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Pass near Livermore, 
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Courtesy Shawn smallwood
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Driving in the rural West is a 
blood sport. During the spring 
and summer, it’s all I can do to 
avoid squashing the prairie dogs 
and rabbits drawn to the weeds 
along the asphalt, as they invari-
ably dart the wrong way at the 
last moment. Almost every day 
I encounter the fresh carcass of a skunk, fox or rac-
coon, mowed down the night before by unsuspecting 
drivers. (“What was that thump?”)

In fall and winter, it’s deer and elk, pushed 
down from the high country by hunters and chang-
ing weather. Somehow I’ve avoided a head-on 
collision, but I once clipped a muley’s back foot as 
it bounded like a high-jumper over the hood. Last 
week, a small flock of mountain bluebirds swooped 
in front of my truck as I drove to the grocery store. 
I braked, hoping they had all somehow eluded 
my grill. But in the rearview mirror, I watched a 
sky-colored male tumble like a ball across the road. 
“Damn it,” I muttered, “another ‘incidental take.’ ”

That’s the formal term wildlife agencies use for 
cases in which a protected wild animal is uninten-
tionally killed. From a legal standpoint, it means 
that I, and all the other drivers on the road, will be 
pardoned; we have no liability if we collide with, and 
kill, a species of federally protected frog — or a griz-
zly, for that matter. After all, we didn’t mean to do it.

But should large industrial developers get off 
the hook so easily, especially if scientists clearly 
show that their business practices are killing wild-
life? That’s one of the questions raised by Judith 
Lewis Mernit’s cover story on how some determined 
ecologists are seeking to hold large-scale Western 
wind and solar facilities responsible for the birds 
they attract and kill. Over the past several decades, 
ecologist Shawn Smallwood has single-mindedly 
researched such avian deaths. The results are 
disquieting, not only because they demonstrate the 
considerable environmental trade-offs we are making 
for the sake of clean power, but because of the way 
some in the industry reacted to his findings — with 
disinformation campaigns and personal attacks.

Just shoot the messenger: It’s an often-used page 
from the playbook of many extractive industries. But 
it doesn’t have to be that way. Smallwood’s efforts 
have actually helped the wind industry; despite its ini-
tial resistance, it’s now embracing large, slow-turning 
turbine blades and careful site selection to minimize 
the carnage. It’s high time for Big Solar and its state 
and federal regulators to do the same, before any 
new plans are approved in the Mojave Desert. 

No one is entirely guilt-free when it comes 
to the “incidental taking” of wildlife. But we can 
reduce the carnage, partly by reducing our consump-
tion of energy, or producing our own, so that new 
power plants are unnecessary. And we can also just 
slow the hell down as we drive the West’s marvelous 
back roads.  

--Paul Larmer, executive director/publisher

Editor’s note
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Doug Bell of the East Bay Regional Park District, in a 2007 photo with a golden eagle found near turbines in 
California’s Altamont Pass Wind Resource Area. The raptor, which had a compound wing fracture,  

later was euthanized. Janice Gan photo courtesy East Bay Regional Park District 
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8,000
The number of domestic sheep grazed on 

seven allotments in the Beaverhead-Deerlodge 
National Forest, where environmental groups 

are suing to reduce grazing.

35 The number of bighorn sheep in one 
herd in the same forest — well under the 125 
needed for a viable herd. 

Environmental groups say that Montana’s 
efforts to recover bighorns are jeopardized 
by domestic sheep, which pass pneumonia 
to their wild kin. Their lawsuit charges that 
the Beaverhead-Deerlodge didn’t provide for 
a viable population of bighorn sheep in its 
forest plan, and didn’t disclose a semi-secret 
deal promising not to change sheep ranchers’ 
grazing allotments. A judge ruled in July that 
one more grazing season wouldn’t cause 
“irreparable harm” to wildlife, and the sheep 
headed into the hills once again, but the 
lawsuit is still pending. Conservation groups 
approached the ranchers about buying out 
their allotments, but the ranchers rejected the 
proposal. What happens next is anyone’s guess.  
Ben Goldfarb hcne.ws/sheep-wars

HCN.ORG NEWS in brief

A woman is evicted from an encampment along Los Gatos Creek, in downtown San Jose. Jeremy Miller

No direction home
In March 2014, a California Department of 
Fish and Wildlife warden in San Jose filed 
a formal complaint with regional water 
authorities, citing heaps of garbage and 
human waste from large homeless camps 
along city waterways. The environmental 
group Baykeeper sued the city later that year 
over the camps, whose refuse endangered 
public health and flagging runs of steelhead 
and chinook salmon. For the first time, 
homelessness in Santa Clara County was 
no longer framed as just an intractable 
social problem; it had become a clear 
environmental threat. Today, nearly a year 
after the main camp, known as the Jungle, 
was closed, thousands remain homeless, 
wandering city streets and streambeds. 
Many residents wonder whether Santa Clara 
County jumped the gun, forcing homeless 
people out of camps before giving them 
somewhere else to go. Jeremy Miller

hcne.ws/CAhomeless

Video

Worth of Water: Fresno
California is in its fourth year of severe 
drought. In 2014, Gov. Jerry Brown passed the 
Sustainable Groundwater Management Act, the 
first statewide effort to regulate groundwater 
use. In this video, we hear from water experts, 
who discuss the invisible costs of the dry 
spell and what the city of Fresno is doing to 
recharge its groundwater reserves and develop 
infrastructure for surface water use. Zoe Meyers

hcne.ws/CAgroundwater​

Fish and Wildlife and integrity 
According to a new survey and report compiled by 
the Union of Concerned Scientists, 73 percent of 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife scientists say that political 
influence is too high at the agency, while a relative 
majority believes their office is less effective than 
it was five years ago. Those figures stand out at 
Fish and Wildlife, compared with other federal 
science agencies, where staff members generally 
feel that scientific integrity is holding firm or is on 

the rise. During his first inauguration speech in 
2009, President Barack Obama pledged to “restore 
science to its rightful place,” and later ordered 
agencies to draft scientific integrity policies for 
the first time ever. Those were welcome steps for 
researchers who felt politics trampled science-
based management under the George W. Bush 
administration. Still, the implementation and 
effectiveness of the new policies remain fuzzy. 
Joshua Zaffos hcne.ws/political-usfws

174
The number of 

people killed in mass 
shootings — incidents 

involving four fatalities 
or more — in Western 

states since 1982.

Kate Schimel
hcne.ws/shooting-nos

Zoe MEyers

Trending

‘Rental crisis’
Tent cities, waste and 
overcrowding have 
created something 
foul in Crested Butte. 
Each year, thousands 
of tourists flock to the 
mountain resort town 
on Colorado’s Western 
Slope. This July saw 
more people recreating 
in and around town 
than ever, and there 
aren’t enough houses 
for the town’s low-wage 
workers to rent. Across 
the Rockies, when 
the recession ended, 
second homeowners 
bought up property to 
rent out to vacationers, 
leaving the booming 
local workforce short 
on places to live. 
Gloria Dickie

You say

Jerry Cagle: “The 
same thing is hap-
pening in Gardiner, 
Montana, apparently. 
I understand that a 
number of employees 
of the Yellowstone 
Association are unable 
to find housing, or to 
afford the rent if they 
could, and are thus re-
duced to living in their 
cars. A testament to 
their dedication, but a 
sad situation, indeed.” 
Bonita Gibson Cremer: 
“I own rental property 
in an area of Montana 
popular with fishermen 
and hunters, but not 
a resort community. I 
will no longer offer my 
property as long-term 
rentals, due to the 
hassle of finding qual-
ity tenants who won’t 
destroy the place and 
who pay rent on time. 
Much more sensible 
to rent to vacationers: 
Considerably less ‘wear 
and tear’ and premium 
rent paid upfront.” 
Dusty Demerson: 
“Well, rents have risen 
and wages have not. 
Rents for retailers have 
risen, too. It’s a pretty 
tough squeeze. Not 
sure what the answer 
is, but pushing people 
into the camping areas 
is not the answer.”

hcne.ws/rental-crisis 
and facebook.com/
highcountrynews 
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Does the agency adhere to its scientific integrity policy?
Many agency employees are undecided or disagree that policies are followed
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SHOUT-OUT TO HEYDAY PRESS

I was particularly touched by the article 
in the September issue regarding the 
California Maidu Indians’ recovery 
of their land, though as I continued 
through the various articles I was 
surprised that I didn’t find any refer-
ence to Heyday Press of Berkeley, 
California, and Malcolm Margolin, the 
publisher (“The Exact Same Place,” 
HCN, 9/14/15).  Malcolm and Heyday 
are among the great defenders of the 
environment and especially the rights 
and cultures of the California Native 
peoples. This year marks the retirement 
of Malcolm Margolin after 40 years at 
Heyday. HCN needs to commemorate 
this incredible man and his career.

Dennis Judd
San Luis Obispo, California

TOXIC MINING LEGACY, PART I

Aug. 6, 2015, was the 70th anniversary 
of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima, 
and also the day the Gold King Mine 
above Silverton, Colorado, spewed a 
buildup of toxic mining waters into the 
Animas River flowing through bucolic 
Durango (“Animas spill,” HCN, 8/31/15). 
I am a gold-miner’s daughter. I moved 
to Durango in 1985 and completed a ge-
ology 101 class while pondering the idea 
of working with my father in California 
as a geologist. The takeaway from that 
course was that what I had thought of 
mining from my experiences as a child, 
panning for gold or pulling shiny flakes 
off the walls in the huge ventilated tun-
nels that my father had set up, was that 
gold mining today was a really destruc-
tive business.

I lived in and out of Durango for 
nearly 10 years and landed in the Sierra 
Foothills in 1997, the other toxic area, 
the Sierra Nevada Gold Country. I have 
just finished chelating extremely high 
levels of mercury and lead from my 
bloodstream, and because I was tested 
properly I had an opportunity to do 
something about it. In two years’ time, 
I turned around a destiny of disabil-
ity. Many neurodegenerative diseases 
(Parkinson’s, ALS, multiple sclerosis) 
are thought to be caused by high toxic 
burdens that turn on genetic predisposi-
tion to these otherwise “rare” or “mys-
tery” conditions, and inhibit our innate 
detoxification systems. 

We have to acknowledge the legacy 
of mining pollution, have conversations 
about it, and take responsibility for 
improved testing of waters, soil, air and 

our bodies, and clean up what we can, 
detox what we can, so we can protect 
ourselves, our children, and all life on 
this planet in the future. Gold King 
Mine is a Superfund site. Let’s declare it 
and get the aggressive resources needed 
to stop this never-ending pollution.

Liana Dicus
Mammoth Lakes, California

TOXIC MINING LEGACY, PART II

Although I now live in Portland, 
Oregon, I have followed the Animas 
River mine drainage spill issue with 
extreme interest, because I spent 
several years studying water quality 
issues related to mine drainage in 
Colorado in the 1970s. Jonathan 
Thompson’s article provides the most 
complete description of the incident that 
I’ve read or heard (including anything 
on NPR), and it is the first to point out 
that the real culprit in this tragedy 
is Colorado’s legacy of abandoned 
metal mines with no culpable owners 
(“Animas spill,” HCN, 8/31/15).

One minor comment is that alumi-
num is not considered a heavy metal. 
Although it can be toxic to fish in acidic 
water, this typically occurs in poorly 
buffered, acidic waters impacted by acid 
deposition, such as in the Adirondack 
region of New York. In the Animas 
River milieu, any effects related to alu-
minum would likely be overwhelmed by 
the impacts of toxic heavy metals, such 
as cadmium and lead.

I do have some concern regarding 
possible toxic levels of cadmium that 

might have occurred during the down-
stream pulse from the Gold King mine. 
Cadmium is often found in Colorado 
metal-mine drainage, and it is toxic to 
rainbow trout at concentrations less 
than 1 microgram/liter. Although 
cadmium is listed in the legend of the 
graph shown in the article, it does not 
appear in the graph itself. I assume that 
is because the levels are so low they are 
hidden by the lead line, but that doesn’t 
mean that they are unimportant. It 
would have been informative to put 
cadmium and lead on a separate graph 
with a different scale so that the actual 
concentrations could be appraised. 

Colorado has an extensive area of 
abandoned metal mines in the Colorado 
Mineral Belt, which extends from the 
San Juan Mountains in south-central 
Colorado to the Front Range in Boulder 
County. A colleague and I published the 
first statewide studies of metal mine 
drainage in this area in 1974 when we 
worked for the U.S. Geological Survey. 
Many studies have been done by govern-
ment and academic researchers since 
that time to update our preliminary 
studies, and I am sure that similar wa-
ter-quality issues related to the legacy 
of abandoned metal mines exist in all 
states of the Rocky Mountain West. 
 
Dennis Wentz 
Portland, Oregon 
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More than 40 percent of our national 
parks, from Arizona’s Saguaro to 

Wyoming’s Grand Teton, contain inhold-
ings. Those privately owned chunks of 
land complicate management, block public 
access and present a risk of development, 
as when a luxury home was built in the 
middle of Black Canyon of the Gunnison 
National Park, Colorado, five years ago. 
Now, the main source of funding for buy-
ing such inholdings, the Land and Water 
Conservation Fund, is in serious jeopardy. 
At the end of September, Congress let it 
expire, failing to reauthorize it despite 
widespread bipartisan support. 

The LWCF does a lot more than buy 
inholdings. Roughly half of it goes to pro-
viding conservation easements on private 
land, conserving privately owned timber-
lands, developing urban parks and ball 
fields, and funding endangered species 
projects on non-federal lands. 

Since its inception in 1964, the LWCF 
has protected more than 7 million acres. 
The fund draws no taxpayer dollars; most 
of it comes from royalties from offshore 
oil and gas drilling. “There’s poetry in the 
idea that we can use revenue generated 
from the depletion of one resource to en-
hance another,” says John Gale, conser-
vation director of Backcountry Hunters 
and Anglers. Since 1978, the fund has 
been authorized to receive up to $900 
million annually, though in recent years 
Congress has appropriated less than a 
third of that. 

But even as Congress cut LWCF’s 
funding, members on both sides of the 
aisle were trying to use it for projects in 
their own districts. According to a 2014 in-
vestigation by Greenwire, 16 Republicans, 
48 Democrats and three independents had 
pushed for land acquisition, conservation 
easements, and grants for local parks and 
trails over the previous five years. 

LWCF’s primary foe is Utah Rep. Rob 
Bishop, R, chair of the House Natural 
Resources Committee, who has refused 
to even allow hearings on the bipartisan 
reauthorization bill that’s been sitting in 
his committee since April. He’s vowed to 
continue blocking LWCF until it’s been re-
formed, citing his opposition to an increase 
in federal lands for any reason. (Just over 
two years ago, though, Bishop had pro-

posed that Utah counties negotiate to get 
more congressionally designated wilder-
ness, as a bargaining chip for increased 
energy development.) “We are not going to 
blindly reauthorize a fund with inherent 
flaws,” says Bishop spokeswoman Julia 
Slingsby. “This law needs to be updated to 
reflect the 21st century.” 

The fund that Bishop wants to update 
has provided $48 million to his state for 
local projects like soccer parks and swim-
ming pools. It’s also paid for acquiring 
more than 7,000 acres of private inhold-
ings within Zion National Park, plus 
nearly 5,500 acres in Dinosaur National 
Monument. Bishop’s reforms would put 
an end to such purchases. He has yet to of-
fer a specific plan, but has suggested that 
the program’s money could instead cover 
shortfalls in PILT, “payments in lieu of 
taxes” to counties with large amounts of 
federal land, or pay for the education of 
future energy-industry workers. He and 
other critics also say the fund should be 
used to cover the $12 billion maintenance 
backlog at national parks. 

The LWCF has accumulated a $20 bil-
lion IOU thanks to the gap in appropria-
tions, giving Bishop another excuse to stop 
funding it. But it’s disingenuous to claim 
that this money is available to be spent, 

says Lynn Scarlett, managing director of 
public policy for The Nature Conservancy 
and deputy Interior secretary under 
George W. Bush. “There is no magic $20 
billion waiting around, or even one dol-
lar,” she says. “It’s a paperwork credit for 
funds long ago used for other purposes.” 

