DRAMP INFORMATION MEETING --  April 14, 2010
TO:  ASA Board of Directors

FROM:  Rusty Massie

DATE:  April 15, 2010

SUBJECT:  My impressions of the El Centro DRAMP Meeting

Last evening I attended the DRAMP meeting in El Centro.  Nichole Gilles was also there, and I’m sure she will have other comments;  however, I hope that you will take a few moments to read mine.  There were about 35 people in attendance, but some of those were BLM employees and five BLM Rangers.  The LE Chief was on the panel, two uniformed LE’s were at the back of the room, and there were two undercover LE’s also there.  The meeting was very peaceful and everyone was well mannered.

I believe that there was a general consensus that OHV enthusiasts would prefer Alternative 1, but that the preferred alternative was the most likely to be adopted.  Several people spoke of changes that they would like to see.

1. I asked about the change in closure size and was told that it would go from just less than 50,000 acres to about 12,000 acres.  This is a step in the right direction!  BLM also said that the Critical Habitat continues further north, but the area in the Glamis area was excluded, I believe due to economic considerations.
2. I asked if there would be any provision in the RAMP that would address opening the remaining closure if the Fish and Wildlife Service delisted the PMV.  The answer was no.  I believe that this should be somehow addressed in the RAMP and an expedited procedure to be specified.
3. It was suggested that there be corridors in the remaining closure to facilitate emergency access, general movement, and movement of towed vehicles.  I hope they might consider this proposal.
4. There was discussion on the proposed closure of Dunebuggy Flats during high rain periods.  BLM said they thought it might help the PMV.  They admitted that there was no scientific basis to support this, and that the area is not included in the Critical Habitat for the PMV.  Comments were made that the BLM should open camping areas to “make up” for this closure, and BLM said that they planned on opening additional camping in the Ogilby Road area.  I suggested that while additional camping areas were a good idea, I didn’t see how replacing one area with another would help the PMV.

5. There was discussion about the proposed closure of the washes to camping.  The discussion was similar to the above;  however, they sited problems with campers damaging the plants, etc.  They specifically talked about gathering of firewood, (downed wood and living plants).  When asked about their reference to wildfires, the BLM also said that they had had one earlier this year.  I’m not sure that’s enough to force a closure of this area.  There was little or no discussion on the fact that this area is seldom used except during times of exceptionally high use.  Thus only a few weeks of each year.
6. I noticed in the DRAMP and the “leader of the meeting” (the acting area manager? –Texas accent) mentioned other visitors and their desire to visit the dunes and have it be a quiet, peaceful , and serene experience.  One person did quickly mention that this should be addressed by the Wilderness Area, but BLM still seems to think that people walk way into the big dunes for the experience, but in 40 years of duning, I’ve never seen anyone do this.  Maybe a few hundred yards, but not much more.  Of course, the Wilderness Area isn’t real convenient to the Interstate 8 corridor.
7. Two people, one from the Yuma area and one from the Valley requested a one day pass system for locals to visit the dunes.  While this might be a nightmare to administer, if it could be done, I would support it.  I have met quite a few people who drive through the area and wish to just see and experience the dunes on the way through.  They have no desire to camp or drive vehicles.  I commonly have visitors from El Centro who visit me for an evening just to have dinner or visit.  They should have some economically feasible means to do so.  Maybe the campground hosts could make this possible?
8. A couple of local people were quite emphatic in their concern about airborne contaminant issues.  While I have predicted and maintained for over five years that this issue could be the one to completely close down the dunes, apparently the APCD and/or CARB are currently meeting with all of the off-road managers to address this issue.  I made two suggestions that would help this problem and demonstrate that off-roaders are willing to work for what is needed.  The first is for the BLM to immediately begin working to final grade and pave the east access road which would reduce much of the on-highway vehicle caused dust.  The second would be to implement a “no-wake” zone in the flat ground and camping areas between the access road and the dunes.  This zone would limit the speed of vehicles to something like 10 mph or less and would prohibit “brodies” and ATC tracks.  While this would again be a difficult assignment for the LEO’s to administer, the result could make a major contribution to reducing the dust.  I believe that an intensive PR campaign by the ASA and associated organizations would help to gain a high level of compliance (along with aggressive LE enforcement).  Also discussed was that the prevailing winds normally take any dust towards the east and not into the El Centro/Brawley/Imperial Valley areas.
A final concept that I would like to bring up is that by reducing the area of OHV activity in the ISDRA, the Government and environmentalists may be inadvertently producing an undesired effect.  As the ISDRA becomes more crowded and use more restricted, it will have the effect of forcing OHV recreation to other areas, such as our mountains, forests, and beaches.  These areas are much more environmentally sensitive than the sand dunes, and the result will be far greater environmental damage.  While the sand dunes certainly have environmental issues, the North Algodones Dunes Wilderness Area provides a large portion of the total dunes area to preserve the flora and fauna.  With a distinct barrier of Highway 78, the north dunes are virtually free of OHV and other disturbing activity, thus environmental protection is assured.

On the other hand, in the mountains and forests, by the nature of the trees, brush, and terrain, environmental damage is likely to be far greater and can occur without any observation.  The barriers intended to separate wilderness areas are less distinct and less observable.  Law enforcement is much more difficult due to the difficulty of observation.  If damage does occur, it will likely go unchecked and damage due to fires, will readily spread across boundaries.  
Several years ago, I had the opportunity to present this point of view to a very distinguished looking attendee at a RAMP scoping meeting who had elegantly presented her environmental viewpoint.  After I presented my opinion, she responded that her associates had been having the same discussion and that they were also very concerned about the effects on the deserts in Baja California, where there are almost no resources for law enforcement, and the vast areas make it difficult to even observe damaging activities.

It is my belief and conclusion that when a more global environmental impact is considered, the more OHV activity that is allowed in the ISDRA, the result will be that less environmental damage will occur elsewhere.  

