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Across the American West, protected landscapes rep-
resent a promise: that some places are too ecologically, 
culturally, and scientifically significant to industrialize. 
They are held in trust for future generations because 
their value extends beyond economics or development.
	 Today, that promise is being tested in California’s 
largest state park. The proposed Golden Pacific Pow-
erlink, a 500-kilovolt transmission corridor, would cross 
the heart of Anza-Borrego Desert State Park, raising a 
question that extends far beyond a single infrastructure 
project: Can California achieve its clean energy goals 
without compromising one of its most protected desert 
landscapes?
	 The answer matters well beyond San Diego County. 
This is not the first time California has faced this question. 
Nearly two decades ago, regulators rejected a similar 
transmission route through Anza-Borrego because of 
its significant environmental impacts. If industrial-scale 
infrastructure can be routed through one of the most 
protected wilderness landscapes, what precedent does 
that establish for every other protected public land fac-
ing similar pressures? 
	 Located at the convergence of the Mojave, Colora-
do, and Sonoran Desert ecoregions, the park supports 
hundreds of native plant and animal species while serving 
as a vital wildlife linkage between Southern California 
and Baja California. The endangered Peninsular bighorn 
sheep, mountain lions, kit foxes, golden eagles, reptiles, 
pollinators, and countless other species depend upon its 
connected habitats.
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A Line Through the Wild

BY JAIME PURINTON

What the Golden Pacific Powerlink means for the future of 
California’s desert wilderness

The internationally recognized dark skies will be affected 
by the 200-foot towers with flashing red lights. 
Chris Olivas



A Broken Landscape 

BY JAMES CORDERO
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TECATE MOUNTAIN – You may have seen this mountain 
as a silhouette on a beer label. Known as Tecate Peak in 
the United States and Cerro del Cuchumá in Mexico, this 
sacred mountain is called Kuuchamaa – the Sleepy Man’ – 
by the indigenous Kumeyaay people. Situated at the bor-
der of Baja California and San Diego County, the mountain 
has been split by some form of a border wall for over 
thirty years; whether it be barbed wire or an 18-foot tall 
bollard fence topped with razor wire. The areas on both 
sides of the border are ancestral lands of the Kumeyaay.
	 This is also a mountain where thousands of migrants, 
refugees, and asylum seekers cross on foot into the 
United States each year. It is a place where I–along with 
hundreds of volunteers over the years–have left lifesaving 
supplies of water, food, and protective clothing for more 
than seven years to help minimize suffering and death in 
this dangerous and remote section of the borderlands.
	 Even as a non-Kumeyaay person, I could feel the 
significance of this mountain. Since I began participat-
ing in “Water Drops” here in 2018, I have witnessed the 
beauty of this land. Knowing that it is sacred has driven 
me to be the best land steward I can be and to teach my 
volunteers to do the same. To date, our humanitarian aid 
missions have also collected and removed over 1,000 
pounds of garbage left behind on the mountain.
	 The Tecate area and Kuuchamaa are no strangers 
to colonization and border construction. The current San 
Diego 1 Project is simply the next phase in the destruction 
of the sacred mountain.
	 In 1996, the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant 

Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) authorized reinforced fencing, 
targeting areas 10 miles east and west of the Tecate Port 
of Entry. From 2006 to 2008, the Secure Fence Act pushed 
for further enhancements, leading to increased physical 
barriers and lighting in the San Diego–Tecate sector.
	 From 2019 to 2020, the Department of Homeland Se-
curity (DHS) undertook significant construction to replace 
older barriers in areas around Tecate with new, high-prior-
ity steel bollard walls. My team and I witnessed this most 
recent phase of construction and saw migration routes 
shift farther west to more dangerous terrain following the 
completion of that segment of the border fence.
	 The plans for the current San Diego 1 Project are de-
scribed as “$483,486,600 for the construction of approxi-
mately nine miles of new smart wall and approximately 52 
miles of system attributes in USBP’s San Diego Sector in 
California.”
	 To the federal government, the explosions echo-
ing off the granite slopes of Kuuchamaa are the sounds 
of progress. The clearing of rock makes way for a new 
border fence of 30-foot-high steel bollard barriers, 
patrol roads, and surveillance technology . However, to 
the Kumeyaay Nation, these detonations sound like the 
breaking of bones.
	 These blasts have already damaged an archaeologi-
cal zone and ceremonial sites belonging to this binational 
Indigenous community. For the Kumeyaay, this is not 
merely granite fracturing for the construction of a border 
wall, it is a fracture in their relationship with the land and a 
disruption of their cultural rituals.
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Where the border wall meets a sacred peak

Western end of the U.S.-Mexican border. Google Maps



Recalled to Life 

BY MICHAEL F. WESTPHAL
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A few million years ago – just yesterday in geologic terms 
– tectonic forces created a massive subterranean vortex 
in a part of California where eastern Santa Barbara and 
western Kern counties meet today. Entire mountain rang-
es rotated around this locus, bending the San Andreas 
fault sideways and shifting the mountain walls into the 
east-west oriented Transverse Ranges.
	 Against the background of giant mountains in mo-
tion, the uplifting of a small but entirely new mountain 
range is easily overlooked – but it had profound conse-
quences for the biogeography of central California. This 
range, the Tehachapi Mountains, is not significant for its 
size, but for where it sits.
	 Prior to its uplift, the Mojave Desert could be pic-
tured as the print of a right hand on the land, with the 
palm representing modern day Antelope Valley and the 
four fingers, the desert lands extending to the north. The 
thumb of the hand was what we now call the San Joaquin 
Valley, primordially a fully integrated part of the Mojave, 
complete with desert plants and animals. The Tehacha-
pis literally cut off the thumb, leaving its desert flora and 
fauna forever separated from their sisters in the Mojave.
	 The miracle at the heart of this story is that those 
plants and animals flourished in their now isolated ex-
panse of valley-bottom desert. In the millennia since their 
isolation, they evolved and diverged from their Mojave 
ancestors, gaining a unique identity while still retaining 
their ecological identities as desert forms. 
	 In his groundbreaking work, The California Desert: An 
Ecological Rediscovery, Bruce Pavlik provides a relief map 
of the California desert region showing the handprint of 
the Mojave Desert. We see the cut-off thumb at the left 
side of the map. Pavlik touches only briefly on the San 
Joaquin Desert without naming it. He mentions almost as 
an afterthought the presence of relictual desert vegeta-
tion that sustains one of the San Joaquin Desert’s most 
important mammals, the giant kangaroo rat.
	 The task of naming the San Joaquin Desert fell to Dr. 
David Germano, professor emeritus, at California State 
University at Bakersfield. In a 2011 paper titled “The San 
Joaquin Desert of California: Ecologically Overlooked and 
Misunderstood,” he laid out the case for the San Joaquin 
Desert, based on its aridity, its flora, and its fauna. 
	 Why overlooked, why misunderstood? The geologi-
cal separation of the San Joaquin from the Mojave is one 
reason. Another is that the San Joaquin has been radi- PAGE 14

cally reduced, thanks to the near-unbroken miles of row 
agriculture into which almost 90% of the region has been 
converted. The scraps of untilled and unirrigated land that 
remain are further hidden under a blanket of Old World 
grasses that invaded the San Joaquin in the 18th century. 
That they were required to endure both the onslaught of 
habitat conversion and the invasion of nonnatives com-
pounds the miracle of the desert species’ existence.
	 The names of many of the animals endemic to the 
San Joaquin Desert reflect their inherited ecology: the 
desert glossy snake, the desert spiny lizard, the desert 
night lizard.
	 Other names reflect their unique geographic identity. 
The San Joaquin coachwhip, the San Joaquin woolly threads, 
the San Joaquin antelope squirrel – all with sister species in 
the Mojave, all uniquely evolved into San Joaquin forms.

Restoring the San Joaquin Desert

The blunt-nosed leopard lizard (above) and the 
yellow-backed spiny lizard are widely distributed over 
the San Joaquin Desert. Their physiology is adapted 
to Mojave-like heat and aridity, suggesting the San 
Joaquin Desert still maintains desert conditions. Michael 
F Westphal
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A Line Through the Wild: Anza-Borrego State Park

safeguards living cultural landscapes that have sustained 
the Kumeyaay, Cahuilla, and Cupeño peoples for thou-
sands of years.
	 As California’s largest state park, nearly two-thirds of 
it is designated California State Wilderness, representing 
approximately 85 percent of all State Wilderness acreage 
in California. California has further recognized its signifi-
cance through the 30x30 Initiative, which identifies An-
za-Borrego as a cornerstone of the state’s effort to con-
serve 30 percent of its lands and coastal waters by 2030. 
The park also has eight Designated Cultural Preserves, is 
recognized internationally as part of the UNESCO Mojave 
& Colorado Deserts Biosphere Reserve and is a National 
Landmark. These protections reflect a public commitment 
that some landscapes are too valuable to industrialize.
	 Yet those values are increasingly under pressure. 
Rising temperatures, prolonged drought, declining vege-
tation, expanding development, and fragmented wildlife 
corridors are already reshaping the Colorado Desert. 
Conservationists and scientists argue that introducing 
additional industrial infrastructure into one of California’s 
last large, connected desert ecosystems risks com-
pounding those challenges.
	 Against that backdrop, the Golden Pacific Powerlink 
represents far more than another transmission proposal. 
It asks whether California’s commitment to renewable en-
ergy can advance alongside its commitment to conserv-
ing the public lands, biodiversity, cultural resources, and 
wilderness landscapes it has spent decades protecting.
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	 Unlike many protected areas, Anza-Borrego pre-
serves an intact landscape-scale ecosystem covering 
650,000 acres. Wildlife corridors, springs, washes, 
badlands, and desert mountain ranges function as an 
interconnected system shaped over thousands of years. 
Scientists increasingly recognize that maintaining these 
ecological relationships is just as important as protecting 
individual species, particularly as climate change places 
growing pressure on desert ecosystems.
	 The park protects one of North America’s richest 
and most complete fossil records, preserves internation-
ally recognized dark skies and natural soundscapes, and 