Now that the program has been al-
lowed to sunset, the royalty money meant 
for it is going to the general treasury. Un-
der the continuing budget resolution that 
expires Dec. 11, the House and Senate 
could pass an extension of the LWCF and 
maintain that funding link. If they don’t, 
though, re-establishing it will take an act 
of Congress.

Fund supporters are now scrambling 
to find a must-pass piece of legislation 
they can attach reauthorization to. The 
most promising is a compromise by Sen. 
Lisa Murkowski, R-Alaska, and Sen. Ma-
ria Cantwell, D-Wash., that would make 
the program permanent and balance state 
and federal spending, giving each 40 per-
cent of the annual appropriation, and 
allowing the remaining 20 percent to be 
spent flexibly. It would also create a sepa-
rate fund to address the national park 
maintenance backlog. Other Western rep-
resentatives have sponsored similar leg-
islation, including Montana Sens. Steve 
Daines, R., and Jon Tester, D, as well as 
Sen. Michael Bennet, D-Colo., and Rep. 
Raúl Grijalva, D-Ariz.

Meanwhile, environmental and sports-
men’s groups are lobbying mightily for the 
fund’s resurrection. “It’s hard for us to see 
something like LWCF that has broad sup-
port become a political chip,” Gale says. 
“Congress should be able to function and 
move things that are good for the American 
people and absolutely a clear winner.”

The death of the Land and Water 
Conservation Fund?

Congress derails the nation’s most successful public access 
and recreation program

By Jodi Peterson

HCN senior editor Jodi Peterson writes from 
Paonia, Colorado. @Peterson_Jodi

CURRENTS
THE LATEST 

Backstory
The proposed 
Trans-Pacific 
Partnership, a free-
trade agreement 
between the U.S. 
and 12 countries 
that include many of 
the nation’s largest 
export markets, 
has provoked 
stiff opposition 
from labor unions, 
environmental 
groups and small 
farmers. It would 
likely increase 
exports of liquefied 
natural gas — LNG — 
encouraging more gas 
drilling, fracking and 
pipeline construction. 
The West’s first LNG 
terminal in Astoria, 
Oregon, was green-
lighted in 2014, 
leaving critics focused 
on blocking another 
proposed project in 
Coos Bay (“How an 
international trade 
deal will impact 
Western states,” HCN, 
04/24/15). 

Followup  

In early October, 
the Federal Energy 
Regulatory 
Commission gave 
the Coos Bay LNG 
terminal the go-
ahead despite the 
Environmental 
Protection Agency’s 
conclusion that the 
gas terminal and 
pipeline would “cause 
some environmental 
damage.” The $7.5 
billion project would 
be linked to existing 
pipelines across 
southwestern Oregon. 
Now, opponents 
want Gov. Kate 
Brown and state 
agencies to block 
the project before 
FERC submits final 
approval, expected 
at the end of this 
year.

Paige 
Blankenbuehler

WA
Acres: 40,000

Dollars: $33.2M

OR
Acres: 42,600

Dollars: $28.4 M

CA
Acres: 74,200

Dollars: $121.5M

NV
Acres: na

Dollars: $1.2M

UT
Acres: 9,000

Dollars: $11.6M

AZ
Acres: 51,700

Dollars: $17.5M

CO
Acres: 29,200

Dollars: $26.3M

NM
Acres: 13,300

Dollars: $14.7M

WY
Acres: 1,100

Dollars: $16.5M

ID
Acres: 25,200

Dollars: $29.7M

MT
Acres: 135,700

Dollars: $114.5M

Land and Water 
Conservation Fund 

Projects in the West 
from 2011-2014

Scale
Number of Projects

123
38
10

Source: Headwaters Economics/ Department of Interior

http://www.hcn.org


S ister Magdalena Berndlmaier’s veil 
wafts in the morning wind, as she 

swerves and jostles in the Kubota tractor 
and then pulls to a stop at a shed. She lis-
tens intently while Sister Gertrude Read 
suits up, puts on her bee bonnet and advis-
es caution: Today, the old queen bee will be 
dethroned to make way for a younger, more 
vital monarch. This momentous reshuf-
fling of the Apis Empire will require Read’s 
deft maneuvers within the busy hive. 

“I’ve been looking forward to this all 
morning,” says Berndlmaier, whose admi-
ration for Read’s bravery is palpable.

The shed is packed to the rafters with 
paint cans, pesticides, rakes, brooms and 
plastic storage tubs, with a silver crucifix 
hanging on one wall. Read stands beneath 
it as she carefully pulls on her gloves and 
advises Berndlmaier to do the same before 
leading her to the nearby beehives.

Across the dirt road, Sister Ann Lee 
sits on a hay bale, feeding snacks to Clar-
abelle, one of several cows milling about. 
Later in the day, Read will instruct a few 
novitiates in the venerable art of making 
ricotta cheese, leaning over a steaming 

cauldron of milk.  
Here at the Abbey of St. Walburga, 

cradled in the craggy hills that straddle 
the Wyoming-Colorado border, life reflects 
the medieval Benedictine motto of ora et 
labora — pray and work. The 24 nuns 
who live here rise before dawn, gather in 
the chapel to sing at 4:50 a.m., celebrate 
Mass, and then breakfast in silence — a 
daily calendar of contemplative ritual that 
the monastic order has honored for more 
than 10 centuries. 

Much of the rest of their day, however, 
defies popular notions of monastic life: 
Off come the black flowing gowns, and on 
come the sturdy boots and gloves, as the 
sisters go out to work on the surrounding 
ranch and farmland. Their faces remain 
enveloped in coifs, held in place by sun 
visors, but the fashion is otherwise jeans, 
bandannas and long-sleeved denim shirts.

“We sometimes say that Jesus is a 
cowboy,” says Sister Maria-Walburga 
Schortemeyer, as she moves lightly to-
ward Yoda, one of the Abbey’s three resi-
dent water buffaloes. She recalls how 
once, while transporting cattle from the 
abbey to Cheyenne, she had a flat tire. 
Some friendly cattlemen stopped to help 
her — saviors, as it were, although she 
says, “Darn it, I would have liked to prove 
to them I could take care of it myself.” 

The Abbey at St. Walburga was 
designed to be a contemplative sanctu-
ary from the secular world. Indeed, the 
Colorado monastery is the offshoot of a 
900-year-old motherhouse in Bavaria, 
which established a community in Boul-
der in 1935, partly as a refuge for sisters 
threatened by persecution in Nazi Germa-
ny. The monastery relocated to Virginia 
Dale in 1997 after it outgrew its Boulder 
house. Today, the women, who live lives of 
poverty and obedience, also make a vow of 
stability — agreeing to spend their lives in 
one place — in essence, choosing a course 
that runs counter to nearly everything 
modern America encourages. 

Yet the abbey is every bit a working 
farm and ranch. Two dairy cows, some 
50 hens, the bees, cattle — which are all 
named, Schortemeyer says, to respect 
their “bovinity” — and water buffaloes, 
all contribute to financially support the 
sisters’ monastic lives. Catholic monaster-
ies do not receive financial support from 
their archdiocese. A guesthouse provides 
most of the sisters’ income, but they also 
accept donations, host retreats, and sell 
meat, eggs, cheese and honey in a shop 
on the Abbey grounds. As Schortemeyer 
says: “Selling 15,000 pounds of beef does 
provide decent funds to help pay those 
biggest of bills: health care, building and 
lands maintenance, food.”

To some extent, the abbey mirrors the 
past three decades, during which, the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture says, the num-
ber of farms operated by women increased 
substantially in the West and across the 
nation. According to the agency, between 
1978 and 2007, when the last agriculture 
census was conducted, the number of such 
farms grew from 306,200 to nearly a mil-
lion. Today, women account for 30  percent 
of all farmers in the U.S.  Researchers cite 
the appeal of the farm-to-fork movement, 
as well as women inheriting farms and 
ranches. Downsizing to smaller parcels 
and increasing mechanization have also 
helped make the work more affordable 
and less physically demanding.

Twenty-five years ago, Abbess Maria-
Michael Newe steered the abbey toward a 
greater focus on sustainable agriculture, 
although working the land has been a te-
net of the order’s tradition since its found-
ing. A Los Angeles native, Newe had no 
experience in rural labor when she ar-
rived at the Boulder monastery. The nuns 
established the abbey on land, she says, 
that monks had originally owned and con-
sidered “unfarmable.”

“These nuns were German immigrants 
— peasantry, basically,” she says. “They 
watered with buckets, not hoses. Brooms 
were made out of willow branches. We shov-
eled a lot of ditches back then. You think, ‘I 
didn’t enter a monastery to farm,’ but then 
again, the smell of the dirt, the contours 
of the land. … You find that you’re in fact 
working in the Garden of Paradise.” 
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Sister Maria-Walburga 
Schortemeyer gives 
treats to the cows 
on the Abbey of St. 
Walburga ranch.  
Jim West

Where Jesus is a cowboy
Colorado’s Abbey of St. Walburga is a spiritual refuge   

and a working ranch
By Elizabeth Zach

Elizabeth Zach, the staff writer at the nonprofit 
Rural Community Assistance Corporation, is also 
a fellow at Stanford University’s Bill Lane Center 
for the American West. 



In July 2015, some U.S. Air Force per-
sonnel were hiking about eight miles 

up North Fork Chewelah Creek, in north-
eastern Washington, when they found the 
chewed-up remains of a cow. They notified 
the Washington Department of Fish and 
Wildlife, which sent out investigators the 
next day. The investigators found a sec-
ond carcass nearby and three days later, 
discovered two more — a cow and a calf. 
Wolves, they determined, had killed all 
four animals. 

The dead cattle were squarely in the 
territory of a wolf pack called Dirty Shirt, 
and local ranchers’ reactions were pre-
dictably fierce. “The time for the removal 
of the Dirty Shirt pack is now,” Justin 
Hedrick, the president of the Stevens 
County Cattlemen’s Association, said 
in a statement. But instead of muster-
ing sharpshooters, wildlife officials sent 
riders on horseback to keep the wolves 
away. They used generators to shine 
bright lights around the rest of the herd, 
while other employees patrolled the area. 
They shared data on the pack’s location 
— three wolves are radio-collared — with 
area livestock producers, so other cattle 
could be shifted out of harm’s way. But 
they also said that if the wolves killed 
more cows, they would consider shooting 
them. 

Within a few days, the pack moved 

to a different part of its territory, and 
fears died down. Three months later, its 
wolves remain on probation of a sort, but 
the state hasn’t taken further action. And 
even though tempers still simmer, the in-
cident shows the difference between wolf 
recovery in the Northwest compared to 
the Rocky Mountains or the Southwest. 
Washington, with its generally more pro-
gressive politics, was able to adopt policies 
that would have had little traction in the 
Interior West. But even here, thanks to 
stark urban-rural political divides, the ef-
fort’s successes come by way of a very deli-
cate and ongoing balancing act.

Wolves re-introduced themselves to 
Washington, wandering in from 

Idaho and Canada, and successfully 
breeding in the state in 2008, the first 
time they had done so in 70 years. Today, 
Washington is home to at least 68 wolves 
and 16 known packs. That’s due in part 
to the state’s management plan, adopted 
in 2011, which explicitly aims to expand 
the wolf population rather than limit or 
destroy it, and adopts the region’s most 
ambitious recovery goals. There must be 
15 breeding pairs in total before wolves 
can be removed from the state’s endan-
gered species list, as compared to Oregon’s 
four or the 10-each targets that the initial 
federal Northern Rockies recovery plan 
had for Montana, Idaho and Wyoming. 
Washington residents, too, are support-

ive: A survey commissioned in 2014 by the 
Washington wildlife department found 
that almost two-thirds of respondents fa-
vored wolf recovery. 

But that same survey also showed 
that most of those supporters live along 
or to the west of Interstate 5, which pass-
es through Bellingham, Seattle, Tacoma 
and Olympia — Washington’s more lib-
eral left side. In rural, conservative east-
ern Washington, where 12 of the state’s 
16 wolf packs actually live, people are far 
more ambivalent. It hasn’t helped that 
wolves mostly entered the state through 
prime rangeland — where they were 
likely to face stiff human resistance — in-
stead of national parks or areas with few-
er cattle, as they did in Wyoming, Idaho 
and Montana. And they still have to cross 
hundreds more miles of agricultural land 
to reach what biologists consider the best 
habitat: the south-central Cascade Moun-
tains, where healthy elk herds wander 
large forests. 

This was the main challenge managers 
and stakeholders faced: keeping wolves 
alive long enough to move from the areas 
where they’re not wanted to the areas 
where, for now at least, they’re tolerated, 
if not desired. “It was a unique situation,” 
says Dave Ware, the recently retired wolf 
policy lead for the Washington wildlife 
agency. “We set out with the idea that we 
could find a balance.” 

That’s why the state management 
plan places such a heavy emphasis on 
non-lethal methods to prevent wolves 
from eating livestock, providing $370,000 
in subsidies for range riders and other 
measures, such  as automated lights and 
sirens, guard dogs and a special type 
of anti-predator flagging called fladry. 
About 40 ranchers took advantage of the 
program in 2015. “We are one of the only 
states that has put so much effort into 
preventative measures to keep wolves 
and livestock from getting too conflicted,” 
Ware says. 

Conservation organizations also part-
nered with the state to help livestock pro-
ducers adjust. Jay Kehne, the Okanogan 
County organizer for Conservation North-
west, a group based in Bellingham, enlists 
ranchers to participate in pilot studies to 
test non-lethal practices, primarily range-
riding, which involves a cowhand on 
horseback staying with livestock, keeping 
an eye out for wolves and acting as a sort 
of human deterrent. 

It’s a gradual effort, but the approach 
Conservation Northwest pushes has 
worked in other places, notably Montana 
and Alberta, Canada. The first year of the 
program, Kehne had one participant; the 
next year, three; the year after, six; and 
this year, seven ranchers signed up to re-
ceive a few thousand dollars a month to 
help cover a range rider’s wages. (They 
can also receive matching funds from 
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Washington’s wolf experiment
 The state’s emphasis on non-lethal control is saving livestock — 

and wolves — though ranchers are still leery
By Eric Wagner

THE LATEST 

Backstory
Fifteen years ago, the 
federal government 
undertook a major 
experiment in public-
lands management, 
paying $101 million 
for the privately 
owned Baca Ranch in 
New Mexico’s Jemez 
Mountains and 
creating the 89,000-
acre Valles Caldera 
National Preserve. 
The property would 
be run as a working 
ranch by a board 
of trustees, with a 
goal of financial 
self-sufficiency by 
2020. Conflict later 
arose over whether it 
should be managed 
primarily for livestock 
production or for 
wildlife and recreation 
(“Trouble on the 
Valles Caldera,” HCN, 
11/28/05). But the 
preserve never came 
close to breaking 
even, and supporters 
thought the National 
Park Service, which 
has more resources, 
should take over 
management. 

Followup  

On Oct. 1, the Park 
Service announced 
it would assume 
management of 
Valles Caldera, 
thereby ending a 
failed experiment 
in privatizing land 
management. New 
Superintendent Jorge 
Silva-Banuelos, the 
trust’s former executive 
director, promises 
increased access to 
tourists, hunters and 
fishermen. On Oct. 
10, Interior Secretary 
Sally Jewell dedicated 
Valles Caldera — one 
of the country’s 
newest national parks.

Gloria Dickie

Valles Caldera, 
known for its large 
elk herds, is now a 
national park.  
Larry Lamsa/CC Flickr

Eric Wagner writes from Seattle, Washington.

Please see Wolves, page 24
Source:  Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, March 2015
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A s drought continues across the West, we find ourselves newly aware of the wonder of water — the 
subject of this year’s photo contest. Readers submitted 100 images, seeking to capture what 

makes water so precious. Here, you can see our readers’ choice, above, the editors’ choice, below, and an 
honorable mention. To see the rest of the photo submissions, visit hcn.org/photos15.

