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Need and Implementation:  

The California deserts (Figure 1) include some 100 communities, 2 national parks, 1 national preserve, 6 military bases, 8 counties, 10 state parks, 37 federally recognized Native American Indian tribes, and more than 11 million acres of public lands managed by the Bureau of Land Management. The 25 million-acre desert region is situated within a day’s drive of 40 million people and is a well-known destination for hundreds of thousands of out-of-state visitors each year. It is also the home of many unique wildlife and plant species and contains many outstanding cultural and paleontological resources. In addition, the California deserts are critically important training and testing grounds for the U.S. military.

By 2020 the deserts’ permanent population is expected to increase by over 1 million and the population of the surrounding area is expected to increase by approximately 10 million. The demands of increasing use by millions of visitors and permanent residents will create mounting pressure and new challenges for land management agencies in the deserts. A mechanism for addressing desert-wide issues was established in 1994 in the form of the Desert Managers Group (DMG), an interagency group that is coordinating and integrating desert conservation, visitor services, and public safety efforts in the California deserts. DMG partners include the Department of the Interior (Bureau of Land Management, National Park Service, Fish and Wildlife Service, and Geological Survey),  State of California (Fish and Game, Parks and Recreation, and Caltrans), the Department of Defense (Army, Navy, Air Force and Marine Corps), the U.S. Forest Service, and Imperial, Kern, and San Bernardino Counties.     

Innovation 
What started as an ad hoc process to facilitate implementation of the California Desert Protection Act (1994) has evolved into a formally chartered organization that is facilitating interagency collaboration on a wide range of resource management activities. The agency’s that manage the natural and cultural resources in the California deserts have different missions, however, they share many common goals that transcend jurisdictional boundaries and are beyond the scope of any one agency or office to achieve.  The DMG is based on (a) a philosophy that effective long-term stewardship and sustained use of desert resources can best be provided by working collaboratively with your neighbors, (b) a mutual respect for the mission of all land and resource management agencies, (c) constructively engaging the public and stakeholders as partners to address conservation goals and needs, and (d) a commitment of staff and funding to put these principles into practice.   An important accomplishment of the DMG has been the establishment of regular communications among managers and staff, enhanced trust among people and agencies, and a better understanding of common goals among land and resource management agencies.  These results are directly attributable to the quarterly DMG and Work Group meetings, and indirectly to the contacts and relationships that are made as a result of these meetings.
The DMG operates under a Memorandum of Understanding among the Department of the Interior, the Department of Defense, and the State of California that was signed on September 27, 2000.  In 2002 the US Forest Service requested and was granted membership in the Group.  In 2005 the DMG provided an open invitation to the eight counties in the California desert to join the Group. So far, Kern, San Bernardino and Imperial County have accepted the DMG’s invitation.  

In 2002 the DMG completed an evaluation of the operation and effectiveness of the group.  Based on this evaluation, the DMG deactivated several work groups, deferred work on several lower priority goals/activities in the DMG 5-Year Plan, and clarified the role of the managers and coordinators in the operation of the DMG.  The DMG is administered by a small staff that includes two full time staff:  a Department of the Interior and Department of Defense Coordinator.  
Partnering and the 4C’s

The primary purpose of the DMG is to facilitate interagency cooperation among land and resource management agencies in the California deserts.  However, the DMG encourages stakeholder involvement in the process to help foster a common understanding of desert wide issues and create more effective management programs. Formal stakeholder involvement guidelines have been adopted to promote and facilitate constructive stakeholder involvement in the DMG process. 
The DMG is working cooperatively with a variety of organizations and groups including the Defenders of Wildlife, National Parks Conservation Association, the Nature Conservancy, Quad State County Coalition, United Four Wheel Drive Association, the Joshua Tree National Park Association, and the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation.
The DMG exemplifies the principles of the 4Cs.  The DMG has improved communication and cooperation among federal, state and local land and resource management agencies, resulting in more efficient and effective “on the ground” conservation actions in the California Deserts.
Scope and Project Impact

DMG goals, activities and accomplishments are summarized in the DMG’s 5 Year Work Plan. The 5 Year Work Plan, which is updated and approved annually by the DMG, includes 10 goals in 3 general categories: (a) Resource Conservation and Management, (b) Visitor Services, and (c) Science and Data Management.  A summary of accomplishments related to each goal follows:

Goal 1. Restore selected upland and riparian habitats identified for restoration.

A. DMG agencies were involved in the creation of the Mojave and Lower Desert Weed Management Areas which provide for coordinated efforts to control and manage invasive species in the California desert, especially tamarisk and Saharan mustard.

B. The DMG has hosted several restoration workshops that have been widely attended by scientists and restoration specialists from various Federal, state and local agencies and universities. The workshops focused on new/current restoration techniques, sources of labor and material for restoration activities, effectiveness monitoring, and potential partnership opportunities for conducting restoration efforts.

C. The DMG developed a draft “California Desert Riparian Challenge: A Strategic Plan for Restoration of Riparian Habitats in the California Deserts.” The riparian challenge establishes desert-wide priorities for 17 landscapes/watersheds, identifies funding requirements and priorities, and articulates best management practices for riparian habitat restoration.

Goal 2. Cleanup and restore illegal dumps that pose a public health or environmental threat, and reduce the incidence of illegal dumping in the future.

