mine. My role as the Executive Director and sole staff 
member of a small grassroots conservancy ensures that 
I still lose plenty of sleep over the many crises unfolding 

in the Amargosa Basin. But the anxiety I feel now feels 
somehow more tangible, because the world is more 
tangible. The problems are many and still quite large, but 
they can be managed with determination, collaboration 
and a little luck. The stakes feel more real, and oppor-
tunities to do good things for the land seem clearer 
and more feasible. I can walk out my door and check 
on something alive, see how each day and each season 
affects it, and do what I can to see that it gets what it 
needs to survive.
 I’m not suggesting that everyone needs to quit their 
jobs and work for an environmental nonprofit like I do. 
Almost every day, I encounter a kindred spirit, someone 
who is similarly moved by this place I love and has some 
small gift of work, wealth or wisdom to offer in its name. 
By scaling down my world, I’ve found a community of 
people motivated not exclusively by fear of looming 
chaos on the horizon, but by the purity of love for place. 
These communities exist, or can exist, if we seek and 
create them.
 This solution – if I can be a little brave and call it such 
– has the benefit of seeming scalable. What would hap-
pen if each of us chose a little world to love and loved it 
dearly? What if we took the poet Gary Snyder’s pointed 
advice seriously and found our place on the planet, dug 
in, and took responsibility from there? What kind of plan-
etary healing might be possible if each neighborhood, 
butte, canyon, hedgerow, creek bed and desert basin 
had its own cadre of champions, giving what they could 
afford each day to support flourishing therein? How 
might our evenings feel if we could each of us say every 
day that we did what we could to do right by the places 
we love?
 I can’t predict what might happen, but it seems like a 
better, more fulfilling way to live than this era of climate 
alarmism has so far offered. Of course we still need the 
big alarms, and ought to be grateful for those brave 
enough to sound them. But perhaps what we need more 
than ever is some intimacy with the natural world that 
feels real, loving, and actionable. Let’s start there and 
see where it takes us.

Mason Voehl is an activist and writer representing the 
Amargosa Conservancy as its Executive Director. Over 
the last decade, Mason has cultivated a love affair with 
the American West through the mediums of climbing, 
backpacking, and general rambling with his wife Sarah 
and two dogs. Mason’s essays on human-land relations 
have been featured in The Dark Mountain Project, Climb-
ing Magazine, and the Black Mountain Radio podcast.

1) https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/apr/04/
ipcc-report-now-or-never-if-world-stave-off-climate-disaster.
2) Harvey, Fiona. “IPCC issues ‘bleakest warning yet’ on impacts 
of climate breakdown.” The Guardian, February 28th 2022. 
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/feb/28/
ipcc-issues-bleakest-warning-yet-impacts-climatebreakdown.
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The Colorado River: Is it Simply a Water Problem?

Interior, acting through the Bureau of Reclamation which 
operates the large dams on the river, to initiate a series 
of actions to require the states to use no more than their 
legal allotment of Colorado River water. Prior to that time 
states could use as much as they wanted so long as the 
reservoirs were close to full. California, with an allot-
ment of 4.4 million acre-feet per year had been using 5 
million acre-feet or more. Another consequence of these 
actions, collectively called the “Quantification Settlement 
Agreement” was that the Imperial Irrigation District (IID), 
the largest single water rights holder on the river, agreed 
to provide some 320,000 acre-feet of water to San Di-
ego on an annual basis. 
 The Quantification Settlement Agreement and a sub-
sequent agreement, The Interim Shortage Guidelines, are 
having impacts that are being felt today and will be far 
into the future. One of the more visible effects of Quan-
tification Settlement Agreement is the gradual decline in 
the level of the Salton Sea. This body of water, the larg-
est in California, was created starting in 1905 when flood 
waters breached the headgate on the Imperial Canal, and 
the Colorado River was diverted into the Salton Sink for 
a period of two years. The Sea has persisted because 
it is the agricultural drain for the Imperial, Mexicali, and 

Coachella Valleys. The diversion of water from the IID to 
San Diego caused a decrease in irrigated acreage in the 
Imperial Valley and consequent reduction in drainage wa-
ter going to the sea. The Agreement called for 100,000 
acre-feet/year of Colorado River water to be diverted 
to the Salton Sea for ten years with the assumption that 
during that time a plan to stabilize the Sea would be 
devised and implemented.
 The water diversion to the Sea ended in 2018 with 
no plan agreed upon for stabilization, nor is one in place 
today. A consequence of declining inflow to the Salton 
Sea is a falling water level and exposure and desiccation 
of the shoreline resulting in an increase in windblown 
dust in Imperial County. The almost total diversion of the 
Colorado River for human uses caused the lush Colora-
do River Delta to dry up thus losing some of the most 
important bird habitat on the Pacific Coast. The Salton 
Sea became the next best place for wintering waterfowl 
and other birds. Now that too is pretty much gone. So, 
restoring the Salton Sea for both human reasons and 
wildlife habitat is an important consideration that cannot 
be ignored and must be part of the ultimate solution. 
More Colorado River water going into the Salton Sea will 
almost certainly not be part of the answer.

PAGE 1

The three Landsat photos show the shrinkage of Lake Mead. The left photo was taken in 2000. 
The successive photos were taken in 2021 and 2022. NASA Landsat Images



Desert Report  |  December 2022 11

 While Southern Nevada’s water conservation efforts 
are impressive, and Los Angeles and Phoenix are also 
working to reduce their water consumption, there has 
been little discernible impact on the surface elevation 
of Lake Mead. This is due in large part to the fact that 
agricultural water use accounts for 70-80% of the water 
diverted from the Colorado River. Reducing agricultural 
water use is much more challenging than reducing urban 
usage. Low flow plumbing fixtures and xeriscaping don’t 
really cause urban dwellers to significantly change their 
lifestyle or endure any real inconvenience. On the con-
trary, asking the agricultural community to significantly 
reduce their water usage does cause real pain because 
it results in a direct and almost immediate loss of income. 
To understand the disconnect between urban and  
agricultural water use, it is necessary to delve into the 
history and economics of agriculture in the lower  
Colorado River basin. 
 Water rights in the Western U.S. are for the most 
part, based on the concept of “prior appropriation,” 
also known as “first in time, first in right.” On that basis 
the Imperial Valley’s Imperial Irrigation District (IID) has 
the most senior water rights on the Colorado River, and 
their senior rights have been upheld by the U.S. Supreme 
Court. So, the IID and the farm community it serves don’t 
feel much of an obligation to reduce their water usage. 
But the IID is not the only player in the agricultural sector. 
Arizona and Mexico also have large agricultural sectors 
that depend on Colorado River water.
 Asking the agricultural community to reduce their 
water usage by as much as 50% is a heavy lift. Most 
urbanites think of farmers as just the land owners and 
managers, but in fact agriculture requires a lot of support 
personnel. Farm laborers, equipment dealers, mechanics, 
trucking companies and truck drivers, and all the people 
that support them are involved. Restricting agricultural 
water use will cause entire communities to suffer and 
perhaps cease to exist. In order to equitably reduce 
consumptive uses of Colorado River water, there needs 
to be a serious discussion between representatives of 
the urban water users and the agricultural community to 
decide how all parties can survive with less water. This 
almost certainly will have to involve a transfer of money 
from the urban communities to the agricultural sector so 