Agua Pura
Your approach to water

Reader’s 
Choice	
Ice in the bottom of 
Elephant Canyon, 
with sand ripples 
from a recent small 
flood. Canyonlands 
National Park, Utah.
Christopher Brown 

Editor’s Choice
A water tank in Arizona’s Ironwood Forest National Monument proclaims a promise of 
salvation in two languages. Closer inspection reveals a bone-dry vessel, cruelly adding to the 
thirsty traveler’s despair. Jerry Cagle 

Honorable Mention 
Lauren Harrod, 20, jumps over a puddle in Lincoln, Nebraska. You 
don’t have to travel far to appreciate the significance of water. 
Calla Kessler 

THE HCN COMMUNITY
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Independent media guardian
Adam & Rachael Albright | Bend, OR

Publisher’s circle
Hope Aldrich, Millstream Fund | Bethesda, MD
Audrey Benedict, Sawtooth Springs Ranch | 
Ward, CO
Bill Budinger | Aspen, CO
Sara Michl | Boulder, CO

Philanthropist
Linda & Charles Frick | Mendenhall, PA
Jeremy & Angela Foster | Seattle, WA
Burks Lapham | Washington, DC

Steward
Anonymous
Jay Dean & Stephani Bittner | Lafayette, CA
Tracy & Michael Ehlers | Boulder, CO
John Molenar | Fort Collins, CO
Mark Rudd & Marla Painter | Albuquerque, NM
Bebe & David Schweppe, Advised Fund at Aspen 
Community Foundation
Nora Stombock & Mary Wright, in memory of 
our mothers | Boulder, CO
Gerald R. Terwilliger & Anna M. Naeser |  
Basalt, CO

GUArantor
Anonymous (2)
Tom & Caroline Hoyt | Boulder, CO
Max Hunt | Woodinville, WA
Nancy Light & Chris Fichtel | Reno, NV
Bonnie & John Morgan | Corvallis, MT
Dan Nicholson, Mountain Home Medical Inc. | 
Woodland Park, CO
John & Rebecca Petrik | Minot, ND
Greg Tieman | Charleston, WV

Benefactor
Anonymous
Don & Roberta Hall | Corvallis, OR
Mark Krause | Phoenix, AZ
Steven Lamy | San Gabriel, CA
Jerry R. Martin | Gurnee, IL
Kathy Martinez | Greenwood Village, CO
Daniel Stonington | Seattle, WA
Jamie & Florence Williams |  
Washington, DC

Sponsor
Anonymous | Ophir, CO
In honor of Ruth Kirk
In memory of Don Bischoff | Helena, MT
In memory of Robert Glenn | Millford, UT
Steven Baty | Huntsville, AL
Michael E. Campana | Corvallis, OR
Jane & Kelly Clark | Kerrville, TX
Kathy Davis | Camp Verde, AZ
Joseph Durnell | Scottsdale, AZ
Gary & Joanne Goble | Denver, CO
Thomas Gougeon & Donna Middlebrooks | 
Denver, CO
David & Alison Hudson | Los Ranchos, NM
Alan Locklear & Marie Valleroy |  
Portland, OR
David C. Moir | Los Alamos, NM
Maizy A. Myers | Cañon City, CO
Kelly Redmond | Reno, NV
Jack & Donna Rice | Olympia, WA
Scott Smidt | Laramie, WY
Alan L. Stewart | Frisco, CO
Thomas & Jean Sutherland |  
Fort Collins, CO
Heidi & Clifton Youmans | Helena, MT

Patron
Anonymous (5) 
In honor of Bob & Grace’s love  |  
Lake Tahoe, CA
In honor of Andrew Washington Wise |  
Denver, CO
In memory of Bill Ballard | Missoula, MT
In memory of Justin Creek |  
Salt Lake City, UT
In memory of John Denver 
In memory of William Satt; May 4,1920
Heather Abel & Adam Zucker |  
Northampton, MA

hcn.org/45

Since 1971, reader contributions to the Re-
search Fund have made it possible for HCN 
to investigate and report on important issues 
that are unique to the American West. Your 
tax-deductible gift directly funds thought-
provoking, independent journalism.

Thank you for supporting our hardworking 
journalists.

Thank you, 
Research Fund donors,  

for all these years!

High Country News founder  
Tom Bell in 1984. Mike Mcclure

High Country News: Origins
The first in a series celebrating our 45th anniversary

HCN’s predecessor, Camping News Weekly, 
and the 1973 issue introducing new staff after 

readers saved the paper. HCN Archives

Continued on next page

http://www.hcn.org


10  High Country News  October 26, 2015
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THE HCN COMMUNITY
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o $75 Patron

o $150 Sponsor

o $250 Benefactor

o $500 Guarantor

o $1,000 Steward 

o $2,500 Philanthropist  

o $5,000 Publisher’s Circle
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 High Country News | P.O. Box 1090 | Paonia, CO 81428 | 800-905-1155 | hcn.org 47:18

YES! I care about the West!
Amount of gift $                                 o Make this amount recurring

o Here’s my check (or voided check/1st month’s gift for recurring gifts)

o Charge my credit card  

Card #				      Exp. date

Name on card 

Billing Address	

City/State/ZIP 	

Jim & Lucia Adams | Cashiers, NC
Charles R. Aschwanden | Lakewood, CO
Helen Baker St. John | Seattle, WA
Paul C. Barringer | Golden, CO
Sue Becker | Cedarville, CA
George Benninghoff | Aspen, CO
Bob & Randee Blackstone | Vashon, WA
Lorene L. Calder | Tucson, AZ
Jan Carlson | Medford, OR
Kitty Collins | Tempe, AZ
Beth Conover & Ken Snyder | Denver, CO
Barbara Craner | Mount Vernon, WA
Rick Derevan | Atascadero, CA
Kim Duran | Arvada, CO
Hal H. Eby | Reno, NV
Glenn Feldman | Paradise Valley, AZ
Richard & Shirley Flint | Albuquerque, NM
Brian & Teresa Garrett | Salt Lake City, UT
Catherine Griffith | San Mateo, CA
George Griset | Gustine, CA
Frank Hanson | Taylorsville, CA
Myron & Susan Hood | Los Osos, CA
Tom & Leslie Hutchinson | Nine Mile Falls, WA
I.D. Interiors | Aspen, CO
Liz Ickes | Asheville, NC
Will Irwin | Bethesda, MD
H.C. & Beverly Johnson | Glenwood Springs, CO
Linda G. Johnson | Salt Lake City, UT
Michelle Johnston | Oakland, CA
Trevor Jones | Vancouver, Canada
Eric J. Kammerer | Dixon, CA
Bob & Linda Keiter | Salt Lake City, UT
Sam Kelly | Rawlins, WY
Mark Kincheloe | Snowmass, CO
Hardin King | Mount Angel, OR
Robert Knight | Missoula, MT
Dale & Fern Knudsen | Albuquerque, NM
Elizabeth & Bob Lathrop | Gig Harbor, WA
Birgit Loewenstein | Sedona, AZ
Wallace G. Lonergan | Caldwell, ID
The Lupe Family | Denver, CO
Jim  & Sue Mackay | Newburyport, MA
Russell & Janice Martenson |  
Ranchos de Taos, NM
Elizabeth Moore | Sunnyvale, CA
Steve Murray | Evergreen, CO
New Moon Cafe Inc. | Nevada City, CA
Wade Newbegin | Lincoln City, OR
David & Gail Niebruegge | Vista, CA
Jim Ogg | Los Angeles, CA
Warren & Martha Pavlat | Eugene, OR

Marjorie Perry | Carbondale, CO
Glen Phelps | Edwards, CO
Rick & Mary Lee Reese | Bozeman, MT
Bill Roach & Julie Bryant | Summer Lake, OR
Gary Roberts & Barbara Parish | Ridgway, CO
Martin Saiman | Floral Park, NY
Sarah Salzberg | Hyrum, UT
Mike Samuelson | Eureka, CA
Dick & Jan Scar | Buena Vista, CO
Charles Schulz | Carefree, AZ
Stanley Shumaker | Reno, NV
James & Rosalie Sladek | Butte, MT
David & Louise Stonington | Seattle, WA
Mark Tache & Christin Cooper | Aspen, CO
Nancy Tamarisk | Napa, CA
Maria Taylor | North Bend, WA
Jeffrey Tufts | Medford, OR
John Vaillant | Vancouver, B.C., Canada
Linda Vassar | Fairfield, CA
A. J. & Susan Watson | Rancho Murieta, CA
Carol B. Weber | Dallas, TX
Jane Whalen | Hurricane, UT
Andy Wiessner & Patsy Batchelder | 
Snowmass, CO
Christine Williams | Green River, WY
David R. Wilson | Aliso Viejo, CA
Nancy Hamill Winter | Stockton, IL

Friend
Anonymous (6) 
In memory of National Park Service Ranger Don 
McBee, LMNRA: You and your dedication will be 
greatly missed | Meadview, AZ
In honor of Marvin Orgill | Paducah, KY
In memory of Hildy Pehrson | 
Kathleen L. Akers | Phoenix, AZ
James Anderson | Redlands, CA
Ronald Austin | Union, OR
Connie Ball | Kanab, UT
Frederick J. Baum | Coquille, OR
Kenneth Beck | Liberty, UT
David Bennett | Portland, OR
David Billingsley | Newport Beach, CA
Nancy J. Bishop | The Dalles, OR
Susan Bolton | Seattle, WA
Anne Buckley | Orinda, CA
Luke Caldwell | Fort Collins, CO
Linda Carter | Walla Walla, WA
Gary Cascio, Late Nite Grafix | Santa Fe, NM
Harvey Chess, The FTF Group | Little River, CA
Mike & Sue Daugherty | La Grande, OR
Christine de Caussin | Gallatin Gateway, MT

Donald Dulchinos | Boulder, CO
Sandra Dunn | Carmichael, CA
Gretel Enck | Marfa, TX
John Flanagan | Eugene, OR
Steve Flint | Moscow, ID
Nancy Freeman | Green Valley, AZ
John T. Freetly | Billings, MT
Chuck Frumerie | Cave Creek, AZ
Mark L. Gallup | Wells, ME
Tom Gandesbery, State Coastal Conservancy | 
Piedmont, CA
Rosanne Garrett | Denver, CO
Ann German | Libby, MT
Jeanne Geselbracht | Oakland, CA
Maureen Gonzales | Chama, NM
Holly Grainger | Salt Lake City, UT
Scott Gray | Colorado Springs, CO
Karen Greig | Menlo Park, CA
John Gross | LaPorte, CO
Alexis Halbert | Paonia, CO
Stuart Hall | Rexford, MT
Edward Hall | Washington, DC
Sue Halliday, Four Korners Investment |  
Moab, UT
James Halvorson | Pueblo, CO
Mrs. James A. Hanna | Langlois, OR
Dale Harken | Centennial, CO
Carol & John Harkness | Teton Village, WY
Chuck Harris | Jackson, WY
Bernadette Hayes | West Valley City, UT
Timothy Heisler | Glendale, AZ
Ruth Hellman | Centennial, CO
Eric & Susanna Henley | El Cerrito, CA
Tom Hess | Denver, CO
Kathryn Hiestand | East Glacier Park, MT
Constance Holland | Grand Junction, CO
Charles & Joanne Howe | Boulder, CO
Hal Hushbeck | Eugene, OR
Suez Jacobson | Denver, CO
Lois James | Encinitas, CA
Joy Jamison | Louisville, KY
Eric Johnson | Albuquerque, NM
Steven Johnson | Salt Lake City, UT
Douglas Johnston, Johnston Horse Farm | 
Moriarty, NM
Patricia Jones | Moab, UT

Thomas J. Jones | Las Vegas, NV
Joe Kahl | Boulder City, NV
Richard E. Kanner | Salt Lake City, UT
Sandor Kaupp | Coronado, CA
Michael Keaveny | Northglenn, CO
Chick & Yvonne Keller | Los Alamos, NM
Karen Kerschen & Sandy Sommers |  
Ojo Caliente, NM
Nancy Kerson | Napa, CA
Linda Kervin | Logan, UT
Dale & Paula Keyes | Tucson, AZ
David Kipper | Lake Havasu City, AZ
Asta & Edward Klohe | Tucson, AZ
Ted Klump | Vancouver, WA
Julie Knudson | Grand Junction, CO
Asenath Larue | Santa Rosa, CA
Carolyn Law | Seattle, WA
Margaret Lecompte | Boulder, CO
Mike Lenaghen | Boise, ID
Chris Longman | San Diego, CA
Nick Lunde | Joseph, OR
Mark Lusch | Torrey, UT
Denise M. Luttrell | Ward, CO
Gordon & Mary Lyons | Flowood, MS
Molly Magnuson & Curtis Thomson |  
Santa Fe, NM
Piero Martinucci | Berkeley, CA
Mike Masterson | Green River, WY
Brian Mathers | Topeka, KS
Weston K. Mauz | Silt, CO
Riley & Pat McClelland | West Glacier, MT
Doyle McClure | Boulder, CO
Daniel McCool & Jan Winniford | Ogden, UT
John Arthur McDougal | Oxnard, CA
Patricia McGrath | Oro Valley, AZ
William McGuire | Soda Springs, CA
Donald Metz | Castle Rock, CO
Trish Mitchell | Salt Lake City, UT
Larry Morgan | Sterling, CO
Robert Moston | Grand Junction, CO
Lucas Moyer-Horner | Salt Lake City, UT
Ken F. Mroczek, B Bar X Ranch | Quemado, NM
Jenn Mueller | Montrose, CO
Lynn Myre | Louisville, CO
Richard & Gretchen Nolan | Red Lodge, MT
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DEAR FRIENDS

Wyoming Grasslands
Michael P. Berman, William S. Sutton, Frank H. Goodyear Jr., 
and Charles R. Preston
232 pages, hardcover:
$39.95.
University of Oklahoma Press, 2015. 

In 2012, Michael Berman and William Sutton set out to 
photograph the prairies of Wyoming as part of a collab-
orative project between The Nature Conservancy and the 
Buffalo Bill Center of the West. Wyoming Grasslands, the 
culmination of the project, echoes the tradition and style of 
late-19th century photographers in revealing the grandeur 
of the barren and yet surprisingly productive landscapes of 
the state. Black-and-white and color photographs offer close-
up views of delicately textured grasses as well as sweeping 
panoramas of prairie speckled only by hay bales and a few 
cattle. Accompanying essays by Frank Goodyear and Charles 
Preston give context to the artistic and natural history of the 
American West, illuminating the area’s ecological diversity 
and the influence it once had – and still does – on photog-
raphers with a sensitive eye for this region’s unique wild 
beauty.  GLORIA DICKIE

O’Toole Ranch, Carbon County, June 25, 2012.  
Michael P. Berman and William S. Sutton

It’s fall in Colorado’s North Fork 
Valley, and so far a mixed bag: 
Early-season elk hunters are 
bringing their kills to the meat 
processor next door, and those 
of us with late-season tags are 
eyeing the shorter days and fall-
ing temperatures. But an early 
bloom and late frost this spring 
hit our orchards hard, so we’re 
short on peaches and apples, 
and, up the valley, another lo-
cal coal mine just announced 
a round of layoffs. Still, we’re 
having a fine-enough autumn, 
with dry trails for the mountain 
bikers in the piñon and juniper, 
and fiery orange leaves in the 
Gambel oak, where the black 
bears hide. 

Every fall, Paonia, where 
High Country News is head-
quartered, celebrates its farm-
ers, gardeners and vintners 
with a Mountain Harvest Fes-
tival, which includes a charity 
grape stomp. This year’s HCN 
team exploited managing editor 
Brian Calvert and editorial in-
terns Paige Blankenbuehler and 
Gloria Dickie, who competed as 
“The Grapeful Dead,” deadpan-
ning lyrics by Jerry Garcia, et 
al. We received second place for 
audience donations but brought 
in less than five pounds of juice 
despite three minutes of valiant 
stomping. The winning team, 
from the Paonia Library — four 
women dressed as Lucy Ricardo 
in neon ’80s workout gear, leg 
warmers included — mashed 
out well over seven pounds of 
juice. 

The harvest festival brings 
a lot of folks to town, and our 
office saw a lot of visitors. 

Trish Miller and Tim Maher 
stopped by from Milwaukee, 

Wisconsin, having just visited 
the Black Canyon of the Gun-
nison, south of town. Neither 
of them were readers (hadn’t 
heard of us), but a tour of 
headquarters inspired them to 
subscribe. Their wedding theme 
was “Tree of Life,” so they were 
excited by the June 8, 2015, is-
sue of the same name, and even 
purchased our “Tree of Life” 
poster, based on that issue’s 
cover art by Bryce Gladfelter.