SDG&E’s proposed route through the Park. SDG&E

The park’s endangered Peninsular Bighorn Sheep 
depend on the uninterrupted slopes for survival. 
Paulette Donnellon



A line through the desert
	 The Golden Pacific Powerlink emerged from the Cali-
fornia Independent System Operator’s (CAISO) long-term 
transmission planning process to improve grid reliability, 
accommodate growing energy demand, and support 
California’s transition to renewable energy. Originally 
known as the Imperial Valley to North of SONGS (IVNoS) 
project, responsibility for the transmission line was later 
assumed by San Diego Gas & Electric (SDG&E).
	 The proposed 130-mile corridor would connect the 
Imperial Valley to northern San Diego County, following 
portions of an existing 69-kilovolt utility corridor through 
the heart of Anza-Borrego Desert State Park before 
continuing toward San Onofre. Project proponents have 
stated they intend to minimize impacts by using existing 
utility corridors where feasible. But in Anza-Borrego, that 
goal collides with a fundamental reality: no route through 
the Park avoids protected wilderness, sensitive habitat, 
cultural resources, scenic landscapes, and wildlife move-
ment corridors.
	 The existing 69-kilovolt line predates modern envi-
ronmental protections, including the California Environ-
mental Quality Act (CEQA), and was built before today’s 
understanding of desert ecology and cultural resource 
conservation. The Golden Pacific Powerlink would intro-
duce an entirely different scale of infrastructure. Steel 
lattice towers reaching 150 to 200 feet, expanded rights-
of-way, permanent access roads, large foundations, and 
extensive vegetation clearing would permanently alter 
one of California’s most protected landscapes. 
	 The towers themselves are only part of the story.

The corridor effect
	 Transmission corridors rarely remain isolated pieces 
of infrastructure. Once a high-voltage corridor is estab-
lished, it often attracts additional substations, utility-scale 
renewable energy projects, battery storage, switching 
stations, access roads, telecommunications infrastruc-
ture, and maintenance facilities. Rather than simply 
transporting electricity, transmission lines can become 
catalysts for broader industrial development.
	 This pattern has played out already in San Diego 
County. The Sunrise Powerlink corridor was followed by 
proposals for additional energy infrastructure, demon-
strating how a single transmission project can reshape an 
entire region. While renewable energy is essential to Cal-
ifornia’s future, conservationists warn that the cumulative 
effects of associated infrastructure will transform intact 
desert landscapes.
	 This is particularly significant in Anza-Borrego. The 
park is not an isolated preserve but the ecological cen-
ter of a connected desert landscape stretching across 
Southern California and into Baja California. Fragmenta-
tion here extends far beyond the footprint of transmis-
sion towers. Roads, substations, and expanded utility 
corridors can alter wildlife movement, introduce invasive 

View of iconic Fonts Point. If the proposed line is 
approved, it will be visible from this view. Karl Kirkman

species, and weaken ecological processes that have 
evolved over thousands of years.

A familiar debate
	 This is not the first time California has faced this 
question.
	 In 2008, the California Public Utilities Commission re-
viewed the proposed Sunrise Powerlink, another 500-ki-
lovolt transmission project that would have crossed 
Anza-Borrego Desert State Park. After years of environ-
mental review, the Commission determined that the route 
would result in 52 significant and unavoidable environ-
mental impacts and approved an alternative alignment 
that avoided the park.
	 That decision demonstrated that California could 
expand its electrical grid while protecting one of its most 
ecologically significant public landscapes.
	 Today, the same question returns.
	 If routing a transmission corridor through Anza-Bor-
rego was deemed environmentally unacceptable in 
2008, what has changed? Certainly not the value of the 
landscape. If anything, its importance has only increased 
as climate change intensifies, wildlife corridors become 
more fragmented, and California advances ambitious 
conservation goals through its 30x30 Initiative.
	 The question before California is no longer simply 
whether to build transmission infrastructure. It is whether 
the state’s clean energy future can be achieved without 
compromising the very landscapes its conservation poli-
cies were designed to protect.

A defining choice for California’s desert future
	 The debate surrounding the Golden Pacific Powerlink 
is often framed as a choice between renewable energy 
and conservation. It is not.
	 California must continue expanding renewable en-
ergy infrastructure to address the climate crisis. But the 
question is not whether to build—it is where. Protected 
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Lithium & Uranium Mining 
in the McDermitt Caldera

BY KELLY FULLER

The McDermitt Caldera began forming about 16 million 
years ago, through geological processes that deposited 
lithium, uranium, mercury, gold and other metals that 
have drawn mining companies to explore the Caldera 
over the last several decades. But the Caldera’s most 
valuable assets may lie above ground. Its sagebrush 
steppe is rich with native forbs, bunchgrasses and shrubs 
that support wildlife: greater sage-grouse, pygmy rabbit, 
pronghorn, mule deer, and more. Canyons and cliffs pro-
vide breeding habitat for California bighorn and golden 
eagles. High desert streams and creeks are home to fish 
such as Lahontan cutthroat trout, which has been feder-

ally listed under the Endangered Species Act since 1970. 
	 The Caldera has been important since time imme-
morial to Indigenous peoples, the Numu/Nuwu (Paiute), 
Newe (Shoshone), and Panaki (Bannock). Even after 
being forced off of their ancestral homelands on the Cal-
dera by the U.S. government and the arrival of settlers, 
they have kept returning to the Caldera to hunt and fish, 
gather traditional foods and medicines, and practice their 
spiritual traditions and religion.
	 Every September, Atsa Koodakuh wyh Nuwu (Peo-
ple of Red Mountain) honors its Paiute, Shoshone, and 
Bannock ancestors at Peehee Mu’huh (rotten moon), 
known in English as Thacker Pass, Nevada, commemo-
rating an 1865 massacre by the U.S. Cavalry. The name 
Peehee Mu’huh references the aftermath of the massa-
cre, when Indigenous hunters returned from their travels 
and found the bodies of their relatives, disemboweled 
and decaying on the ground, had formed the shape of a 
crescent moon. 
	 More recent arrivals to the McDermitt Caldera 
include multi-generational ranching families. Some have 
completely transformed their operations to better stew-
ard greater sage-grouse and Lahontan cutthroat trout 
habitat. In 1988, local ranchers, government agencies 
and environmentalists came together in the Trout Creek 
Mountain Working Group to improve riparian habitat that 
had been degraded by decades of livestock grazing. This 
collaborative process continues today.
	 Portions of the McDermitt Caldera were almost pro-
tected from mining under the Obama and Biden Adminis-
trations, but proposed mineral withdrawals were never fi-
nalized. At this point more of the Caldera has been staked 
with lithium and uranium mining claims than has not. The 
people, plants and animals that thrive in the Caldera are 
at high risk if those claims are developed into mines. 
	 There currently are several multinational corpo-
rations with lithium and uranium mining claims in the 
Caldera, but only one lithium mine has been approved so 
far. Lithium Americas’ Thacker Pass mine, in the southern 
part of the Caldera, in Humboldt County, Nevada, was 
approved by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) 
in January 2021. This rushed and defective process 
spurred local environmental justice, conservation, and 
Indigenous-led organizations to form the Protect McDer-
mitt Caldera Coalition, whose mission is to inform local 
communities about the negative impacts of mining and 

The burdens on all involved in the energy transition must be considered 

The Aurora Project was lithium exploration but is now 
uranium exploration. Atsu Kondakuh Nuwu is the Fort 
McDermitt Paiute and Shoshone Tribe’s reservation.  
People of Red Mountain



stop or limit further harms from mining in the McDermitt 
Caldera.
	 In early 2025, Lithium Americas announced the po-
tential to expand the Thacker Pass mine, even though its 
original approved mine is not expected to begin opera-
tions or even complete construction until late 2027. 
	 The expansion would greatly increase the mine’s 
threat to the continued existence of the Kings River pyrg, 
a rare springsnail only known to live in 13 shallow desert 
springs at Thacker Pass. Due to litigation brought by 
Western Watersheds Project and Atsa Koodakuh wyh 
Nuwu (People of Red Mountain), the U.S. Fish and Wild-
life Service is currently evaluating whether the Kings River 
pyrg should be listed under the Endangered Species Act.
	 The project next furthest along in the Caldera is the 
McDermitt lithium exploration project (a.k.a. Jindalee or 
HiTech). It is located in Malheur County, Oregon, about 20 
miles west of McDermitt, Nevada. In December 2025, the 
Bureau of Land Management authorized HiTech Minerals, 
Inc., a subsidiary of Jindalee Lithium Limited, to conduct 
the largest mineral exploration project in Oregon’s history. 
	 HiTech’s expanded exploration would be particularly 
damaging because it is in remarkably intact sage-brush 
habitat. In April 2026, Oregon Natural Desert Associa-
tion, Great Old Broads for Wilderness, and Great Basin 
Resource Watch sued the Bureau of Land Management, 
seeking to reverse the BLM’s approval and force further 
environmental review. 
	 McDermitt community members have raised strong 
concerns. “HiTech’s proposed actions threaten the eco-
logical balance we have spent generations protecting and 
the very existence of our operation,” said Nick and Jaimi 
Wilkinson, owners of GJ Livestock, LLC and members of 
plaintiff group Great Basin Resource Watch. “For decades, 
we have worked in coordination with state and federal 
agencies to conserve sensitive species, including the La-
hontan cutthroat trout and greater sage-grouse, because 
we understand that healthy waterways and intact sage-
brush habitats are inseparable from sustainable ranching.”