that our entire population can continue to enjoy the food 
and other products that only agriculture can produce
 Farm labor, and by that I mean the large number 
people who actually do the hard work of farming but 
who do not own land, may be the most difficult issue to 
resolve. The availability of farm labor has been a problem 
for a very long time. Historically, farm labor in California 
has been performed by immigrants, either first or second 
generation. The Bracero program, which allowed Mex-
ican citizens to come into the U.S. for specified lengths 
of time to tend crops was instituted in 1942, partly due 
to the general labor shortage caused by World War II. 
The program was terminated in 1964. Prior to September 
11, 2001 our southern border with Mexico was relatively 
open and many Mexicans crossed the border for season-
al, or even daily work, and then returned home. After 9/11 
crossing the southern border became more difficult, and 
laws were implemented to make it much more difficult to 
employ non-citizens. As a result, the farm labor market 
tightened considerably, making it less attractive to grow 
crops that require manual labor. 
 A side result of the farm labor issue is the destabi-
lization of agricultural communities, such as El Centro 
and Brawley, in the Imperial Valley, and Yuma in Arizona, 
and numerous communities in northern Baja and Sonora, 
Mexico. Imperial County has the lowest average income 
and the highest poverty rate of any county in Califor-
nia. Hence, asking the people of the Imperial Valley to 
cut their use of Colorado River water is asking them to 
endure real economic hardship. Understandably, they are 
reluctant to do so. If the urban populations of Las Vegas, 
Los Angeles, Phoenix, and Tucson want to see significant 
cuts in water usage in the Lower Colorado River Basin 
and we still want to eat winter vegetables and desert 
grown fruits they will need to figure out how to provide 
for the economic and social needs of the agricultural 
communities now using the lions share of Colorado River 
water. Most Americans either forget, or never knew, that 
Mexico also gets 1.5 million acre-feet of Colorado River 
each year, and most of that is used for agriculture. Thus, 
the needs of Mexico and its citizens who depend on the 
Colorado River, must be considered in any scheme to 
stabilize the river system. It will not be easy, but it must 
be done. The first step is meaningful dialogue so that 
everyone can understand everyone else’s needs and 
how those needs can be accommodated with significant-
ly less Colorado River water. We really have no choice 
and a long-drawn-out legal battle between urban and 
agricultural interests will not be beneficial.

John Hiatt, a desert activist living in Las Vegas, Nevada, 
is a member of the Desert Committee, and is a board 
member of Friends of Nevada Wilderness. His particu-
lar concerns have been water usage and protection of 
Wilderness Areas. 

Low flow plumbing fixtures and xeriscaping 
don’t really cause urban dwellers to  
significantly change their lifestyle...asking 
the agricultural community to significantly 
reduce their water usage does cause real 
pain because it results in a direct and almost 
immediate loss of income.
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The Desert Tortoise In California

mental impact statement for a general conservation plan 
for desert tortoises in California. The plan would stream-
line the issuance of incidental take permits covering the 
construction, operation, and maintenance of various 
types of projects, such as renewable energy facilities, 
commercial buildings, and utilities in the permit area.
 The Service held two pre-scoping meetings in June 
to provide the public with information on this proposed 
effort, listen to concerns, and answer questions. Below 
are some of the key questions and answers discussed 
during those meetings.

Could a proponent use this general conservation plan 
to develop a project anywhere in the range of the  
desert tortoise?
 No. The general conservation plan would be avail-
able for use only on non-federal lands in California out-
side of desert tortoise conservation areas. The Service’s 
2011 recovery plan for the desert tortoise recommends 
managing blocks of suitable habitat as conservation 
areas. These conservation areas include desert tortoise 
habitat within critical habitat, areas of critical environ-
mental concern, National Park Service lands, California 
Desert National Conservation Lands, and other conser-
vation areas or easements managed for the conservation 
of desert tortoises. See the online posting of this article 
to view a draft map of the permit area where the general 
conservation plan would apply.

Would all project proponents in the permit area have to 
use the general conservation plan?
 No. The Service would recommend that a project 
proponent make use of the general conservation plan 
only for projects that are reasonably certain to take a 
desert tortoise. That standard is the Service’s current 
policy; it would not change under the general conserva-
tion plan.

What projects or activities would the general 
conservation plan cover?
 The general conservation plan would cover devel-
opment, operation, and maintenance of commercial, 
agricultural, residential, and infrastructure projects and 
recreational activities within the permit area, provided 
they meet its established sideboards. Although the Ser-
vice’s guidance suggests that general conservation plans 
should be used for a single type of project, the broader 
use in this case is appropriate because most projects af-
fect desert tortoises in the same manner. If an applicant 
proposed a specific project that was likely to affect des-
ert tortoises differently than what was analyzed in the 
general conservation plan, the Service would inform the 
applicant that use of the general conservation plan was 
not appropriate and would rely on a separate process for 
that project.

Would the general conservation plan increase the 
amount of development in the desert?
 Applying for an incidental take permit from the Ser-
vice is only one of numerous steps that any proponent 
must take to implement a project on non-federal lands. 
At this time, the Service does not envision that desert 
tortoises present a substantial obstacle to development 
in the permit area, at least in part because the require-
ments of the State of California’s Endangered Species 
Act. However, the Service will analyze this issue in the 
environmental impact statement that it prepares.