Michael Verdone came by the 
office for a quick tour following 
a friend’s wedding in nearby 
Redstone. The Boulderite was 
introduced to the magazine 
on climbing trips with friends 
nearly a decade ago, as they dis-
cussed urbanization and public 
lands. Now, Michael says, his 
brother is an avid reader, too, 
and often swipes his issues 
before he gets a chance to read 
them. Two words, Michael: gift 
subscription.

Paula Rinaldi and Steve Howe 
couldn’t pass up the chance to 
visit our office in early October. 
The Boulder couple was getting 
a head start on a weekend of 
camping up on Grand Mesa, 
north of town. Steve, a retired 
graphic designer, was eager 
to see the production process. 
Unfortunately, the magazine 
isn’t printed in-house, so he’ll 
have to head to Denver to see 
our presses.

CORRECTION
In our Oct. 12 issue, we messed 
up the name of the Natural 
Resources Defense Council. 
We do value all our “national 
resources,” but we also regret 
the error. 

—Brian Calvert for the staff

Celebrating the harvest

HCN’s grape stomping team, right, “The Grapeful Dead,” competing at 
Paonia’s Mountain Harvest Festival. R. Benjamin Lehman

John & Sally Ochsner | Kittredge, CO
Paul O’Rourke-Babb | Chico, CA
Emilene Ostlind | Laramie, WY
Rex Oyler | Las Cruces, NM
Claire Palmer | Denver, CO
Matthew Pearce | Oklahoma City, OK
Jeffrey Pedelty | Boulder, CO
Ian Peisner | Salt Lake City, UT
Michael & Sheri Pena | Edmonds, WA
Kenneth L. & Linda Pierce | Bozeman, MT
Kenneth Piontek | Sheridan, OR
David E. Polster | Salt Lake City, UT
John S. Pool | Moscow, ID
Paul S. Potyen | Steamboat Springs, CO
Deborah Proctor | Gillette, WY
George T. & Tami Raffensperger | Longmont, CO
Troy Rahmig | Issaquah, WA
Joseph Randolph | Camarillo, CA
Jim Ratts | Englewood, CO
Karen Renne | Bozeman, MT
Susan Rhea & David Carver |  
Glenwood Springs, CO
William Riker | Cochiti Lake, NM
Leslie Rinaldi | Cottonwood Heights, UT
Steve & Shan Ring | Evergreen, CO
Laura E. Rodriguez | Quincy, CA
Thomas Rossi | Gig Harbor, WA
David E. Roy, Creative Transformation Institute 
Fresno, CA
Amanda Royal | Berkeley, CA
Natalie Runyan | Santa Fe, NM
Sheryl Russell | Rio Rancho, NM
Barbara Sacks | Hayward, CA
Diane Sanders | Eagle, CO
Joseph Satrom | Bismarck, ND
Andrew Scarborough | Durango, CO
Nick Schipanski | Fort Collins, CO
Nat Scholz | Langley, WA
Harold Sears | Salt Lake City, UT
Mark Seaton | Mosca, CO
Bill Sims | Winnemucca, NV
Robert M. Skaggs | Jackson, WY
Beth Slapper | Gilbert, AZ
Steven R. Slaughter | Missoula, MT
Michael F. Smith | Tucson, AZ

Gail Snyder | Bend, OR
Sherman Stephens & Martha Taylor |  
Flagstaff, AZ
Paul Stettner | Steamboat Springs, CO
Dave Story | Colorado Springs, CO
Richard Strauss | Lubbock, TX
Gary Stuckey | Littleton, CO
Lawrence Swisher | Penrose, CO
Alex Takasugi | Eagle, ID
Terry Taylor & Susan Joseph Taylor | Minden, NV
Beth Thebaud | Wilson, WY
Jon Thomas | Portland, OR
Martha Thompson | Creston, WA
Dave & Christine Throgmorton | Rawlins, WY
Paige Tomson | Denver, CO
Stephen Trimble & Joanne Slotnik |  
Salt Lake City, UT
Kent Turner | Boulder City, NV
Susanne Twight Alexander | Eugene, OR
William Tydeman & Leslie Dutton | Lubbock, TX
Marie Tymrak | Phoenix, AZ
Judith Udall | Boulder, CO
Jerry Unruh | Crystal Hills, CO
Jesse Venable | Fairbanks, AK
Gerd Von Glinski | Fort Apache, AZ
Michael Wagenbach | Seattle, WA
Richard Wagner | Santa Rosa, CA
Don Wall | Ames, IA
Patricia Walter | Albuquerque, NM
Damien Walters | Albuquerque, NM
William Ward | Denver, CO
Peter & MarySue Waser | Lafayette, IN
Caleb Waters | Flagstaff, AZ
Ivan Weber | Salt Lake City, UT
Meg Weesner | Tucson, AZ
Betty & Bill Weida | McCall, ID
Janet Westbrook | Ridgecrest, CA
Bryce Wheeler | Mammoth Lakes, CA
Stephen A. White | Waldport, OR
Martha Williams | Missoula, MT
Christine Williams | Green River, WY
Bob Wolff | Santa Monica, CA
Maggie Woods | Basalt, CO
Dimmie & Greg Zeigler | Jackson, WY
Bob Zimmerman | Eagle, CO
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ven on paper, it was a wonder: Three expansive circles of shining 
mirrors supplicating three glowing 500-foot-tall towers, each 
engineered to turn the sun’s heat into electricity in the other-
wise godforsaken Mojave Desert. The Ivanpah Solar Electric 
Generating System offered a sparkling vision of our nature-
powered future, whose every gigawatt would keep tons of coal’s 
heat-trapping pollutants out of the atmosphere. BrightSource 
Inc., a company based in Oakland, California, would design it; 
construction giant Bechtel would build it on 4,000 acres near 
the California-Nevada border. It would supply clean electricity 
to 140,000 homes. 

In 2010, when Bechtel broke ground on Ivanpah, it held such 
promise that President Barack Obama worked it into a speech 
on the nation’s energy. “With projects like this one,” he declared, 
“we are staking our claim to continued leadership in the new 
global economy.”

As its miles of glinting glass and radiant columns rose on 
the landscape, tourists from China and India came on buses to 
marvel. It attracted a $168 million investment from high-tech 
giant Google; the U.S. Energy Department backed its $1.6 bil-
lion in construction loans. For many energy speculators, envi-
ronmentalists and green-energy proponents, a long-held dream 
was finally coming true. “The wasteland of the Mojave Desert,” 
as one Los Angeles-based energy guru put it, was on its way to 
becoming the “goldmine of our future energy needs.”

BrightSource and its partners managed to weather a fracas 
or two over the destruction of rare plant colonies and threatened 
desert tortoise dens. But then, in September 2013, as engineers 
readied the plant to send its first sparks to the grid, burned 
birds started turning up on the ground within Ivanpah’s lumi-
nous expanse. Some of them — a small yellow ball of a songbird 
called a Wilson’s warbler, a delicate Cassin’s vireo, a peregrine 
falcon — looked as though they’d been struck by a death ray: 
Their feathers had been melted, their bodies singed. 

The Ivanpah facility is a “power-tower” type of solar thermal 
collector; its mirrors radiate intense beams of heat known as “solar 

flux.” The phenomenon had killed birds before, at a small power-
tower experiment that operated briefly in the 1980s near Daggett, 
California. Ivanpah is 40 times as big, though its dead birds came 
as a surprise. “You might say we didn’t look hard enough,” says 
Craig Turchi, an engineer with the National Renewable Energy 
Laboratory, who recently contributed to an analysis of Big Solar’s 
bird problem. “But there wasn’t any red flag.”

Before Ivanpah’s construction began, however, an ecologist 
named Shawn Smallwood suspected that the plant might prove 
even more deadly to birds than some of California’s wind farms. 
Smallwood had spent close to two decades trying to resolve the 
conflict between turbines and birds in Central California’s Al-
tamont Pass, a particularly dangerous corridor for golden eagles 
drawn to the area’s grassy hills. Ornithologists since the 1970s 
had documented hundreds of different birds in the California 
desert — hawks, doves, owls and passerines — lingering around 
desert springs, migrating through mountain passes, or nesting 
in the dry lowland scrub. He worried early on that the Mojave 
Desert might be Big Solar’s Altamont.

He worries still. California lawmakers recently raised the 
renewable energy goal for the state’s utilities to 50 percent 
by 2030, a potential resuscitating jolt to the market for large 
renewable energy projects, especially since, in California, rooftop 
solar doesn’t count toward that quota. A new state and federal 
collaborative effort to locate large energy plants where they’ll 
do the least damage, the Desert Renewable Energy Conserva-
tion Plan, would in some cases rubber-stamp developments on 
crucial habitat for certain birds, like the burrowing owl. But the 
energy companies involved insist that their projects matter too 
much to the climate to be derailed by a few dead birds — when, 
that is, they admit that their plants kill birds at all. 

To Smallwood, it’s a familiar story. Ten years ago, his efforts 
to count the bird kills in the Altamont Pass, and propose solu-
tions to reduce them, nearly ended his career. The solar industry 
“is now doing the same thing the wind industry did,” Smallwood 
says. “They’ve reacted the same way.” 

Birds are collateral damage in the push for industrial-scale solar and wind

Green Energy’s Dirty 
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In August of 2004, the California Energy Commission pub-
lished a study, Developing Methods for Reducing Bird Mortality 
in the Altamont Pass, the culmination of four years of research 
by Smallwood and biologist Carl Thelander. Smallwood and 
Thelander built on earlier investigations by Sue Orloff, the first 
biologist to notice raptor carcasses around the Altamont’s tur-
bines. But while Orloff had searched for just six seasons, Small-
wood scoured turbine strings for three and a half years. Orloff 
figured a few hundred birds were dying every year; Smallwood’s 
estimate rose into the thousands.

“This was the first time people really understood the magni-
tude of the issue,” Smallwood says. 

Golden eagles are large, pale-brown birds with six-foot 
wingspans; they lock on to their prey from two miles off and 
dive in at racecar speeds. Like Orloff, Smallwood suspected that 
the birds were too focused and fast to catch the spinning blades 
in their fields of vision. He concluded that peregrine falcons, 
red-tailed hawks and American kestrels were getting whacked 
for similar reasons. But he didn’t just analyze the problem; he 
offered solutions.

Smallwood discarded a popular theory about lattice turbines 
providing more perching opportunities than the tubular kind; he 
didn’t see any evidence to support it. He also dismissed as ineffec-
tive the practice of setting out poison-laced rolled oats to control 
rodents. Instead, he settled on two major remedies: Move turbines 
out of canyons, where golden eagles do most of their foraging; and 
replace the many small turbines in the Altamont Pass with fewer, 
larger and more powerful ones, a process called “repowering.” 
Both would take time and money, he realized. But both were nec-
essary if wind companies wanted to avoid violating the Migratory 
Bird Treaty Act, an international convention protecting a long list 
of wild birds, and the even more stringent Bald and Golden Eagle 
Protection Act. “I was always looking for ways to solve problems,” 
Smallwood says, “not to destroy the industry.”

Industry executives, however, saw it differently. In 2004, 
nearly one-third of the nation’s wind-energy capacity existed in 

           

   Secret

A golden eagle near 
wind farm turbines 
in the Great Basin. 
David Lamfrom
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California, where the first utility-scale 
wind farm went up in 1980. Most of the 
turbines were designed and built with 
subsidies that dated back to President 
Jimmy Carter. Companies like Florida 
Power and Light and Sea West had paid 
off their loans; they didn’t want to buy 
anything new.

“The equipment was running, it was 
already paid for, and it was a cash cow,” 
says Bob Thresher, a National Renew-
able Energy Lab research fellow who’s 
spent two decades working with the wind 
industry. “Things were going gangbusters 
for them, and they just didn’t want to 
repower.” 

Thresher says that the energy com-
panies took the bird issue seriously and 
formed committees to address it. But 
other observers disagree. Doug Bell, the 
wildlife program manager for the East 
Bay Regional Parks District, which owns 
one-tenth of the land in the Altamont 
Pass Wind Resource Area, says that the 
industry banded together not to address 
avian fatalities, but to sow doubt about 
their existence. “It’s like the tobacco in-
dustry forming an interest group to fund 
research,” he says.

Smallwood didn’t expect wind propo-
nents to embrace his work with Thel-

ander. Yet neither did he anticipate what 
was to come. A year after the study’s 
publication, he launched a new project, 
researching how grazing influences bird 
activity in the Vasco Caves, a particularly 
troublesome area in the Altamont Pass. 
But when he went to conduct a search 
near a cluster of turbines owned by 
Wintec Energy, a team of security guards 
ushered him away.

“That,” Smallwood says, “was a defin-
ing moment for me.”

Over the next few years and into 
the next decade, industry groups and 
energy companies conducted a relentless 
campaign against Smallwood, accusing 
him of manufacturing data and falsify-
ing results. “Much of the evidence of bird 
takes contained in the Smallwood study 
is altered and forged,” Fred Noble, Win-
tec’s CEO, wrote in a letter to the Energy 
Commission, adding that, “In the past 26 
years I have seen only one bird killed by 
a windmill facility, and that was a crow 
killed by an open transformer.” A Power-
Point slideshow circulated among media 
and legislators, implying that Smallwood 
and Thelander counted every stray bone 
and feather as a turbine-felled bird. 
Nancy Rader, the executive director of 
the California Wind Energy Association, 

demanded that the Energy Commission 
throw out two formal evaluations of the 
study — peer reviews done according to 
standard scientific practice — and have 
industry-selected biostatisticians tackle 
it anew. In an unprecedented move, the 
Energy Commission complied. 

The California Wind Energy Associa-
tion even hired a biologist, who argued 
that the turbine blades were too big to 
cut birds in half, as Smallwood claimed 
they did. “But we were still finding them 
all over the ground, cut in half,” says 
Smallwood. “What, did God send them to 
earth cut in pieces?”

The attacks reached such a pitch that 
a supervising deputy in the California at-
torney general’s office wrote an emphatic 
letter to two wind-company lawyers, 
pleading with them to stop the “sensa-
tionalized, non-scientific, personal and 
petty” campaign against Smallwood. “Dr. 
Smallwood has conducted more field re-
search and authored and published more 
studies concerning the bird deaths at the 
Altamont Pass than any other scientist 
in his field,” read the letter. “The inac-
curate and personal attacks … threaten 
the potential for a progressive discussion 
among the interested parties.”

Despite that defense, after 2005 the 
Energy Commission stopped awarding re-
search grants to Smallwood. “I was asked 
to end my consultancy with the Energy 
Commission,” Smallwood says. (Energy 
Commission spokesman Michael Ward 
neither confirms nor denies this. “Most, 
if not all, of the people involved in that 
project are no longer with the agency,” he 
wrote in an email.) 

Thelander, too, found himself shut 
out of the wind industry, for which he 
had conducted research since 1989. He 
declined to comment for this article, but 
in 2005, he wrote a 41-page letter to the 
Energy Commission, railing against the 
wind industry’s evident exemption from 
state and federal environmental laws. 
“Political manipulation of the regulatory 
process seems extraordinary in this case,” 
Thelander wrote, “but it appears it has in 
fact occurred.”

Smallwood, then in his early 40s with 
two young children, found the attacks 
devastating. “I lost work,” he says. “(The 
wind executives) put pressure on the 
commissioners, and I was blackballed by 
the Energy Commission for a couple of 
years.” A steady source of income, as well 
as a chance to contribute important sci-
entific research on a developing industry, 
was gone. 

 
Almost a decade later, evidence began 
to emerge of industrial solar’s threat to 
birds. 

On May 8, 2013, a worker at the 
Desert Sunlight photovoltaic solar plant 
near Joshua Tree National Park stumbled 
across the carcass of a chicken-sized gray-
brown bird with unusually long legs — a 
bird that belonged near water, not on the 
plains of the Colorado Desert. Biologists 
later identified the bird as a Yuma clapper 
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Ecologist Shawn 
Smallwood scans 
the ridge lines 
looking for birds of 
prey flying among 
the wind turbines 
at Altamont Pass, 
California.  
Robert C. Bain
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rail, one of fewer than 900 left in the wild. 
The bird’s death, were it proved to be as-
sociated with the 4,400-acre solar farm, 
would potentially constitute a violation 
of the Endangered Species Act, for which 
the plant’s primary owner and operator, 
Florida Power and Light under its new 
name, NextEra Energy Resources, could 
face prosecution. But the bird’s body was 
too decomposed to determine the cause of 
its death. U.S. Fish and Wildlife biolo-
gists could only speculate: A field of solar 
arrays viewed from above, especially in 
the low light of morning or evening, looks 
like water. The bird may have flown down 
expecting refreshment, and died upon col-
lision or of exhaustion. 

