
       
 

 

December 14, 2015 

 

Sent via U.S. Mail 

 

BLM Director (210) 

Attn: Protest Coordinator  

P.O. Box 71383 

Washington, D.C. 20024-1383 

 

Re: Protest of Desert Renewable Energy Conservation Plan Proposed Land Use Plan 

Amendment and Final Environmental Impact Statement 

 

Please accept this timely protest of the Bureau of Land Management’s Desert Renewable Energy 

Conservation Plan (DRECP) Proposed Land Use Plan Amendment and Final Environmental 

Impact Statement (Proposed LUPA), submitted by The Wilderness Society and the California 

Wilderness Coalition. We have participated and will continue to participate in this planning 

process, including through the submission of comments on the preliminary draft DRECP in 

January 2013 and focused on the Draft DRECP submitted in February 2015 (attached and 

incorporated by reference). 

 

We strongly support the vision of the DRECP to address the challenges of climate change, 

support responsible renewable energy development and conserve important natural and cultural 

resources. The BLM’s Proposed LUPA is a vital part of achieving this overall vision, estimating 

that 40% of development in the DRECP planning area will occur on BLM land. Proposed LUPA, 

Appendix F. Completing the second phase of the DRECP will require working with counties and 

cities to address non-federal land, as acknowledged in the Proposed LUPA. Id. We greatly 

appreciate improvements made from the Draft DRECP to ensure additions to the National 

Conservation Lands will be permanently protected and to provide a path to meaningful 

protection via mineral withdrawal, to identify and protect additional lands with wilderness 

characteristics, to refine development focus areas and identify tools to streamline appropriate 

projects in those areas, and to continue setting and meeting goals for wildlife conservation. In 

addition, the Proposed LUPA has addressed many of the concerns raised with readability, 

including a glossary, making Appendix L easier to follow in terms of management of specific 

units, correcting errors and producing an overall shorter and more usable document.  

 

In our effort to support and enhance the DRECP, we have identified a number of significant 

issues that we believe need to be addressed before this LUPA is finalized in order to fulfill the 

vision of the DRECP as “a collaborative planning effort by the Bureau of Land Management 
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(BLM), California Energy Commission, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and California 

Department of Fish and Wildlife that recognizes the desert’s diverse values.” Proposed LUPA, 

Executive Summary, p. 6. These issues and our proposed remedies to make necessary 

improvements to the LUPA are discussed in detail below.  

 

This protest is filed by both The Wilderness Society and the California Wilderness Coalition and 

addresses a narrower range of issues than that addressed in the separate protest also filed today 

by The Wilderness Society. 

 

This protest is filed in accordance with 43 C.F.R. § 1610.5-2 and addresses the following issues: 

 

I. Ensuring additions to the National Conservation Lands include all lands meriting 

protection and are managed to provide lasting, meaningful protection.  

II. Complying with requirements for identifying and managing lands with wilderness 

characteristics.  

III. Resolving potential actions in the Western Mojave Route Network Project plan that could 

undermine decisions in the DRECP.  

 

Our discussion of each of these issues concisely states why we believe the State Director’s 

decisions are wrong and identifies the corresponding portions of the Proposed LUPA at issue, as 

well as our requested remedy for each issue addressed. We believe these issues can be resolved 

and in a manner that is within the existing range of alternatives.  

 

INTERESTS OF THE PARTIES 

 

The Wilderness Society (TWS) has a long-standing interest in the management of Bureau of 

Land Management lands in the California Desert and engages frequently in the decision-making 

processes for land use planning and project proposals that could potentially affect wilderness-

quality lands, wildlife habitat, and other natural and cultural resources managed by the BLM in 

California. Climate change presents the single greatest threat to our wildlands. TWS also 

engages in supporting the development of appropriately-sited renewable energy development in 

California and around the country, including supporting implementation of BLM’s solar energy 

program. TWS members and staff enjoy a myriad of recreation opportunities on BLM-managed 

public lands, including hiking, camping, nature-viewing, photography, and quiet contemplation 

in the solitude offered by wild places.  Founded in 1935, our mission is to protect wilderness and 

inspire Americans to care for our wild places. 

 

The California Wilderness Coalition (CalWild) is a nonprofit public benefit corporation 

organized under the laws of the State of California in 1976 and composed of conservation 

organizations, businesses and individual members. CalWild is based in Oakland and it has field 

staff based in Humboldt, Los Angeles, Shasta, Sacramento and Ventura counties. Through 

advocacy and public education, CalWild builds support for the protection of California's wildest 

remaining places, primarily those managed by the federal government. 

 

CalWild's involvement in protecting wild lands in California's southeastern deserts began in the 

1970s and we have been involved in the BLM's wilderness study area reviews and evaluations of 
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the 1970s and 1980s, the California Desert Conservation Area Plan of 1980, the California 

Desert Protection Act of 1994, the Omnibus Public Land Management Act of 2009, the 

California Desert Conservation and Recreation Act of 2015 and other major planning efforts and 

conservation campaigns that have affected the region. Over the last six years CalWild has 

worked particularly hard to identify remaining wilderness-quality lands in the desert and to 

protect their outstanding ecological and cultural values. 

 

POINTS OF PROTEST 

 

I. Additions to the National Conservation Lands should include all lands that meet 

BLM’s criteria and must be managed to ensure meaningful, permanent protection. 

 

BLM’s National Conservation Lands are the “crown jewels” of the public lands managed by the 

BLM. As we noted in our comments on the Draft DRECP, we appreciate the unique opportunity 

that the agency has to formally add units to the National Conservation Lands through a special 

provision in the Omnibus Public Land Management Act of 2009 (Omnibus). The Omnibus 

makes the National Conservation Lands a permanent system of public lands conservation with 

the stated purpose “to conserve, protect, and restore nationally significant landscapes that have 

outstanding cultural, ecological, and scientific values for the benefit of current and future 

generations.” 16 U.S.C. § 7202(a).  

 

We support the BLM’s approach of interpreting the direction in the Omnibus to identify 

additions to the National Conservation Lands that meet criteria based on this definition and to 

fulfill this direction by also taking the opportunity to receive public input through the DRECP. 

Since additions to the National Conservation Lands are being made pursuant to Congressional 

direction, we concur with BLM’s conclusion that these additions cannot be undone through a 

subsequent land use planning process: The BLM has been given the authority to identify and 

designate BLM lands in the California Desert Conservation Area (CDCA) for conservation 

purposes, but it has not been given the power to abolish or reduce those areas once established. 

We provided a detailed discussion of the basis for such an understanding of the direction in the 

Omnibus in our comments on the Draft DRECP and incorporate this discussion herein by 

reference.  

 

A. Withdrawal from mining is needed to protect additions to the National Conservation 

Lands. 

 

As mandated by the Omnibus, BLM must manage the National Conservation Lands “in a manner 

that protects the values for which the components of the system were designated.” 16 U.S.C. § 

7202(c). Secretarial Order 3308, speaking to the management of the National Landscape 

Conservation System, states that “BLM shall ensure that the components of the NLCS are 

managed to protect the values for which they were designated, including, where appropriate, 

prohibiting uses that are in conflict with those values.” Any uses that are incompatible with the 

protection of the values of the National Conservation Lands should be prohibited, such as 

mining. Mining withdrawals are important tools to ensure that the integrity of conservation units 

is not jeopardized by harmful activities in the future. Just as the National Conservation Lands are 

excluded from renewable energy development in the draft DRECP, these lands should also be 
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proposed for mineral withdrawal so that the Secretary of the Interior has the chance to study 

these areas for their compatibility with mining. BLM has the authority to recommend to the 

Secretary of the Interior that additions to the National Conservation Lands be withdrawn from 

mineral development to ensure that these units are adequately protected as required by law
1
. 

 

We support and appreciate the BLM’s commitment to “consider mineral withdrawals on: … 

NCLs on a case-by-case, geographic specific area basis, in coordination with tribes, county(s), 

and other partners.” Proposed LUPA, p. II.3-291. We also generally support the approach set out 

in Appendix Z to proceed with consideration of lands for mineral withdrawal in two phases. 

However, in order to provide more certainty regarding needed protection of National 

Conservation Lands, BLM should provide a timeline for issuing notices of segregation and 

completion of analysis for both phases of mineral withdrawal. In addition, BLM’s criteria for 

identifying areas to be included in Phase 1 should include an evaluation of the threat from 

mining to the values for which lands were identified as part of the National Conservation Lands, 

including by looking at the presence of high mining potential and presence of mining claims. 

Other priorities for Phase 1 should include ACECs and other areas designated for special 

management in previous planning decisions where a mineral withdrawal has long been 

recommended or areas that have been proposed for mineral withdrawal as a result of settlement 

of litigation, since these would meet the element in Appendix Z of having a “conservation 

commitment.”  

 

Phase I lands should include lands in the following categories, for which we are also providing 

some specific examples of places that fit into these categories.   

 

Commitment by BLM to withdraw ACECs from mining.  These lands, proposed as National 

Conservation Lands, were identified in the Draft DRECP Appendix D, and contained BLM 

recommendations on mineral withdrawals, presumably from the existing ACEC management 

plans. These same proposals were carried over into the DRECP Proposed LUPA.  Lands 

recommended by BLM for full or partial withdrawal include the following: 

 Afton Canyon; 

 Amargosa South; 

 Amboy Crater; 

 Ayers Rock; 

 Big Morongo Canyon;   

 Calico Early Man Site;   

 Chemeheuvi;   

 Chuckwalla (full withdrawal recommended for original ACEC boundaries); 

 Desert Lily Preserve;  

 Desert Tortoise Natural Area;   

 Dos Palmas;  

                                                           
1
 We note that in the Proposed LUPA (NLCS-MIN-3), “National Conservation Lands would be available for 

saleable mineral development, and would require mitigation, including compensatory mitigation, that results in net 

benefit for National Conservation Lands values.” This approach provides for ongoing production of materials like 

sand, gravel and aggregate that may be of use to local communities and can be incorporated in the approach taken to 

BLM’s recommendations for mineral withdrawal in the LUPA. 
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 McCoy Valley, McCoy Wash & Upper McCoy; 

 Patton Military Camps; and 

 Trona Pinnacles.   

 

Previous commitment by BLM to withdraw special lands from mining via commitments in 

earlier management plans.  The 2006 WEMO Plan ROD proposed to withdraw three specific 

areas from mining:  

 32,590 acres in the Rand Mountains Fremont Valley Management Area; 

 Afton Canyon ACEC, including expanded areas; and 

 Coolgardie Mesa/West Paradise ACECs for Lane Mountain milk-vetch habitat (this last 

is the one pending segregation for approximately 10,000 acres.   

 

These previous commitments by the agency have yet to be fulfilled. 

 

History of conservation commitment.  This is a BLM criterion in Appendix Z.  Please see the 

list above of some longstanding ACEC designations that are recommended by BLM for closure 

to mineral entry. 

 

Importance of the conservation values.  These areas are examples of lands that are not 

recommended for mineral withdrawal but which contain overriding values that should be 

protected by a mineral withdrawal.  

 Ayers Rock; 

 Christmas Canyon; 

 Chuckwalla Bench (entire National Conservation Lands acreage); 

 Conglomerate Mesa; and 

 Fossil Falls. 

 

Degree of Threat. In addition to lands that do not have significant mining activity, BLM should 

research National Conservation Lands that may be threatened by mining activity.  One such 

example is Conglomerate Mesa, in Inyo County. This unique and beautiful roadless area near 

Malpais Mesa Wilderness has been the subject of mineral exploration (gold) for many years.  It 

contains an important vegetative community including a high elevation Joshua tree forest that 

may prove a refugium for Joshua trees as climate increasingly affects the Mojave desert.   