The McDermitt Caldera taken from the McDermitt 
Lithium Exploration Project site (a.k.a. HiTech/Jindalee). 
John Aylward

	 The project would also be closely located to the Fort 
McDermitt Paiute and Shoshone Tribe’s reservation. “The 
fresh spring water in our High Desert is more precious 
than lithium. My traditional medicine in the Northern Cal-
dera will be lost,” said Day Hinkey, a member of the Fort 
McDermitt Paiute and Shoshone Tribe and plaintiff group 
Great Basin Resource Watch. “The knowledge I need to 
pass on to my children and their children is at high risk 
due to green colonialism.”
	 After HiTech, the exploration project next in line in 
the Caldera is the Aurora project, originally proposed 
by Oregon Energy, now recently acquired by Eagle 
Nuclear Energy. In May 2026, Eagle Nuclear Energy told 
the McDermitt Paiute and Shoshone Tribal Council that 
it expected to begin expanded exploratory drilling for 
uranium on BLM land in Oregon this summer. However, 
although the exploration project has its BLM permits, as 
of May 2026, the State of Oregon had not yet begun its 
permitting process. According to Eagle Nuclear Energy’s 
website, if the project moves to the mining stage, the 
company would build an open-pit uranium mine in Ore-
gon and process the ore on private land in Nevada. 
	 Also in Oregon, the Resurgent lithium project from 
FMS Lithium/the Chariot Corporation is a notice-level 
lithium project (less than five acres). No holes have been 
drilled to date.
	 The last lithium exploration project in the Caldera 
known to be currently advancing is US Critical Minerals’ 
McDermitt East Project. In April 2026, the project an-
nounced that it would be drilling an unknown number of 
holes in the third quarter of 2026, dependent on permit-
ting. The project would be located in Nevada, 12 miles 
from the Thacker Pass lithium mine.
	 The concentration of proposed lithium and uranium 
mining projects in the Caldera, if developed, would not 
just have environmental impacts. Canadian research has 
documented harm to Indigenous communities from influx-
es of outside workers brought into remote areas for re-
source extraction projects, including mining. The negative 
impacts include increases in sexual harassment and as-
sault, crime and sex trafficking, availability of illegal drugs, 
sexually transmitted diseases, and road safety issues, as 
well as spikes in housing costs and housing shortages, 
and capacity strains on already limited health and social 
services. Similar research does not appear to have been 
conducted in the United States although an increase in 
crime concurrent with a large arrival of outside oil and gas 
workers has been documented in North Dakota.
	 The rationale often given for the environmental, so-
cial, and cultural destruction that would be caused by ex-
tensive lithium and uranium mining in the Caldera is that it 
needed to transition away from fossil fuels. However, the 
energy transition needs to be more than technological, 
but also in how we develop and deploy these technolo-
gies. Mining inherently disproportionately affects certain 
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	 “That place, at the bottom, was where our boys’ 
coming-of-age initiation ceremonies were held,” said Blue 
Eagle Vigil, a Kumeyaay tribal member and cultural mon-
itor. “They would go up there to carry out those ceremo-
nies. There are specific places they would visit and specific 
resources they would use to initiate boys into manhood.
	 “Since colonization, some of our men have grown up 
without knowing how to be men, because that is where 
these teachings took place. They would be told, ‘This is 
your role, this is your responsibility—you do this, you do 
that.’ Because of the wall that is there, it is difficult for us 
to bring those ceremonies back. They have gone dor-
mant due to colonization and have now been deemed 
irrelevant.”
	 Vigil also spoke about the cultural fracturing caused 
by previous border fence construction over the past few 
decades, affecting the Kumeyaay on the United States 
side and their relatives in Mexico–the Kumiai–even though 
they are the same people, share the same culture and 
speak the same ancestral language.
	 “You need to know your roots–you need to know 
where you come from. There was no border; there might 
have been a barbed-wire fence, and that was it. I know 
our people used to cross all the time from this side to go 
down to La Huerta [a traditional Kumiai community in Baja 
California] and to other reservations down there. It was 
easy for them to cross until enforcement increased. Then 
our people stopped crossing, and many were effectively 
separated on either the north side or the south side.
	 “There is a language barrier now. Interpretation is 
needed to help rebuild that connection. It makes things 
harder, but we are doing what we can to make it happen–
just hurdle after hurdle.”

A cathedral of granite and sky
	 The recent use of dynamite to level the terrain for the 
wall has damaged a 35-meter monolith–the largest on the 
mountain–and is threatening ancient burial grounds. Be-
cause the federal government has waived more than fifty 
laws, including the Native American Graves Protection and 
Repatriation Act, construction continues without the tribal 
consultation normally required for such sensitive sites. 
	 When construction began this past January, the 
physical and spiritual landscape of this sacred site was 
irrevocably altered. For the Kumeyaay, whose ancestral 
lands span the U.S.–Mexico border, the mountain is not 
just a landmark; it is a living entity, a teacher, and a part of 
their creation story. 
	 “That was one of the first places–it was one of our 
holy sites, and parts of our origin story took place there,” 
said Priscilla Ortiz, a youth mentor and advocate within 
the Kumeyaay Nation and former Miss Kumeyaay Nation 
2022–2023, reflecting on her teachings in a cosmology 
class at Kumeyaay Community College and subsequent 
outings to view the night sky and Kuuchamaa. “Not even 
four or five months later, it’s being dynamited for a new 
fence–we just don’t understand the need for it.”
	 Kuuchamaa has been a center for shamanic initia-
tion and healing for over 12,000 years, and Vigil spoke 
about the rituals performed there by shamans. “The top 
of the mountain is where the medicine people would go, 
and medicine people from all over, other tribes and not 
just Kumeyaay, would hold contests. The mountain is the 
place of the medicine men, and they would compete to 
see whose powers were the strongest.”
	 The mountain also holds deep spiritual significance, 
Vigil said. “The mountain is a pathway and a marker for 
life after death and for the journey into the next world. It 
holds great significance for our people in this life and in 
crossing over to the other side.” 
	 Listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 
1992, it is one of the few sites recognized for its intangible 
cultural value. The demolition of the mountain violates 
that designation. 
	 Through her tears, Ortiz says, “The government has 
shown us time and time again that if they want something, 
they are going to get it. And if it is not through our lands, 
it will be through another relative’s land. If they are choos-
ing to go through Kumeyaay land, they need to under-
stand that we are not going to go down without a fight.
	 “It is going to be sacred no matter what. No matter 
what they put on it, it will still hold part of our creation 
story. It will still hold the sites of our ceremonies, so no 
matter what they do to it, it will remain sacred. It is true 
that it is not going to look the same, and it will not be as 
accessible–my children might not be able to access it the 
way I did. My grandchildren won’t be able to access it the 
way I did or go pray there in that same way. But we, as 
Kumeyaay people, will know. 
	 It will not look the same as it did when our ancestors 
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A Broken Landscape

Construction equipment carving a new segment of 
border barrier through rugged terrain at the base of 
Kuuchamaa, across sacred Kumeyaay cultural sites 
along the U.S.-Mexico border west of the towns of 
Tecate. James Cordero
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walked through it. It will always be sacred, but it is 
being destroyed.” 

Healing a broken landscape
	 Even with the stadium-style lighting and noise 
that comes with border construction–and the perma-
nent floodlights on the border fence itself long after 
construction has been completed–it remains to be 
seen what effect this will have on Kumeyaay cosmol-
ogy and their traditional night-sky storytelling. How-
ever, according to Ortiz, who is a cosmology trainer: 
	 “Not that I’ve seen, and I don’t think that’s 
because the effects aren’t there. I think it’s more 
because of the resilience of us as Kumeyaay people. 
We’ll find a way to host our cosmology sessions. 
We’ll find a way to view the stars and everything. It’s 
not affecting us too much right now, and I think that’s 
mainly because we don’t let it.” 
	 For the Kumeyaay, the issue is not just a matter 
of “border security,” but a question of sovereignty 
and the right to protect a relative. “More sacred 
sites are being desecrated without nation-to-nation 
consultation, bypassing our rights and being disre-
garded. It is the ongoing perpetuation of cultural 
erasure, all in the name of progress and colonization. 
It reflects the disregard for Native peoples and their 
perspectives. It is another blow to our identity, our 
sovereignty, and our rights as well. We are supposed 
to have rights to protect these sites, and there are 
laws that are meant to help protect us–but with this 
administration, those are all waived. We knew it was 
not going to be good for our people,” said Vigil. 
“A lot of the time, we are an afterthought, and that 
works out better for them.” 
	 While engineers use terms like “cosmetic proce-
dures” and “mitigation,” the people of the land see a 
permanent injury. If the mountain is a teacher, the les-
son being written in steel and dynamite today is one of 
deep cultural and environmental loss–a scar that may 
take generations, or another 12,000 years, to heal. 
	 Ortiz concludes, “It is erasing who we are as a 
people. It is taking out part of our story, or saying 
that this part of our story is not important enough to 
preserve.”