That theory gained traction in July of 
that year, when journalist Chris Clarke 
reported on more solar-related water bird 
deaths for his blog at KCET, an indepen-
dent Los Angeles television station. Ac-
cording to reports NextEra had filed with 
the Energy Commission, a common loon, 
three western grebes and five brown peli-
cans were found dead or injured at Desert 
Sunlight and NextEra’s Genesis solar 
facility, 40 miles east. Genesis uses long 
troughs of curved mirrors to concentrate 
sunlight; Amedee Brickey, deputy chief of 
migratory birds for Fish and Wildlife’s Pa-

cific Southwest Region, says birds might 
judge them as airspace, colliding headlong 
into glass where they expected sky.

Then, in September, workers found 
dead birds around Ivanpah.

Before a single mirror went up on 
the site, in 2010, Smallwood had been 
retained by a law firm to assess the 
plant’s threat to birds. He used data from 
biologist Michael McCrary’s 1986 study of 
birds around the Daggett plant — to this 
day, the only peer-reviewed research on 
birds and industrial solar plants. Small-
wood applied updated methods of adjust-
ing for birds that searchers might have 
missed and came up with an estimate of 
8,000 birds killed per year. 

His client, whose name is protected 
by a non-disclosure agreement, settled 
the case secretly with the developer, and 
the data never got out. It was just as well, 
Smallwood said later: “I had the rates too 
low.”

In spring 2014, the Center for Biologi-
cal Diversity hired Smallwood to weigh in 
publicly on another power-tower plant that 
BrightSource wanted to build — and most 
environmentalists wanted to stop — near 
the Colorado River in California, the Palen 
Solar Energy Generating System. By that 
time, Ivanpah was nearing completion, 

and its owners were filing monthly reports 
with the Energy Commission that included 
wildlife casualties. Smallwood dug up his 
old estimates and compared them to the 
actual counts of dead birds in the reports. 
That June, he revealed his revised esti-
mate at an Energy Commission hearing on 
the Palen proposal.

Smallwood walked the commission-
ers through his math: Search teams at 
Ivanpah had reported finding anywhere 
from 82 to 101 birds each month. If they 
followed the protocol laid out in Ivanpah’s 
monitoring plan, they checked only about 
a fifth of the site, so Smallwood estimated 
that perhaps five times as many birds 
might be dying around the plant. And 
because many of the birds found were 
tiny, vultures, foxes and other scavengers 
likely consumed up to three-quarters of 
them — another standard calculation, 
called “scavenger bias” in Smallwood’s 
field. All told, Smallwood concluded, a re-
alistic monthly count of dead birds might 
surpass 2,000. “If this rate persisted year 
long,” Smallwood said, “then Ivanpah 
might be killing 28,380 birds (per year).”

The energy companies had several 
people ready to debate Smallwood at the 
hearing. One was Wally Erickson, a biolo-
gist with Western EcoSystems Technology 

Older, smaller 
turbines, left, and a 
new, large turbine 
sit side-by-side 
at Altamont Pass 
California. Each 
large 2.3 MW 
turbine generates 
as much electricity 
as 23 small ones, 
can operate at a 
wider range of wind 
speeds, and creates 
fewer obstacles for 
birds.  Robert Bain
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Inc., whom BrightSource and its partner 
in the Palen project, Spanish developer 
Abengoa, hired to testify. Smallwood and 
Erickson were well acquainted: In 2004, 
Erickson submitted comments to the 
Energy Commission accusing Smallwood 
and Thelander of “data dredging”— teas-
ing out statistical patterns that may not 
exist. Now, Erickson was arguing that 
Smallwood had overestimated scavenger 
bias, underestimated the search area 
and used only the two months of data 
the plant’s operators had so far released. 
Erickson said he had seven months of 
data, and used them to come up with 
an estimate of 1,469 birds per year — a 
figure that accounts only minimally for 
dead birds searchers missed.

Smallwood acknowledged that his in-
formation was scant and his calculations 
rough. “Back-of-the-napkin-level,” he 
called them, a phrase that would later be 
used against him. But if his estimate was 
anywhere close to correct, he said, “then 
solar thermal in California’s deserts will 
cause far greater impacts to wildlife than 

did the notorious Altamont Pass Wind 
Resource Area.”

Gordon Pratt, a scientist who, before 
he retired two years ago, worked as a 
field entomologist for the University of 
California Riverside, also spoke at the 
Palen meeting, about the potential for 
solar power towers to become “ecologi-
cal mega-traps.” Light from the towers, 
which is brighter than daylight, could 
attract insects, he thought, which would 
in turn draw in birds. 

Fish and Wildlife’s forensics lab biolo-
gists had observed this phenomenon. 
In a preliminary report published a few 
months earlier, they’d described see-
ing “hundreds upon hundreds” of insect 
carcasses, including dragonflies and 
monarchs, falling from the sky, many 
of them burned. Birds feeding on the 
insects sometimes “flew into the solar 
flux and ignited,” they wrote. But when 
Pratt raised the issue, Richard Kaae, a 
professor of pest management at Cal Poly 
Pomona, who bills himself as an expert 
witness on insect behavior, spoke up to 

dismiss him. He insisted that diurnal 
insects aren’t attracted to light, because if 
they were, they’d fly toward the sun.

Pratt, who had testified and written 
up his detailed analysis for free, was as-
tonished. He asked, “Well, then why don’t 
nocturnal insects fly into the moon?” 

“They shouldn’t,” Kaae said, and the 
discussion moved on. 

Two months after that hearing, the 
Associated Press picked up on Fish 
and Wildlife’s forensics lab report for 
a national story, headlined “Emerging 
Solar Plants Scorch Birds in Mid-Air.” It 
presented a range of estimates for birds 
killed at Ivanpah, not just by flux but 
by collisions and other hazards: a low of 
1,000 per year according to the indus-
try, and as many as 28,000 according to 
an “expert for the Center for Biological 
Diversity environmental group.” That 
expert, of course, was Smallwood.

Representatives from the solar 
industry were quick to respond. Jeff 
Holland, the spokesman for NRG Inc., 
the company that operates the Ivanpah 
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The solar tower and 
shimmering  panels 
at the Ivanpah Solar 
Electric Generating 
System in the Mojave 
Desert. Ron Wolf
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facility, called Fish and Wildlife’s analysis 
“premature.” Holland’s boss, NRG CEO 
David Crane, declared the bird deaths 
a “non-issue.” BrightSource spokesman 
Joe Desmond, a former Energy Commis-
sion chairman, insisted in a Web post 
that “air in the solar field does not get 
hot from solar flux: it cannot absorb the 
flux and convert it to thermal energy.” 
But no credible biologist or even advocate 
had ever claimed otherwise: Flux needs a 
target to absorb heat. As BrightSource’s 
strategic planning director, Binyamin 
Koretz, explained during his own Palen 
testimony, “When light energy is absorbed 
by an object that it hits, it is converted 
to solar energy. Dark colors absorb more, 
light colors absorb less.” A dark-feathered 
bird, then, is an excellent absorber of flux. 

A week after the AP story ran, lobby-
ist Frank Maisano, known for defending 
nuclear power, coal, oil and gas against 
environmental and public health laws, 
came to BrightSource’s defense. Quoting 
a 1988 hit by the hip-hop group Public 
Enemy, “Don’t Believe the Hype,” Mai-

sano’s email claimed that Ivanpah’s flux 
had killed only 133 birds in six months. 
The 28,000 number was “suspect,” he 
said, because the scientist who came up 
with it admitted his calculations were 
“back-of-the-napkin-level, and were based 
on assumptions I cannot at this time veri-
fy as correct.” Maisano did not mention 
that Smallwood was mainly worried that 
his estimate was low.

Maisano was right about one thing, 
Smallwood admits: “There really was a 
napkin.”

Maisano’s pitch landed hard: Several 
media stories, from the Las Vegas Review-
Journal to CleanTechnica.com, ran 
stories accusing Smallwood of “truthi-
ness” and exaggeration. Like Maisano, 
they said nothing of Smallwood’s plainly 
detailed calculations, but seized upon the 
scientific caution in his testimony, and 
used it to discredit everything he said. 

  
Advocates of industrial renewable 
energy, including many environmental-
ists and scientists, argue that some birds 
and animals will have to die to reverse 
climate change. Benjamin Sovacool of the 
Vermont Law School estimates that the 
combined impacts of fossil-fueled elec-
tricity kill as many as 14 million birds 
every year. Sovacool even argues that the 
Altamont Pass wind farms are of net ben-
efit to avian species, because by produc-
ing clean energy, they spare 3,217 birds 
that would otherwise die every year from 
pollution and climate change. (“Though 
to be fair,” he admits, “the species of birds 
saved would likely be different than the 
species killed.”)

Birds face a lot of hazards in this 
world: Oklahoma State University biolo-
gist Scott Loss estimates that as many 
as 988 million every year collide with 
windows on buildings big and small. The 
Bureau of Land Management in 2012 
noted as many as 1 million die each year 
in oil fields.  

Then there’s the domestic cat. Ev-
eryone who worries about birds dying at 
renewable energy facilities gets a lecture 
about cats; the very mention of the word 
gets a laugh out of Smallwood. “Right!” he 
says. “Cats!” Loss has estimated that fe-
lines could kill anywhere from 1.3 billion 
to 4 billion birds every year; Erickson has 
cited similar statistics, which Maisano 
and other energy advocates use in their 
arguments. 

“Sure, cats kill a lot of birds,” Small-
wood laments. “So how does it help to 
add another mortality source?” Cats kill 
mice and squirrels, too, but the BLM still 
rejected a solar plant a few years ago for 
the sake of the state-threatened Mohave 
ground squirrel near Ridgecrest, Califor-
nia. Sage grouse, condors and whooping 
cranes have all been given special consid-
eration in conservation matters, because 
they’re specific populations of birds, with 
specific ranges and needs.

“If birds are dying of particulate mat-
ter,” Bell says, “that’s different than wip-
ing out a local population. That’s what we 

can wrap our minds around, and that’s 
the way environmental regulations work. 
We’re dealing with the infrastructure of 
the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, with the 
project-specific rules of the California 
Environmental Quality Act. What does 
it mean to kill 100 western meadowlarks 
in one place in a specific period of time? 
Do we know?” In the Altamont Pass, 
the golden eagle fatalities go far beyond 
“compensatory mortality”: The birds can’t 
produce enough young to replace the 
adults that are being killed.

The future survival of peregrine 
falcons and burrowing owls and golden 
eagles has nothing to do with cats, and 
everything to do with habitat. “No cat has 
ever killed a golden eagle,” Smallwood 
points out. “If it comes to that, it goes the 
other way.”

Neither Smallwood nor Pratt nor Bell 
deny the benefits of producing electricity 
without carbon emissions, nor do they 
dismiss the threat of a warming planet 
to birds and other animals. But they 
ask: If one of the reasons for reducing 

 

A MacGillivray’s 
warbler, one of 
233 birds collected 
during a U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife study 
on avian mortality at 
Southern California 
solar facilities, 
including Ivanpah, 
Genesis and Desert 
Sunlight. The study 
found solar flux and 
impact trauma were 
the main causes of 
death. USFWS

Total solar utility-scale energy production capacity, 
in megawatts by county

Source: SEIA 2014b via NREL
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One of the 
oldest federal 

wildlife laws on 
the books, the 

act prohibits 
the “hunt, take, 

capture (or) kill” 
of migratory 

birds and 
protects their 

nests and eggs 
— even their 

feathers.

An oil-slicked pied-billed grebe paddles in 
an evaporation pond at an oilfield wastewater 
disposal facility in Johnson County, 
Wyoming. Pedro Ramirez/USFWS

Tarred and feathered
Migratory Bird Treaty Act faces ongoing challenge in the courts

In 2002, Texas environmental inspectors 
found 35 migratory birds dead in two 

large uncovered oil-water separators at a 
refinery near Corpus Christi. The inspec-
tors cited CITGO Petroleum Corporation 
for violating the Migratory Bird Treaty 
Act in its taking of the birds, which 
included five white pelicans, four double 
crested cormorants and several different 
species of duck. 

The case went to the Texas District 
Court in 2007, where CITGO was con-
victed on three of the five misdemeanor 
charges. But in September, the 5th Cir-
cuit Court of Appeals reversed that deci-
sion, arguing that the act didn’t apply to 
accidental kills without criminal intent. 

The Migratory Bird Treaty Act is one 
of the oldest federal wildlife laws on the 
books. Passed in 1918, it prohibits the 
“hunt, take, capture (or) kill” of migratory 
birds and protects their nests and eggs — 
even their feathers. The law, which cur-
rently covers 1,027 species, has long been 
used to protect birds making seasonal 
pilgrimages between Mexico, Japan, 
Russia, Canada and the United States 
from the impacts of industry. But the 5th 
Circuit Court’s decision could erode the 
act’s ability to penalize incidental deaths. 
And without the threat of litigation, con-
servationists fear that oil and gas com-

panies, wind farms and other industrial 
operations will be less concerned about 
preventing accidental bird deaths. 

The case law isn’t completely uniform 
when it comes to the act, and courts have 
disagreed over whether or not lethal 
actions need to be intentional in order to 
be prosecuted. Recent rulings in the 2nd 
and 10th circuit courts have taken the 
view that the law’s prohibition on “take” 
applies to any activity that is likely to kill 
migratory birds, even if it’s not deliber-
ately designed to do so, says Eric Glitzen-
stein, an attorney for the American Bird 
Conservancy. 

But the 8th Circuit Court, which 
is in the Midwest, and the 9th Circuit, 
which spans nine Western states and two 
Pacific Islands jurisdictions, disagree to 
an extent. In rulings on wind projects and 
federal timber harvesting, they have de-
termined that habitat modifications that 
indirectly kill birds cannot be penalized 
under the act.

Svend Brandt-Erichsen, an attor-
ney at Seattle-based Marten Law who 
represents energy companies, agrees with 
this narrower interpretation. “The MBTA 
is an older statute; it was adopted to 
address poaching and hunting practices 
affecting migratory birds, long before 
the concept of regulating the incidental 

impacts of lawful activity,” he says. 
In the Sept. 4 ruling, the court noted 

that a person whose car accidentally col-
lides with a migratory bird, or owners of 
electrical lines that “take birds,” can’t be 
held strictly liable. “If it applies to human 
activity regardless of intent, then where 
do you draw the line?” asks Brandt-
Erichsen. 

For Glitzenstein, though, there’s a 
clear split between day-to-day human 
activity and “inherently hazardous activi-
ties” that allow the government to pursue 
charges against industry. 

Driving a car is unlikely to cause the 
death of a migratory bird, unlike some 
massive industrial activities, such as 
wind turbines set in migratory pathways. 
It’s not that those activities shouldn’t 
proceed, Glitzenstein says, but rather 
that they need to follow the rules set up 
to minimize and mitigate impacts on 
protected species.

One such measure would be an 
“incidental take” permit, which allows 
a company to perform actions that are 
otherwise legal but that might cause 
unavoidable bird deaths. As part of the 
permit, Fish and Wildlife could require 
measures to minimize the impact of drill-
ing pits, gas flares, power lines and the 
like, by shifting them away from breed-
ing sites or migratory pathways, chang-
ing their design, and restoring damaged 
habitat. The agency is currently evaluat-
ing a proposal for such permits. 

Though the 5th Circuit Court’s rul-
ing sets a binding precedent only in its 
jurisdiction, which includes Texas and 
parts of Louisiana and Mississippi, and 
is notorious for ruling against environ-
mental regulations, Glitzenstein fears 
that the decision could undermine the 
establishment of incidental take permits. 
If companies feel like they’re already ex-
empt from the law’s rules, they have little 
incentive to apply for a permit and take 
serious measures to protect birds. 

As potential litigation continues, 
agency officials say they will craft regula-
tions and policy to support a more “mod-
ern interpretation” of the Migratory Bird 
Treaty Act. The incidental take permit, 
for example, is based on the assumption 
that companies are indeed liable for unin-
tentionally killing migratory birds. 

