1. The DRAMP is fraught with superficial and incomplete data.
BLM has chosen to ignore the work of Dr. Art Phillips III.  His work is comprised of a large body of published information and data regarding the distribution and ecology of the PMV. This is peer-reviewed science. More importantly, his studies were conducted in areas open to OHV operations that document PMV and OHVs can co-exist. This omission renders many of the DRAMP recommendations invalid.   

Following are the references to the seven reports. These were sent annually to BLM in El Centro and FWS in Carlsbad, as well as other agencies. It is my understanding that ASA has recently sent electronic copies to BLM in case hard copies are missing from files. 

Phillips, A. M., III, D. J. Kennedy, and M. Cross. 2001. Biology, distribution, and abundance of Peirson’s milkvetch and other special status plants of the Algodones Dunes, California. Report submitted by Thomas Olsen Associates, Inc. to the American Sand Association. 29 p. (“TOA 2001”)

Phillips, A. M., III and D. J. Kennedy. 2002. The Ecology of Astragalus magdalenae var. peirsonii: Distribution, reproduction and seed bank. Report submitted to the American Sand Association. 41 p.

Phillips, A. M., III and D. J. Kennedy. 2003. The Ecology of Astragalus magdalenae var. peirsonii: Germination and survival. Report submitted to the American Sand Association. 27 p.

Phillips, A. M., III and D. J. Kennedy. 2004. The Ecology and Life History of Peirson’s Milkvetch in the Algodones Dunes, California: 2003-2004. Report submitted to the American Sand Association. 

Phillips, A. M., III and D. J. Kennedy. 2005. The Life History of Peirson’s Milkvetch (Astragalus magdalenae var. peirsonii) in the Algodones Dunes, California: 2004-2005. Report submitted to the American Sand Association. 

Phillips, A. M., III, and D. J. Kennedy. 2006. Seed bank and survival of Peirson's milkvetch (Astragalus magdalenae var. peirsonii) in the Algodones Dunes, California, 2005-06. Prepared for the American Sand Association.

Phillips, A. M., III and D. J. Kennedy. 2007. Assessing the effects of drought conditions on Peirson’s Milkvetch (Astragalus magdalenae var. peirsonii) in the Algodones Dunes, California, 2006-07. Report submitted to the American Sand Association.

2. Peirson’s Milk Vetch (PMV) Critical Habitat (CH) should remain open to OHV activities. 

There is no legal requirement to close CH.

Closure has not been scientifically proven necessary for the plant’s survival.  The best available science indicates that PMV colonies do well in the presence of OHV activity. Moreover, contrary to many opinions, OHVs are not the greatest threat to the PMV.

 In a study performed by the BLM entitled, “2005 Monitoring of Peirson’s Milk-vetch in the Algodones Dunes, Imperial County, California”, scientific evidence is quite the opposite.  Page 24 states, “Dunes-wide, an estimated 8,113 plants, representing 0.44% of the total estimated plants, showed signs of impact from OHVs.” Page 25 states, “Dunes-wide, an estimated 81,174 plants, representing 4.43% of the total estimated plants, showed signs of damage from sources other than OHVs.” Basic math shows that the impact from OHVs are only 1/10 that of natural impacts which are in themselves insignificant. 

The same report indicates that there were 1.8 million plants in 2005. Page 25 states, “The 2004-2005 growing season was very favorable for the germination and establishment of Astragalus magdalenae var. peirsonii and was likely the best growing season for the species since the 1997-1998 growing season. Rains beginning in October 2004 resulted in a significant germination event and an estimated 1,831,076 plants occupied the Dunes in spring 2005. Of this total, 1,369,482 plants (75%) were flowering or past-flowering at the time of monitoring. Only 21,777 (1.6%) of these plants were more than a year old. Thus, 98.4% of the 2005 plants represented a 2004-2005 growing season cohort. This supports previous contentions that this species functions more like an annual than a perennial and that the majority of seeds in the seed bank are produced from current year plants in good rainfall years.” The report shows that PMV numbers are influenced by rainfall more than anything.

The results of the above study confirm those of an earlier study performed by Thomas Olsen & Associates in 2001 where less than 1% of PMV were affected by OHVs.  It is important to note that the TOA study was performed exclusively in areas open to OHVs. Thus the <1% is a true figure for open areas and cannot be construed as being higher because no closed areas were included.

Additionally, page 30 of the report entitled, “Monitoring of Special Status Plants in the Algodones Dunes, Imperial County, California 1977, 1998, 1999, and 2000” by John Willoughby, State Botanist, Bureau of Land Management (BLM), California State Office states, “The response of Astragalus magdalenae var. peirsonii, a short-lived perennial, is closely tied to precipitation. It was most abundant in 1998, the highest rainfall year, and least abundant in 2000, the lowest rainfall year. Responses of this species were similar in both the closed and open areas across all four years of monitoring….Healthy populations of all three species remain in the open area, though the above-ground expression of populations of Peirson’s milk-vetch fluctuates dramatically with precipitation. There is no evidence of any OHV effect on either Peirson’s milk-vetch or Algodones Dunes sunflower. An increase in sand food in the open area between 2001 and 2002 may result from a release in pressure from OHV use in the interim closures, but this is inconclusive and may be at least partially an artifact of sampling.