 

Current Trends.  We support BLM’s criterion in Appendix Z to assess species population 

trends as a criterion for recommending mineral withdrawals for some National Conservation 

Lands units. 

 

Requested Remedy: We strongly support BLM moving forward with segregation and a phased 

mineral withdrawal for units added to the National Conservation Lands; this is consistent with 

both guidance for management of the National Conservation Lands and the manner in which 

other units of the National Conservation Lands are currently managed. BLM should also include 

in the segregation and withdrawal process lands that were already recommended for withdrawal 

in the Western Mojave Route Network amendment to the CDCA plan. We also support the 

option presented in Appendix Z to complete mineral withdrawals for the DFAs, which would be 
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consistent with BLM’s approach in the Western Solar Plan and would help maintain DFAs’ 

suitability as priority renewable energy development areas. 

 

BLM should set a reasonable timeline for issuing notices of segregation and completing analysis 

for both Phase 1 and Phase 2 discussed in Appendix Z. We recommend a timeline of issuing the 

Phase 1 notice of segregation concurrent with signing the Record of Decision (ROD) or at most 

no later than 90 days after ROD. Completion of the evaluation of areas for withdrawal should be 

completed within two years. The Phase 2 notice of segregation should be issued no later than two 

years after the ROD and evaluation of areas for withdrawal should similarly be completed in no 

more than two additional years. BLM should also ensure that segregation does not expire while 

the agency is evaluating withdrawal and, similarly, that withdrawals that are put in place are 

subject to necessary extensions. In addition to the criteria set out in Appendix Z, in identifying 

Phase 1 lands, BLM should also consider the need to protect lands from threats from mining to 

key conservation values.  

 

B. Application of the disturbance caps should be explicitly limited to authorized activities 

only and subject to appropriate mitigation. 

 

We appreciate the clarification and further explanation that BLM has included in the Proposed 

LUPA regarding operation of disturbance caps, including within National Conservation Lands, 

and the intention to use this cap “as a conservation delivery mechanism.” Proposed LUPA, p. 

II.3-18. However, the availability of the disturbance cap should not imply that activities that will 

harm values for which lands were added to the National Conservation Lands will be approved if 

they can be avoided. 

 

Requested Remedy: To avoid any implication to the contrary, BLM should add language in the 

portions of the LUPA discussing disturbance caps that reiterates that any activities that would 

harm resources within National Conservation Lands will first be avoided as much as possible, in 

accordance with the management priorities of protecting these values. Further, the LUPA should 

state that the existence of “room” under disturbance caps will not affect the agency’s evaluation 

of whether activities should be approved or can be avoided in accordance with BLM’s mandate 

to prioritize protection of National Conservation Lands. 

 

C. Management of National Conservation Lands should not be undermined in future plan 

amendments. 

 

While BLM has confirmed that addition of areas to the National Conservation Lands will not be 

subject to amendment in future land use planning efforts, the Proposed LUPA also confirms that 

management prescriptions may be amended. See, e.g., Proposed LUPA, pp. II.3-275 - II.3-276. 

Based on the explicit requirements under the Omnibus, Secretarial Order and BLM guidance to 

prioritize protection of values for which National Conservation Lands units are designated and to 

ensure proposed actions are limited accordingly, BLM should confirm that amendments related 

to management of National Conservation Lands will not weaken protections. 

 

Requested Remedy: BLM should reiterate that future amendments to management of goals, 

objectives, conservation and management actions and any other prescriptions applicable to 
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National Conservation Lands will only be made in compliance with BLM’s obligation to ensure 

values for which these areas were designated are protected as management priorities; and will 

maintain or improve, but not weaken, protections for those resources. 

 

D. Additional lands should be included within the National Conservation Lands. 

 

We appreciate the inclusion of approximately 3.9 million acres within the National Conservation 

Lands, including the addition of important areas, like the Silurian Valley, since the Draft 

DRECP. We also appreciate the improved, and excellent, descriptions of the ecological subareas 

in the DRECP (section II.3.2.1.1), which help to illustrate the remarkable range of nationally 

significant values contained in the DRECP planning area. We note that the inclusion of 

approximately 5.5 million acres in the National Conservation Lands under Alternative 2 

indicates that additional areas meet the BLM’s criteria. For instance, in accordance with the 

language in the Omnibus and BLM’s criteria, we believe that lands within Areas of Critical 

Environmental Concern, Desert Wildlife Management Areas and Wildlife Habitat Management 

Areas should be identified as “administered for conservation” and included within the National 

Conservation Lands. In addition, we have highlighted specific areas that should be included in 

the National Conservation Lands below.  

 

Requested Remedy: BLM should expand the lands included within the National Conservation 

Lands to include areas previously managed under administrative conservation designations and 

additional areas that meet the agency’s criteria. We have noted the presence of LWC within these 

areas, because the acknowledged presence of LWC indicates additional resources that contribute 

to the values of these proposed NCLs. These areas were also identified in our comments on the 

Draft DRECP. 

 

 Big Maria Mountains 

The Big Maria Mountains are located in Riverside County, north of Blythe. CalWild surveyed 

the region and identified several roadless areas that are contiguous with the Big Maria Mountains 

Wilderness. These areas, shown in black hatches on the attached map, have a combined acreage 

of 17,234 acres.  The DRECP designates 8,961 acres of this area as unallocated, 4,342 acres as 

DFA, 1,406 acres as ACEC, and only 2,525 acres as NCL.  According to the California 

Department of Fish and Wildlife’s (CDFW) Natural Diversity Database (NDD), the Big Maria 

Mountains area is habitat for several endangered species, including the elf owl, Gila woodpecker, 

gilded flicker, western yellow-billed cuckoo and Yuma clapper rail. The area is also habitat for 

the desert tortoise and numerous other species that are protected or of special concern.
2
 The 

region is also noted for its cultural resources. For example, the BLM notes that “Important site 

complexes have been recorded on the flanks of the Big Marias and aboriginal trails are known to 

run into the mountains from both the east and west.”
3
 Furthermore, the southeastern portion of 

the Big Maria Mountains is less than two miles away from the famous Blythe intaglios. To 

protect these nationally significant resources, we request that the area shown on the attached map 

be designated as NCL.  

 

 

                                                           
2 http://imaps.dfg.ca.gov/viewers/cnddb_quickviewer/app.asp 
3 USDI-BLM, California Wilderness Study Report, Part 4, Volume 6, Big Maria Mountains CDCA-321, page 6.  

http://imaps.dfg.ca.gov/viewers/cnddb_quickviewer/app.asp
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 Bristol Lake  

The ancient Bristol Dry Lake is located in San Bernardino County, south of Amboy and Cadiz. 

According to the CDFW NDD, the area is habitat for the cheeseweed owlfly, desert beardtongue, 

desert bighorn sheep, the threatened desert tortoise, Harwood’s eriastrum and Orocopia 

Mountains spurge.
4
 According to the BLM, the dunes around the ancient lake bed are also home 

to the Mojave fringed-toed lizard.
5
 The area has seven distinct plant communities and CDFW 

recognizes the area as a wildlife corridor.
6
 Scientists consider the sediments in Bristol Lake to be 

important in determining the structural, hydrological, and paleo-climatic development of the 

Mojave region since the Pliocene.
7
 The sweeping views of the Mojave as seen from Sheephole 

Pass are quite impressive. These lands are included in Senator Dianne Feinstein’s proposed 

Mojave Trails National Monument. CalWild found that the southern portion of the lake bed has 

wilderness characteristics and met the definition of lands with wilderness characteristics (LWC).  

The LUPA Preferred Alternative leaves most of the 53,937 acre area unallocated (36,913 acres), 

a significant number of acres as variance lands (15,181 acres), and only 1,843 acres as NCL.  

Although we support BLM’s decision to manage a small portion of the western side of the area 

as LWC, we request that the southern un-mined portion of Bristol Lake shown on the attached 

map be designated as NCL in recognition of the area’s nationally significant scenic, cultural and 

ecological values. 

 

 Lower Centennial Flat 

Lower Centennial Flat is located in Inyo County, about 13 miles east and northeast of Olancha. 

According to the CDFW’s NDD, Lower Centennial Flat is habitat for Joshua tree, black-chinned 

sparrow, Brewer’s sparrow, caespitose evening-primrose, Coso Mountains lupine, Costa’s 

hummingbird, curved-pod milk-vetch, Darwin Mesa milk-vetch, Death Valley sandpaper-plant, 

Dedecker’s clover, desert bird’s beak, golden eagle, gray cryptantha, Great Basin onion, 

intermontane lupine, Inyo hulsea, Inyo onion, Inyo rock daisy, King’s eyelash grass, Le Conte’s 

thrasher, Lincoln rockcress, loggerhead shrike, Mohave ground squirrel, Mojave fish-hook 

cactus, Mono County phacelia, Pinyon Mesa buckwheat, pinyon rockcress, prairie falcon, 

Tidestrom’s milk-vetch, Townsend’s big-eared bat, Watson’s oxytheca and yellow warbler.
8
 The 

area also provides a habitat connection for bighorn sheep populations between the Coso Range 

and mountain ranges to the north.
9
 

 

While Lower Centennial Flat is proposed as a Mohave ground squirrel ACEC in the DRECP it is 

also worthy of NCL designation to further protect the area’s nationally significant ecological and 

cultural resources.   

 

                                                           
4
 http://imaps.dfg.ca.gov/viewers/cnddb_quickviewer/app.asp 

5
 http://www.blm.gov/ca/pdfs/cdd_pdfs/fringe1.PDF 

6
 Menke, 12/10/13. 

7
 Michael R. Rosen, “Sedimentology, Stratigraphy, and Hydrochemistry of Bristol Dry Lake, California, USA,” in 

EH Gierlowski- Kordesch and KR Kelts, eds., Lake basins through space and time: AAPG Studies in Geology 46, 

page 597.   
8
 http://imaps.dfg.ca.gov/viewers/cnddb_quickviewer/app.asp 

9
 While bighorn sheep have not been documented moving into and out of the Coso Range since China Lake Naval 

Weapons Center constructed a perimeter fence around the base after 9/11/2001, they were seen near Little Lake 

about ten years ago which attests to their continuing presence in the greater region. Dr. John Wehausen, pers. 

comm., 2/19/2015. 

http://imaps.dfg.ca.gov/viewers/cnddb_quickviewer/app.asp
http://www.blm.gov/ca/pdfs/cdd_pdfs/fringe1.PDF
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BLM staff conducted an LWC inventory for the area and documented their findings in 

Ridgecrest Field Office LWC Report CDCA-131A Lower Centennial Flats. BLM staff found 

that the vast majority of the Lower Centennial Flat region meets the definition of LWC and that 

“These units are particularly noteworthy for the great size of individual Joshua trees and the 

extreme density and large extent of their Joshua tree forests.” A recent study in Joshua Tree 

National Park provides strong evidence that Joshua tree regeneration at higher elevations reflects 

the population's response to climate change
10

. Greg Suba, Conservation Program Director for the 

California Native Plant Society, has noted that the many young Joshua trees present throughout 

Lower Centennial Flat are likely 10-15 years old and could be exhibiting a similar response to 

climate change, underscoring the importance of conserving Joshua trees in this transitional 

habitat at the northwestern periphery of its range. When TWS staff visited the region on January 

17, 2015, and CalWild staff visited the area on January 28, 2015, and on November 27, 2015, we 

were struck by the significant number of young Joshua trees in the area, especially as we drew 

closer to China Lake Naval Weapons Center.   