Glitzenstein notes that from a self-
interest standpoint, industry should sup-
port laws like the Migratory Bird Treaty 
Act, which can prevent a species from 
winding up on the endangered species 
list. 

“If you impose the ESA, then you’re 
really talking about imposing extremely 
tight measures,” he says. “Under the 
MBTA, industry can work with the 
government with reasonable measures.”  
Gloria Dickie
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greenhouse gases is to protect the earth’s 
species, what kind of sense does it make 
to destroy precious wildlife habitat in the 
meantime? Desert ecology is especially 
rare, sensitive and fragile, and desert 
plants and animals have adapted, nar-
rowly and specifically, to its conditions; 
they can’t simply move up the mountain. 

The western burrowing owl, for 
example, a species of special concern in 
California, could disappear from south-
eastern California’s Imperial Valley if 
solar development proceeds according 
to the terms of the Desert Renewable 
Energy Conservation Plan. Seventy-one 
percent of California’s population of the 
compact, charismatic birds of prey reside 
in an area of the Imperial Valley slated 
for dozens of photovoltaic solar projects. 
The acreage set aside for solar in the plan 
will displace more than half of them.

“Where are they going to go?” Small-
wood asks. “It’s not like they can move 
over.” The Yuma clapper rail has not been 
pushed to the brink by climate change, or 
soot and smog. The birds have been un-
done by the destruction of the freshwater 
marshes where they fish and nest. “That’s 
a problem right in front of us,” Smallwood 
says, “and one that we can fix right now.” 

 
In 2009, the Obama administration, 
with the American Recovery and Rein-
vestment Act, made it easier — in fact 
advantageous — for wind companies to 
invest in new infrastructure. “It made 
it so that they could get an upfront cash 
payment for their (30 percent) tax credit,” 
the National Renewable Energy Lab’s 
Bob Thresher says. Around the same 
time, prices came down dramatically on 
the larger turbines that were thought to 
kill fewer birds. NextEra Energy agreed 
to begin repowering and relocating its 
Altamont wind farm turbines in 2010, 
following a settlement with the local 
Audubon chapter and other groups. In 
order to make sure they got it right, they 
hired Smallwood as their consultant. 

Even the California Wind Energy As-
sociation’s Nancy Rader now celebrates 
repowering. One project in the Altamont 
Pass showed “reductions in golden eagle 
fatalities substantially greater than 50 
percent after one year of study,” Rader 
wrote in a letter last year regarding the 
Desert Renewable Energy Conservation 
Plan.  

“He’s pretty outspoken and has strong 
opinions,” Thresher says of Smallwood, 
“and he’s never hesitant to express them. 
But we have a lot of respect for his work. 
We use him,” he says, “because he has a 
critical eye.” 

Not all the energy companies in the 
Altamont have taken Smallwood’s ad-
vice, however. One, Altamont Wind Inc., 
recently won an extension from Alameda 
County to delay repowering until 2018. In 
July, Bell and other observers watched in 
horror as a young golden eagle fitted with 
a transmitter went from normal flight 
speed to “zero speed, zero altitude” in a 
string of Altamont Wind’s old-fashioned 

turbines. The bird had been hit before, 
rehabilitated, and triumphantly released 
into the wild just two months earlier. She 
crawled for 48 hours before a rancher 
came across her, still alive, with a frac-
tured wing. She was later euthanized at 
an animal hospital.

“There’s nothing sadder,” Bell says, 
“than having to capture a crippled eagle.” 

 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife’s Brickey says 
the agency is currently talking to the devel-
opers about ways to scare the birds away 
from photovoltaic plants or somehow warn 
them that what appears to be water and 
sky is actually glass. But no one has come 
up with any solutions. “We’re still work-
ing on ways to help the birds,” she says.

NextEra, BrightSource and NRG all 
claim to be monitoring their plants to as-
sess their impact on birds. NextEra began 
a two-year avian monitoring program this 
year, in collaboration with federal and state 
agencies, but has so far found no evidence 
that birds are mistaking solar panels for 
water sources, says spokesman Steven 
Stengel. “It is only a theory,” Stengel says. 
“It is too early to make any definitive 
conclusions.” A year-long survey at Ivanpah 
published last April found evidence of as 
many as 3,500 annual bird kills, which 
Maisano calls “low” and “a reflection,” Ma-
siano wrote in an email, “of the extensive 
efforts that Ivanpah’s owners have under-
taken to help reduce avian mortality.”

BrightSource and NRG have also 
enlisted help from an engineer at Sandia 
Labs, Clifford Ho, to argue that it’s physi-
cally impossible for flux to vaporize birds; 
the birds fly too fast for that to happen. 
That claim conflicts with the observations 
of BLM personnel and biologists, who last 
January watched as 130 birds combusted 
mid-flight during a six-hour test of a pow-
er-tower plant, SolarReserve’s Crescent 
Dunes facility near Tonopah, Nevada. The 
company says the problem arose because 
plant operators had focused thousands of 
mirrors at a single point in the sky while 
the plant was in standby mode, creating a 
shimmering halo of flux above the tower 
that birds couldn’t see. When the mirrors 
were trained instead on random spots in 
the sky, none of them produced enough 
heat to scorch a bird. 

No peer-reviewed analysis has yet ver-
ified that explanation, however, and the 
plant is not currently operating. Neither 
the Ivanpah survey nor NextEra’s moni-
toring program have been subjected to 
the rigorous process of peer review. Data 
are scant and hard to come by: Now that 
the construction phase is over, California’s 
Energy Commission no longer requires 
Ivanpah’s operators to post compliance 
reports. Veronica Skelton, an NRG spokes-
woman, refused to offer any details about 
mitigation efforts in an email exchange, 
saying only that “we are continuing to 
evaluate (avian deterrence devices) before 
we release more specific information.”

Maisano agrees that “there is not 
adequate data to draw conclusions about 
the avian impacts at solar facilities.” The 

U.S. Energy Department has just begun a 
new effort, says the National Renewable 
Energy Laboratory’s Craig Turchi, as of 
Oct. 1, “to look in more specific detail” at 
solar’s bird problem. “We don’t have a lot 
of answers just yet,” Turchi says. “At this 
point, we’re still trying to figure out the 
questions.”

Wildlife conflicts have nevertheless 
cast a pall over industrial renewable 
energy in California’s deserts, one that 
deepens as solar panels installed on roof-
tops have dropped in price and, with Tesla 
batteries to back them up, become more 
useful to the grid. Back in December 2013, 

the Energy Commission denied Bright-
Source and Abengoa’s petition to build 
the Palen plant, primarily out of concern 
for the birds. After the June hearings, the 
commission gave the go-ahead to a half-
sized plant. (BrightSource has since pulled 
out; Abengoa plans to proceed alone with 
solar trough technology.) In June, the Los 
Angeles Department of Water and Power 
canceled a power purchase agreement with 
Bechtel’s Soda Mountain Solar Plant near 
the Mojave National Preserve, because the 
plant would have blocked an important 
migration corridor for bighorn sheep.

The best hope for resolving the con-
flicts, and putting large renewable energy 
projects in the best places for both power 
generation and wildlife, rests on the 
promise of a conscientious study of the 
sort Smallwood and Thelander presented 
11 years ago. The only peer-reviewed 
research on the subject of Big Solar 
and birds is still the one that was done 
in 1986, by Michael McCrary, at a tiny 
plant that no longer exists. Which means 
that regulators have approved, and solar 
developers have built, an impressive 6 
gigawatts of industrial solar in Califor-
nia — enough to supply 5 percent of the 
state’s electricity — without understand-
ing, precisely and scientifically, how the 
technology affects the landscape.

“We want it all so we can maintain 
our lifestyle,” says Smallwood, who has 
carried a dying eagle in his arms as it 
called up mournfully to its soaring cohort, 
following overhead. “But maybe it’s our 
whole lives that have to change.”  

Judith Lewis Mernit is 
a frequent contributor 
to High Country News. 
She has also written 
for Sierra, Capital 
and Main, TakePart, 
The Atlantic and Los 
Angeles Magazine.
@judlew

This story was funded 
with reader donations 
to the High Country 
News Research Fund.

A great blue heron 
found dead near 
an evaporation 
pond at the Genesis 
Solar site in the 
Chuckwalla Valley of 
Southern California.
Genesis Solar Energy 
Project Monthly 
Compliance Report #32 
June 2013 in its report 
to the California Energy 
Commission
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A LAMARKETPLACE

Notice to our advertisers: You can 
place classified ads with our online classi-
fied system. Visit hcn.org/classifieds. Oct. 
26 is the deadline to place your print ad 
in the Nov. 9 issue. Call 800-311-5852, or 
e-mail advertising@hcn.org for help or in-
formation. For more information about our 
current rates and display ad options, visit  
hcn.org/advertising.

Business Opportunities

Conservationist? Irrigable Land? Stellar 
seed-saving NGO is available to serious part-
ner. Package must include financial support. 
Details: http://seeds.ojaidigital.net.

conferences and events

Mark your calendars for the 13th An-
nual Montana Organic Association Confer-
ence: “Cultivating Soils, Opportunities, and 
Relationships.” Bozeman, Mont., Dec. 3-5, 
2015. Learn about new markets for organic 
products and hear the latest organic re-
search on Montana crops and livestock. Visit 
montanaorganicassociation.org for more 
information or call Lou Ann, 406-381-000.

EMPLOYMENT

Development Director — Eastern Sierra 
Land Trust is seeking an experienced Devel-
opment Director who will lead our fundraising 
and development to achieve sustainable an-
nual operating levels. She/he is an enthusias-
tic and effective fundraiser who will cultivate 
donor relationships and develop and manage 
a well-defined strategy for growing support 

to meet current and future operating needs. 
This position is based in Bishop, Calif., and 
is full-time, exempt and reports to the Exec-
utive Director. Salary is commensurate with 
experience and skills, with paid leave and 
health benefits. To apply and view a full job 
description, see: www.easternsierralandtrust.
org/Pages/employment.html.

Seeking apprentices — Starting a career 
in regenerative agriculture? Want to develop 
technical skills in grassfed beef production, 
dairy management and cheesemaking, or 
heirloom tree grafting and cultivation? The 
Quivira Coalition New Agrarian Program 

seeks applicants for its eight-month (March 
to November 2016) on-site apprenticeships 
at the San Juan Ranch in Alamosa, Colo., 
James Ranch Artisan Cheese in Durango, 
Colo., and Tooley’s Trees in Truchas, N.M. Com-
pensation: stipend, housing, education fund. 
Apply by Dec. 1. Details and application at  
www.quiviracoalition.org. Questions? Email 
sarah@quiviracoalition.org.

Yosemite Conservancy seeks a Retail 
Operations Manager. Want to run a retail 
operation based in Yosemite National Park 
whose nonprofit mission is to enrich the 
visitor experience and philanthropically 
support the park? This leadership position 
requires a working knowledge of the retail 
and wholesale trades as well as National 
Park Service interpretive philosophies. For 
job description and application details, visit  
yosemiteconservancy.org/employment.

The Klamath-Siskiyou Wildlands Center 
seeks a full-time Communications Director. 
Located in Ashland, Ore., KS Wild is a voice 
for the forests, waters and wildlife of south-
west Oregon and northwest California. The 
Communications Director will set and guide 
the strategy for all communications, website 
and public relations to consistently articulate 
KS Wild’s conservation mission. Ideal can-
didates should have some nonprofit experi-
ence and related skills pertaining to website 
content, newsletters, social media and donor 
communications. KS Wild offers competitive 
salary, benefits and paid vacation and sick 
leave. For complete job description, visit  
www.kswild.org/.

Environmental Action Committee of 
West Marin in Point Reyes, Calif., seeks an 
Executive Director. Community-based group 
with great history of accomplishment. We 
work to save coastal dunes, wildlife in our 
state and local parks, the rural character of 
our region, the ocean and the coast. www.
eacmarin.org. To view job requirements and 
application details, visit our website http://
eacmarin.org/about-us/join-our-team. To ap-
ply: Submit an application letter, a résumé, 
a writing sample, and three references to 
board@eacmarin.org. No phone calls please. 
Application closing date is Nov. 30, 2015. We 
will consider acting earlier if an extraordinary 
candidate needs an earlier decision.

Wildlife Biologist and Forester seeks a 
good place on the planet to care for. Salaried 
position only. www.northwindsforestry.com.

High Country News (HCN), a nonprofit 
multimedia news outlet, seeks a part-time 
marketing graphic designer to create mar-
keting, advertising and development depart-
ment marketing materials for both print and 
digital platforms. Candidates should have a 
background in both marketing and graphic 
design, experience working on teams, and 
the ability to work across digital and print 
platforms. This part-time position works out 
of HCN’s office in Paonia, Colo. To apply, 
send cover letter and résumé to jobs@hcn.
org. HCN is an Equal Opportunity Employer 
committed to a diverse work force. For full job 
description, visit www.hcn.org/about/jobs.

Grant Writer for Conservation Group —  
At the Center for Biological Diversity, we be-
lieve that the welfare of human beings is deep-
ly linked to nature — to the existence in our 
world of a vast diversity of wild animals and 
plants. We are currently looking for a Grant 
Writer for our Membership and Development 
Program. This is a full-time position that can 
be located in Oakland, Calif. We seek a de-
tail-oriented, motivated and highly effective 
communicator to join our development team. 
Under direction of the Chief Development 
Officer, the Grant Writer will aid our efforts 
to increase foundation funding revenues. 
The full posting can be seen at http://www. 
biologicaldiversity.org/about/jobs/index. 
html#grantwriter. To apply, send résumé, cov-
er letter, and writing sample via email only to 
grantjob@biologicaldiversity.org. This posi-
tion is available immediately and will remain 
open until filled. We are an EOE.
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Center For Biological Diversity seeks a 
full-time Fundraising Membership Director 
based in Tucson, Ariz. The ideal candidate 
will be high-energy, people-focused, with 
membership management experience in the 
environmental movement. The Membership 
Director, part of the Membership and Devel-
opment program, will work with the Center’s 
grassroots base of supporters and members 
and will be responsible for overseeing both 
online and offline membership fundraising, 
including the acquisition, conversion, culti-
vation, solicitation, upgrade, stewardship, 
retention and win-back of the Center’s grass-
roots base of supporters and members. While 
supervising a staff of six, including the Online 
Fundraising Director, the Membership Direc-
tor will also oversee the drafting of appeals 
and must be an exceptionally strong writer 
and thinker, as well as being issue-savvy. An 
aptitude for tracking and reporting data and 
a deep appreciation for, and understanding 
of, the metrics of success is essential. The full 
posting can be seen at www.biologicaldiversi-
ty.org/about/jobs/index.html#membdirec-
tor. To apply, please send a thoughtful cover 
letter, writing sample and résumé via email to 
MembershipDirector@biologicaldiversity.org, 
“Attn: Membership Director.” The position will 
remain open until filled. The desired start 
date is as soon as possible. Only applicants 
selected for interviews will be contacted. No 
telephone calls, please. We are an EOE.
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Advertising Sales Representative — 
High Country News (HCN), a nonprofit multi-
media news outlet, seeks a salesperson to sell 
print and digital advertising programs. Candi-
dates should have excellent communication 
skills (written, phone and digital), two years 
of sales experience, preferably in newspaper 
or magazine advertising, and preferably 
an undergraduate degree in sales, marketing, 
business or another related field (or any other 
combination of education and experience). 
This full-time position includes competitive 
salary and benefits. To apply, send cover 
letter and résumé to jobs@hcn.org. HCN is 
an Equal Opportunity Employer committed 
to a diverse work force. Find out more at  
hcn.org/about/jobs.

Reporting internship/fellowship avail-
able — High Country News is looking for 
informed and enthusiastic editorial interns 
and fellows to report on natural resource, 
environmental and community issues in the 
Western states. A bachelor’s degree or equiv-
alent, some prior journalism experience and/
or education, and a familiarity with High 
Country News are preferred. Applications 
must be received by Nov. 1. Find out more at 
hcn.org/about/internships.

HEALTH and WELLNESS

Enjoy a healthier lifestyle! Experience 
the LIVING ENERGY of Premium Grade–A 
Essential Oils. Unadulterated — no pesticides.
Organically grown. Proprietary distilling meth-
ods. Business opportunity. 
www.theOilSolution.com. 