James Cordero is a professional photographer and 
has provided humanitarian aid at the U.S./Mexico 
border for ten years. James has previously worked 
with the non-profits Border Angels, Border Kind-
ness, and is currently with Al Otro Lado, holding the 
position of Community Coordinator for the Water 
Drop program. His free time is spent traveling with 
his wife and desert partner, Dr. Jacqueline Arellano, 
and their daughter.
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communities and their environment. The transition pro-
cess needs to be sensitive to this reality. Simply swapping 
privately owned gas-powered cars for privately owned 
electric cars at mass scale without adequately assessing 
and mitigating the impacts of the transition doesn’t meet 
the need for sensitivity. 
	 In contrast, true climate justice provides for every-
one’s needs without sacrificing imperiled wildlife and 
precious desert water, or forcing Indigenous and other 
frontline communities who live near mineral deposits to 
make large sacrifices not asked of other communities 
who live far from minerals. True climate justice also pro-
vides for the needs of underserved communities in cities 
who do not have adequate transportation or heating 
and cooling right now. Some actions that point us in the 
right direction are reducing car dependence by greatly 
increasing public transportation, walking and cycling; 
making changes to the design of our cities so that not 
everyone has to own a car; increasing electric vehicle 
sharing and reuse; reducing the size of electric cars and 
increasing their efficiency; improving electric vehicle (EV) 
battery design; and increasing EV battery reuse and min-
eral recycling. Research shows that implementing these 
measures would reduce the projected demand for lithium 
and other minerals. 
	 If we don’t make changes that result in true climate 
justice, the aggressive mining that will follow from rapid 
EV deployment policies will result in enormous envi-
ronmental damage and disrupt communities near these 
mining operations, including destruction of Indigenous 
cultural areas. Major burdens of the energy transition will 
fall disproportionately to those communities, so that oth-
ers can feel comforted while driving EVs, believing that 
they are doing their part to protect the climate, unaware 
of who and what are being sacrificed on their behalf.

Kelly Fuller is the Mining Justice Organizer at Great Basin 
Resource Watch in Reno, Nevada. Kelly has worked to 
help communities protect land, air, water, and wildlife from 
resource extraction in more than two dozen U.S. states.
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Thacker Pass lithium mine under construction in May, 
2026. Great Basin Resource Watch/Kelly Fuller
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Once again, another huge development is being pro-
posed for Charleston View, located in Inyo County CA, 
on land owned by the Roland H. Wiley Family Trust (see 
Figures 1 and 2). The 500 MW, 2,400 acre Bonanza Peak 
Solar Project is now taking the place of a previous con-
troversial proposal in the same location, the Hidden Hills 
Solar Electric Generating System (HHSEGS), withdrawn 
by the developer in 2015. Unfortunately, Inyo County has 
chosen to hide this huge development from public scru-
tiny, a violation of the California Environmental Quality 
Act (CEQA) and the County’s own policy regarding large 
solar developments. 

Hidden Hills Solar Project returns, only without the 
power towers 
	 The Hidden Hills solar project was withdrawn in part 
due to significant, unmitigable environmental impacts 
on biological resources, cultural resources, land use and 
visual resources due to its location in Charleston View.1 De-
spite knowing about these impacts, the Inyo County Board 
of Supervisors chose to include Charleston View as a 
Solar Energy Development Area (SEDA) in its Renewable 
Energy General Plan Amendment (REGPA), approved un-
der a Programmatic Environmental Impact Report (EIR) in 
2015. The REGPA is a land use plan which specifies which 
areas in Inyo County are approved for large scale solar 
development.
	 Although the solar panels of the Bonanza Peak Solar 
Project will use less water than the Hidden Hills concen-
trated solar towers, there will still be significant impacts 
that can’t be mitigated. The County’s Statement of Over-
riding Considerations for the REGPA stated: “…County 
approval of the proposed REGPA will potentially result in 
significant environmental impacts to Aesthetics, Biologi-
cal Resources and Cultural Resources and in cumulative 
impacts that cannot be avoided even with adoption of all 
feasible mitigation measures” [emphasis added] (p. 95). 

Inyo County uses an Addendum rather than the re-
quired Subsequent EIR
	 Inyo County chose to approve the Charleston View 
SEDA despite local and County-wide opposition to this 
location. However, we were told not to worry, each solar 
development proposed in a SEDA would have a site-spe-
cific California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) review 
before approval by the Inyo County Planning Commis-
sion and Board of Supervisors. Yet under the radar, 
Inyo County made the discretionary decision to use an 
Addendum to the REGPA Programmatic EIR instead of 
the appropriate Subsequent Environmental Impact Re-
port (EIR). An Addendum is only supposed to be used for 
minor adjustments to previous EIRs, not for a site-specific 
analysis of a large project which was only reviewed at a 
very generalized, programmatic level in the PEIR.2 The 
appropriate level of CEQA review for the Project is a 

Bonanza Peak Solar 
Project Proposed for 
Charleston View, CA

BY BILL HELMER

Inyo County limits public review of 2,400-acre, 500 MW 
industrial solar project

Figure 1. Proposed Bonanza Peak Solar Project 
shown within the Charleston View Solar Energy 
Development Area (SEDA). Map courtesy of the 
solar developer, Hanwha Group, South Korea
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Subsequent Environmental Impact Report (EIR). The use 
of an Addendum for a site-specific environmental review 
was never mentioned by Inyo County before approval 
in 2015, and it still hasn’t been mentioned at any of the 
three non-CEQA meeting presentations by the devel-
oper’s representatives at Charleston View (10-9-24), 
Independence (12-3-24), and Tecopa (11-4-25). 
	 Because of this, the Bonanza Peak Solar environ-
mental review has not had a Notice of Preparation, no 
scoping, no public hearings, no Draft or Final Environ-
mental Impact Report (EIR), and no hearings on the 
EIR. Instead, there will only be a 10-day period for the 
public to review the final Addendum before the Planning 
Commission decides on whether to approve the Project. 
Despite the Project application having been submitted to 
Inyo County in July 2024, there is currently no infor-
mation about the Project available on the Inyo County 
Planning Department website, and the County refuses to 
provide this information after many requests. Democracy 
should not be discretionary, especially when it violates 
Inyo County’s own policies, which will be detailed below. 

Cultural Impacts for the Charleston View SEDA only 
superficially analyzed in the Programmatic EIR
	 As one example, the Programmatic EIR for the 
REGPA did not discuss the significant adverse impacts 
that a 500 MW, 2,400 acre solar project will have on the 
Old Spanish National Historic Trail (OSNHT) corridor (see 
Figure 4). “The trail corridor is informally considered by 
the NPS to lie five miles on either side of the centerline of 

the trail alignment to include the nearest elements of the 
view shed, parts of the cultural landscapes, landmarks, 
and traditional cultural properties near the trail” (OSNHT 
Comprehensive Administrative Strategy, BLM and NPS, 
2017). The trail corridor concept was developed by BLM 
and NPS in lieu of a yet to be completed Comprehensive 
Management Plan and Rights of Way as required by the 
National Trails System Act of 1968.
	 The Bonanza Peak Solar Project also has a federal 
nexus, as it requires a BLM right-of-way for the nine-mile 
long transmission line connection to the Trout Canyon 
Substation in Nevada (see Figure 4). The transmission 
line would have significant visual and cultural impacts 
along Tecopa Road, an important corridor for experienc-
ing the historic route of the OSNHT. The federal National 
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and National Historic 
Preservation Act (NHPA) reviews need to be conducted 
concurrently with the Subsequent EIR for the Project. 
The NHPA review includes Section 106 consultation with 
affected tribes and the public as soon as possible.
	 None of the mitigation measures in the Mitigation 
Monitoring and Reporting Program (MMRP) for the Pro-
grammatic EIR address the increased severity of impacts 
from a real, very large industrial project for this location. 
	 Site specific visual studies that the REGPA required 
to be conducted for projects in SEDAs are meaningless if 
they are not part of a site-specific Environmental Impact 
Report which requires input from the public which can 
then be integrated into the analysis. 
	 The REGPA mitigation measure for the OSNHT does 
nothing to actually protect the Trail from the destruction 
of the historic landscape: “Require renewable energy 
solar facility developers to recognize the Old Spanish 
Trail as a cultural resource and to ensure that it and its 
immediate surroundings in the Charleston View SEDA are 
preserved and protected” (Programmatic EIR MM CUL-1, 
p. 82, and Policy CUL-1.6: Protect Cultural Resources p. 
4, Final REGPA). Without public review and an in-depth 
analysis of the OSNHT corridor, the more severe impacts 
left unexamined in the Programmatic EIR can’t be proper-
ly analyzed without a Subsequent EIR. In addition, there 
has been no outreach to the Old Spanish Trail Associa-
tion regarding the Bonanza Peak Solar Project’s potential 
impacts to the Trail.3

	 Significant impacts to the Pahrump Paiute ethno-
graphic landscape in the Charleston View SEDA will 
be severely impacted by solar panels across the land. 
The Salt Song Trail of the Southern Paiute will also be 
impacted by an industrial-scale solar development. The 
extensive Ethnographic Report for the Hidden Hills Solar 
Project prepared by Thomas Gates, was cited but then 
ignored in determining the suitability of the Charleston 
View SEDA (Gates, Thomas. 2012. Hidden Hills Solar En-
ergy Generating Systems Ethnographic Report. California 
Energy Commission Docket 11-AFC-2, TN# 66701). 