 

According to BLM’s recent wilderness inventory, the area also holds two springs which support 

riparian plant species and help support species diversity.  These riparian areas support a wide 

variety of species, as can be seen from the list above.  There is only one other spring on BLM 

land within the Coso Range that has both surface water and riparian vegetation. 

 

The BLM’s wilderness inventory further reveals that the region was an important prehistoric 

trading center for obsidian nodule export to other areas in California.  Eighty-two archaeological 

sites have been recorded in this area, most of which are prehistoric sites containing such things 

as mortar pits, rock rings, and rock art panels. About five percent of the archaeological sites are 

from the post-contact period and involve Nineteenth Century mining and homesteading. 

 

According to the BLM’s wilderness inventory, the area was inhabited at historic contact by 

Paiute and Shoshone peoples.  The Timbisha Shoshone Tribe now owns 640 acres in this area. 

Although the Timbisha Shoshone Tribe was federally recognized in 1983, it did not receive a 

land base. In 2000, the Timbisha Homeland Act was signed into law, which authorized the 

Secretary of Interior to take into trust over 7,000 acres of land for the Tribe, including the 640 

acres at Centennial Flat.  
 

More recently, the rock group U2 photographed the area heavily and used the pictures to adorn the 

cover of their 1987 album, Joshua Tree.11  Today, people from all over the country and world visit 

this site and there is a small informal memorial at the location. 

 

To protect the area’s superlative and highly significant ecological and cultural values, we request 

that the area shown on the attached map be managed as NCL. 

 

 Palen-McCoy/Rice Valley 

This area is located in Riverside and San Bernardino Counties on the northern boundary of the 

existing Palen/McCoy Wilderness. According to the CDFW’s NDD, this area is habitat for 

Abrams' spurge, Alverson's foxtail cactus, California leaf-nosed bat, desert bighorn sheep, desert 

                                                           
10

 Barrows et al. 2012. 
11

 http://basementgeographer.com/just-where-is-u2s-joshua-tree/   
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tortoise, Emory’s crucifixion-thorn, Harwood's eriastrum, Harwood's milk-vetch, Las Animas 

colubrine, pallid bat, prairie falcon, slender cottonheads and small-flowered androstephium.
12

 

The area contains seven distinct plant communities, including ecologically important ironwood 

thickets. The area is also recognized as a wildlife migration corridor by the CDFW.
13

  

 

The historic Camp Granite that was part of the World War II-era Desert Training Center is also 

in the area (see the grid-pattern of roads on the map below on the northwestern edge of the 

Palen/McCoy Wilderness). There is a growing public awareness of the historical importance of 

these camps. CalWild staff recently helped lead a tour for military veterans of the Iron Mountain 

Division Camp roughly two miles north of Camp Granite. Over a dozen people attended and 

more tours are planned, including a visit to Camp Granite itself.  

 

CalWild staff also found LWC in the area and submitted these findings to the BLM.  While we 

appreciate that BLM proposes to manage 16,601 acres of this 46,050-acre region to protect its 

wilderness characteristics, and designate 2,450 acres as ACEC and 21,101 acres as NCL, BLM 

excluded both Camp Granite and most of the LWC units inventoried by CalWild, and left 266 

acres unallocated. We therefore request that the area shown on the attached map be added to 

NCL. This will help to preserve the nationally significant ecological and cultural values 

described above. 

 

 Red Mountain 

Red Mountain is located in San Bernardino County, east of Johannesburg. According to the 

CDFW’s NDD, the Red Mountain area is habitat for the Barstow woolly sunflower, desert 

cymopterus, the threatened desert tortoise, long-eared owl, the threatened Mohave ground 

squirrel, Mojave fish-hook cactus, and solitary blazing star.
14

 According to the BLM’s own 

description of the area in the DRECP, the area provides high density and critical habitat and 

habitat linkage for the threatened desert tortoise.  

 

The area is an important part of California’s mining history. Nearby Atolia was the sight of a 

tungsten mine that was established in 1905 and officially ceased operations in 2007. Numerous 

ruins remain from this mine and other abandoned mines in the area.  

 

CalWild determined that the rugged slopes of Red Mountain itself meet the definition of LWC 

and this finding was delivered to the BLM.  BLM only included a small portion of this 10,745-

acre area in NCL (640 acres) and left 1,424 acres as unallocated.  While 8,681 acres are covered 

by an ACEC (Fremont-Kramer), a NCL designation would more appropriately protect the 

nationally significant resources of the area. We therefore request that the area shown on the 

attached map be added to the NCL. 

 

 Riverside Mountains 

The Riverside Mountains area is located in both Riverside and San Bernardino Counties, north of 

Blythe. According to the CDFW’s NDD, this area is habitat for several endangered species -- the 

                                                           
12

 http://imaps.dfg.ca.gov/viewers/cnddb_quickviewer/app.asp 
13

 Menke, 12/10/13.   
14

 http://imaps.dfg.ca.gov/viewers/cnddb_quickviewer/app.asp   
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elf owl, Gila woodpecker, and western yellow-billed cuckoo.
15

 The area is also habitat for the 

American badger, California barrel cactus, California leaf-nosed bat, cave myotis, Crissal 

thrasher, desert tortoise, elf owl, foxtail cactus, gilded flicker, prairie falcon, Townsend’s big-

eared bat, pallid bat, vermillion flycatcher, and white desert snail.
16

 The also area contains seven 

distinct plant communities.17
  

 

While a significant portion of this 5,812-acre area is designated as an ACEC (5,139 acres), only 

121 acres is designated as NCL.  Moreover, BLM leaves 552 acres as unallocated lands.  A NCL 

designation would protect the nationally significant ecological resources of this area.  This area’s 

close proximity to the Colorado River increases the probability that it also possesses critical 

cultural resources. CalWild identified three roadless areas contiguous to the existing Riverside 

Mountains Wilderness that met the definition of LWC (see the hatched areas adjacent to the 

yellow Riverside Mountains Wilderness). To protect the ecological and cultural resources of the 

Riverside Mountains, we request that the area shown on the attached map be included in the 

NCL. 
 

 Rodman Mountains 

The Rodman Mountains are located in San Bernardino County, southeast of Newberry Springs. 

According to the CDFW’s NDD, the Rodman Mountains area is habitat for Boyd's monardella, 

creamy blazing star, Darlington's blazing star, desert bighorn sheep, desert tortoise, golden eagle, 

Mojave menodora, Mojave monkeyflower, prairie falcon and purple-nerve cymopterus.
18

 The 

area is designated critical habitat for the desert tortoise, is recognized as a wildlife migration 

corridor by the CDFW and it contains nine distinct plant communities.
19

 The Rodman Mountains 

are an extremely important stronghold for the imperiled desert tortoise. Desert tortoise 

population surveys found a density of 3.8 tortoises per square kilometer in the Rodman 

Mountains in 2008.
20

 This was the fourth highest population density found of the 17 sites 

sampled in the Mojave Desert (densities in the 17 sites ranged from five per square kilometer to 

0.4).
21

 In 2009, the Rodman Mountains were found to have a population density of 7.1 tortoises 

per square kilometer, which was the fifth highest of the 15 sites sampled in the Mojave Desert.
22

  

 

CalWild staff visited the area in early 2014 and encountered petroglyphs there while also 

surveying roadless lands in the northern, western, eastern and southern borders of the existing 

Rodman Mountains Wilderness. CalWild’s LWC findings were submitted to the BLM.  

While the vast majority of the 17,641-acre region is covered by NCLs (9,698 acres) and an 

ACEC designation (7,943 acres), we request that the roadless lands adjacent to the southern 

boundary of the Rodman Mountains Wilderness be included in the NCL as well as shown on the 

attached map.  This is especially appropriate given the sensitive nature of the numerous cultural 

resources that can be found in the Rodmans. 

 

                                                           
15

 http://imaps.dfg.ca.gov/viewers/cnddb_quickviewer/app.asp 
16

 Ibid. 
17

 Menke, 12/10/13.   
18

 http://imaps.dfg.ca.gov/viewers/cnddb_quickviewer/app.asp 
19

 Menke, 12/10/13.   
20

 USFWS, Range-Wide Monitoring of the Mojave Desert Tortoise (gopherus agassizii): 2008 AND 2009, 

Reporting Prepared by Linda Allison, Desert Tortoise Monitoring Coordinator, September, 2012, page 57. 
21

 Ibid. 
22

 USFWS, page 58.   
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 Sacramento Mountains 

The Sacramento Mountains are located in San Bernardino County west of Needles. The region is 

noted for its fascinating rock formations and diverse terrain. Despite their proximity to Needles 

and the Colorado River and the presence of four-wheel drive routes in the area, the Sacramento 

Mountains are still somewhat undiscovered by visitors. While the area is accessed by vehicle 

routes, CalWild identified six roadless areas in the Sacramento Mountains with a combined size 

of 92,286 acres (see the areas hatched in black on the map below). CalWild’s LWC findings 

were submitted to the BLM.  
 

According to the CDFW’s NDD, the Sacramento Mountains are habitat for the endangered 

Arizona Bell’s vireo, the endangered Gila woodpecker, desert bighorn sheep, desert tortoise, Le 

Conte’s thrasher, mountain plover, narrow-leaved psorothamnus, pallid bat, prairie falcon, spiny-

hair blazing star, vermilion flycatcher and yellow-breasted chat.
23

 A portion of the region has 

also been designated critical habitat for the desert tortoise.
24

 

 

While a significant portion of this area is designated NCL or designated an ACEC (48,641 

acres), BLM designates 31,626 acres as ERMA and 12,019 acres as unallocated lands.  The 

Sacramento Mountains are of tremendous cultural importance to local Native Americans and the 

area is known to contain petroglyphs, historical trails and other important resources. In fact, the 

BLM admits in its description of the ACEC that covers this area that the region was used 

extensively by Native Americans for travel, trade, habitation, and migration, and that hundreds 

of archeological sites have already been identified in the ACEC. While the western portions of 

the region are included in the NCL, the entire eastern half of the mountains are excluded in order 

to supposedly protect motorized recreation opportunities. While these dispersed camping and 

touring opportunities are important, they are not inconsistent with the management of NCLs. We 

therefore request that the mountainous portions of the Sacramentos be added to the NCL system 

as is shown on the attached map. This would still leave a substantial “buffer” around the 

community of Needles.  

 

 Vidal 

The Vidal area, consisting of approximately 7,520 acres, is located in San Bernardino County, 

west of Parker. According to the CDFW’s NDD, the area is habitat for the endangered Yuma 

clapper rail, the endangered western yellow-billed cuckoo, American badger and the threatened 

desert tortoise.
25

 The area is designated critical habitat for the desert tortoise and it contains four 

distinct plant communities.
26

 One can also find ecologically-significant ironwood thickets in 

some of this area’s many washes. These woodlands teem with songbirds (including the beautiful 

western bluebird) and other life. While surveying the region for LWC, CalWild’s surveyor 

witnessed about a dozen burro deer in the area sheltering amidst the cover provided by a wash. 