How would the general conservation plan work once 
completed?
 The process of the Service and applicant discussing 
site- and project-specific issues would not change from 
current practice; the Service would continue to work with 
applicants early in their planning processes to determine 
the appropriate means of meeting the issuance criteria 
for an incidental take permit. Once the Service and ap-
plicant reached agreement on the details, the applicant 
would use a checklist to demonstrate how the proposed 
project was meeting the issuance criteria in the general 
conservation plan. The Service would review this infor-
mation to ensure that it meets the issuance criteria and 
issue an incidental take permit to the applicant, if appro-
priate. The Service would not notice the specific project 
in the Federal Register at the time of application as it 
would during a standard incidental take permitting pro-
cess. The Service expects that most projects reviewed 
under the general conservation plan would participate in 
local planning and the California Environmental Quali-
ty Act process. The Service would encourage project 
proponents and local agencies to note that compliance 
with the Act, if required, would likely occur through the 
general conservation plan.

Can a general conservation plan benefit the desert 
tortoise more than the current practice?
 The general conservation plan would have both di-
rect and indirect benefits for the desert tortoise beyond 
the current practice. The Service envisions that the des-
ert tortoise would directly benefit because the general 
conservation plan would clearly and specifically describe 
the most appropriate means of minimizing adverse 
effects to individual animals during the implementation 
of projects and of mitigating those effects by directing 
compensation to areas identified in the 2011 recovery 
plan as being crucial to the recovery of the species. 
Indirect benefits to the desert tortoise include increased 
Service staff time to spend working with various partners 
to implement on-the-ground recovery actions for the 
species.

 

PAGE 2
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Would the general conservation plan establish new 
conservation areas for the desert tortoise?
 No. The Service would use the land use allocations 
developed by the Bureau of Land Management (Bureau) 
for public lands in the Desert Renewable Energy Con-
servation Plan. The permit area proposed is based on 
existing land ownership patterns; the Service would not 
propose any changes to these boundaries.

Is the California Department of Fish and Wildlife 
involved with the general conservation plan?
 The Service has initiated general discussions with the 
California Department of Fish and Wildlife (Department) 
regarding the general conservation plan since close 
coordination between the Department and Service is 
necessary for every incidental take permit to ensure that 
the agencies are not providing conflicting direction to 
applicants. At this time, the Service envisions a process in 
which the Department, Service, and applicant coordinate 
early and closely during project planning. Such a process 
would streamline and facilitate the issuance of incidental 
take permits for both the Service and Department while 
increasing protection for and conservation of desert 
tortoises.

How would the Bureau of Land Management be 
involved?
 The Bureau would be involved in two ways. First, 
in most cases, the Service envisions that project propo-
nents would translocate most desert tortoises found on 
project sites on private lands to suitable habitat on public 
lands within areas of critical environmental concern and 
California Desert National Conservation Lands or on 
private lands being used as mitigation banks or ecolog-
ical reserves. Any translocations to public lands would 
require decisions on the part of the Bureau; the envi-
ronmental impact statement will include analysis of the 
translocation of desert tortoises to conservation areas on 
public lands.
 Second, the Bureau and Department have devel-
oped a durability agreement that allows for project mit-
igation to occur on Bureau-administered lands with the 
Bureau’s agreement at the project level. Land acquisition 
will remain an important component of mitigation but the 
durability agreement allows for the agencies to apply 
the full suite of recovery actions for the desert tortoise 
across all conservation areas.  

Next steps
 Soon, the Service will publish a notice of intent to 
prepare a draft environmental impact statement for the 
general conservation plan for desert tortoises in Califor-
nia in the Federal Register, including a public comment 
period. The Service is planning a news release announc-
ing the date of availability. The public can assist in this 
planning effort by commenting on the draft general 

conservation plan during the scoping and review of the 
draft environmental impact statement.
 The Service envisions that the general conservation 
plan will expedite the individual incidental take permit-
ting process, increase protections afforded to desert 
tortoises for projects in the permit area, focus mitigation 
associated with the permits within conservation areas, 
and allow for more staff time to work on conservation 
efforts for the species.

Ray Bransfield is a senior biologist with the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service’s Palm Springs office and the main 
contact for the general conservation plan. He may be 
reached at 805 677-3398 or ray_bransfield@fws.gov.

Desert Website
The Desert Report website has been rebuilt to 
feature material in a more timely manner than the 
three-month interval between printed issues. The 
material that appears on the Home page will also 
be more action oriented than has been custom-
ary in the past. The archive of past issues will be 
largely unchanged. The Index to past issues and 
References provided in articles can be accessed 
from the bottom of any page.

www.desertreport.org
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Salton Sea: The Saga Continues
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to incentivize farmers to fallow their land and supposedly 
desalinate the Salton Sea over several decades. 
 To say the Panel’s recommendations were not well 
received would be an understatement. Credible sources 
maintain that the Panel made erroneous assumptions to 
inflate the costs of importing Gulf water on the one hand, 
and to seriously underestimate the cost of inducing 
farmers to give up farm water on the other. Result: the 
process intended to bring clarity to water importation 
may have only muddied the waters, pun intended.

Long range planning
 A long range (2028 - 2078) plan for the Salton Sea 
is due out by the end of the year. The state reconvened 
a panel of stakeholders (Long Range Plan Committee, 
LRPC for short), and staff and consultants have proposed 
and scored a suite of alternatives. None of these alterna-
tives involve importing any water, and many simply res-
urrect projects proposed, reviewed, and then dropped 
around 2006-7. 
 The LRPC is asked to react to these alternatives and 
their scoring. But unfortunately, some of the alternatives 
seemingly favored by the state consultants take too long 
to address the immediate threats and would provide 
little if any benefit to local communities. Plus, many core 
questions remain unanswered. What is the water budget 
for the Ten Year projects? What is the water demand 
for each alternative? In view of extreme drought on the 
Colorado River – lifeblood of the Salton Sea – how can 
the state justify predicting robust future inflows to the 
Sea? What will be the maintenance cost for the Ten Year 
projects? For the long range projects? And so on. 

Taking the pulse of local communities
 Meaningful engagement of local communities most 
impacted by the decline of the Salton Sea has long been 
a source of frustration. Residents continue to request 
deeper and more consistent opportunities to weigh in 
and ensure Salton Sea projects bring tangible benefits to 
communities long underserved. While there is still much 
progress to be made, over the past year there has been 
a robust offering of community meetings, and the state 
is also working to develop a strategy with community 
stakeholders to explore opportunities for integrating 
community amenities into Salton Sea projects. 