Figure 2. Map shows existing and proposed solar projects 
in the Pahrump Valley of California and  Nevada. These 
projects are potential adverse cumulative impacts 
which were not addressed in the Programmatic EIR for 
the REGPA. Base map from Google Earth Pro PAGE 22
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Sand Lizards of the 
Mojave Desert

BY LAURA CUNNINGHAM AND KEVIN EMMERICH

Camping out at Ibex Dunes in southern Death Valley 
National Park is always a joy. It is a pocket of undisturbed 
and relatively pristine sand dunes, home to the inter-
esting Mojave fringe-toed lizard (Uma scoparia). Other 
dunes are not so protected across the desert: off-road-
ing and blocking of sand corridors by development are 
widespread problems. Fringe-toed lizards are absolutely 
restricted to fine, wind-blown sand. They avoid coarse 
sand, or stabilized sand infilled with silt.
	 Found in the California Desert Conservation Area 
in places like Kelso Dunes in Mojave National Preserve, 
populations of Mojave fringe-toed lizards are also found 
in sand sheets in Chuckwalla Valley, Riverside County and 
small isolated sand dunes and blow-ups in the Silurian 
Valley region. They also inhabit the Dumont Dunes.
	 Cryptic coloration aids these lizards in hiding from 
predators such as loggerhead shrikes. From November 
through February the lizards hibernate buried in the sand 
or down rodent burrows away from the cold. Females are 
in breeding condition from May into July or August, and 
can lay clutches of one to five eggs; after very wet win-
ters they may lay more than one clutch; in drought years 
they may not reproduce at all.
	 Fringe-toed lizard tracks are like little pogo-stick 
marks in the sand. When going fast they run bipedally on 
their hind legs.

	 But most amazingly, fringe-toed lizards are 
well-adapted to “swim” into the sand, burying themselves 
completely.
	 A duck-shaped snout allows the lizards to quickly 
enter loose sand head-first. They have ear flaps to keep 
the sand out of ear openings. 
	 Fringe-toed lizards eat primarily insects, but in spring 
will also eat flowers and seeds when available. Herpetol-
ogist Robert Stebbins said they also occasionally predate 
other lizards.
	 Plants such as desert dicoria (Dicoria canescens), 
an annual with a deep taproot accessing moisture in the 
dune, are important for providing cover from predators 
and substrate for temperature control for the lizards. 
Off-highway vehicle activity can wipe out much of the 
plant life as vehicles drive over them and crush the plants. 
	 Only recently biologists have done genetic work on 
fringe-toed lizards, and surprises have resulted. The Ibex 
Dunes population turns out to be part of what may be a 
new “cryptic species,” a northern clade that is only found 
at dunes north of Baker, California. It is cryptic because 
the lizards look almost identical to other populations 
in physical form and color, but their genetics are quite 
distinctive as we learned when working with the late Dr. 
David Morafka out of the California Academy of Science. 

Desert naturalist notes

Ibex Dunes, in southern Death Valley National Park. 
Laura Cunningham

Mojave fringe-toed lizard on the Ibex Dunes, California.  
Laura Cunningham
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	 Different lineages of Mojave fringe-toed lizards are 
associated with past and present river drainages that 
created the necessary conditions – sand dunes – for the 
lizard to survive, including the Amargosa River in the north 
and the Bristol-Lanfair Basin, Pleistocene Colorado River, 
Lucerne Trough, and the Mojave River Sink in the south. 
	 Other Mojave fringe-toed lizard populations have 
gone extinct within recent times. We searched hard for 
lizards at El Mirage Dry Lake, following Stebbins’ records 
of this species being present. We found none. 
	 Besides OHV impacts on dunes, a new threat has 
emerged lately: renewable energy development on wild-
lands of the desert. 
	 But developers do not seem to understand the dy-
namic nature of sand ecosystems, and their time-frames 
of change. We talked about this concern with Cameron 
Barrows, Ph.D., at the Center for Conservation Biology, 
University of California, Riverside, Palm Desert Campus. 
He told us of impacts on sand delivery processes for the 
federally threatened Coachella Valley fringe-toed lizards 
(Uma inornata) in the Coachella Valley. The only winds 
capable of pushing sand come from the west-northwest; 
blocking that sand flow has severe and immediate nega-
tive impacts on the lizards’ habitat sustainability.  
	 One way to evaluate the influence of wind in the 
area of concern is to examine the sand features on the 
ground (or with Google earth). Barchan dunes result from 
unidirectional winds, as do hummocks only on the down-
wind side of shrubs. Star dunes, and the lack of unidi-
rectional hummock development indicates winds from 
multiple directions. The Kelso Dunes are a great example 
of a star dune and the features resulting from multi-direc-
tional winds.
	 If winds are unidirectional, blocking sand flow 
impacts habitat quality and can cause extirpation if the 
blockage is large enough. If winds are multi-directional, 

The fringe-toed lizard is named for the elongated scales 
fringing its toes, which grip the sand and allow the 
lizard to run and dive in easily. Laura Cunningham

I photographed this fringe-toed lizard ”swimming” into 
the sand with a wriggling motion. Finally, even its tail 
disappeared. Laura Cunningham 

the impacts are less. 
	 Shifting, flowing, and drying Ice Age rivers and lakes 
created huge sand deposits, and since the beginning of 
the Holocene (about 10,000 years ago) winds have slow-
ly blown the sand into piles far from their sources. 
	 Energy developments and associated fencing have 
the potential to block this sand flow, cutting off the re-
newal of substrate needed for this lizard in the long-term.
Fringe-toed lizards are unique and fascinating denizens 
of desert dunes. They deserve to have protection for 
their populations and sand habitats.

Laura Cunningham and Kevin Emmerich have spent 
years studying desert natural history, and have worked 
as field biologists and park rangers. They formed the 
conservation nonprofit Basin and Range Watch. Laura is 
California Director at Western Watersheds Project.
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Restoring the San Joaquin Desert

	 Finally, some are named to reflect physical effects 
of their evolution away from their Mojave forbears. The 
blunt-nosed leopard lizard presents a body type found 
only in the San Joaquin Desert, while its sister species, 
the long-nosed leopard lizard, ranges wide over the 
desert southwest. The giant kangaroo rat, also found only 
in the San Joaquin Desert, is truly the largest kangaroo 
rat in the family, which range across the North American 
deserts.
	 These species share another identity: they are all 
endangered.
	 The insults to the San Joaquin Desert from un-
checked development and nonnative grasses had 
already taken their toll by the time the Federal Endan-
gered Species Preservation Act was passed in 1966. Two 
San Joaquin endemics, the San Joaquin kit fox and the 
blunt-nosed leopard lizard, were included on the first list, 
published in 1967.
	 All of these species can be found across a linear 
archipelago of islands of still-natural habitat that stretches 
from the Tehachapis up to the Sacramento-San Joaquin 
Delta. Most of the remaining habitat is confined to the 
western side of San Joaquin Valley. 
	 Two strongholds – one in the north, one in the south 
– provide refuge for the San Joaquin Desert species. In 
the south, the Carrizo Plains National Monument protects 
over a hundred thousand acres of natural desert habitat. 
The giant kangaroo rat is abundant there, and serves 
as the habitat engineer for the other species, both by 
grazing down the nonnative grasses, thus maintaining the 
primordially bare desert ground, and by providing shelter 
in its labyrinthine underground burrows.
	 The northern stronghold is centered on a complex of 
hills in western Fresno and eastern San Benito counties. 
The Panoche Hills, Ciervo Hills, Griswold Hills and Tumey 
Hills, along with their interstitial gulches and valleys, have 

The San Joaquin Desert is masked by the irrigated  
agriculture on the floor of the San Joaquin Valley (top), 
but where it is not irrigated, the primordial desert can 
be seen (bottom). Michael F Westphal

Even where the desert has not been irrigated, it is 
hidden in more natural landscapes by a swaddling 
blanket of European grasses such as red brome. Michael 
F Westphal

collectively been called the Panoche-Ciervo Natural Area 
in the US Fish and Wildlife’s multi-species recovery plan, 
published in 1998.
	 Arresting the decline of the San Joaquin Desert 
endemic species is an ongoing effort by wildlife and land 
management agencies, both state and federal. Current 
challenges include reconciling species protection with oil 
development, grazing, row agriculture, and urban devel-
opment – all in the face of climate change.
	 Grazing in particular has a complex role in the protec-
tion of the San Joaquin Desert. Scientists at the Fresno 
Chaffee Zoo, overseeing a captive breeding program for 
the blunt-nosed leopard lizard in the Panoche Hills, have 
confirmed that young lizards are unable to survive in hab-
itat that is heavily overgrown with nonnative grasses. A 
prescribed grazing regime with sheep has produced pos-
itive effects on lizard survivorship, suggesting that saving 
the San Joaquin Desert and some forms of carefully man-
aged grazing may not be mutually exclusive activities. 
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Anza-Borrego DSP