 

After surveying the area, CalWild staff determined that the black, hatched portion of the area 

shown on the attached map met the definition of LWC. BLM has designated 2,973 acres of this 

area as ACEC, but has left 4,546 acres as unallocated.  As the only roadless area between the 

                                                           
23

 http://imaps.dfg.ca.gov/viewers/cnddb_quickviewer/app.asp 
24

 Menke, 12/10/13.   
25

 http://imaps.dfg.ca.gov/viewers/cnddb_quickviewer/app.asp 
26

 Menke, 12/10/13.   
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Whipple Mountains Wilderness and Riverside Mountains Wilderness, Vidal can help to provide 

habitat connections in an increasingly fragmented region. For all of these reasons, we request 

that the area shown on the attached map be designated as NCL. 
 

 White Mountains/Deep Springs Valley 

This region incorporates the lower eastern slopes of the White Mountains that abut remote Deep 

Springs Valley. Deep Springs Valley is important to the local Paiute people, both in 

contemporary and historical terms. While we appreciate that the BLM has recommended some 

portions of this region for NCL (including the important lands around Antelope Spring), we 

request that additional habitat, including connectivity habitat, for the threatened black toad 

should be designated as NCL as well in order to ensure the continued viability of this species in 

the region. We support BLM’s NCL designation for this area as depicted in alternative 2 of the 

DRECP FEIS. 

 

II. Lands with wilderness characteristics must be fully inventoried and reports provided 

for comment, as well as management decisions made, in accordance with current 

BLM guidance. 

 

BLM’s current guidance provides specific direction as to how BLM is to comply with its 

obligations under the Federal Land Policy and Management Act to update its inventory of lands 

with wilderness characteristics and consider protection of those values. See, BLM Manuals 6310 

and 6320. Wilderness inventories are to be done on a continuing basis and relevant citizen-

submitted data is to be evaluated (BLM Manual 6310.04 (C)(1)). This includes the “necessary 

forms for each area” including photo logs, route analysis forms and inventory area evaluations 

(Manual 6310, Appendices A-D). Manual 6310 reiterates that, “[r]egardless of past inventory, 

the BLM must maintain and update as necessary, its inventory of wilderness resources on public 

lands.” Manual 6320 requires BLM to consider lands with wilderness characteristics in land use 

planning, both in evaluating the impacts of management alternatives on lands with wilderness 

characteristics and in evaluating alternatives that would protect those values. 

 

We appreciate the progress BLM has made in complying with this guidance since the Draft 

DRECP, including expanding inventory, protecting additional lands and making inventory 

reports available – these are substantial gains and important for acknowledgment and protection 

of lands with wilderness characteristics. We also appreciate BLM’s acknowledgement of its 

responsibilities to complete inventory and consider management going forward in the Proposed 

LUPA, which states: “Inventories have not yet been completed for the area within the 

jurisdiction of the BLM Palm Springs and Ridgecrest Field Offices. At the completion of these 

inventories, the BLM will propose lands to be managed to protect wilderness characteristics 

through a plan amendment.” Proposed LUPA, p. II.3-74. Below, we are providing specific 

recommendations for ensuring full compliance with the agency’s obligations under Manuals 

6310 and 6320, including through the path forward already identified by BLM. 

 

A. BLM must conduct a full inventory in a timely manner. 

 

BLM’s commitment to conduct a full inventory of lands with wilderness characteristics within 

the planning area is appropriate in light of the vast acreage at issue. To provide more certainty, 
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BLM should set out a timeline for updating its current inventory and commencing the referenced 

amendment. 

 

Requested Remedy: BLM should include a commitment to complete inventory of lands with 

wilderness characteristics in the DRECP planning area and commence the RMP Amendment by 

the end of calendar year 2016.  

 

B. BLM must provide an opportunity for commenting on inventory reports and must respond 

to citizen inventory reports; this information should be incorporated into evaluating 

management. 

 

As noted above, BLM is required to make inventory reports available so that the public can 

review and comment on the agency’s conclusion. The inventories that BLM has completed were 

not made available until after the Proposed LUPA was issued, giving the public less than 30 days 

to review and provide comments. In accordance with BLM guidance set out in Instruction 

Memorandum 2013-106: 

 

The BLM field offices should make finalized and signed wilderness characteristics 

inventory findings (using the forms provided in BLM Manual 6310, Appendix B) 

available to the public as soon as practicable after their completion and before the 

inventory data is used to inform decisions.  If possible, this should occur prior to, and no 

later than, the publication of the draft NEPA analysis associated with the action.  

 

While some of the posted inventories were completed recently, others were signed as early as 

2013 (such as those for the Ridgecrest Field Office signed by then-Field Manager Carl Symons). 

It is unclear why inventories completed and signed in 2013 were not released until after the 

Proposed LUPA was issued in November 2015.  Additionally, the inventories for both the Palm 

Springs and Barstow field offices are yet to be released to the public, despite the fact that many 

inventories in these field offices have been completed, as shown by the inclusion of several areas 

within these field offices in the map of Lands with Wilderness Characteristics included in the 

Proposed LUPA (Figure II.3-5, Proposed LUPA).  For example, Figure II.3-5 of the Proposed 

LUPA shows lands surrounding the Cady Mountains Wilderness Study Area in the Barstow 

Field Office as lands that were found to meet the criteria as lands with wilderness characteristics.  

However, no reports for these areas have been published.  

 

Further, despite numerous requests, the agency has not provided the GIS data associated with 

this inventory, which has inhibited our ability to adequately review and assess the data and, 

consequently, interfered with providing constructive and substantive comments. Without the GIS 

data it is difficult to identify where the BLM has conducted inventories and where it has not, to 

understand the changes that may have been made to the initial wilderness inventory unit 

boundaries as a result of BLM field inventories, or to get an accurate depiction of the boundaries 

of the units that will be managed to protect their wilderness characteristics according to the 

Proposed LUPA.   

 

While we understand the challenges inherent in this large planning area, the failure to release 

inventory information prior to it being used to inform planning decisions is not sufficient to 
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comply with Manual 6310. Accordingly, BLM should commit to releasing all the information 

gathered and created through this inventory process, including geotagged photographs, route 

analysis forms, and updated GIS data, and should accept and evaluate public comments on its 

land with wilderness characteristics inventory.  To the extent that BLM identifies additional 

lands with wilderness characteristics or modifies the inventory based on new information 

received or gathered, additional evaluation of management of those lands should be included in 

the amendment that it will be conducting.  

 

In addition, BLM is required to respond to new information provided through citizen inventories. 

As discussed in detail, the California Wilderness Coalition has provided detailed inventories that 

comply with the requirements of Manual 6310, but BLM has not responded to these inventories, 

as required by Manual 6310. BLM should commit to evaluating these citizen inventories and, to 

the extent that BLM identifies additional lands with wilderness characteristics, to include 

evaluation of management of those lands in the amendment that it will be conducting. 

 

Requested Remedy: BLM should acknowledge that additional changes to its inventory of lands 

with wilderness characteristics will be made in a timely manner based on comments submitted 

on its inventories and based on citizen inventories. Further, BLM should commit to evaluating 

additional lands with wilderness characteristics in the amendment that will be conducted to 

evaluate lands identified in BLM’s ongoing inventories. BLM should also make newly 

completed inventory reports
27

 available for comment so that public comments can be addressed 

as part of the amendment process. BLM should also release all relevant information gathered or 

created as part of the inventory process for these lands, including geotagged photographs, route 

analysis forms, and detailed GIS data. 

 

C. Additional areas with wilderness characteristics should be acknowledged. 

 

While we are continuing to review the agency’s inventory reports, we have identified errors in 

certain reports that, when corrected, require acknowledgment of additional areas has lands with 

wilderness characteristics. 

 

We appreciate that BLM has inventoried many lands with wilderness characteristics (LWC) units 

in the planning area and that the Draft RMP considers multiple alternatives to protectively 

manage some subset of those lands. However, the Proposed LUPA does not include inventories 

for the full planning area.  FLPMA’s mandate to maintain an inventory of public lands resources 

is the foundation on which all further management decisions are built, from land use allocations 

to site-specific project planning. In order to comply with FLPMA and IM 2011-154, the 

comprehensive inventory must include the full planning area. 

 

                                                           
27

 Although the Proposed LUPA identifies the Palm Springs and Ridgecrest Field Offices as not yet completed, from 

looking at the inventories posted by BLM, it appears that inventories from the Ridgecrest, El Centro and Needles 

Field Offices have been posted, while those for the Barstow, Palm Springs, Bishop and Bakersfield Field Offices are 

still missing. See, state webpage at: http://www.blm.gov/ca/st/en/prog/wilderness/other_blm_lands_with.html  

 

Barstow, Palm Springs, Bishop, Bakersfield are all blank and missing from this page.   

http://www.blm.gov/ca/st/en/prog/wilderness/other_blm_lands_with.html
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In addition, there are many other instances where BLM’s inventory fails to follow the guidance 

for conducting LWC inventories detailed in BLM Manual 6310. Because of these deficiencies in 

identifying the actual areas that could contain wilderness characteristics, the documentation of 

wilderness characteristics provided in the Proposed LUPA is incomplete for many units, and thus 

the management decisions proposed are not based on the full suite of information required.  

 

As stated above, FLPMA requires BLM to inventory and consider LWC in the planning process, 

and IM 2011-154 and subsequent Manuals 6310 and 6320 contain the mandatory guidance for 

implementing that requirement.  Although BLM has conducted wilderness inventories for 

decades, IM 2011-154 and Manual 6310 clarify when and how lands with wilderness inventories 

should occur while providing detailed instructions in both delineating wilderness inventory units 

and assessing the presence or absence of wilderness characteristics present therein.  These 

updated policies were issued in 2011-2012 (IM 2011-154 was published in July 2011 with 

detailed instructions for inventory and management of LWC similar to Manuals 6310 and 6320, 

and Manuals 6310 and 6320 were released in March 2012).   

 

While many of the land with LWC inventories conducted as part of this planning effort occurred 

after the issuance of Manual 6310, many of the policies and procedures for identifying lands with 

wilderness characteristics that are described in that Manual are not adhered to in the subsequent 

inventories.   

 

1. BLM’s lands with wilderness characteristics inventory did not identify numerous 

potentially qualifying units. 

 

In order to conduct an accurate and thorough inventory of all wilderness-quality lands in the 

planning area, all polygons of contiguous BLM lands that meet any of the size criteria outlined in 

Manual 6310 should be analyzed further, and that information provided to the public for review.  

Manual 6310 states that the size criteria “will be satisfied for areas” that are contiguous blocks of 

roadless BLM lands greater than 5,000 acres in size or are blocks of roadless BLM lands less 

than 5,000 acres in size that are “contiguous with lands which have been formally determined to 

have wilderness or potential wilderness values, or any Federal lands managed for the protection 

of wilderness characteristics” including designated Wilderness, Wilderness Study Areas and 

National Park Service (NPS) areas recommended or proposed for designation. 