Show me the money…
 Bond funding to complete the state’s Ten Year proj-
ects appears obtainable. The feds have obligations here 
too, and may pony up to help fund a long range plan. 
One big unanswered question is the cost to operate and 
maintain remedial projects. Most involve pumping, and all 
involve structures which will need to be maintained and 
adapted as the state learns from experience how to deal 
with the vagaries of this huge super-saline body of water. 
Further, as drought compels more farm water conserva-

tion, the agricultural runoff supporting the Salton Sea will 
diminish and become more laden with minerals, so some 
serious desalination may be required, or importing ocean 
water. All this will cost millions a year, but the state has 
yet to estimate these costs, much less fund them.

Water in a drying era
 Barring a solution to the hurdles to importing water 
from the Gulf, the fate of the Salton Sea is inextricably 
tied to the Colorado River which created the Sea in the 
first place, and from whence 90% of its inflows still come. 
Unless you’ve been living in a cave, you’re well aware of 
ongoing drought plaguing the Colorado River basin, with 
little likelihood of it abating in the face of climate change.
 One thing’s for sure: all eyes are on Imperial Irrigation 
District to relinquish more of its large allocation of Colorado 
River water, this time to the thirsty populations of AZ and 
NV. That translates to less inflows, a steeper decline, and a 
need to fully mitigate inevitable impacts to the Salton Sea, 
something other western states have yet to embrace.

Lithium gold rush
 Finally, the promise of fortunes to be made: Salton 
Sea is a hotbed of geothermal activity, with eleven 
geothermal power plants pumping hot brine up from 
underground. That brine is laced with lithium, estimated 
to be one of the largest sources in the world. Lithium, for 
rechargeable gadgets, electric vehicles, and keeping the 
lights on when the sun goes down, is in huge demand 
but is in short supply. Its cost has skyrocketed 600% 
percent in the last year. 
 So the race is on to extract lithium from geothermal 
brine after it has run the power plant turbines and before 
it is re-injected back into the ground. Both state and 
feds are eager to see this rich source of domestic lithium 
developed. If commercially feasible and with strong en-
vironmental safeguards, this could be a boon not only to 
electrifying the economy, but to the local disadvantaged 
communities with high rates of unemployment.
 Still, questions remain. Will lithium extraction from 
geothermal plants be commercially competitive with 
strip mining or dry lake extraction methods? Will disad-
vantaged communities potentially affected by lithium 
development benefit from it? Can the fees on lithium help 
support Salton Sea remediation? What about water use 
and potentially hazardous wastes?

What’s next
 The report of the state’s Lithium Valley Commission 
will be finalized in the not-too-distant future. But actual 
lithium recovery pilot projects may be hitting techni-
cal roadblocks, so no one’s making any fortunes yet. 
Meanwhile, the state’s “Vision Document” of long range 
alternatives for the Salton Sea will feed into a US Army 
Corps feasibility study kicking off this December, which 
may lead to as much as 2:1 in federal matching funds for 



remediation. Concurrently, the construction of the North 
Lake pilot project will get underway. All the while, the 
state will hopefully be upping its game to more deeply 
engage local communities that have been in a holding 
pattern for far too long. 
 In sum, 2023 will be a pivotal year to build on com-
munity outreach efforts, ensure lithium development re-
ceives full environmental review, respond to the scoping 
for the Corps feasibility study, and generally advocate 
that any cutbacks to address shortages on the Colorado 
fully address and mitigate impacts to the Salton Sea. 

Joan Taylor Chairs the California/Nevada Desert 
Committee of Sierra Club

Jenny Binstock is Senior Campaign Manager – 
Lands, Water, Wildlife - Sierra Club
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Thank You

Outings
As a result of the coronavirus outbreak, there are 
currently no Desert Committee outings scheduled. 
For updated information visit the Outings section 
of the Desert Report website at desertreport.org. 
You may also want to consult with other groups 
that conduct recreational and service outings in 
the desert. 
Desert Survivors: desert-survivors.org
Friends of the Inyo: friendsoftheinyo.org
Friends of NV Wilderness: nevadawilderness.org

Future Committee 
Meetings
Unless unexpected circumstances intervene, the 
next Desert Committee meeting will be in-person, 
on February 11-12 in Shoshone. As the date gets 
closer, details concerning the accommodations 
and the agenda will be announced on the Desert 
Forum, on the website www.desertreport.com, and 
by email to those who have signed in for meetings 
in the past. If COVID is deemed to become a 
hazard, the in-person meeting will be canceled and 
a virtual zoom meeting will be held instead.

Join Us On The 
Desert Forum
If you find Desert Report interesting, sign up for 
the Desert Committee’s e-mail Listserv, Desert 
Forum. Here you’ll find open discussions of items 
interesting to desert lovers. Many articles in this 
issue of Desert Report were developed through 
Forum discussions. Electronic subscribers will 
continue to receive current news on these issues — 
plus the opportunity to join in the discussions and 
contribute their own insights. Desert Forum runs on 
a Sierra Club Listserv system.

SIGNING UP IS EASY
Just send this e-mail:
To: Listserv@lists.sierraclub.org
From: Your real e-mail address [very important!]
Subject: [this line is ignored and may be left blank]
Message: SUBSCRIBE 
CONS-CNRCC-DESERT-FORUM
YOURFIRSTNAME YOURLASTNAME
[this must fit on one line.]

By return e-mail, you will get a welcome message 
and some tips on using the system. Questions? 
Contact Stacy Goss, stacy.goss@comcast.net, 
(408) 248-8206.
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I was recently invited to a potluck by my neighborhood 
association. I was provided with an existing list of items 
people had already committed to bringing; there was 
a wish list of items people hoped others would bring; 
and there was space for me to add what I was willing to 
contribute.
 It made me think how community potlucks are so 
similar to how the state has structured its initiative to 
protect 30 percent of California’s lands and waters by 
2030 (known as “30x30”) while placing the goals of 
indigenous and frontline communities at the forefront.
 I’ll attempt to connect the dots in the next few para-
graphs. In the process, I hope that you’ll be inspired to 
show up and participate in our state’s 30x30 “potluck” 
in an effort to address our climate crisis, biodiversity 
challenge, and environmental justice issues that we face 
throughout our golden state.