…  This indicates that there has been little change in Peirson’s milk-vetch abundance and distribution in the open area relative to the closed area since 1977. Changes in year-to-year abundance are related primarily to weather in both the open and closed areas.”

 In some instances (probably due to rainfall), the PMV will actually do better in open areas than in closed areas as noted on page 22 of Monitoring of Special Status Plants in the Algodones Dunes, Imperial County, California 1977, 1998, 1999, and 2000

“Rainfall in 1998 was much more favorable to the species, resulting in higher abundance class values in the open area than in the closed area. This disparity also existed in 1999, but was smaller. This may mean that the southern dunes have more favorable habitat for ASMAP, but the reverse pattern observed in 1977 argues against this hypothesis. It is possible that more precipitation fell in the southern part of the dunes in 1998 and 1999 than in the northern part. There is some evidence for such a trend from RAWS data collected between November 16, 2000 and March 16, 2001: 1.40 inches of precipitation were recorded at Cahuilla in the northwest part of the dunes and 2.67 inches were recorded at Buttercup in the southern part of the dunes. The higher abundance class values in the closed area in 1977 may have resulted from higher rainfall in the northern dunes during that year. In any event, differences between open and closed areas were not great in any year and, as previously stated, ASMAP responded similarly in both areas

over the four years.”
All studies indicate that PMV numbers are predominately the result of rainfall and are not significantly influenced by whether the area is closed to OHV operation or not.

Based on the foregoing, there is no valid reason, scientific or otherwise, to close the PMV CH to OHV operation.  No purpose is served by PMV CH closure.

If FWS must have CH closure, I suggest that it be only in years where an explosive germination even is underway and there is every expectation that the crop will flower and produce seed as in 2005.  This does not directly tie a closure to rainfall where the exact amount required for explosive germination is unknown. 

Other years, the closure can be advisory in nature where vehicles are allowed to enter and education plays a major role.

Visitors can be instructed to see and avoid all vegetation to the best of their ability. Adverse modification should not be a concern as dune vehicles are designed to float on top of the sand and the tracks disappear in minutes in a strong wind. A single strong windstorm is known to deflate the dunes several feet and move thousands of tons of sand. This is much more than what all ISDRA OHV visitors can do in a whole season.

OHV use in the low swales, where the PMV grows, is not where OHV riders prefer to operate their vehicles (see attached photo).  Riders select the tops of ridges where it is smooth and there is no vegetation to damage thin tires. As stated in the reports above, this is the reason that PMV, and other dune vegetation, can co-exist with OHVs.

While many OHV enabled ISDRA visitors wishing a quiet experience full of solitude would take advantage of the deep dunes, it is doubtful large numbers as seen at the major hills on holiday weekends will enter much of the CH.  Today’s equipment uses more fuel, is heavier, and thus presents many challenges when venturing too far from camp.  Towing long distances is problematic as is running out of fuel. There are no popular gathering spots deep in the dunes and the sand is of finer grain making it too soft for a good ride.  In addition, there are no large bowls or long stretches where the roller coaster effect can be achieved. 

Continued monitoring would be used to validate this strategy.

3. Dune Buggy Flats closure is without scientific basis.

The rainfall-triggered camping closure of Dune Buggy Flats lacks sufficient rational to support this major action. This proposal presumes that BLM is incapable of enforcing the PMV CH closures. This proposal ignores historical closure compliance and assumes that BLM cannot provide the required enforcement resources.

4. Microphyll Woodland Closure is without scientific basis.

The proposed camping closure in the eastern part of the dunes is unreasonable.  Under Alternative 8, this closure would be implemented to protect microphyll woodland and would extend from Wash 25 to Wash 69. There is no scientific evidence that any of the microphyll woodland in this eastern portion of the ISDRA has been damaged from camping or any other recreational activity.  

Appendix “O” regarding bird populations provides no conclusive evidence in support of a camping closure. Even if it did, balanced use is not achieved by closing 100% of microphyll woodlands.

The PRBO study quoted in appendix “O” states that best quality woodlands exist in the wilderness area across Hwy 78.  The study indicates that increased bird numbers in closed areas may be due to it being the best quality habitat.

The study admits its own flaws and recommends further studies and data gathering.

Microphyll woodlands do not compose all of proposed closure. The microphyll woodlands are farther from wash road as the wash numbers increase to the Southeast  – thousands of acres of non-microphyll woodlands are able to support camping.

A large area exists between microphyll woodlands and wash road. From Wash 25 to Wash 69, there are approximately 5600 acres that are not microphyll woodlands (using rough tools provided by Google Earth).  The proposed closure includes these acres that are previously disturbed. 