public lands sequester carbon, regulate hydrology, and 
buffer the very climate impacts that renewable energy 
is meant to mitigate. Carving a transmission corridor 
through them subtracts from one side of the climate led-
ger to add to the other. It’s not a net gain; it’s a net trade, 
and one made permanent by Right-of-Way easements 
that future generations can’t undo. Anza-Borrego’s 
intact desert ecosystem is already doing climate work: 
sequestering carbon, sustaining biodiversity, buffering a 
warming region. A 500 kV line running through it doesn’t 
advance the climate fight; it cannibalizes it. 
	 Across California, millions of acres of previously 
disturbed lands, including agricultural fields, brownfields, 
existing industrial corridors, and utility rights-of-way, offer 
opportunities to expand transmission infrastructure with far 
lower ecological costs. Conservation organizations are not 
asking California to choose between climate action and bio-
diversity. They are asking that the state’s most protected 
public lands remain the last places considered, not the first.
	 Anza-Borrego Desert State Park is one of the last 
large, connected wilderness landscapes in Southern Cal-
ifornia. Decades of conservation, wilderness designation, 
habitat protection, and California’s 30x30 Initiative reflect 
a shared commitment to protecting its ecological integrity.
	 The Golden Pacific Powerlink now asks whether 
those commitments will hold when they are tested.
	 If approved in one of California’s most protected 
desert landscapes, the project will establish a precedent 
that extends far beyond Anza-Borrego, shaping how 
future conflicts between conservation and infrastructure 
are resolved across the American West.
	 Ultimately, this is not simply about one transmission line. 
It is about whether “protected” remains a meaningful promise.
	 If one of the most protected wilderness areas in the 
American West can become the path of industrial least 
resistance, then what is truly protected? When wilderness 
protections are compromised, the loss is not confined to 
a map—it is shared by all of us. California has the oppor-
tunity to demonstrate that clean energy and conservation 
are not competing values, and that progress need not 
come at the expense of the landscapes and communities 
held in trust for present and future generations.

About Anza-Borrego Foundation
	 For nearly six decades, Anza-Borrego Foundation, 
the official partner of Anza-Borrego Desert State Park, 
has helped protect the lands, wildlife, and cultural heri-
tage of Anza-Borrego Desert State Park through conser-
vation, education, direct park support, and community 
engagement. The challenges facing the desert today un-
derscore why our mission matters more than ever. If you 
believe California’s wild places deserve lasting protection, 
we invite you to learn more, stay engaged, and support 
this work at www.theabf.org.

Jaime Purinton is the Communications & Marketing Direc-
tor of the Anza-Borrego Foundation

	 In the bigger scheme of things, the San Joaquin 
Desert will benefit most from increased awareness 
among the environmental community and the gen-
eral public. We can look to the protection of the San 
Joaquin’s sister desert, the Mojave, for inspiration. 
The San Joaquin Desert is ripe for more of the kind 
of large-scale preservation that has saved many 
acres in the Mojave via Joshua Tree and Death Valley 
National Parks and Mojave National Preserve. A San 
Joaquin Desert National Monument could be a major 
step in that direction.
	 Carrizo Plain National Monument, managed by 
the US Bureau of Land Management, currently offers 
the best public opportunities for experiencing the 
San Joaquin Desert. In particular, low impact visita-
tion to the Elkhorn Plain, which lies inside the Mon-
ument sandwiched between ridges of the Temblor 
Range, provides the highest likelihood of observing 
the blunt-nosed leopard lizard, the giant kangaroo 
rat, and the San Joaquin kit fox, as well as many 
endemic plants. Camping is available at the KCL and 
Selby Campgrounds managed by the BLM.
	 Dispersed camping and hiking is also available in 
the Panoche-Ciervo Natural Area, with access in the 
Panoche Hills and Griswold Hills.
	 California Department and Fish and Wildlife 
and BLM, along with partners such as The Nature 
Conservancy and the Center for Natural Lands 
Management, have invested significantly in protect-
ing the San Joaquin Desert. Since the publication of 
Germano’s paper in 2011, the San Joaquin Desert has 
been invoked by name in a growing body of scientific 
literature.
	 It is time for concerted public messaging focused 
on this amazing, primordial landscape. Its protection 
and preservation will follow in the wake of increased 
public involvement and appreciation. The San Joa-
quin Desert is ready.

Michael F. Westphal is a fourth generation Califor-
nian. He was born in Redwood City and grew up in 
Los Gatos. He received his BA in Linguistics from the 
University of California Berkeley and his PhD in Zool-
ogy from Oregon State University. Since 2008 he has 
been the wildlife program lead for the Central Coast 
Field Office of the US Bureau of Land Management, 
where he has conducted extensive research on the 
ecology of the San Joaquin Desert.

Nothing in this article should be construed as official 
policy or perspectives of the US Bureau of Land 
Management. All views are strictly the author’s.
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The Future of China Ranch

BY JOHN HIATT AND BRIAN BROWN

The article at right is different than most of what is pub-
lished in the Desert Report, but is relevant to our mission. 
Water is everything in the desert and most of the springs 
are privately owned because that is where people have 
always settled, be they Native Americans or Americans 
of European or Asian descent. Willow Creek, where China 
Ranch is located, has literally been on the map since the 
days of the Old Spanish Trail (1829-1843) and the pas-
sage of John C. Fremont and Kit Carson in 1844. It has 
been private property since the late 19th century and has 
had a number of owners.
	 The current owner, Brian Brown, is looking to retire 
and since his children are not in a position to take over 
the operation that means the ranch will have to pass to 
a new owner. Thousands of people have been to China 
Ranch over the years to explore, hike, see this amazing 

An inflection point

oasis in the desert and have a date shake.  Many have 
developed a deep and abiding affection for the place. 
Most of the small farms in America are facing a similar 
problem of succession, but only a few have the histori-
cal provenance and conservation value of China Ranch. 
So, below is Brian Brown’s appeal for help in finding a 
successor what will maintain the operation in some sem-
blance of its current form as a functioning oasis that is 
open to the public.

	 John Hiatt is a long time desert activist and resident 
of Las Vegas, Nevada.

The date groves established by the Browns, including 
uncommon old world and unique seedling varieties. 
Brian Brown
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Many of you reading this article have been to China 
Ranch, my home since 1979. It is the very definition of a 
desert oasis: hidden in a remote canyon, a mysterious 
and somewhat challenging approach, and then sudden, 
shocking waves of green as the canyon opens up to 
reveal itself. With 25 acres of date palms, willow and 
cottonwood trees, a running stream, dense mesquite 
stands and a thick understory it is prime habitat for the 
entire suite of Mojave desert wildlife. My late wife Bonnie 
and I (Bonnie passed in 2015 ) entered into a conserva-
tion easement agreement with the Nature Conservancy 
in 2002 with the aim of protecting the important conser-
vation values here in perpetuity, as well as allowing the 
owners the opportunity to make a reasonable living. It 
has worked out well.
	 Now at 72, after 47 summers here and developing 
a successful date farm and retail business, I find myself 
ready to pass the responsibility on to a new owner or 
entity. But this is proving to be more challenging than 
anticipated.
	 My first choice would be that some large conserva-
tion group take ownership for a fair price and continue 
or improve what has been accomplished here so far. 
China Ranch also serves as a trailhead to the Amargosa 
River canyon, The prime section of the wild and scenic 
river corridor. This area features a running river with a 
waterfall, native fish, slot canyons, mud cathedrals, and 
rich historical artifacts for the public to enjoy. We are the 
only convenient public access point to the river canyon, 
thanks to an easement agreement with the Amargosa 
Conservancy assuring public access through China Ranch 
for at least another 10 years. I believe we have done 
our part to educate the public and raise the profile and 
awareness of the astounding natural resources the Ama-
rgosa Canyon is. We have worked cooperatively with the 
various federal, state, and county agencies to protect this 
precious area. Undoubtably, our business has also ben-
efited from these cooperative efforts. We employ 5-10 
people, depending upon the season, a significant fact in 
our remote and under-resourced area.
	 Unfortunately, running a small business and provid-
ing employment is not within the mission of any of the 
conservation groups I have contacted. Everyone agrees 
that China Ranch is a remarkable place, worthy of preser-
vation, but it is not in their wheelhouse, so to speak. The 
ranch has the potential to be more; light camping, desert 
education activities, guided walks and tours are just a few 
ideas. It is hard but satisfying work; producing a niche 
food crop in this extreme environment while protecting 
the significant natural resources here. Winters are busy 
and lovely, summers are hot and quiet.

	 Any new owner could, of course, take the ranch in 
any direction they desired. They could continue and build 
upon what we have established. Or, at the other extreme, 
they could close the ranch to public access, close the 
business, sell the palm trees, and set up their own private 
enclave. The conservation easement restrictions prevent 
the ranch from being subdivided as well as other key 
factors to protect the conservation values of the prop-
erty. Although this arrangement may affect the financial 
value of China Ranch, it does not prevent an owner from 
making a profitable living here.
	 The logical next step is to seek out an individual 
buyer with the means to pay a fair price for the property 
and pursue whatever ideas they may have. Again, this 
is a limited pool. Although everyone who has been here 
generally loves the experience and the location, the idea 
of living here has limited appeal to many people. The 
wished for conservation-minded financial white knight 
might never know about us, nor be interested.
	 Finally, I may just list it for sale with a conventional 
real estate agent and roll the dice on who the buyer 
might be. This would be the least desirable option, but 
exposing this genuinely unique property to the general 
public might well flush out an affluent buyer with a desire 
to own such property. Nearby Las Vegas is flush with 
wealthy newcomers, and the idea of their own private 
desert getaway far from the frenzy of Las Vegas may 
have great appeal to some. Locking out the public, the 
conservation community, and the various agencies would 
be among their options.
	 I am sharing this information initially with those of you 
in the desert environmental community in the hopes that 
perhaps one of you readers may have an innovative idea, 
or a referral, or some creative solution that would secure 
a happy future for China Ranch. As you know, in these 
remote desert communities when key people either leave 
or pass on, the properties often fall apart or become 
irrelevant. Think of the many properties or entire towns 
in the Mojave that were once vital and are now teetering 
on the edge of collapse or non-existence. On a personal 
level, I would hate to see that happen to our life’s work, 
and I also think China Ranch deserves something better. 
It deserves a relevant future, hopefully one that will con-
tinue the intimate ties with the desert conservation and 
research communities, as well as the interested public. 
I invite any readers who may have ideas or innovative 
solutions to contact me, I welcome such conversations. 
I can be reached via email at chinaranch@gmail.com.