What is 30x30?
 As in any good potluck where the host provides a 
framework for the activity and initial contributions, the 
state has envisioned a 30x30 structure and through 
legislative action, a down payment of funds to support 
these efforts. In October 2020, Governor Newsom made 
California the first state in the U.S. to commit to this goal, 
releasing a first of its kind Executive Order on Biodiver-
sity and Climate Change.1 In April 2022, the California 
Natural Resources Agency (CNRA) released the “Path-
ways to 30x30” plan (Pathways).2 The Pathways docu-
ment estimates that 24 percent of California’s lands are 
already protected with durable measures to reach our 
biodiversity and climate resilience goals. Thus we need 
another 6 percent (or 6 million acres) to reach the state’s 
initial goal. Like a good host that provides the first dish 
to go along with a date and location, the state legislature 
has provided state agencies seed funding to the tune of 
$1.6 billion (as of this writing), to help achieve many of 
the goals in the Pathways plan. It’s important to note that 
the funding secured by the legislature will be funneled to 
their end point via existing grant programs for conserva-
tion administered by various state groups, for example 
the California Energy Commission, California Department 
of Fish & Wildlife, California Parks & Recreation, and the 
Wildlife Conservation Board. 
 Of particular interest to desert advocates and thanks 
to champions like California Assembly member James 

Ramos, the Wildlife Conservation Board3 is now admin-
istering $30 million in funds for the Desert Conservation 
Program. The program funds are aimed at land acquisi-
tion, restoration, and management through:
 • Preserving cultural resources 
 • Providing public access 
 • Addressing climate change impacts
 • Restoration of desert habitat
 •  Reduction of wildfire, drought, flood, and other cata-

strophic threats
 The above can translate into ways you and your 
organization can plug into conserving, restoring, and 
protecting our desert habitats. What programs come to 
mind for you?

Current status
 On occasion, a potluck may not rise to the level ex-
pected. Do any of these statements sound familiar? “Ev-
eryone brought dessert but no entrees! Or “soup smells 
great, but there’s no ladle or spoons; let’s pour it into 
those red solo plastic cups;” or “no entrees, side dishes 
or dessert, but there’s plenty of two buck chuck.” Please 
don’t judge me by my college social circles! Thankfully, 
the California Natural Resources Agency (CNRA), the 
state agency empowered to move 30x30 forward, spent 
a little more than one year engaging and coordinating 
with the public.
 While not every one of our concerns throughout the 
public engagement process were satisfied, many were, 
and there were no surprises once the final Pathways re-
port was published. Equally important, desert advocates 
were galvanized to build stronger connections with one 
another by this process. The 30x30 Inland Desert Work-
ing Group (IDWG), which comprises diverse conservation 
and environmental justice groups working to protect the 
California desert, spearheaded the regional response 
to CNRA’s public hearings and draft reports. The IDWG 
remains strong today and has moved into its next phase 
– being proactive in shaping and protecting our future 
desert regions by holding the state accountable for its 
own goals, securing funds for our unique projects in the 
desert, and connecting our individual missions with one 
or more of the 30x30 goals.
 Coordination and contributions from our individu-
al organizations will help ensure that everyone brings 
something to this 30x30 potluck and that everyone walks 

An Opportunity For Action

BY MOISES CISNEROS

The California state 30x30 initiative
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away with more than they could have achieved doing it 
alone. A failure to produce viable and meaningful desert 
programs, resources, and land acquisitions for conserva-
tion purposes would be ours to bear. Our coordination 
and support for one another is key to ensuring a protect-
ed desert that will be enjoyed by generations to come.
 
What’s next in our evolution?
 We envision a society where the desert is known for 
all of its many benefits to our planet and local ecosys-
tems; where people of all backgrounds and socio-eco-
nomic conditions are able to access and enjoy the beau-
ty and power of the desert. We can see a time when we 
have a strong network of advocates of all ages to defend 
the deserts and create policies that protect them. This 
entails establishing a culture that respects the desert. We 
will leverage the next seven years working on 30x30 to 
get us closer to this vision. 
 Currently, we are about halfway into the process of 
taking stock of our collective desert assets/challenges 
and planning for the next phase of advocacy. Some ex-
amples of the continuous work ahead of us includes:
 1.  Outreach to disenfranchised communities, environ-

mental justice groups, and tribes
 2.   Educate and inspire the public about our desert in 

ways that highlight its biodiversity, climate change 
solutions, and opportunities to connect people to na-
ture, making desert lands more accessible for commu-
nities in the region

 3.  Educate elected officials throughout the region on 
30x30 and build their commitments to advocate for 
desert conservation projects 

 4.  Continue to grow our regional inventory of projects 
and policy actions that present opportunities to fur-
ther protect the desert, and that we can leverage the 
30x30 initiative to move forward

 Bullet #4 above will result in a list of (as the state 
puts it), local conservation priorities or “shovel ready” 
projects/programs. In this context, “shovel ready” means 
projects that have willing supporters all around and that 
the state can support without too much “blowback” 
(dissenters). The list is not a be-all, end-all situation. Just 
because a project is on the list does not mean it will be 
funded. The list is a reflection or a barometer of the col-
laborative work that has or has not taken place in order 
to move a project forward. Is it possible for a project 
to move forward without being on the list? Absolutely 
– however, rare. According to the state, the best proj-
ects for state support would contain: biodiversity value, 
climate change mitigation, and social justice and tribal 
engagement elements.
 An example of a project that the state was able to 
assist, is the Wallis Annenberg Wildlife Crossing which 
will span “10 lanes of Highway 101 and an adjacent road, 
improving wildlife connectivity to support biodiverse eco-
systems.” In this case, the state provided $58 million in 
funding for the public-private conservation project which 
already had $34 million in funding from other non-profit 
and philanthropy groups. 

 So what dish will you bring to the state’s 30x30 
land and waters conservation party? What angle or lens 
are you fond of, curious about, or passionate about? Are 
you interested in experimenting? Who will you cook in 
conjunction with? For example, some of the ingredients 
you can choose from include: 
 • Addressing climate change solutions
 • Furthering scientific research
 • Protecting biodiversity 
 • Restoring habitat linkages 
 •  Bridging the gap between public spaces and climate 

vulnerable communities 
 Each of these main ingredients may need to be 
seasoned with other elements . . . meaning you don’t 
need to take on a huge project to be helpful. Join others 
that may need your specific expertise and plug into a 
project rather than lead one yourself. We are in need of 
creatives, GIS specialists, botanists, scientists, poets, film 
makers, public policy trackers, organizers, advocates, 
brand experts, and more. Although there are no projects 
funded under this program as of this writing, we foresee 
funds going towards restoring threatened species back 
from the brink of complete extinction, funds that would 
manage the invasive spread of tamarisk which poses 
various threats to wildlife and native plants, and transit 
to trail funds that connect nature to more people living 
in urban areas.
 There are ample opportunities for your unique con-
tributions at this potluck. I look forward to January 2030 
when we enjoy the bounty of our combined efforts in 
protecting and conserving our beautiful lands and wa-
ters for current and future generations to come. Please 
join the potluck.