HOME AND GARDEN

Freedom Ranger Hatchery, Inc. Hatch-
ing year-round. Freedom ranger chickens/
black broilers, bantam silkies, French guin-
eas, khaki campbell/white muscovy ducks. 
717-336-4878.
www.freedomrangerhatchery.com.

Seat-weaving supplies — Chair cane, reed 
splint, Shaker tape, fiber and natural rush. 
Complete line of basketmaking supplies. 
Waxed linen cord. Royalwood Ltd., 517-HCN 
Woodville Road, Mansfield, OH 44907. 
800-526-1630. www.RoyalwoodLtd.com.

Aggrand natural organic fertilizers. Ex-
ceptional bio-based/OMRI-certified liquid 
concentrates for lawn, garden, orchards, for-
age, agriculture. Retail/wholesale/resale.  
877-486-7645. www.natural-fertilizers.com.

Renewable Energy Products For Remote 
Homes — Solar water pumping, back-
up power systems. Visit our websites:  
www.oasismontana.com, www.PVsolarpumps.
com, www.LPappliances.com, www.grid-tie.
com or call toll-free for information:
877-627-4768.

Hemp seed for sale. Know what you grow! 
Colorado-certified, tested and registered. 
High germination rate, CBD dominant, neg-
ligible THC. Grown in 2015 at 6,200 feet. 
Propagation data accompanies purchase. 
970-379-9127.

Hammered dulcimer — Handcrafted of Ti-
gerwood in 1983 by Dana Hamilton, premier 
Texas dulcimer builder. It is designated #42. 
Good condition. Black velveteen-lined wood 
cover. Telescoping legs from Dusty Strings 
and several sets of hammers. $950 obo. Call 
719-539-1826 or email 
gwhiggins53@gmail.com.

PERSONALS

Green Singles dating site – Meet singles 
who value green living, holistic health, sus-
tainability, alternative energy, spiritual 
growth. www.GreenSingles.com.

professional services

Expert land steward — Available now for 
site conservator, property manager. View  
résumé at: http://skills.ojaidigital.net.

Wildland Fire Services — Planning, reviews, 
litigation, www.blackbull-wildfire.com.

publications and books

Got a book in mind? We can help you make 
it real. Write to books@bluecreekpress.com.

Torrey House Press — Conservation 
through literature. Visit us at 
www.torreyhouse.com.
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REAL ESTATE FOR SALE

Residential Ranch Community —  
Conservation Land — Southern New Mexi-
co. Spanning 72,000 acres of private, public, 
and conservation land, this rural community 
includes 34 custom homes, miles of trails, 
wildlife corridors, and direct access to Gila 
National Forest. Private wells, maintained 
roads, Internet/phone/cell. High desert, 
5,300 feet elevation, mild winters, cool sum-
mer evenings. newmexicoranchcommunity.
com or call 303-885-1214. 

Live/Work Opportunity in the heart of 
Denver, City Park West, a beautiful blend 
of elegance and charm in a fully updated, 
6,100-square-foot 1903 mansion, zoned G-RO-
3 and currently located within an enterprise 
zone. The updated systems include CAT5e 
wiring, workstation buss for 20-plus wired 
work stations, 400 AMP Service , whole house 
audio, BreezAir Evaporative Cooler, Buderus 
boiler with Sidearm domestic water heater, 
6.45 KW photovoltaic panels (30X215W), 
ceiling fans throughout, recycled ice-stone 
kitchen counters, a 2,200-square-foot, 
two-story garage/workshop and the most 
beautiful linden tree in Denver. The home is 
within walking distance of: East High School, 
Esplanade Farmer’s Market, the Tattered Cov-
er Bookstore, City Park/Zoo/Museum Of Na-
ture and Science, Vine Street Pub Restaurant, 
St. Mark’s Coffee. To tour this beautiful home, 
www.recolorado.com/homes-for-sale/1724-
Gaylord-Street-Denver-CO-80206-157021277. 
*Perfect For HCN Fundraisers & Meetings*

Near Taos, N.M. — 20 acres in a high des-
ert sustainable community. Perfect site to 
build your off-grid home. Borders BLM land, 
spectacular mountain views, sunrises, sun-
sets and night skies. Property on a private 
well-maintained road. Reasonable covenants, 
Internet and cell services available. Price in-
cludes share in community well. $35,000.  
Contact Addie at 573-355-4751 or 
merklera@mindspring.com.

200 acres with water and utilities, 
Orangeburg, S.C. Artesian wells, springs; 
running streams; 10-acre pond; natural eco-
system. Protected from major storms year-
round. Unlimited possibilities: equestrian 
sports; specialty farming; bed and break-
fast; retreat; winery; water sports recreation; 
fishing and hunting. Commuting distance 
to Charleston, Aiken, Columbia, horse and 
golf events; seven miles to nearest airport.  
Janet Loder, 425-922-5959. 
janetloder@cablespeed.com.

Western New Mexico ranch near the Con-
tinental Divide. Silver Sky Ranch has 480 
acres with two houses; one is straw bale. In-
cludes a four-car garage, several barns, solar 
system. Private well. Completely fenced. No 
HOA here! Perfect horse setup. Best dark 
skies in the country. $750,000. Contact  
www.NewMexicoRanchPros.com or 
wolfgang@nmranchman.com. 505-321-9564.

Simple, efficient, elegant mountain cabin, 
property, $115,000: 
www.brushymountainretreat.com.

Virgin Gorda, British Virgin Islands 
Th ree - bed room ,  one - and - one - ha l f 
baths, sleeps six.  Vacation home. 
spradlingzippy@cs.com. 

Independently powered Montana moun-
tain home! 20 acres wooded, mountain prop-
erty with mixed timber, creek and meadow. 
Four-bedroom, two-and-one-half bath home, 
in process. 2864 Providence Lane, Con-
don, Mont., 59826. ForSaleByOwner.com 
# 24023893. Michaellangnd@yahoo.com. 
$625,000.

tours and travel

Five -day  Co lorado  R iver  t r ips 
and more.   2015  schedule now available. 
AdventureBoundUSA.com or 800-423-4668.

Luxury Adventure Trips — Passionate 
about exploring the world? Love kayaking, 
gentle hiking, climbing, whale watching, sa-
faris or cultural tours? Who you travel with 
matters: www.luxuryadventuretrips.com,  
866-318-5396.

Coming To Tucson? Popular vacation 
house, everything furnished. Rent by day, 
week, month. Two-bedroom, one bath. Large 
enclosed yards. Dog-friendly. Contact Lee at 
cloler@cox.net or 520-791-9246.

Get to know where we love to go on the 
Colorado Plateau. Learning adventures for 
you, your family, tour group, board or school 
group. Canyonlands Field Institute, Moab, 
Utah. www.cfimoab.org, 1-800-860-5262 for 
scheduled and private custom trip planning.

Mountain living — Beautiful home located 
on four-and-one-half acres outside of Dubois, 
Wyo. Amazing views across the Wind River 
Valley to the Absaroka Mountains. Borders 
the Shoshone National Forest with abundant 
wildlife. Close to Grand Teton and Yellow-
stone national parks. 4,200 square feet with 
four bedrooms, two full baths, two half baths, 
large workshop, three-car garage, office, 
fireplace, radiant floor heat, passive solar 
exposure, beautiful wood floors throughout. 
$569,000. For more information and photos 
email clayfulcher@wyoming.com.

UNIVERSITIES AND SCHOOLS

Earn a Master of Education with North 
Cascades Institute and Huxley College of the 
Environment at Western Washington Uni-
versity. We offer a unique professional resi-
dency program designed to prepare a cohort 
of students in all aspects of environmental 
education and nonprofit administration while 
living among the towering peaks of the North 
Cascades. www.ncascades.org/study

MARKETPLACE

http://www.recolorado.com/homes-for-sale/1724-Gaylord-Street-Denver-CO-80206-157021277
http://www.recolorado.com/homes-for-sale/1724-Gaylord-Street-Denver-CO-80206-157021277
mailto:merklera@mindspring.com
mailto:janetloder@cablespeed.com
http://www.NewMexicoRanchPros.com
mailto:wolfgang@nmranchman.com
http://www.brushymountainretreat.com
mailto:spradlingzippy@cs.com
mailto:Michaellangnd@yahoo.com
http://www.luxuryadventuretrips.com
mailto:cloler@cox.net
http://www.cfimoab.org
mailto:clayfulcher@wyoming.com
http://www.ncascades.org/study


In Leaving Before the Rains Come, her fifth nonfiction book, 
Wyoming writer Alexandra Fuller traces the unsteady arc of her 
marriage, from its shaky foundation in southern Africa to its 
final unraveling in Jackson Hole, Wyoming.

Fuller’s many 
readers will recognize 
characters and events 
from her traumatic 
(and comic) childhood 
in war-torn British 
Rhodesia, now Zimba-
bwe, which she wrote 
about in the bestsell-
ing Don’t Let’s Go to 
the Dogs Tonight. But 
although her new 
book covers some of 
the same terrain, this 
memoir unspools in a 
steadier, wiser voice. 
Fuller reflects on 
how her chaotic early 
years, rife with loss 
and disease, created 
a deep craving for 
stability, calm and 
safety, which she at-
tempted to satisfy as 
an adult by marrying 
an American named 
Charlie Ross. 

After she nearly 
dies of malaria in 
Zambia while car-
ing for her newborn 
daughter, Fuller and 
her family move to 
the United States. 
There, in the shadow 
of the Tetons, she finds herself swept into American life, with its 
surfeit of security and predictability: “Americans were not expect-
ed to encounter unexpected, surprising hazards. … Mile markers 
along trails reminded us … how far it was back to the car.” Fuller 
marvels at those around her who take up outdoor activities just 
“for the adrenaline,” a sharp contrast to her life in Africa: “Most 
people I knew, myself included, had been saturated by enough of 
that hormone by early childhood to last a lifetime.”

But the differences that at first provide relief eventually 
drive a wedge between Fuller and her husband. “He saw the 
world in concrete terms, rationally, as if the place were solid 
and the systems … were dependable,” she writes. “I saw the 
world as something fluid; I expected irrationality and mild 
madness, and most of the time I did not think the gap between 
the two was important.” Fuller digs into both the long line of 
instability in her own extended family and the legacy of buried 
suffering in her husband’s.

When her marriage finally frays and she embarks on a solo 
life, she finds unexpected comfort in the wry humor and unflinch-
ing stoicism of her parents. “What I didn’t know (as a child) is 
that the assurances I needed couldn’t be had,” she writes. “I did 
not know that for the things that unhorse you, for the things that 
wreck you … there is no conventional guard.” 

By Katherine E. Standefer

Leaving Before the Rains Come
Alexandra Fuller 
258 pages, hardcover: $26.95.
Penguin Press, 2015.

BOOKS
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A marriage  
of unequals

Ice, Fire, and Nutcrackers
A Rocky Mountain Ecology
George Constantz

An ecologist reveals the remarkable 
adaptations of Rocky Mountain 
plants and animals.
PAPER $24.95

THE UNIVERSIT Y OF UTAH PRESS
New and recent western titles 

Bridging the Distance
Common Issues of the Rural West
Edited by David B. Danbom

Examines the challenges confronting 
those living in today’s rural West.
PAPER $30.00

Desert Water
The Future of Utah’s Water 
Resources
Edited by Hal Crimmel

Bringing together diverse 
perspectives, Desert Water 
explores water issues and 
solutions in one of America’s 
most arid states.
PAPER $24.95

The Utah Prairie Dog
Life among the Red Rocks
Theodore G. Manno

Follows the daily ups and 
downs of prairie dog life 
as well as the author’s own 
trials and triumphs while 
conducting scienti� c studies 
of these rare rodents in Bryce 
Canyon National Park.
PAPER $24.95

Rivers, Fish, and the 
People
Tradition, Science, and 
Historical Ecology of 
Fisheries in the American 
West
Edited by Pei-Lin Yu

Presents new scienti� c and 
cultural data about the 
reciprocal in� uences of Native 
peoples and river ecosystems 
throughout the American West.
PAPER $40.00

www.UofUpress.com
Orders: 800-621-2736

Last Chance Byway
The History of Nine Mile Canyon
Jerry D. Spangler and Donna Kemp Spangler

Explores Nine Mile Canyon’s role in an Old West of fur trappers 
and miners, mule skinners and bu� alo soldiers, cowboys 
and homesteaders, cattle barons and barkeeps, outlaws and 
bounty hunters.
PAPER $34.95    COMING IN DECEMBER 2015

http://www.hcn.org
http://www.UofUpress.com
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the state; a range rider might cost up to 
$20,000 for an entire season.) 

“There’s the idea that folks out here 
(in eastern Washington) hate wolves or 
love wolves, and you have to be one or the 
other,” Kehne says. “But a lot of people 
aren’t that way. They’re in the middle, 
they’re pragmatic.” 

Indeed, the state’s ranching communi-
ty has proven more amenable than might 
be expected, and has been cautiously, if at 
times skeptically, supportive of state ef-
forts to reintegrate wolves as painlessly 
as possible. “I think the WDFW has great 
conflict specialists on the ground,” says 
Jack Field, vice president of the Washing-
ton Cattlemen’s Association. “They have 
shown a significant willingness to put pro-
ducers’ interests first.” 

But the ranchers’ tolerance has its 
limits, especially in the state’s northeast-
ern corner. In 2014, when a wolf killed a 
cow and calf in Ferry County, county of-
ficials declared a state of emergency. And 
Stevens County commissioners passed 
a resolution saying that citizens had the 
constitutional right to shoot wolves. (Wild-
life officials had to send a letter remind-
ing the citizens that they did not actually 
have such a right.) At a forum in Spokane 
last February, Hedrick made his own feel-

ings about wolves clear, along with those 
of many of his colleagues in the Stevens 
County cattlemen’s association: “I don’t 
like them,” he said, “and I think the state 
has too many of them.”

Wildlife department biologists hope 
to have a lot more wolves: They say it 
won’t be until at least 2021 that there 
will be enough animals around the state 
to remove the species from its endangered 
list, thereby potentially loosening restric-
tions on killing them. That’s where the 15 
breeding pairs (as opposed to packs) goal 
comes in: There must be four in each of 
three regions — eastern Washington, the 
Northern Cascades, and the Southern 
Cascades/northwest coast area — as well 
as three breeding pairs anywhere else 
— for at least three consecutive years. 
The state currently has just five breed-
ing pairs, four of which are in eastern 
Washington, and that number has stayed 
steady since 2011, while the state’s overall 
wolf population has nearly doubled. 

As a result, ranchers and their politi-
cal allies in the northeast are increasingly 
frustrated, feeling that they have to shoul-
der most of the financial and spiritual 
burden of the rest of the state’s wolf love. 
Some have even refused to participate in 
compensation programs for cattle losses 
on the grounds that to do so would be a 

form of tacit approval. “Producers (in the 
northeast) have to endure almost all of the 
impacts,” Fields says. “And they feel that 
it’s pretty one-sided.”

To make it less so, ranchers argue that 
they need more flexibility to deal with 
problem wolves than the state allows. But 
here, they confront the peculiar patch-
work of management oversight in Wash-
ington. Wolves in the northeast are no 
longer covered by the federal Endangered 
Species Act, meaning that lethal control is 
at least an option when wildlife-livestock 
conflicts occur, as is true with other large 
predators, such as cougars and bears. 
But wolves in Washington’s western two-
thirds are still federally protected, and 
those protections supersede the state’s 
plan. That’s why, when wolves killed a 
yearling cow in central Washington this 
summer, the state could do nothing.

But the state regards killing wolves as 
a last resort, anyway. Just twice to date, 
the wildlife department has had wolves 
shot when they could not be otherwise de-
terred from attacking livestock, and each 
time has been politically fraught. In 2012, 
seven members of the Wedge Pack were 
shot, amid accusations from wolf advo-
cates that the rancher whose cattle were 
killed had done nothing at all to prevent 
it. And in August of 2014, after wolves 

Wolves continued from page 7

“I don’t like 
(wolves) and I 

think the state 
has too many  

of them.”
—Justin Hedrick,  

president of the Stevens 
County Cattlemen’s 

Association

“My efforts on behalf of the West’s clean 
air, clean water, wilderness, wildlife 

... were done for my children, for 
posterity, and for my fellow man.”

