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February 5, 2009
Lupe C Valdez

Director of Public Affairs

Union Pacific Railroad

13181 Crossroads Parkway North
Suite 500

City of Industry, CA 91746

Dear Ms. Valdez,

The American Sand Association (ASA) http://asasand.com/ was formed in 2000. The Association’s mission is to "Unite, Inform and Mobilize" Sand Sport enthusiasts. We accomplish this mission with 100% volunteer effort. We believe in responsible resource management for the people. The American Sand Association supports national cooperation of local and regional sand sport organizations and shares with them ideas and information to help them Unite, Inform and Mobilize. We have approximately 35,000 members, and I believe our record of positive stewardship regarding not only the dunes themselves, but respect for our neighbors stands on it’s own as a testament to our commitment to responsible land use. 

We recently published the Union Pacific (UP) news release entitled “Ride The Sand Not The Rails” on page 4 of our Feb. 2009 Newsletter http://www.americansandassociation.org/files/newsletter/currentnl.pdf to inform our members of the sand fence currently being erected by Union Pacific. This news release states that “Union Pacific has worked closely with Bureau of Land Management (BLM) to make sure that access is not severally impacted for enthusiasts.” In a Feb 4 on-site meeting with BLM we learned that the UP has subsequently decided to close public access to the Wash Road. The closure of the Wash Road severely limits public access to a significant public camping area at the Imperial Sand Dunes Recreation Area (ISDRA).

The impact on recreation access of fence construction was clearly evident. However, the UP elected to plan and begin construction of the fence without contacting the BLM to discuss their plans or schedule. It was not until after the BLM and the ISDRA visitors observed the fence construction that your staff assured the BLM that access to camping would continue to be available.  The UP was invited by BLM, but declined to attend a public meeting in El Centro, CA. The aforementioned Dec 17, 2008 news release provided unwarranted confidence in the UP management integrity based on the subsequent Feb 4, 2009 meeting with BLM.
The ASA recognizes that the Wash Road is the property of UP however we are concerned that your company would proceed with the fence without taking the initiative to contact the BLM particularly in view of the obvious impact on public access to the ISDRA. In your news release you state “Also, special attention has been taken to protect the local wildlife. The fence will leave natural gaps for the Desert Tortoise to migrate naturally throughout its habitat.” When you prepared your environmental assessment for the fence project did you evaluate the impact resulting from forcing many ISDRA visitors to camp in the tortoise habitat in the limited use areas east of the railroad tracks? Did you evaluate the public safety hazard associated with off-high vehicle travel on the Hwy 78 right of way and crossing the tracks? What is your assessment of the cumulative impacts of restricting the long-standing public access to the Wash Road?

In closing, we respectfully request that UP honor its original commitment to BLM by leaving openings in the fence at each wash to accommodate camping access. At the very least, we request that you delay the Wash Road closure until BLM completes the evaluation of alternative access to the camping areas. The engineering, environmental process and funding of alternate access is a time consuming process. During this time of national austerity advance planning and communication with our neighbors and associates is even more important. An open and transparent planning process is the key to a mutually successful outcome. We would also look forward to you working with us in the future on any concerns regarding issues that you might have regarding the land around the ISDRA. 

Yours Truly,

Bob Mason, President

CC:

Wally Leimgruber. Chairman Imperial County Board of Supervisors

Robert Filner, Congressman

Mike Pool, BLM CA State Director

Steven Borchard, Mgr CA BLM Desert District

Vicki Wood, Mgr BLM El Centro Field Office

Jim Bartel, US Fish and Wildlife Service

Daphne Green, Deputy Director California State Parks
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