Make a difference
 If you are interested in learning more about how 
you can help support the 30x30 Inland Desert Working 
Group efforts or would like to plug in to the extensive 
30x30 work led by the Sierra Club (a combined effort 
of the Our Wild America Campaign, all thirteen chap-
ters across CA, and Sierra Club California), feel free to 
reach out to me, Moises Cisneros at moises.cisneros@
sierraclub.org or Jenny at jenny.binstock@sierraclub.org 
respectively. We are also part of the statewide Power in 
Nature4 coalition that’s working across the state to ad-
vance 30x30. To reach the Wildlife Conservation Board, 
California Desert Conservation Program, directly, email 
amy.henderson@wildlife.ca.gov.

Moises Cisneros is an organizer for the Sierra Club 
focused on desert conservation issues and Co-leads the 
30x30 Inland Desert Working Group.

1) Executive Order N-82-20 (EO), https://www.gov.ca.gov/
wp-content/uploads/2020/10/10.07.2020-EO-N-82-20-.pdf.
2) Pathways to 30x30, https://www.californianature.ca.gov/
pages/30x30.
3) Wildlife Conservation Board, https://wcb.ca.gov/.
4) Power in Nature, https://www.powerinnature.org/.

The California state 30x30 initiative
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How a federal response to veterans’ needs for afford-
able land with clean air set a pattern for development 
that helps protect plant and animal biodiversity and 
carbon sequestration in the Mojave Desert. 
 Winter has arrived and it’s time to drive into the des-
ert for some hiking, botanizing, and star gazing. Driving 
along the state and county roads, your eyes will restful-
ly weave between mountain ranges, across dry lakes, 
and along sand dunes. These scenic resources are tied 
together by thousands of acres of evenly spaced cre-
osote scrub, the commonest plant in the deserts of the 
southwest. The longer you drive the easier it is to accept 
that the California Desert is the largest intact ecosystem 
in the continental United States. 
 Adjacent to the roads as they move out from estab-
lished communities will be the occasional single house 
(often small and melting into the desert) or ranches. For 
the most part the scattered residences are the result of 
the federal homestead acts and the Small Tract Act. 
 In the early 1930s, Paul Witmer, newly head of the 
Office of Land Management, Department of the Interior, 
in Los Angeles made a trip to the Twentynine Palms area 
to learn more about the desert dwellers who had filed on 
160 or 320-acre desert homesteads. Under federal law, 
homesteads were meant for agriculture, but it was easy 
to see that this land was not being farmed nor was it 

adapted for farming. Witmer found many of the home-
steaders were veterans happily recovering in the clean 
air while much of the hard work was done by their wives. 
After World War 1, Pasadena Doctor James B. Luckie be-
gan sending veterans to Twentynine Palms to heal their 
asthma, tuberculosis, and mustard-gas poisoned lungs in 
the clean dry air.
 Homesteading made the move possible for many liv-
ing on their government pensions. All that was required 
to “prove up” after the $18 filing fee was to live on the 
land, build a home, make improvements, and farm for 5 
years. Witmer decided what was needed were smaller 
parcels that could be purchased for little money and that 
would not require the agricultural proving up. The prop-
erty was to be improved with a building. 
 Witmer developed the Small Tract Act and spent 
years convincing the Federal Government to pass it. With 
passage, it became possible for any citizen to obtain 
certain surveyed federal lands for residence, recreation, 
or business purposes. The “baby homesteads,” or as 
they were later called “jackrabbit homesteads,” were 
open to any citizen for residence, recreation, or business 
purposes. The tracts were usually 5 acres – 660 feet 
long by 330 feet wide. Starting July 1955, the property 
was to be improved with a building with at least 400 sq. 
feet of space. Fifty foot wide access roads were pro-
vided for the owners and utilities. These dirt roads are 
a visible pattern across the desert today, and they are 
maintained, if at all, by the property owners. 
 By the start of 1955, the Five Acre Tract movement 
was established so firmly that about 25,000 permits had 
been issued. 1200 others were being processed by Mr. 
Witmer’s Bureau of Land Management in Los Angeles, 
and some 12,000 others were starting along the proce-
dural route in federal offices. 
 Many thousands of homes had been built, much 
more than $1,000,000 of assessed valuation added to 
the tax rolls of San Bernardino and Riverside counties, 
and many more homes were being started all the time.1 
 The enthusiasm for the five-acre tracts drew people 
together to form neighborhoods which did not sit well 
with realtors who wanted to develop much denser hous-
ing tracts on smaller parcels. The people won out and 
set the land use pattern visible today. Not all parcels are 
5-acres, some are larger and some smaller but the areas 
away from the town centers such as of Joshua Tree, 

The Small Tract Act
1938-1976

BY PAT FLANAGAN

Shaping the San Bernardio’s high desert

Jackrabbit Homestead cabin on Indian Trail, Desert 
heights, San Bernardino County. Photo by Pat Flanagan
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Twentynine Palms, Landers, and Lucerne Valley are rela-
tively open and the land is minimally disturbed.2 If you ex-
plore the referenced parcel map you will find that many 
of the parcels are still owned by the BLM and Southern 
California Edison. 
 Not all of the tracts have a house and rarely is the 
five acres fenced, usually only the land around the house 
and out buildings is fenced. Much of the land, although 
surveyed, is vacant and many cabins are falling down – a 
good place for wildlife to rest up out of the elements. 
 Today large tracts of desert land are being eyed for 
utility scale solar projects, resorts, and illegal marijuana 
grows. More broadly, California3 and governments world-
wide have adopted the 30x30 initiative to designate 30% 
of Earth’s land and ocean area as protected areas by 
2030. California’s initiative seeks to protect and restore 
biodiversity, expand access to nature, and mitigate and 
build resilience to climate change. The California Desert is 
a major player in this initiative. 
 The California Desert makes up 27% percent of the 
State of California’s land area and, speaking of biodiver-
sity, contains 38% of the native plant species within the 
state. In addition, the intact desert lands have seques-
tered 10% of the state’s carbon, all safely underground 
in the mycorrhizal fungi and caliche.4 Since the California 
Desert has the most protected land in the state you 
might think our problems are few. You would be incor-
rect. Protected lands, regardless of size, are islands and 
our diverse animals, both the endangered and common, 
need room to live in and roam between the islands. 
Habitat connectivity is critical to protecting the desert’s 
biodiversity, intact ecosystems, and the buried seques-
tered carbon. 
 From 2010 to 2012 the Morongo Basin Open Space 
Group, with the support of the Sonoran Institute, under 
the guidance of Stephanie Weigel, senior planner and 
GIS expert, developed the Morongo Basin Conservation 
Priorities Report: A strategy for preserving conserva-
tion values. The values studied were: Protecting Joshua 
Tree National Park (JTNP); Protecting the Mission of the 
Marine Corp Air Ground Combat Center (Marine Base); 