 

In many cases, BLM did not identify or otherwise disqualified from further review blocks of 

contiguous unroaded BLM lands regardless of size that are “contiguous with lands which have 

been formally determined to have wilderness or potential wilderness values, or any Federal lands 

managed for the protection of wilderness characteristics” including designated Wilderness, 

Wilderness Study Areas and National Park Service (NPS) areas recommended or proposed for 

designation” contrary to Manual 6310.  For example, it appears that BLM did not inventory any 

of the lands in the McCoy Wash area contiguous with the Palen/McCoy Wilderness or in the 

Upper Panamint Valley contiguous with the Argus Range, Manly Peak, and Death Valley 

Wilderness areas. In addition, numerous smaller parcels of BLM lands contiguous with federally 

designated Wilderness or BLM Wilderness Study Areas have not been recognized in BLM’s 

inventories.   
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BLM also did not provide documentation or rationale for wilderness-contiguous units it 

seemingly has inventoried, but found to not have wilderness characteristics.  For example, 

BLM’s map of inventoried lands (Figure III. 14-5, Proposed LUPA) shows the large area north 

of the Rice Valley Wilderness has been inventoried but not found to meet the criteria for lands 

with wilderness characteristics. The northern boundary of the Rice Valley Wilderness is an 

invisible administrative boundary drawn along a section line; no on-the-ground linear feature 

exists in this location.  Yet, BLM not only maps this area as an area inventoried but not found to 

contain wilderness characteristics, it has yet to publish the report detailing that determination and 

the rationale used to make it. In fact, inventory reports for numerous polygons on the Map of 

Inventoried Lands (Figure III.14-5) have not been released to the public, despite the fact that 

determinations have been made on these units, and those determinations used to inform this land 

use planning process. 

 

2. BLM’s lands with wilderness characteristics inventories delineate boundaries that often 

do not meet the criteria for boundary delineation as outlined in current BLM policies 

resulting in erroneous conclusions as to the presence or absence of wilderness 

characteristics within those units.  

 

Manual 6310 states that the boundary delineation for an LWC unit “is generally based on the 

presence of wilderness inventory roads” but can also be based on developed rights-of-way or 

land ownership boundaries. BLM Manual 6310 at .06(C)(1). BLM defines a wilderness 

inventory road as a vehicle route that has “been improved and maintained by mechanical means 

to ensure relatively regular and continuous use.” BLM Manual 6310 at .07. A “way” that is 

either solely “maintained” by the passage of vehicles, is used regularly but not maintained, or 

was originally constructed using mechanical means but is no longer being maintained by 

mechanical methods is not a road. Ibid. Without conducting field visits to wilderness inventory 

units with the express intent of assessing whether or not the proposed boundary line meets the 

definition of a “wilderness inventory road” or other defining feature, it is very difficult to draw 

an accurate boundary for a potential LWC unit. 

 

Many of the wilderness inventory unit boundaries used for the lands with wilderness 

characteristics inventories in this process are remnants from previous wilderness inventories, 

particularly the 1979 California Desert Conservation Area Wilderness Inventory.  Where BLM 

looked beyond the existing 1979 inventories and attempted to identify the truly qualifying 

acreage of contiguous unroaded BLM lands greater than 5,000 acres in size as per Manual 6310, 

the boundaries are much more consistent with current guidance. However, a majority of the 

boundaries for the wilderness inventory units analyzed are simply the draft boundaries produced 

in 1979, and have no relation whatsoever to current guidance on boundaries for wilderness 

inventory units. These boundaries are drawn along section lines, administrative boundaries, and 

undeveloped rights-of-way. Manual 6310 allows for boundaries for wilderness inventory units to 

be drawn along developed rights-of-way. However, undeveloped rights of way are considered 

possessory interests and because they may never be developed should not be considered impacts 

to naturalness nor used as boundaries for wilderness inventory units. “Undeveloped ROWs and 

similar undeveloped possessory interests (e.g. mineral leases) are not treated as impacts to 

wilderness characteristics because these rights may never be developed.” Manual 6310 at 

.06(C)(3)(d).  
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Additionally, Manual 6310 states that boundaries for wilderness inventory units should generally 

be based on the presence of wilderness inventory roads “but can also be based on property lines 

between lands in Federal ownership and other ownerships.” BLM Manual 6310 at .06(C)(1). 

Section lines, county lines, and administrative boundaries such as those between different BLM 

Field Offices or between different BLM designations (i.e. Areas of Critical Environmental 

Concern boundaries) are not included as qualifying boundary delineation features. However, 

throughout the wilderness inventory for this planning area, BLM uses these invisible 

administrative boundary lines to define boundaries for selected wilderness inventory units. Thus, 

determinations made on the wilderness characteristics present within these boundaries are not 

made on complete and accurate information.  For example, the Iron Mountains region in the 

Needles Field Office, including the Kilbeck Hills and portions of the Cadiz and Ward Valleys 

was inventoried by the BLM as several distinct units (CDCA 305-1 through CDCA 305-6) based 

on boundaries that in many cases follow no on-the-ground linear feature or developed right-of-

way whatsoever; while many of these boundaries follow section lines, contrary to the boundary 

delineation guidance in Manual 6310, others appear to simply be hand-drawn lines across the 

map.  

 

For example, the boundary between BLM units CDCA 305-3 and CDCA 305-2 is a straight east-

to-west line drawn along a section line.  BLM’s report for this unit describes the boundary as, 

“the southern boundary is Unit 305-2/Iron Mountain and Unit 305-5 Camp Iron Mountain”.  

Similarly, on the south boundary of CDCA 305-2, an arbitrary boundary was used separating this 

unit from the contiguous BLM lands to its south—CDCA305-6.  As alluded to in the BLM 

reports for this area, these boundary lines follow no qualifying boundary delineation feature as 

defined by Manual 6310 and as such results in inventories of several smaller units, instead of the 

larger block of contiguous BLM lands that should have been defined and inventoried according 

to current guidance. Wilderness characteristics do not stop at administrative boundaries or at 

invisible section lines. By arbitrarily truncating units like this, BLM is unnecessarily omitting 

potentially qualifying units, or only assessing a portion of a unit for outstanding opportunities for 

solitude or primitive and unconfined recreation. It follows that a bigger unit may have more 

outstanding opportunities for solitude or primitive and unconfined recreation than a smaller unit. 

If BLM is only reviewing a small portion of the actual contiguous block of unroaded BLM lands, 

because of arbitrary boundary delineation for that unit, then BLM is not seeing a true picture of 

the wilderness values that may be present in that area. 

 

In addition to arbitrarily delimiting boundaries resulting in smaller units that are then disqualified 

for lack of outstanding opportunities for solitude or primitive and unconfined recreation, 

boundaries are also drawn which are arbitrarily large, resulting in units that contain substantially 

noticeable human impacts that are then cited as rationale for disqualifying the unit for lack of 

naturalness.  Often these substantially noticeable impacts could easily be drawn out from the 

boundaries of the unit in order to remove these impacts to naturalness, while still retaining a 

block of contiguous BLM lands of sufficient size to warrant further review for the presence or 

absence of outstanding opportunities for solitude or primitive and unconfined recreation.  

 

For example, the BLM’s rationale for disqualifying the 23,600-acre Kelbacker Unit (CDCA 259-

1) for lack of naturalness includes the statement that, “the eastern side of the area contains the 
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town of Chambless and associated roads and residences”. Obviously, the town of Chambless is 

on private land should not be considered in a wilderness inventory of BLM lands, but 

substantially noticeable impacts, even if they are on BLM lands, should be removed from the 

unit, if possible, before making any assessments of naturalness or outstanding opportunities for 

solitude or primitive and unconfined recreation. In this case, several blocks of BLM lands 

contiguous with the adjacent Trilobite Wilderness have been disqualified from further review 

because of human impacts that should not have been considered within the unit in the first place.  

Numerous similar examples can be found of BLM including substantially noticeable impacts 

within the boundaries of the unit and then citing those same impacts in its description of why the 

unit does not meet the naturalness criterion.  

 

3. BLM’s assessments of wilderness characteristics often relied on an “overly strict” 

approach to naturalness or outstanding opportunities for solitude or primitive and 

unconfined recreation. 

 

BLM Manual 6310 directs the agency to “avoid an overly strict approach to assessing 

naturalness.” BLM Manual 6310 at .06(C)(2)(b)(ii)(2). BLM is to assess apparent naturalness, 

which the manual distinguishes from natural integrity, meaning that naturalness determinations 

should be based on whether an area looks natural to the average visitor regardless of ecosystem 

health. Features listed in Manual 6310 that may be considered “substantially unnoticeable” and 

thus have no effect on apparent naturalness include trails, spring developments, fencing, stock 

ponds, and certain types of linear disturbances. Furthermore, the manual specifically states that 

“undeveloped ROWs and similar undeveloped possessory interests (e.g., mineral leases) are not 

treated as impacts to wilderness characteristics because these rights may never be developed.” 

BLM Manual 6310 at .06(C)(3)(d). Although “substantially noticeable” is a term rarely used in 

the BLM’s reports for this planning area, there are many instances where BLM cites human 

impacts explicitly listed in Manual 6310 as “examples of human-made features that may be 

considered substantially unnoticeable” as rationale for disqualifying a unit for a lack of 

naturalness.   

 

For example, BLM’s inventory of CDCA 266-1/Castle Peak disqualifies the wilderness 

contiguous unit for naturalness because “the unit is immediately adjacent to cattle allotment 

infrastructures and shows the impact of cattle grazing”.  BLM’s inventory of the Hummingbird 

Springs unit (CDCA 260-3) disqualifies the 13,500-acre unit for naturalness because of a 200-

acre area in the far eastern portion of the unit that contains the faded remnants of Camp 

Clipper—a part of the Desert Training Center which was abandoned in 1944.  Even if these 70 

year old remnants covering only around 200 acres can still be considered “substantially 

noticeable” in a way that affects the naturalness of the unit as a whole, they could easily be 

cherrystemmed out of the unit, while still retaining over 13,000 acres of unimpacted BLM lands 

contiguous with the Clipper Mountain Wilderness.   

 

BLM’s inventories also remove significant portions of units for lack of naturalness because of 

BLM designated routes or land management designations such as Areas of Critical 

Environmental Concern (ACECs).  For example, the inventory for BLM unit CDCA 1367-1 

(126,255 acres) states, “The northern half of the unit has several WECO designated routes of 

travel eliminating this area due to unnaturalness”.  BLM removes over 5,000 acres from unit 
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CDCA 366-1  because “the western portion of the unit is also part of the Lake Cahuilla ACEC 

and is not recommended as having Wilderness Characteristics because of the BLM designated 

routes”.   

 

Manual 6310 defines roads for wilderness inventory purposes; whether or not the route is 

designated is not reason alone to determine that the route is a Wilderness Inventory Road, or a 

substantially noticeable linear feature that impacts the naturalness of the unit as a whole.  

Wilderness Inventory Roads are roads that have been constructed using mechanical means and 

are maintained using mechanical means to ensure relatively regular and continuous use.  

Designated routes do not necessarily meet these criteria.  ACECs are designations that are not 

mentioned in Manual 6310 as suitable boundary delineation features or impacts to naturalness.   

 

Manual 6310 also states, “Human impacts outside the [wilderness inventory] area will not 

normally be considered in assessing naturalness of an area”.  This is consistent with how the 

Wilderness Act has been interpreted, as numerous federally designated wilderness areas have 

been created with boundaries that directly abut prominent human impacts such as major 

metropolitan areas, interstate highways, railroad tracks, reservoirs, etc.  Yet, BLM disqualifies 

many units throughout the planning area because of such human impacts located outside the 

boundaries of the unit being assessed.  For example, BLM determines that the 24,000-acre 

Bagdad to Chase unit (CDCA254) does not meet the naturalness criteria because of the adjacent 

military base, “This area while it appears to be free of any man-made developments, it is often 

impacted by the 29 Palms Military Base”.   

 

BLM’s assessment of the Dark Ridge unit (CDCA 267D-1) proclaims that the unit does not meet 

the naturalness criteria because of an adjacent “tailing pile and monitoring wells associated with 

the Hart Mining District”.  This tailings pile is located on private land outside of the wilderness 

inventory unit and should not be considered an impact to naturalness for the unit as a whole.  