—Tom Bell, founder
High Country News

SuStain independent media for 
future generations with your legacy gift 

TO LEARN MORE ABOUT PLANNED GIVING for HIGH COUNTRY NEWS, CONTACT:
Development Manager, Alyssa Pinkerton  
development@hcn.org • 800-905-1155. 

Or visit our website: hcn.org/support/planned-giving
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High Country News’
Green Gift Guide  
issue coming soon!

Eco-Friendly Gifts for the Holidays

Our audience is looking for your holiday gift 
ideas including eco-friendly products and 
services, home and garden products, books, 
music, outdoor recreation equipment, travel 
ideas, conferences, events, conservation 
groups to support and more. 
It’s a great time to let ’em know!
Reservation Deadline: November 2, 2015
Materials Deadline: November 9, 2015
Cover Date: November 23, 2015

Visit: www.hcn.org/GGG  
or contact David Anderson  
phone: 800-311-5852  
email: davida@hcn.org

mailto:development@hcn.org
http://www.hcn.org/GGG
mailto:davida@hcn.org
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killed more than two dozen sheep in Ste-
vens County, officials mistakenly shot the 
breeding female of the Huckleberry Pack, 
enraging wolf advocates who feared the 
pack would dissolve without its alpha. 
Ranchers were equally irate: A sheep-
herder had been forced to move his herd 
off his own property because of wolves, 
they said, yet the government saw fit to 
kill only one of them.  

“We’ve got wolves on the landscape in 
Washington,” Fields says. He’s resigned to 
it; as he says, echoing the feelings of many 
ranchers, “It doesn’t matter what I think.” 
But he looks forward to the day when the 
livestock community can treat wolves like 
cougars, bears or other predators, dealing 
with the ones that cause trouble without 
all the fuss. After all, he wonders, isn’t 
that what everyone else wants, too? For 
wolves to resume their old place among 
the state’s biota, just like everything else?

Ware agrees that something like that 
would be the ideal outcome. “The biggest 
challenge has been bringing all the sides 
to a common understanding of what suc-
cessful wolf management means,” he says. 
“Biologically, they’re doing just fine. The 
question is whether they’ll be accepted, 
and I like to think we’ll get there. It will 
just take time.”  

A curious gray wolf from the Lookout Pack in northeast Washington encounters a trail-cam. Trail-cam photos like this 
can help wildlife officials document wolf presence and estimate pack composition, reproductive status and territory use.  

David Moskowitz
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WRITERS ON THE RANGE

The author, Brian 
Calvert, pauses while 

weaving through 
Colorado’s Raggeds 

Wilderness on a  
hunt last fall.  

Brooke Warren

Opinion BY 
Brian Calvert

I grew up with guns. I never had one as 
a toy –– not the BB or pellet guns that 
the other boys got for Christmas or birth-
days. I had deadly, violent and powerful 
guns, for hunting. We were taught that 
there’s no such thing as an empty gun, 
and that you never, ever, point a gun at 
anything you don’t intend to kill. 

My first rifle was a 20-gauge shotgun, 
single-shot, break-open, and its bar-
rel was a cold swirl of metal. I carried 
it proudly through the deep sagebrush 
of the Wyoming prairie, following my 
stepfather and his black Lab, hunting 
grouse, or through the willows of the 
river bottoms, hunting ducks. We hunted 
to eat, and sometimes at dinner you’d 
bite on a chunk of birdshot still lodged in 
the breast of some fowl. 

My stepfather had seen plenty of vio-
lence in Vietnam, and he loved guns. To 
him, a well-crafted gun, which he defined 
as one that could fire repeatedly without 
jamming, was maybe the most beautiful 
thing in the world. He had a collection of 
guns, including an old-fashioned muzzle-
loader. 

Once a year, he would grow a beard 
and dress in buckskin as a mountain 
man for a local pageant, where he would 
enter the shooting contest. He once 
brought home a card he had shot in half 
–– the ace of spades. I envied his skill, 
his confidence with these machines, with 
their dark oil and smoke.

In my family, everyone got a hunting 
license, and everybody hunted big game. 
It was the best way to keep the deep-
freeze stocked over the winter. Elk, deer, 
antelope –– whatever you could get and 
as much as you could get. 

When I was 14, my grandfather, a 
banjo-playing hunter, trapper and outfit-
ter, among many other things, gave me 
one of his old rifles. It was a .264 Win-
chester magnum with a long barrel and 
a polished scope. It had been my uncle’s, 
and its stock carried a crosshatch pat-
tern he’d carved himself. I was small for 
my age and struggled to haul the rifle 
through the cold woods of autumn when 
hunting season came. 

One day, it was my turn to sit in the 
aspens and wait. Somewhere down the 
mountain, my mother and stepfather 

walked through the timber, driving the 
deer. I sat on a cold, shaded hillside, 
trying not to fidget, knowing my foot was 
falling asleep. Then a branch snapped, 
and a buck deer appeared, maybe 50 
yards below me, breathing heavy from 
running uphill, but slowing to a trot, 
then a walk. 

I set my rifle across a fallen tree and 
peered through the scope. The buck was 
beautiful, his silver coat shimmering 
with each breath, ears cocked, black eyes 
dark, like obsidian. I placed the dot of 
the scope on his neck. Inhaled. Exhaled. 
Squeezed the trigger. 

Killed instantly, he dropped to the 
ground, and my heart heaved. There was 

a certain thrill with having made the 
shot, and a sudden dread of what that 
implied, of what I’d so easily taken. 

I’ve been thinking about that deer 
these past days. I think of the weight 
I felt in killing it, of the debt it left 
me with. That old rifle is in my closet, 
thrumming with power, as I write this. 

I know we as a nation must do more 
to control the violence guns bring into 
the world. I know, too, that many people 
like me think that gun ownership is a 
part of our American tradition, especially 
here in the West. That may be true, but 
guns have also become part of something 
terrible that happens again and again 
in a cycle of senseless murder. So I am 
beginning to think that as a society, we 
are not responsible enough to be trusted 
with them. Their power has come to 
outstrip our collective moral capabilities. 
Something has to change.

Of course, some families like mine 
prided themselves on using guns respon-
sibly. But there’s no guarantee. Not even 
my grandfather, who lived with guns his 
whole life, was in full control over his 
weapons. On a day in November, a few 
years ago, newly divorced and hurting, 
my grandfather sat on the porch with his 
favorite pistol. Then he shot and killed 
himself. Another life, so easily taken. 

Brian Calvert is the managing editor  of 
High Country News in Paonia, Colorado.

There was a certain thrill  
with having made the shot,  
and a sudden dread of what  

that implied, of what I’d  
so easily taken. 

Growing up with guns

WEB EXTRA
To see all the current 
Writers on the Range 
columns, and archives, 
visit HCN’s Web site,
hcn.org

Writers on the Range is a syndicated service of 
High Country News, providing three opinion col-
umns each week to more than 200 media outlets 
around the West. For more information, contact 
Betsy Marston, betsym@hcn.org, 970-527-4898.

mailto:betsym@hcn.org
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Essay | By Elizabeth Wyatt

Trash picked up in 
Section 33, a nature 
preserve bordering 
Twentynine Palms 
Highway, includes 
a military training 
plan and a plastic 
water jug.  
Katherine Ball

The trash without, and within

There’s some serious junk festering in the sands of the South-
west: toxic dumps, airplane graveyards, nuclear test sites. An 
abandoned disposal site in Yuma, Arizona, holds a mountain of 
toxic e-waste from California. The Mesquite Regional Landfill in 
Imperial County, near the Mexican border, takes in rail-trans-
ported loads of garbage from Los Angeles. And the lonely section 
of the Mojave between Victorville and Las Vegas is known to be 
a choice stretch of body-dumping territory.

It makes for an odd and sometimes grim American miscel-
lany. But the longer I’m here, the more inevitable the combina-
tion of desert and trash seems to be.

We live in a country that promises eternal newness. But 
we’ve never been great at dealing with yesterday’s new –– the 
old new, the long-dead new, the new stuff that’s no longer shiny. 
It haunts us, gathering dust in the corners, lingering in the air 
like an unpleasant smell. It makes us uncomfortable, clutter-
ing our lives. So we 
cast it away –– into an 
emptiness that seems to 
dwarf it, a place where 
nobody will notice it.

This gesture makes 
sense, if you assume 
vastness and cleanli-
ness are the same. They 
aren’t, of course. But it’s 
hard to remember that 
from our usual vantage 
on the desert — which 
is from a distance.

Even here in South-
ern California, I can 
climb away from what 
we leave behind. The 
scramble up 10,834-foot 
Mount San Jacinto is 
itself a kind of cleans-
ing. The last half hour 
to the peak is a crawl 
over white boulders, 
like chunks of old hard-
ened clouds, before a 
last breathless balance 
up the highest slab. At 
the top, 360 degrees 
of pure perception is 
yours for the turning, 
the taking, while the 
desert stretches its vast 
and apparently golden 
carpet far below. 

The power of 
erasure can seem un-
limited, at least until it 
comes up against some 
of the hardest trash to 
get rid of: the personal 
kind. As I get acquaint-
ed with the desert’s 

landscape of castoffs, I recall long-lost trash of my own. The 
Little Debbie wrappers, leftovers and wadded-up paper scat-
tered around raccoon-raided cans in my childhood backyard in 
Florida; the stale peanut butter and marshmallows we used to 
trap said raccoons and release them by the creek; the decorative 
bunches of eucalyptus that I hauled from a dumpster and sold 
to neighbors out of my Radio Flyer wagon. The many apartment 
furnishings I gathered curbside on garbage collection days in 
Los Angeles. The pink sweatbands that found their way from my 
trash in New York City onto the head and wrists of a homeless 
man at the next subway station. 

I think most of us have bagged and tied off all kinds of 
memories and feelings, buried them deep, left them to decom-
pose, hoping that they’ll somehow disappear in the vastness of 
time and experience. But our memories and desires are not so 
easily disposed of. Periodic radioactivity of the heart is part of 
the human condition. We’ve all got some personal Waste Isola-
tion Pilot Plant inside.

“Throwing away” just might be the dominant fiction of 
American consciousness. It’s the flipside of the American dream, 
a dark corollary to the myth of the West: The ability to become 
whatever you desire requires the ability to toss things away 
without looking back. We handle our personal garbage pretty ir-
responsibly. Perhaps, if we’re serious about valuing our environ-

ment, it behooves us to 
value our inner land-
scapes, too, expanding 
the notion of “sus-
tainability” so that it 
includes more than just 
physical ways of being. 
Emotional trash may 
not disappear easily, 
but it’s a hardy mate-
rial. It can be reused. 
Recycled. Whether for 
love, art or the common 
good, there’s tremen-
dous power in learning 
to own what we wish we 
could just throw away. 

So, in an awkward 
move toward reintegra-
tion, I am making an 
inventory of what I find 
as I dig into my own 
exterior and interior 
deserts: 

Kleenex. Three 
peach pits. A wad of 
masking tape. Cat poop. 
Bad drafts of poems. 

An empty box of as-
sumptions. Old grudges. 
Some limitations. Some 
hopes, some sadness, 
some fear. 

And this glazed, 
broken bowl that, if I 
bend over it at just the 
right angle, throws back 
a blurred reflection. 

Elizabeth Wyatt is a 
writer and artist based 
in Joshua Tree,  
California.

When I moved to a small town in 

California’s Mojave Desert last spring,  

I found myself in a new relationship  

with garbage.
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CALIFORNIA
Mikelis Beitiks, 32, is running for the U.S. Senate 
in California on a platform with just one plank: 
He promises to do nothing but “monomaniacally 
create and support legislation that combats cli-
mate change.” After all, as he says on his website, 
iwillnotdonothing.org, none of the other issues — 
ISIS, Obamacare, Russia, immigration reform — 
really matter “because we’re all going to die.”

WASHINGTON
Eight-year-old Gabi Mann befriended a murder of 
crows and some pigeons a few years ago and fed 
them daily. In return, reports the Seattle Post-
Intelligencer, they left her “gifts of beakable bits 
of refuse collected from the posh central Seattle 
neighborhood.” But as the birds communicated 
with other birds about the free food, some of 
Gabi’s human neighbors began to complain 
about what they left behind — messy droppings 
covering houses, cars and lawns. Recently, 
51 homeowners signed a petition against the 
bird feedings, and two neighbors sued Gabi’s 
parents, citing the 1963 film The Birds: “No 
one wants to be trapped living inside an Alfred 
Hitchcock horror movie.” 

COLORADO
In Colorado’s Roaring Fork Valley, which links As-
pen, Carbondale and Glenwood Springs, there’s 
a growing income gap: Some residents are lucky 
enough to own three homes, reports the Colora-
do Post-Independent, while others are forced to 
work three jobs. The weekly called its five-part 
series on the issue “The Price of Paradise,” and 
one of its more startling findings was that a two-
career family who moved from San Francisco 
could not afford a house in the Roaring Fork 
Valley. Meanwhile, commuting time keeps get-
ting longer. Whew.

THE WEST
Colorado Outdoors magazine shared some great 
tips for “wapiti wooing.” (“Wapiti,” if you’re 
wondering, probably derives from the Shawnee 
word for “white rump.”) For bull elk, for in-
stance, it helps to grow the biggest rack possible, 
even though antlers get shed and regrown every 

year. Bigger is apparently always better in the 
eyes of discerning cows: “It certainly can pay to 
carry 40-plus pounds of bone on your head.” But 
corralling and mating with cows is tough work, 
and bulls may lose up to 20 percent of their body 
mass from their battles with wannabe suitors. 
Not surprisingly, those fought-over females tend 
to have a longer life span than their lovers. 

IDAHO
If you’re a male student at Brigham Young 
University, Idaho, don’t even think of sporting a 
“man bun,” the hairstyle that features a topknot 
flanked by shaved hair on the sides of the head. 
It’s not a conventional look and therefore consid-
ered “an extreme hairstyle,” according to Tyler 
Barton, a student honor administrator. “It’s 
just something that deviates from the norm.” 
The Scroll, the student newspaper, reports that 
the bun ban applies to employees of the private 
college, too.

CALIFORNIA
When wildfire ravaged the land around the central 
California town of Jackson, population 4,600, the 
Jackson Rancheria and Casino Resort prudently 
asked its guests to leave. But the hotel didn’t 
stay empty for long, says resident Ruth Cornell. 
“They then opened the hotel to evacuees from 
the Butte Fire, set up a buffet for meals, and fed 
1,000 people three meals a day for a week, end-
ing Sept. 19.” Entertainers scheduled to appear 
at the hotel pitched in, too, and entertained the 
displaced families, some of whom camped in the 
hotel’s RV Park and parking lots. Members of the 
community and local churches also donated so 
much, from tents, fresh produce and clothes, that 
the excess was sent to people fleeing from the 
Valley Fire, north of San Francisco. “I thought 
this story was worth telling,” says Cornell.

MONTANA
Those who fear “mayhem around the corner,” 
whether fire, ice or a government takeover, 
should talk to real estate broker Theresa Mon-
dale in western Montana. Her specialty is find-
ing homes so remote that residents can weather 
the worst modern life can throw at them. Or so 
they fervently hope. “Survival property isn’t just 
for fanatics,” Mondale insists. “Still, it’s a busi-
ness where deals are done with guns holstered 
at the hip and locations are often undisclosed,” 
reports the Missoula Independent. Some of the 
properties Mondale handles are accessible only 
by boat, while others lie underground; she just 
sold one near Hamilton that was billed as an 
“extreme survival complex,” with a state-of-the 
art, 1,780-square-foot bunker hidden beneath a 
dull metal building. “For a lot of people,” Mon-
dale says, “that’s their fantasy world-reality.” 
Preparedness is the byword of these buyers, who 
call themselves “preppers.” Meanwhile, those of 
us who see the world through a slightly less dire 
lens are mere “sheeple,” pawns of “the system” 
who are oblivious to the coming Armageddon. 
As Mondale puts it, “My personal opinion: The 
zombie apocalypse, it’s here right now.”  

WEB EXTRA For more from Heard around the West, see 
hcn.org.
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But there can be mirages in deserts. The project surely 
enriched farming in a valley, but it remains unclear 

who really benefitted. 
Todd Shallat and Scott Lowe, in their essay, “One hundred years of concrete,”

from Writers on the Range, hcn.org/wotr
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