Wildlife Connectivity and Habitat; Maintaining Com-
munity Identity; and Protecting Community Views and 
Treasures.5 
 Protecting the Park and the Marine Base requires 
that neither of these large mountainous areas becomes 
an island of biodiversity. Protection of the linkages is im-
portant to preserve the intact habitat for species living 
in and passing through the area between the Little San 
Bernardino Mountains (JTNP) and the Bullion Mountains 
(Marine Base). (See figure above.) The parcels acreage 
is mostly from 2.5 acres to 5 acres to 20 acres. The 
owners range from individuals and trusts to Southern 
California Edison, Frontier Inc., and the Bureau of Land 
Management. With the exception of the cleared housing 
areas, the vegetation is generally pristine. I can tell this 
because when the wind blows the land is stable – dust 
rises only from the dirt roads and disturbed areas. 
 Thanks to Paul Witmer and the BLM for taking care 
that our veterans could have the clean air they needed. 
Now let us carry on to preserve the desert’s contribution 
to the 30 by 30 initiative. 

Pat Flanagan has been a resident of Desert Heights 
for 20 years. She is a board member of the Morongo 
Basin conservation Association, and is on the Technical 
advisory Committee for the Mojave Desert Resource 
conservation District.

1)  Ed Ainsworth. Five Acres of Heaven. Copyright 1955 by Col. 
E.B. Moore. 

2)  You can explore the land use pattern for San Bernardino 
County by visiting the county Parcel Map https://sbcoun-
ty.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.htm-
l?id=87e70bb9b6994559ba7512792588d57a. By zooming in 
and tapping on a parcel you will get information: owner, size, 
assessed value, zoning etc. This map was useful when track-
ing down the owners of land with illegal marijuana grows. 

3) https://www.californianature.ca.gov/pages/30x30.
4)  Robin Kobaly. The Desert Under Our Feet. Desert Report. 

March 2019. 
5)  The Report can be found https://www.mbconservation.org/

conservation_priorities_map_and_report

Map of Morongo Basin Wildlife 
Linkage Design Branches.
Morongo Basin Conservation 
Priorities Report
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On February 8, 2019, environmental laws, regulations, 
and other legal requirements were waived in order 
to construct barriers and roads to “secure” the Mexi-
can border.1 Approximately a year later (March, 2020 
construction of the border wall was initiated in Southern 
California’s Jacumba Wilderness. The environmental 
damage was shocking. Because the Desert Report has 
described this in detail (Sept. 2020; June 2021), only a 
short summary is given here.

Environmental damage
 Two large roads were graded and hardened to 
provide wilderness access for the construction activities. 
Another very wide, graded road, set into a deep ce-
ment base, now runs alongside the wall. Vehicle tracks 
abound, with significant destruction to drainages, shrubs, 
and Native American trails and artifacts. After Biden be-
came president in January, 2021, he announced that new 
construction would stop, but the damage remained.
 In March 2021, ten months after construction began 
in the Jacumba Wilderness, Customs and Border Patrol 
(CBP) filed a lengthy Environmental Stewardship2 plan, 
admitting for the first time, that the construction might 
cause significant environmental damage. A brief public 
comment period ensued, with no public meetings. The 
plan’s main objective was to secure the border; it prom-

ised that environmental consequences would be negligi-
ble or minor. 
 With the waiver of the Wilderness Act for security, 
the Border Patrol and the construction contractors still 
have unlimited vehicle access to the Jacumba Wilder-
ness. Beginning in May, 2020, Edith Harmon, a resident 
of Imperial County, has walked into the wilderness nearly 
every week to monitor the work. She has filed dozens of 
reports with many hundreds of photos with the Bureau 
of Land Management (BLM) and with Customs and 
Border Patrol (CBP). The reports describe environmental 
damage and recommendations for alleviation. Among 
her recommendations:
	•  Border patrol activity should be limited to roads. The 

numerous vibration sensors and cameras should make 
off-road travel unnecessary.

 •  Berms along the hardened roads should be removed to 
allow natural water drainage.

 •  Where the road along the border has blocked natural 
drainages, there must be provision to allow water flow 
to protect flora.

 •  Dragging operations by the Border Patrol (to reveal 
footprints) should be stopped to preserve the flora. 
Sensors in place should allow detection of immigration 
activity.

 At her request, Patrick Whipple, then chief enforce-
ment officer for the Border Patrol, accompanied Ms. Har-
mon into the wilderness. On another occasion, several 
BLM law enforcement agents met with Ms. Harmon at the 
wilderness edge. No other administrator from either BLM 
or CBP has yet accompanied her to observe in person 
what she has reported.
 The other regular wilderness visitors (on foot) are the 
Border Angeles who regularly leave water and food for 
safety of immigrants crossing north in the desert. (Desert 
Report, June 2021 and December 2021). The Border Pa-
trol has accepted these activities in order to save lives.

Border security
 That the illegal crossings of the border into the 
Jacumba Wilderness represent a problem is not contest-
ed. BP agents and construction company personnel have 
reported these incursions to Ms. Harmon. She has photo-
graphed footprints, discarded food and water containers, 
backpacks, and clothing. On one occasion Ms. Harmon 
met a refugee in distress.

Can the Jacumba Wilderness 
Be Saved? 