Finally, numerous units are disqualified because of proximity to major interstate highways such 

as I-40, I-15, or I-10.  This despite the fact that numerous Wilderness Areas have previously 

been designated along these interstate highways, some boundaries of these Wilderness Areas 

come within 250 feet of these interstate highways. While Congress has decided that these areas 

can still contain wilderness characteristics despite their proximity to interstate highways, BLM 

concludes in almost every case in this inventory effort that such lands cannot contain wilderness 

characteristics.  This is contrary to current wilderness inventory guidance and historical 

interpretation of the Wilderness Act.  

 

4. California Wilderness Coalition’s inventory identifies additional lands that should be 

identified as lands with wilderness characteristics; underscores the need for additional 

time for review and comment of inventories. 

 

In order to understand the potential impacts of the DRECP on wilderness resources, California 

Wilderness Coalition (CalWild) launched its own LWC survey in 2013. CalWild’s inventory was 

completed on January 26, 2014. The survey: 

 

 Followed the protocols and definitions described in BLM Manual 6310 (Conducting 

Wilderness Characteristics Inventory on BLM Lands); 
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 Identified 39 areas covering 1,140,488 acres that met the definition of LWC; and  

 Was described in 1,168 pages of photographs, maps and other materials that documented 

the size, naturalness, outstanding opportunities for either solitude or primitive and 

unconfined recreation and supplemental values of each area.  

 

Areas surveyed by CalWild and found to meet the definition of LWC include:  

 

 Argos: 10,448 acres 

 Ash Hill: 19,149 acres 

 Big Maria Mountains Additions: 17,257 acres 

 Bighorn Mountain Additions: 11,434 acres 

 Bristol Lake: 39,535 acres 

 Chemehuevi Valley North: 15,461 acres 

 Chemehuevi Valley South: 14,301 acres 

 Chuckwalla Mountains Additions: 59,298 acres 

 Coso Range Additions: 14,161 acres 

 Danby Lake: 35,606 acres 

 Dublin Hills: 14,391 acres 

 Hollow Hills Additions: 6,631 acres 

 Iron Mountains-Cadiz Valley: 188,538 acres 

 John Muir Additions: 2,352 acres 

 Kingston Range Additions: 30,121 acres 

 Knight Canyon: 10,566 acres 

 Little Chuckwalla Mountains Additions: 14,058 acres 

 Mule Mountains North and South: 24,577 acres 

 Newberry Mountains Additions: 5,571 acres 

 Nopah Range Additions: 18,982 acres 

 Orocopia Mountains Additions: 21,438 acres 

 Osborne Canyon: 7,433 acres 

 Palen Lake: 16,020 acres 

 Palen-McCoy Additions: 23,804 acres 

 Pinto Mountains Additions: 28,820 acres 

 Ragtown: 21,183 acres 

 Red Mountain: 10,360 acres 

 Resting Spring Range Additions: 7,391 acres 

 Riverside Mountains Additions: 5,357 acres 

 Rodman Mountains Additions: 18,395 acres 

 Sacramento Mountains: 81,571 acres 

 Ship Mountains: 34,520 acres 

 Snow Canyon: 11,831 acres 

 Stepladder Mountains Additions: 65,602 acres 

 Turtle Mountains Additions: 87,840 acres 
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 Valley Mountain: 15,058 acres
28

 

 Vidal: 7,520 acres 

 Whipple Mountains Additions: 103,670 acres 

 Wildrose Wash: 20,238 acres 

 

CalWild did not have the time or resources to fully inventory the entire CDCA, so we chose not 

to survey roadless areas: 

 

 Proposed for protection (including proposed national monuments) by Senator Dianne 

Feinstein; 

 That the BLM had already surveyed; or 

 That were unlikely to be threatened by energy development in the DRECP.  

 

These potential LWCs not surveyed by CalWild include: 
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 This area was transferred to the U.S. Marine Corps. 



       

 Amboy Crater 

 Argus Range Additions 

 Avawatz Mountains non-WSA lands 

 Bannock (south of the community) 

 Bighorn Mountain Additions (in 

addition to those lands surveyed by 

CalWild) 

 Big Morongo 

 Black Mountain Additions 

 Bristol Mountains 

 Cady Mountains non-WSA lands 

 California Valley/Pahrump Valley 

Additions 

 Carson Slough 

 Cleghorn Lakes Additions 

 Clipper Mountains Additions 

 Coyote Mountains Additions 

 Daggett Ridge 

 Darwin Falls Additions 

 Dead Mountains Additions 

 El Paso Mountains 

 Essex  

 Fish Mountains Additions 

 Goffs Butte 

 Golden Valley Additions 

 Grass Valley Additions 

 Greenwater Mountains Additions 

 Homer Mountain 

 Homer Wash 

 Indian Pass Additions 

 Indian Wash 

 Jacumba Mountains Additions 

 Kiavah Additions 

 Kingston Range Additions non-WSA 

lands 

 Lava Hills 

 Little Picacho Peak Additions 

 Lower Centennial Flat 

 Malpais Mesa Additions 

 Manley Peak Additions 

 Mayan Peak 

 Mecca Hills Additions 

 Mesquite Additions 

 Mesquite Hills 

 Middle Knob 

 Milpitas Wash 

 Mud Hills/Fossil Canyon 

 Panamint Valley 

 Picacho Peak Additions 

 Old Woman Mountains Additions 

 Ord Mountains 

 Owens Peak Additions 

 Palen/McCoy Additions  

 Palo Verde Mountains Additions (in 

addition to the lands surveyed by 

CalWild) 

 Piute Mountains Additions 

 Riggs Wash/Silurian Lake/Silurian 

Valley 

 Rose Valley/McCloud Flat 

 Santa Rosa Flat 

 Searles Valley 

 Slate Range 

 Sleeping Beauty  

 Stateline Additions 

 Surprise Canyon Additions 

 Trilobite Additions 

 Vinagre Wash 

 Ward Valley-western Turtle 

Mountains-western Stepladder 

Mountains 

 White Mountains Additions 
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CalWild provided the BLM with a list and map of these potential LWCs and requested that the 

agency survey them when time allowed and to use the results of the surveys to inform the 

DRECP and other planning processes. If time permits, CalWild hopes to conduct and submit 

additional inventories, in addition to commenting on those completed by BLM. 

 

Our 1,160 pages of LWC survey reports and the list of additional roadless areas that we wanted 

the BLM to survey were submitted to the California State Office on January 28, 2014, and it was 

shared with BLM California Desert District staff on January 31, 2014. On March 19, 2014, 

CalWild submitted a letter to California Desert District Manager Teri Raml requesting that the 

BLM “review our material and use it to inform the preferred alternative in the DRECP.” A copy 

of the letter was also submitted to BLM State Director Jim Kenna. 

 

As discussed above, BLM’s inventory procedures require not only that the agency complete 

inventory, but also that necessary forms be completed (including narratives, maps, photographs 

and addressing new information, such as citizen inventories) and documents made available to 

the public as soon as practicable and before the data issued to inform decisions. While we 

appreciate the BLM’s path forward for completing inventory of the planning area, we are also 

concerned that the agency has: 

 

 Been extremely slow in sharing existing LWC information with the interested public (for 

example, while a number of areas were surveyed by the BLM in 2013 and 2014, the 

agency failed to make any of the LWC reports available to the public online until 

November 24, 2015);  

 Not shared the GIS data for its 2013-2014 surveys until February 3, 2015 (CalWild staff 

first requested the GIS data--which we knew existed because it was printed in the Draft 

DRECP--on November 3, 2014 and sent multiple electronic mails to the BLM requesting 

the data until finally giving up on February 3, 2015);  

 Not made the remainder of GIS data corresponding to the remaining inventories fully 

available (some data was provided after additional requests were submitted following the 

release of the Proposed LUPA; and  

  Seemingly not analyzed the CalWild submissions.  

 

While we have been unable to carefully study all of the LWC reports that were posted for public 

review for the first time on November 24, we did begin a review and wanted to highlight reports 

from the Needles Field Office that caused concern, especially in light of information previously 

submitted. 

 

For example, the CDCA-255/Ludlow LWC report filed by the Needles Field Office failed to 

identify any LWC in the Ash Hill roadless area as mapped by CalWild. The Ash Hill LWC is a 

sprawling landscape of rugged mountains and sweeping bajadas, interspersed with canyons and 

braided washes. The mountains are a mosaic of reds, browns, greys, yellows and other colors. 

Elevations in the area range from 2,598 feet to 1,296 feet, with an average elevation of 1,970 

feet. According to the California Department of Fish and Wildlife's (CDFW) Natural Diversity 

Database (NDD), the following species of interest have been either been recorded or have 

suitable habitat in the area: Alverson's foxtail cactus, American badger (a state species of special 
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concern), burrowing owl (a state species of special concern), desert bighorn sheep (a state fully-

protected species), desert tortoise (federal and state threatened), Emory's crucifixion-thorn, Le 

Conte's thrasher (a state species of special concern), Mojave fringe-toed lizard (a state species of 

special concern) and white-margined beardtongue. The LWC unit has five distinct plant 

communities. 

 

While we understand and accept the fact that results among surveyors can differ, the BLM’s 

LWC report fails to support its non-wilderness findings with data from the field. In fact, there is 

no evidence offered in the report to prove that the BLM actually entered the area CalWild 

identified as LWC. This is demonstrated by the lack of supporting documentation from the field 

and inaccurate statements such as the claim that certain vehicle routes in the LWC (such as 7981) 

are in “regular and continuous use.”
29

 A visit to Route 7981 would have revealed that it has been 

cut-off from Highway 66 by flooding for many years so that it cannot be accessed by most 

vehicles. The route contains no vehicle tracks and, in fact, vegetation has been slowly recovering 

along the route since it was first constructed and abandoned decades ago. These statements were 

true as of our last visit to the area in 2014, as support by the below photograph of this route: 

 

 
 

The Stepladder-Turtle-Whipple region is one of the wildest remaining parts of the CDCA. 

According to the CDFW’s NDD, the following species of interest have been either been recorded 

or have suitable habitat in the area: desert bighorn sheep (a state fully-protected species), desert 

tortoise (federal and state threatened), Emory's crucifixion-thorn, glandular ditaxis, golden eagle 

(a state fully-protected and watch-list species), Le Conte's thrasher, burrowing owl (a state 

species of special concern), lobed ground-cherry and prairie falcon (a state watch-list species).
30

 

The LWC units are also designated critical habitat for the desert tortoise and the CDFW 
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http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/ca/pdf/pa/wilderness/lands_with_wilderness/needles.Par.88560.File.pdf/CD

CA255.pdf 

 
30  http://imaps.dfg.ca.gov/viewers/cnddb_quickviewer/app.asp 

http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/ca/pdf/pa/wilderness/lands_with_wilderness/needles.Par.88560.File.pdf/CDCA255.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/ca/pdf/pa/wilderness/lands_with_wilderness/needles.Par.88560.File.pdf/CDCA255.pdf
http://imaps.dfg.ca.gov/viewers/cnddb_quickviewer/app.asp
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considers them to be wildlife migration corridors.
31

 The importance of the Chemehuevi Valley to 

the continued viability of the desert tortoise cannot be exaggerated. Scientists note that the region 

contained some of the highest tortoise population densities in the eastern Mojave Desert with 115 

tortoises per square-mile (densities exceeding 100 of the creatures per square-mile only occur in 

between 2-8% of tortoise habitats).
32

 Biologists have determined that it is feasible to create 

corridors for the Chemehuevi Valley tortoise population and the populations in the Pinto 

Mountains, Chuckwalla Mountains and Ivanpah Valley.
33

 Additionally, the Western unit is in 

Ward Valley, a known sacred area for five Native American tribes.
34

 

 

Despite these superlative values, CDCA 294-2/Gold Ace Hills LWC report dismisses this vast 

wild area with the following general statement: “The majority of this area has been impacted by 

a rich mining history. Large sections of land have been graded clear. There are [sic] also 

evidence of heavy wartime practicing of tanks with the area also [sic]”
35

  

 

While it is true that there is some mining damage in a few parts of the area and it was, like so 

much of the California desert, crossed by tanks during World War II-era training, the two 

authorized vehicle routes in the area (254 and 427) and all mining damage can be cherrystemmed 

or otherwise easily excluded. While the tank tracks can still be seen on areas of hardpan soil, the 

vast majority of the area has a dynamic, sandy surface and it shows no tracks of any kind unless 

a route is used on a frequent enough basis to keep ahead of winds and storms (only routes 254 

and 427, which are easily cherrystemmed, experience such levels of use). The BLM did not 

provide any evidence to support its assertion that the area is so disturbed as to be completely 

lacking in natural character.  