A. The DMG in cooperation with the California Integrated Waste Management Board, local governments and volunteer groups has sponsored scores of illegal dump clean ups in the California deserts and established an illegal dump database

B. The DMG, Riverside County, and others hosted an Illegal Dumping Enforcement Workshop (IDEW) in Palm Springs in April 2004. Over 100 people from interested agencies participated in the meeting. Another IDEW event is being scheduled for San Bernardino County in FY 05.

Goal 3. Recover the desert tortoise in the California recovery units.

A. USGS initiated a study on behalf of the DMG to evaluate the effectiveness of desert tortoise recovery actions related to vehicle management, cattle and sheep grazing, and construction of tortoise fences. 

B. The DMG formed a Desert Tortoise Recovery Implementation Planning Work Group that is working directly with the Fish and Wildlife Service’s Desert Tortoise Recovery Office to develop and implement Recovery Action Plans for each desert tortoise recovery unit in California. The Recovery Action Plans will be included in the FWS revision of the Desert Tortoise Recovery Plan.

C. The DMG successfully secured funding and developed several partnerships to implement a multifaceted education and outreach campaign aimed at increasing public support of and involvement in desert tortoise recovery in California. 

D. DMG agencies executed an MOU to develop an environmental assessment to implement a raven management plan throughout the California deserts. The environmental assessment will be prepared in FY 05 with on-the-ground implementation in FY 06.

E. The DMG initiated a survey to determine the scope and severity of the threat to wildlife and human safety posed by feral and uncontrolled dogs in the desert.

Goal 4. Reduce and maintain burro populations to appropriate management levels and in appropriate locations.

A. In 1999 the DMG approved an interagency strategy and plan for management of wild burros in the California deserts.  Nearly 4000 burros have been removed from BLM, NPS, FWS, California State parks, and military lands under this interagency strategy and plan.  All burros were placed in adoption programs.  

Goal 5. Protect cultural resources and enhance public awareness of the sensitivity and value of paleontological and cultural resources in the California deserts.

A. In 1999 the DMG sponsored the Millennium Conference: human journey and ancient life in the California deserts that included 70 scientific papers and was attended by nearly 300 participants.  Proceedings of the conference were published in 2004. 
B. The DMG and the California State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO) are in the final stages of completing the Mojave Desert Historical Resources Geographic Information Systems, a centralized database of all the historical and cultural sites in the California desert.  The Web-based system will be directly accessible by land management agencies and enhance cultural resource management and compliance activities in the desert.  

C. The DMG has sponsored a variety of Archaeological Resources Protection Act (APRA) training classes for agency law enforcement and cultural resource staff.  

Goal 6. Develop a coordinated interagency system for delivering useful, comprehensive and consistent information about desert resources and recreation opportunities.

A. The DMG developed and maintains the California deserts website, www.californiadesert.gov, which provides one stop shopping for information on recreation sites and opportunities in the California deserts. 

B. DMG agencies are working cooperatively to design and construct interpretive exhibits/posters at Caltrans roadside rest areas in the California deserts. 

C. California State Parks operated and maintained the interagency “gateway” visitor center at Lancaster, California which was designed and developed in cooperation with the DMG.

Goal 7. Coordinate scientific studies and monitoring programs needed for effective resource management.

A. The DMG sponsored a Mojave Desert Science Symposium in 1997, 1999 and 2004.  These broadly attended symposia were designed to inform managers about new research and monitoring findings and their application to lands and resource management in the desert.  

B. DMG member agencies participated in a coordinated monitoring effort of Desert Cymopterus.  The results of this coordinated monitoring effort along with the articulation of management prescriptions for affected lands allowed the USFWS to avoid a listing of the species.

Goal 8.  Monitor desert tortoise population status in relation to recovery goals for the California deserts’ recovery units.

A. DMG agencies supported implementation of range-wide desert tortoise monitoring to establish a population baseline and evaluate whether tortoise populations are increasing, remaining stable, or declining.  In FY 04, resources from FWS, BLM, NPS and DOD were pooled and over 6,500 kilometers of transects were sampled.

Goal 9.  Inventory, monitor, and protect desert water resources.

A. Protocols for inventorying the hydrological and biological characteristics and quality of desert springs were developed by NPS on behalf of DMG agencies. Several DMG offices are currently utilizing the protocols to monitor springs within their lands.

B. BLM (CA and NV), FWS, NPS, and USGS executives and managers held the first Amargosa Basin Summit in October 2003 and executed a Memorandum of Agreement to work cooperatively to manage and protect water resources in the Amargosa Basin.  The DOI coordination group, which also includes representatives from DOD and DOE, has initiated discussions with Nye County, TNC and others on opportunities to work cooperatively to manage Amargosa water resources. 

Goal 10. Integrate and share data and database management systems needed for effective resource management and planning.

A. The DMG, in coordination with the Mojave Desert Ecosystem Program (MDEP), developed an internet accessible Research Inventory Database. The database, located on the DMG website, contains an inventory of existing resources, research and monitoring studies.

B. DOD’s Mojave Desert Ecosystem Program has developed and maintains a GIS database (www.mojavedata.gov) of natural and cultural resources in the Cal deserts.

Figure 1.     Geographic Scope of the Desert Managers Group
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