Brian Brown is a fourth generation Mojave Desert  
resident who has lived and worked at China Ranch 
since 1979. 



Geothermal Energy 

BY PATRICK DONNELLY

Geothermal energy is often the afterthought of the 
energy transition, after wind and solar. But its charac-
teristics as an “always on” baseload-supporting energy 
source makes it highly coveted, and large investments 
are pouring into the industry. In turn, numerous projects 
are being permitted and constructed, particularly across 
the Great Basin hydrographic province where numerous 
hot springs and other thermal water sources hint at the 
geothermal resources below ground.
	 Traditional geothermal energy production uses a 
technology called steam-flash. This type of geothermal 
energy production brings boiling water to the surface 
under pressure which then turns to steam and spins a 
turbine to produce energy. In a water-scarce region like 
the Great Basin, this type of technology is extremely 
concerning because it results in consumptive use of wa-
ter. These facilities will evaporate billions of gallons per 
year and are unsustainable over the long run. There are 
numerous dry hot springs in Nevada next to current or 
former steam-flash geothermal power plants.
	 The more modern geothermal facility uses a binary 
cycle. In this, hot water is pumped from the geother-
mal aquifer and brought to the surface where it heats a 
thermal exchange medium – usually pentane or butane 
– which is then used to spin a turbine. The “spent” water 
(i.e. hot water with the heat removed) is then re-injected 
into the aquifer. 
	 A binary cycle was thought to be an environmental-
ly benign way to utilize geothermal energy because in 
theory it doesn’t consume groundwater. Nevertheless, 

these facilities are pumping and recirculating tens of 
billions of gallons of water – one recent 60MW facility 
would circulate 45,000 acre-feet per year – wreaking 
havoc on aquifer dynamics. Aquifers have pressure and 
temperature gradients, often with fractures that allow 
water to reach the surface in hot springs. Pumping and 
re-injecting that volume of water may cause alterations in 
the aquifer dynamics.
	 During the process for listing the Dixie Valley toad 
under the Endangered Species Act, a rare amphibi-
an threatened by geothermal energy production, five 
scientists consulted by the US Fish and Wildlife Service 
unanimously agreed that the geothermal project in 
question would substantially alter or dry up the nearby 
hot springs. This would ultimately desiccate the wetland 
and drive the Dixie Valley toad to extinction. Since binary 
cycle projects are almost always built near hot springs or 
other surficial thermal water features, they can cause the 
desiccation or destruction of hot springs and groundwa-
ter dependent ecosystems. Just up the road from Dixie 
Valley, the Jersey Valley Hot Springs went dry shortly af-
ter production commenced at the adjacent Jersey Valley 
Geothermal Project. 
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Nuts and bolts and potential impacts

Schematic of a binary cycle geothermal power plant. 
EPA

Schematic of an enhanced geothermal systems (EGS) 
power plant. Marin Katusa & Marc Bustin, Casey 
Research
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	 A new alternative technology is enhanced geother-
mal systems (EGS). There are no operating commercial 
EGS projects yet at-scale, just demonstration projects. So 
much of what we know comes from the permitting doc-
umentation for the first major utility-scale EGS project, 
Fervo’s Cape Geothermal project in Utah.
The idea with EGS is that instead of targeting hot water, 
you’re simply targeting hot rocks. You drill deep enough 
(many thousands or even ten thousand feet down) to 
get to a relatively dry hot rock substrate. Then, you inject 
water all the way down to the bottom of your borehole. 	
	 The water heats up through contact with the rock, 
and then you bring it back to the surface, use it to heat a 
thermal exchange medium as in the binary cycle facilities. 
The water is then re-injected again. In a perfect idealized 
world (“Consider the spherical cow”) this would be a 
closed-loop system resulting in no loss of water. 
	 However, that analysis overlooks a fundamental flaw 
in how EGS (and binary cycle projects for that matter) 
regards aquifers and rock substrates. They’re treating 
these aquifers or rock substrates as if they are a bucket 
– you simply put water in, you take water out, you put it 
back in again. There are no losses. In reality, an aquifer is 
mostly made of porous rock, and you can’t simply stick 
water in there and pull it back out again. Aquifers are 
made of rock full of fractures, temperature and pressure 
gradients, and are heterogeneous in materials and com-
position. When you force water down where it doesn’t 
belong, or you remove it and try to bring it back where it 
used to be, you alter the aquifer. 
	 This results in what’s referred to as “leak off” – wa-
ter that is injected that doesn’t make it back to the sur-
face. It amounts to several thousand acre feet per year 
at the Cape Geothermal Project. In fact in some years it’s 
modeled to approach 10,000 acre-feet. But there is a 
plan to address the leak off. They will be pumping what 
they call “make up water” to replenish what’s lost due 
to leak off. This water is supposedly being pumped from 
the same aquifer that it’s leaking into. So the theory as-
serts that it’s a neutral activity that has a net zero effect 
on the aquifer. This logic again treats the aquifer as if it’s 
a bucket, when in actuality it is an incredibly complex and 
heterogenous hunk of porous rock with water in it. 
	 Another problem with EGS is the drilling technol-
ogy, which could just as easily be called “geothermal 
fracking.” Fervo Energy states they have “borrowed” 
technology from hydraulic fracturing in the oil and gas 
industry, and are using the same techniques at the Cape 
Geothermal Project: same toxic proppants and all the 
other chemicals, same destructive techniques, horizontal 
drilling, same induced seismicity. It is fracking through 
and through
	 This is not to say that geothermal energy is bad. 
While siting these projects directly adjacent to hot 
springs and the biodiversity those springs support, is 

not good, there are other more favorable sites. These 
are known as “blind resources” – geothermal aquifers 
without surface expression, where geothermal energy 
can likely be developed without harming surface water 
ecosystems. EGS is still in its infancy: could the technol-
ogy proceed with a different approach than traditional 
hydraulic fracturing?
	 Geothermal energy is here to stay and those who 
care about groundwater dependent ecosystems need to 
reckon with its impacts and how to prevent inappropriate 
projects from driving species to extinction. 

Patrick Donnelly is the Great Basin Director with the Cen-
ter for Biological Diversity. His work focuses on defending 
public lands, endangered species, and the water they 
depend on. He lives along the banks of the Amargosa 
River in Shoshone, California.

Dixie Valley toad, threatened with extinction by the 
Dixie Meadows Geothermal Project. Patrick Donnelly/
Center for Biological Diversity

The Jersey Valley Geothermal Project, a binary cycle 
plant which dried up the adjacent Jersey Valley Hot 
Springs. Patrick Donnelly/Center for Biological Diversity



Competitors by day, sleeping buddies by night: Male 
long-horned bees (genus: Melissodes) settling down at 
dusk. Mary O’Brien

California: Have Bee, 
Have Flower

BY MARY O’BRIEN

Among all fifty states, California is blessed with the 
largest number of ways of being a flower (aka being a 
species). Because flowers and bees shamelessly promote 
each other, California is also the state of choice for the 
largest number of ways of being a bee: 1,500 species. 
These bees range in size from the one-inch long, shiny 
Valley Carpenter Bee (Xylocopa varipuncta/sonorina) 
down to tiny, tiny Perdita minima. Less than 1/16th of an 
inch (2 mm) in length – the thickness of a nickel - this Per-
dita species is known as the “World’s Smallest Bee.”
	 A large number of bee species have chosen Califor-
nia’s warm, dry deserts as their habitat. Sure, some bees 
– especially some bumble and carpenter bees – brave 
the high-altitude, cooler habitats in the Sierra Nevada and 
Klamath Mountains. But a whole lot more prefer hanging 
out in drier, warmer habitats like coastal sage scrub and 
chaparral and deserts. And there is a whole lot of desert 
in California: about 25 million acres.
	 Reasons for the high diversity of bees in deserts 
worldwide aren’t entirely clear. But it may have to do 
with brief seasons. Over 90% of bee species are solitary, 
rather than organized in social arrangements like honey 
bees, or the 25 species of bumble bees in California. If 
you’re a female solitary bee, you’ve got to work quickly, 