 

The report dismisses opportunities for solitude in the area by asserting that “Increased off-

highway vehicle traffic and backcountry recreation has greatly decreased the outstanding 

opportunities for solitude. Little vegetation exists to screen the sights and sounds of recreation 

and utility traffic.”
36

 No evidence is offered to support this supposed lack of solitude, which we 

find quite puzzling given that the area is 46.4 square-miles in size and it is only crossed by two 

natural-surface vehicle routes that can easily be cherrystemmed. The most popular route near the 

area is a dirt road along its eastern boundary that follows a utility corridor. It is possible that it is 

used several times a week, particularly by utility company employees. Meanwhile, the LWC is 

also a natural extension of the adjacent Stepladder Mountains Wilderness, so the opportunities 

for solitude found within the area should have taken the designated wilderness into account as 

well.  
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 GIS analysis completed by Kurt Menke of Bird’s Eye View GIS on 12/10/13. 
32

 Grover, Mark C., Desert Tortoise: Status-of-Knowledge Outline With References, USDA-USFS, July, 1995, page 

21. 
33

Averill-Murray, Roy C., “CONSERVING POPULATION LINKAGES FOR THE MOJAVE DESERT 

TORTOISE (GOPHERUS AGASSIZII),” Herpetological Conservation and Biology 8(1), page 2.  
34

 “Ward Valley Nuclear Waste Dump Defeated by Tribes,” Healing Ourselves and Mother Earth (HOME) website: http://www.h-o-m-

e.org/nuclear-colonialism/ward-valley-ca.html 
35

 

http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/ca/pdf/pa/wilderness/lands_with_wilderness/needles0/wilderness_inventory

1.Par.17854.File.pdf/CDCA294-2.pdf 

 
36

  

http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/ca/pdf/pa/wilderness/lands_with_wilderness/needles0/wilderness_inventory1.Par.17854.File.pdf/CDCA294-2.pdf
http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/ca/pdf/pa/wilderness/lands_with_wilderness/needles0/wilderness_inventory1.Par.17854.File.pdf/CDCA294-2.pdf
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We also find the assertion that the area has “little vegetation” to only be true if one were 

comparing it to a non-desert California habitat type. A CalWild staff person camped in the 

roadless area on vacation and took dozens of photographs, all of which show extensive and 

diverse thickets of vegetation between the utility corridor on the east and the Stepladder 

Wilderness on the west. These photographs, taken on February 26, 2015 by CalWild staff person 

Ryan Henson, offer typical views of the area as seen on a cross-country hike between the utility 

corridor and the designated wilderness to the west. As one can see, the LWC has a significant 

amount of vegetation. These views are quite typical. While there are some areas of hardpan soil 

where plants are less common, even a cursory glance at the area reveals that most of it has ample 

plant life, at least for an arid part of California. 

 

 
 

The photograph above offers a view to the north from within the CalWild LWC. The walking 

stick is meant to show the particularly large size of many of the area’s barrel cactus. 
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Here is a view to the west towards the Stepladder Mountains Wilderness from within the LWC. 

These vast flats to the east of the wilderness provide important habitat diversity for a variety of 

species, particularly songbirds. 

 

The BLM’s LWC report fails to mention the area’s many supplemental values, such as the fact 

that the Chemehuevi Valley is a noted stronghold of the threatened desert tortoise. While visiting 

the area, CalWild staff encountered dozens of tortoise shells and fragments of shells, such as the 

one shown below. 
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Given these unsupported general assertions about naturalness and solitude we are extremely 

anxious to review the remaining LWC reports as soon as possible to see how they address areas 

that CalWild considers to be LWCs or potential LWCs. 

 

Since an inventory serves as the information base from which BLM makes land use decisions, 

pursuant to Section 201 of FLPMA and Manual 6310, it is vital that the inventory precede 

planning decisions. In this situation, that is not possible. However, BLM can ultimately comply 

with applicable law and policy by strengthening the commitment made in the Proposed LUPA to 

state that it will continue updating its LWC inventory, which includes responding to comments 

and new information (such as inventory reports) from the public and making necessary changes 

to the inventories. As shown by this discussion, citizens are more than willing to do their part in 

providing information and input; we hope to see the BLM do the same. 
 

Requested Remedy: BLM must reiterate and expand on its strong commitment to updating LWC 

inventory in the LUPA ROD, which also includes correcting flaws in the inventory reports 

provided with the LUPA. BLM should identify all qualifying blocks of contiguous roadless BLM 

lands as defined by BLM Manual 6310.  BLM should reassess previously inventoried units to 

determine whether or not their boundaries are delineated according to current guidance and 

redraw wilderness inventory unit boundaries to meet the standards outlined in that guidance 

before assessing these areas for the required wilderness characteristics.  BLM should avoid 

overly strict interpretations of naturalness and should consider historical interpretations by 

Congress of the outstanding opportunities for solitude and primitive and unconfined recreation 

mentioned in the Wilderness Act.  BLM should identify the areas discussed above as lands with 

wilderness characteristics and include them for evaluation of management in the planned 

amendment. 

 

D. Additional areas should be managed to protect wilderness characteristics 

 

The acreage identified in the Proposed LUPA to be managed to protect wilderness characteristics 

has substantially increased from the Draft DRECP; we appreciate this important improvement 

and look forward to continuing to see additional areas managed to protect wilderness 

characteristics as the BLM prepares the referenced plan amendment to address updated 

inventory. As part of correcting flaws in its inventory, BLM should also update the areas that 

will be managed for LWC. Further, in the interim, BLM should ensure that LWC identified by 

either BLM in ongoing inventory or submitted by CalWild is not opened to damaging activities 

until the public and BLM have an opportunity to review reports, evaluate impacts and consider 

appropriate management.  

 

Since BLM has not provided a comprehensive list of BLM-identified LWCs and a breakdown of 

how each of them would be managed under each DRECP alternative, conservationists were 

forced to cobble such information together by: 

 

 Repeatedly requesting GIS data that displayed the BLM’s findings thus far, which has not 

been provided for all of the inventory to date.  

 Using the desert-wide map of the BLM’s LWC findings (included in the DRECP as 

Figure III. 14-5) to approximate the boundaries of the BLM-identified LWCs when the 
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reports were unavailable. Topographic maps and aerial imagery were used to more 

accurately approximate the BLM’s findings. 

 Using the LWC reports (when available) to determine the BLM’s suggested boundaries. 

 Manually drawing the BLM’s LWC polygons in the Data Basin program and then 

overlaying the DRECP Preferred Alternative layer to determine, broadly at least, how the 

areas would be managed.  

 

The lack of necessary information can be addressed in the ongoing process BLM has identified 

for completing inventory and evaluating management of LWC, which can also respond to 

comments on management of LWC.  In reviewing BLM’s determinations so far and based on the 

unavoidably incomplete analysis we were able to perform, we are highlighting the following 

BLM-identified LWCs that should be managed to protect wilderness characteristics. 

 

 Darwin Falls  

The BLM’s finding that there is LWC adjacent to the Darwin Falls Wilderness is new 

information and it warrants careful consideration by both the public and agency officials. 

CalWild did not survey the roadless lands adjacent to the Darwin Falls Wilderness because, as 

noted above, we prioritized areas threatened by energy development. Addressing this new 

information is especially important given the number of sensitive species known to exist in the 

area. For example, the CDFW’s NDD reveals that Le Conte's thrasher, the threated Mohave 

ground squirrel, Inyo rock daisy, gray cryptantha, Mojave fish-hook cactus, curved-pod milk-

vetch, intermontane lupine, caespitose evening-primrose, limestone monkeyflower, King's 

eyelash grass and Watson's oxytheca all call the area home. Darwin Falls is part of the beautiful 

Darwin Plateau (technically within Death Valley National Park), a prominent geologic feature 

cut by deep canyons and crowned with scenic rock formations. Despite this, the LWC unit is 

primarily zoned as an ACEC, which can protect some of these supplemental values but does not 

specifically manage for wilderness characteristics. BLM should take the time necessary to 

consider whether or not management to protect wilderness characteristics is appropriate to 

protect the LWC’s superlative natural and social values, as well as to provide an opportunity to 

assess public input. 

 

 El Paso Mountains 

The BLM identified several thousand acres of LWC on the eastern boundary of the Black 

Mountain Wilderness in the El Paso Mountains. This is another area that CalWild did not survey. 

According to the CDFW’s NDD, the area provides habitat for golden eagle, prairie falcon, 

loggerhead shrike, Le Conte's thrasher, Mohave ground squirrel, desert tortoise, Charlotte's 

phacelia, solitary blazing star, Red Rock poppy and Mojave spineflower.  

 

The area is currently proposed as an ACEC. In light of the new LWC information, we request 

that the portion of the area with wilderness characteristics be considered for specific 

management to protect those values, which can overlap the ACEC designation. This is especially 

important given that the Black Mountain Wilderness is very isolated due to urban development, 

OHV use, mining and other activities. LWC management could help to protect the core wild 

heart of this important region. The BLM should take the time to discuss and consider this 

possibility, and provide an opportunity for public comment. 
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 Manly Falls 
The BLM identified several thousand acres of LWC on the western boundary of the Manly Falls 

Wilderness. According to the CDFW’s NDD, the area provides habitat for golden eagle, Inyo 

California towhee, prairie falcon, Morrison bumble bee, Antioch multilid wasp, desert bighorn 

sheep, pallid bat, Townsend's big-eared bat, Panamint alligator lizard, Inyo onion, Panamint 

daisy, winged cryptantha, pinyon rockcress, Panamint dudleya, Panamint Mountains lupine, 

Cooper's rush, creamy blazing star, Amargosa beardtongue, Hoffmann's buckwheat and Mojave 

spike-moss. The Panamint Mountains rise like the wall of a mighty fortress from the 

breathtaking Panamint Valley. The scenery throughout this region is simply spectacular, 

particularly at sunrise and sunset when the mountains are painted in red and purple hues. 

Currently, the area identified as LWC by the BLM is proposed to be managed as an ACEC. In 

light of the BLM’s LWC findings, specific protection for those values may be required. BLM 

should evaluate this possibility and provide an opportunity for public input. 