BY CRAIG DEUTSCHE

Conflicting priorities on the Mexican border

The paved road leading into the Jacumba Wilderness 
Area. Photo by Craig Deutsche



Desert Report  |  December 2022 21

Legal challenges
 Several lawsuits have been filed against the De-
partment of the Interior (DOI) and the Department of 
Homeland Security (DHS) to require remediation for the 
damage. One suit, filed jointly by the California Wilder-
ness Coalition and the Rio Grande Int’l Study Center has 
recently been resolved in a Settlement Agreement.3 The 
DOI and DHS agreed to consult with the plaintiffs on re-
mediation work, but the DHS retained the right to make 
all decisions. Essentially, there were no promises to ac-
tually do anything. Another suit, brought against the DOI 
by the Center For Biological Diversity, was also resolved 
in March 2022. A suit brought by the Sierra Club remains 
to be resolved.

Remediation planning
 In June, 2022, the BLM and CBP jointly published a 
remediation plan for the Jacumba Wilderness – an official 
acknowledgement that environmental damage had oc-
curred.4 Although notices of the plan appeared in several 
local papers, Ms. Harmon discovered it only by accident 
and only a week before the public comment period closed. 
With the exception of Border Patrol agents on the ground 
and the construction personnel, Ms. Harmon is much more 
familiar with the construction and damage than the agen-
cy officials who prepared the plan or the Native American 
tribes who were officially consulted in the preparation. 
It is nicely ironic that one of the photos that Ms. Harmon 
submitted to CBP has appeared in the remediation plan. 
Her shadow as photographer appears in that photo. 
 The brief remediation plan4 (less than two pages) 
has what they call a story map which shows several new 
interior wilderness roads and a few other locations  
highlighted. By clicking on these you can see a very,  
very short description of the remediation planned for 
that location.

 There is a promise to re-seed with “agency consul-
tation.” No details are given: species, sources of seed, 
or plans for initial watering. Without more information, 
it is difficult to make useful comments. In several areas 
immediately east of the Jacumba Wilderness, habitat 
restoration undertaken some years ago by the BLM has 
left only dead brush on bare ground. 
 One story map photo shows equipment piled at a 
staging area with the promise that it will be removed and 
the area returned to its original condition. Ms. Harmon 
has reported – and her photos document – that the area 
had been cleared of equipment well before the remedi-
ation plan was published. She also has photos showing 
that even before construction occurred, the area was 
maze of ORV tracks on otherwise bare ground. 
 The map promises – with no details given – to re-
store the water drainages that have been impacted by 
construction, and it makes no mention of rehabilitating 
areas with many tire tracks along washes and on open 
ground away from the graded roads. 
 CBP representatives told Ms. Harmon that resto-
ration activities will use heavy equipment; the possibility 
for using hand crews for planting or removing off-road 
vehicle tracks was not entertained.

Damage from recent rains
 On September 9 and October 15, 2022, extraordi-
narily heavy rains fell in Southern California. Water has 

Conflicting priorities on the Mexican border
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Road failure by concrete retaining wall. October 19, 
2022. Photo by Edith Harmon

One of several gullies that now go from road area to 
base of Pinto Wash below. October 19, 2022. Photo by 
Edith Harmon
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always been a major factor in the formation of desert 
landscapes, and the creation of a number of deep gullies 
and mud flows in the Jacumba Wilderness was to be 
expected. Unique in this case was the presence of recent 
construction associated with the border wall. The follow-
ing observations were made by Ms. Harmon on several 
visits in the weeks following the storm.
 Within the eastern side of the Wilderness, the scat-
ter of brush and debris indicated that water once stood 
at least four feet deep where crucifixion thorn grows in 
the center of Skull Valley. Graded berms along the access 
roads entering the Wilderness had prevented water from 
running off on its natural course. Farther south at the 
border, a service road running alongside the bollard wall 
had been seriously undercut where gullies had formed 
in several places and eroded its foundation. Attempts to 
repair some of the flood damage were evident where 
heavy equipment had cleared mud off the roads, recon-
figured road berms, or had dumped rocks and sand into 
gullies. On one occasion, Ms. Harmon had seen earth 
moving equipment at work. Some of the flood damage 
had occurred where the remediation plan had proposed 
either re-seeding along roadsides or re-contouring of the 
adjacent hills.
 Flash floods are not unusual in the desert, and when 
another major storm arrives, further damage is certain. 
It is clear that planning for such an event is needed. It 
will be necessary either to rebuild some of the exiting 
infrastructure or else budget for continued maintenance 
in the future.

Conclusions
 1) The federal agencies with responsibilities in the 
Jacumba Wilderness have embarrassed themselves. The 
Bureau of Land Management has used legal excuses to 
avoid its responsibility for maintaining wilderness charac-

ter. The Department of Customs and Border Patrol has 
shirked a duty to adequately consider the environmental 
consequences of its actions or to collaborate with a wid-
er public familiar with the local geography.
 2) Given the facts of immigration and the physical 
presence of the border wall, it is not realistic to expect 
that the Jacumba Wilderness can be restored every-
where to its once natural condition. It is realistic to insist 
that away from the access roads and the wall itself, the 
flora, fauna, archaeological artifacts, and much of the vi-
sual resource should receive all the protections enumer-
ated in the Wilderness Act. 
 The clear lesson is that political influence in our 
federal bureaucracies makes it impossible to assure re-
sponsible land management without the involvement of 
committed citizen. We must speak; they must listen.

Craig Deutsche is an editor of the Desert Report.

An earlier version of this article was published in the  
August 2022 Sierra Club newsletter Words of the Wild.

1) https://www.federalregister.gov/docu-
ments/2019/02/08/2019-01379/determination-pursuant-to-sec-
tion-102-of-the-illegal-immigration-reform-and-immigrant-re-
sponsibility
2) https://www.cbp.gov/sites/default/files/assets/doc-
uments/2022-Jul/FINAL%20El%20Centro%202%20
ESP_06132022_508%20Compliant.pdf
3) United States District Court for the District of Columbia:
https://www.docketbird.com/court-documents/Rio-
Grande-International-Study-Center-et-al-v-Trump-et-al/
Settlement-Agreement/dcd-1:2019-cv-00720-00117-001
4) https://www.cbp.gov/about/environmental-management/
border-barrier-remediation-plan-imperial-county-june-2022

Nice proof of how deep the water had been showing 
sand residue on gates. October 19, 2022. Photo by 
Edith Harmon

Sand filled culverts where material collected because of 
failed effort to open up drainage to wash going north. 
October, 2022. Photo by Edith Harmon
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