because your lifespan is short – maybe 3-8 weeks. You 
will emerge from the nest where you were laid as an egg, 
mate, build your own grown-up nest (70% of solitary bees 
build underground nests; 30% nest in cavities such as hol-
low twigs), gather pollen and some nectar, bring it to your 
built nest to form a food mass, lay an egg on it, gather 
some more pollen and nectar to lay another egg – and 
repeat, until your individual life has soon ended. As the 
other bees of your species will have emerged and died 
at approximately the same time, your entire species now 
exists out of sight until next year as eggs and larvae on 
those gathered pollen stores. Thus, you will need to have 
found reliable flower sources quickly. 
	 Because of these time constraints, many “specialist” 
desert bees have evolved to synchronize their emergence 
with the blooming of particular plant species. For some 
species, for instance, that could be during brief spring and 
monsoon periods. The bees of the Diadasia genus are an 
example of choosy solitary bees. Many Diadasia species 
specialize on mallow (Sphaeralaca spp.) or cactus spe-
cies. Though they build their nests and little towers near 
each other, each female builds her own separate nest and 
there is no queen to tell her what to do. Other “general-
ist” bee species may shop for pollen on a variety of plant 
species. A bumble bee worker (female), for instance, will 
likely live throughout one season with her queen and col-
ony and thus must move to a new flower species whenev-
er a current favorite has finished flowering.
	 Bees are wonderfully diverse – some are bright metal-
lic green or blue, some look like a wasp, some carry pollen 
underneath their abdomen rather than in hind-leg pollen 
baskets, and some are very small and attracted to the 
sweat on your arm (it’s only a rare, mild sting if disturbed).
	 The Sierra Club exists to stand up for wild places and 
wild beings, and bees are in trouble. They experience loss 
of diverse habitat to agriculture and towns; and loss of 
health or life to pesticide exposure, climate change, heat, 
drought, and/or competition with hives of the non-native 
European honey bee (Apis mellifera). Most of the 1.6 mil-
lion acres of California almond trees are pollinated using 
semi-truckloads of honey bee hives, each hive containing 
30,00-60,000 bees.
	 While certain industrial-scale crops depend on 
industrial-scale honey bee operations, honey bees do 
not belong in the wildlands of California. My small orga-
nization, Project Eleven Hundred, focuses on working 

Native bees need a helping hand
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Size up: A larger, leafcutter bee (family: Megachilidae) 
shares a native thistle with a tiny sweat bee (genus: 
Lasioglossum). Mary O’Brien

Ginormous Sullivan 
apiary, Buenaventura site: 
250 hives (highlighted in 
green), each with 10,000–
40,000 or more bees 
means 2.5 -10 million 
bees. Redding Field 
Office, BLM. 
Google Earth photo

Quick entrance: A female chimney bee (genus: 
Diadasia) zips down her chimney with a load of 
pollen on which to lay an egg. Mary O’Brien

with scientists and other 
organizations (including 
the California Native Plant 
Society, Xerces Society for 
Invertebrate Conservation, 
and Center for Biolog-
ical Diversity) to end permitting of honey bee apiaries 
(groups of hives) on BLM and Forest Service lands. A sin-
gle permit may allow 400 or more hives, but just 40 bee 
hives parked on public lands for three months can gather 
pollen (a limited resource) that could have raised 4 million 
native bees. Honey bees are able to transmit diseases to 
native bees at shared flowers and can fly more than four 
miles from their hives. An apiary is an ecological invasion. 
	 Bees and flowers began to diversify simultaneously 
about 100 to 125 million years ago. When you learn about 
and stand up for native bees, you are also supporting the 
flowers whose reproduction they ensure through polli-
nation, wildlands that are truly wild, and an honorable, 
100-million-year partnership.

Mary O’Brien is a botanist and Director of Project Eleven 
Hundred. She lives in Castle Valley, Utah with mountains 
south of the valley, redrock canyonlands, cliffs on the west 
and east, and the Colorado River a few miles to the north. 

Best bee guide to slip into your daypack: 
Common Bees of Western North America at 
www.earthskywater.net. A waterproof, folded 
map field guide to 19 common bee groups
Best help with identifying bees: Photograph it 
up close on the free Seek app, or upload close-
up views to iNaturalist. 
Why federal land permitting of honey bee 
apiaries needs to end: “The Science” page on 
www.projectelevenhundred.org 
Most comprehensive, accessible information 
about bees and diverse ways to conserve them: 
Xerces Society for Invertebrate website: 
www.xerces.org
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Bonanza Peak Solar Project Proposed 

PAGE 11

Biological and cumulative Impacts only superficially 
analyzed in the Programmatic EIR
	  An Addendum to a Programmatic EIR which has 
very little substantive analysis should not be used 
because real impacts to a real project were not yet 
analyzed, and proposed Mitigation measures are tied to 
generalizations with little meaning. As with Cultural and 
Aesthetic significant impacts, the Project’s real impacts 
to the Charleston View location needs a comprehensive 
analysis in an EIR. While the site of the Bonanza Peak 
Solar Project does not have a high-density population 
of desert tortoise, it still provides connectivity for desert 
tortoise population between the eastern Pahrump Valley 
and the South Nopah Range. Tortoise linkage would be 
interrupted by a development this large. 
	 The Pahrump buckwheat (Eriogonum bifurcatum) is 
an annual herb endemic to the Mojave Desert that grows 
in alkali soils and known only from the Pahrump, Mes-
quite and Stewart valleys along the California, Nevada 
border. It has been found on the proposed Bonanza Peak 
Solar Project site. Before any substantive mitigations 
can be proposed, a thorough analysis with public review 
needs to be initiated. This can only be done with an EIR.
	 Cumulative impacts of 145 square miles of industrial 
scale solar projects proposed for the Pahrump Valley in 
California and Nevada need to be specifically analyzed 
beyond stating that “Cumulative visual impacts
would be considered significant and unavoidable” (Final 
REGPA Programmatic EIR, Vol II, p. 5-22)

Almost no public outreach for one of the largest indus-
trial projects in Inyo County History
	 Policy Gov-2.3 as adopted by the Board of Supervi-
sors with the Final REGPA must be followed: 
Public Involvement: The County shall provide the oppor-
tunity for the public to engage in the planning process at 
the onset of any renewable energy solar facility project 
and for all other large or potentially controversial proj-
ects applied for in the County (3-24-2015). 
	 Contrary to this policy, there has been no scoping 
requests to the public, no CEQA public hearings, no draft 
Environmental Impact Reports, or any relevant docu-
ments posted on the Inyo County Planning Department 
website regarding the Bonanza Peak Solar Project. 
	 Policy CUL-1.6: Protect Cultural Resources. The 
County shall require renewable energy solar facility 
developers recognize the Old Spanish Trail as a cultural 
resource and ensure that it and its immediate surround-
ings in the Charleston View SEDA are preserved and 
protected. (p. 4, Final REGPA as adopted by the Board of 
Supervisors public hearing, March 24, 2015). 
	 Since there is no draft EIR to review or adequate 
outreach to the public, this policy is not being fulfilled. In 
addition, there has been no outreach to the Old Spanish 
Trail Association regarding the Bonanza Peak Solar Proj-
ect’s potential impacts to the Old Spanish Trail.  

The Addendum for the Bonanza Peak Solar Project 
must be converted to a Subsequent EIR
	 It is clear that Inyo County should incorporate its work 
on the Addendum into a more comprehensive Subse-
quent Environmental Impact Report that will provide a de-
tailed environmental analysis with full public participation.  
	 The Pahrump Valley communities of Charleston View 
in California and Pahrump in Nevada are being treated as 
expendable sacrifice areas, just like the land. The ancient 
cultural landscapes, the desert tortoise, the Pahrump 
Valley Buckwheat are all given no value compared to 
the value of a solar project whose number one priority 
is profit. There are untapped rooftops, parking lots, and 
many buildings ready for solar energy in the Pahrump 
Valley which will not harm the desert, scenic vistas, or its 
spiritual qualities. Common sense solar solutions which 
can protect the land and the people are being ignored 
for miles and miles of solar panels scarring the land, with 
large transmission lines sending electricity to far away 
cities and now seemingly endless data centers. We can 
do better by simply living within our means without de-
stroying the Earth which sustains us.

Bill Helmer lives in Independence, CA, and is a retired 
Tribal Historic Preservation Officer for the Timbisha Sho-
shone Tribe (1998-2003) and Big Pine Paiute Tribe of the 
Owens Valley (2004-2015). He has hiked throughout the 
Mojave Desert since the early 1970s.

References for this article are available on the website 
www.desertreport.org. In the right sidebar select “All Posts.” 
Then scroll down to the article that you wish to see, and the 
references will be at the end.

TAKE ACTION

If you would like Inyo County to prepare an EIR 
instead of an Addendum for the Bonanza Peak 
Solar Project, please contact the Planning Com-
mission, the Board of Supervisors, and the Inyo 
County Planning Department to express your 
opinion. This should be done as soon as possible, 
since a decision may come soon.

Inyo County Planning Commission
Email Sally Faircloth, Inyo County Planning 
Department: sfaircloth@inyocounty.us
Inyo County Board of Supervisors
Email Darcy Israel: disrael@inyocounty.us
Inyo County Planning Department
Email Cathreen Richards, Planning Director: 
crichards@inyocounty.us.
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Because Desert Report currently has no Managing Editor, 
this issue was put together by the Desert Comm 
ExComm. If you would be interested in taking an active 
role in creating the next Desert Report, please contact 
Joan Taylor.

The Sierra Club California/Nevada Desert Committee works for the protection 
and conservation of the deserts of California, Nevada, and other areas in the 
Southwest; monitors and works with public, private, and non-profit agencies to 
promote preservation of our arid lands; sponsors education and service trips; 
encourages and supports others to work for similar objectives; and maintains, 
shares, and publishes information about the desert.
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Desert Report is published biannually. To receive either a printed or electronic 
version, at no cost, go to desertreport.org and click on the subscribe tab.
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