 

 Mayan Peak/Pinyon Mountain  

The Mayan Peak area is crossed by a 4.8-mile segment of the Pacific Crest National Scenic Trail 

(PCT) and, unlike other portions of the PCT in the Tehachapi Mountains-southern Sierra-western 

Mojave transition zone, the trail is not open to motorized vehicles. The Mayan Peak and Middle 

Knob areas are the only large swaths of unprotected BLM land in the immediate region that are 

not completely overwhelmed by legal and illegal OHV use and wind energy development. The 

BLM’s identification of LWC in the Mayan Peak area was a very pleasant surprise to 

conservationists and now, as a result of this information, we request that both Mayan Peak and 

Middle Knob be managed as LWCs in order to protect both non-motorized recreation on the 

PCT and the many unique ecological and cultural values that exist in this fascinating ecotone 

between the Sierra, Transverse Range and Mojave Desert. 

 

 Slate Range 

The Slate Range was identified as a WSA in the 1980s and almost became wilderness as a result 

of the CDPA of 1994, but it was removed in committee purportedly because of concerns 

expressed by the U.S. Navy about the potential impacts wilderness designation could have upon 

flight-training (since the passage of the CDPA, the Navy has not raised this concern about any 

other California wilderness proposal). As a result of this frustrating outcome for the Slate Range, 

conservationists were very pleased to see the BLM recommend the area for LWC management in 

the Draft DRECP Preferred Alternative. We were surprised and disappointed to see this proposal 

changed to NCL-only in the Proposed LUPA.  

 

The final House Committee Report for the CDPA includes an instructive description of some of 

the area's outstanding values: “The mountains present a barren forbidding look, which has left 

them untouched by man. This is probably the least visited range in the northern desert, although 

its facades are craggy, rugged and picturesque. The opportunities for solitude are unparalleled.” 

In addition, the area is home to a plethora of plant and wildlife species, including many of 

special concern. According to the CDFW’s NDD, the area provides habitat for sharp-shinned 

hawk, golden eagle, Inyo California towhee, black-chinned sparrow, Brewer's sparrow, chipping 

sparrow, merlin, prairie falcon, loggerhead shrike, Le Conte's thrasher, hermit warbler, yellow 

warbler, white-headed woodpecker, short-eared owl, long-eared owl, coastal California 

gnatcatcher, summer tanager, Costa's hummingbird, rufous hummingbird, olive-sided flycatcher, 
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willow flycatcher, Morrison bumble bee, Antioch multilid wasp, desert bighorn sheep, Argus 

Mountains kangaroo rat, Panamint kangaroo rat, western mastiff bat, Mohave ground squirrel, 

pallid bat, Townsend's big-eared bat, spotted bat, western small-footed myotis, Panamint 

alligator lizard, desert tortoise, wine-colored tufa moss, Inyo onion, Panamint daisy, Inyo hulsea, 

Clokey's cryptantha, winged cryptantha, pinyon rockcress, Mojave fish-hook cactus, Panamint 

dudleya, Darwin Mesa milk-vetch, Borrego milk-vetch, Panamint Mountains lupine, Cooper's 

rush, creamy blazing star, Death Valley sandpaper-plant, Booth's evening-primrose, desert bird's-

beak, Amargosa beardtongue, Hoffmann's buckwheat, Panamint Mountains buckwheat, Mojave 

spike-moss, Emory's crucifixion-thorn and Torrey's box-thorn. The Slate Range is known to be 

archeologically-rich with a unique combination of largely undisturbed sites, though full surveys 

have not be completed. Known sites include rock alignments, foot trails, house rings, shaman 

circles, stone-tool manufacturing debris, rock stacks of various shapes and features with 

unknown purposes. 

 

One of the key challenges in protecting this unique area is determining which vehicle routes 

should be left open to the public (“cherrystemmed,” in other words) and which of the unused or 

rarely-used routes should be closed to protect wilderness values. The BLM’s LWC findings 

provide what is probably the most accurate portrait of current route-conditions ever compiled for 

the area and it is therefore an excellent guide for meeting this long-term management challenge. 

While we are pleased to see the Slate Range proposed as NCL, we also request that the BLM 

retain the LWC recommendation for the area that it offered in the Draft Preferred Alternative. 

This is only fitting for one of the California desert’s largest remaining and still most intact 

unprotected wilderness candidates. 

 

Requested Remedy: BLM should manage additional areas identified as LWC to protect their 

wilderness characteristics, based on the ongoing review and consideration that will take place 

through the planned amendment and includes those identified above. 

 

E. Mitigation measures available to compensate for impacts to lands with wilderness 

characteristics should be expanded. 

 

We appreciate BLM’s commitment to mitigating impacts to lands with wilderness characteristics 

from development in DFAs, which is consistent with BLM’s obligations under Manual 6320 and 

mitigation guidance, and includes acquisition, donation and restoration activities. Proposed 

LUPA, DFA-WC-2, p. II.3-255. However, the range of options for mitigation measures is more 

limited than that included in the BLM’s Solar Programmatic EIS. Further, the Proposed LUPA 

does not provide for mitigation of impacts from development in Variance Process Lands. To the 

extent that lands with wilderness characteristics are damaged or destroyed, that damage should 

be mitigated. 

 

Requested Remedy: BLM should incorporate mitigation requirements for lands with wilderness 

characteristics into the conservation and management actions for Variance Process Lands. 

Further, BLM should expand the range of mitigation measures for impacts to lands with 

wilderness characteristics to be consistent with those set out in the ROD for the Solar 

Programmatic EIS, which provides methods to mitigate unavoidable impacts on specially 
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designated areas and lands with wilderness characteristics may include, but are not limited to, the 

following:  

 Acquiring wilderness inholdings from willing sellers.  

 Acquiring private lands from willing sellers adjacent to designated wilderness.  

 Acquiring private lands from willing sellers within proposed wilderness or Wilderness 

Study Areas.  

 Acquiring other lands containing important wilderness or related values, such as 

opportunities for solitude or a primitive, unconfined (type of) recreation.  

 Restoring wilderness, for example, modifying routes or other structures that detract from 

wilderness character.  

 Contributing mitigation monies to a “wilderness mitigation bank,” if one exists, to fund 

activities such as the ones described above.  

 Enacting management to protect lands with wilderness characteristics in the same field 

office or region that are not currently being managed to protect wilderness character. 

Areas that are to be managed to protect wilderness characteristics under this approach 

must be of sufficient size to be manageable, which could also include areas adjacent to 

current WSAs or adjacent to areas currently being managed to protect wilderness 

characteristics.  

 

Solar PEIS ROD, pp. 55-56.  

 

III. The DRECP ROD must direct that the West Mojave Route Network Project will be 

consistent with allocations and goals of the DRECP. 

 

When published, the draft West Mojave (WEMO) Route Network Project plan contradicted the 

Draft DRECP despite agreeing to “conform to proposed and adopted DRECP route parameters 

[sic], in order to enhance conservation goals and objectives and provide consistent proposed 

management strategies[.]” See, draft WEMO SEIS, at 4.1-5, Table 4.1-1. Instead, the draft 

WEMO Plan largely ignored BLM’s draft DRECP LUPA by proposing a route network with 

more than 10,000 miles in the West Mojave crisscrossing millions of acres of proposed 

conservation land. This draft route network would, if approved, directly undermine the intent 

behind executing the DRECP, and have lasting consequences for all overlapping conservation 

land designations. 

 

As a large, landscape level planning effort dedicated to balancing emerging renewable energy 

and conservation needs, the DRECP should guide the development of the more narrowly-focused 

draft WEMO Plan, and the WEMO plan should be tiered under the DRECP. Instead, the BLM 

has crafted two grossly conflicting plans and it must now rectify the situation. To do so, BLM 

has reopened the public comment period for the draft WEMO Plan to coincide with the release of 

the BLM’s Proposed LUPA and added additional language in the final plan to clarify the 

relationship between the two plans. Nonetheless, BLM needs to further strengthen the direction 

provided in of the DRECP LUPA from the language in the Proposed LUPA. 

 

It is essential that BLM ensure all its travel management plans and route networks are consistent 

with the direction set forth by any relevant landscape planning document. For the WEMO 

planning area, the relevant planning document is the DRECP LUPA. Under the Proposed LUPA, 
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BLM proposes 2,923,750 acres of ACECs, 125,478 acres of LWCs, and 987,931 acres of 

National Conservation Land within the WEMO Plan area. Each of these special area 

designations has individualized management prescriptions to help protect the important resources 

and values that were identified for conservation. As a result, to ensure consistency, the WEMO 

Plan should have prioritized the DRECP LUPA’s management prescriptions in the context of 

route designation within its planning area, particularly with regard to conservation values. As 

noted above, the draft WEMO Plan fails to do so.  

 

BLM’s approach to designating routes for motorized/mechanized use in the WEMO planning 

area does not sync with the land use allocation decisions prescribed by the DRECP LUPA. 

Recognizing the broad inconsistency between the draft WEMO Plan and the Draft DRECP, 

BLM not only reopened the public comment period for the draft WEMO Plan, but also added 

new language in the Proposed LUPA in an attempt to resolve the conflicts between the two 

plans. BLM states that:  

 

The implementation decisions in the [WEMO Plan], such as route 

designations, will be considered in the context of the DRECP proposals, 

especially disturbance caps, and are being designed to avoid conflicts with 

the DRECP. Because the [WEMO Plan] is anticipated to be completed 

after the DRECP LUPA ROD is signed, implementation decisions in the 

[WEMO Plan] will be subject to the plan decisions in the DRECP. 

 

Proposed LUPA, at I.3.1.5. 

 

Here, BLM attempts to clarify that as a sub-unit within the DRECP planning area the final 

WEMO route network cannot be inconsistent with the management strategies of the DRECP. 

While we support BLM’s decision to add language about the guiding role of the DRECP LUPA 

with respect to the WEMO Plan, Section I.3.1.5 needs to incorporate stronger language. We 

recommend that BLM add more explicit language to Section I.3.1.5 to better frame the DRECP 

LUPA as the overarching planning document for developing the WEMO Route Network. 

Further, BLM should also use this section to confirm that all designated routes should comply 

with the management prescriptions of overlapping conservation land designations. This 

additional language will improve the coordination and compatibility between the two plans, 

which currently does not exist. 

 

Requested Remedy: In order to avoid any ambiguities regarding the planning impact of the final 

DRECP LUPA on implementation plan decision-making in the WEMO, BLM should include 

additional language in Section I.3.1.5 stating: 

 

The finalized West Mojave Route Network Project must be consistent with the planning 

requirements of the DRECP LUPA, giving special consideration to allocations and 

designations for conservation, as well as specific management prescriptions, in the DRECP 

and applying them in the context of recreation and travel planning.  
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We appreciate the extensive effort put forth by BLM in preparing this Proposed LUPA and the 

many strong conservation aspects of this plan, and hope to see the agency implement our 

requested remedies. We are also hoping to have an opportunity to discuss our points of protest 

with BLM to clarify any questions and to determine if some of them may be resolved. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

The Wilderness Society    California Wilderness Coalition 

Nada Culver, Senior Counsel and Director  Ryan Henson, Senior Policy Director 

BLM Action Center     3313 Nathan Drive 

1660 Wynkoop, Suite 850    Anderson, CA 96007   

Denver, CO 80202     rhenson@calwild.org  

Nada_Culver@tws.org  

 

Sally Miller 

Senior Conservation Representative | CA 

P.O. Box 22 

Lee Vining, CA  93541 

 

 
Attachments 

1. TWS/CalWild Focused Comments on Draft DRECP. 

2. Map of additional proposed to the National Conservation Lands. 
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