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BLM decision is driving groups to 
formal protest

By Jon Klusmire
Register Staff

Hot words and fi ery accusations 
were flying after a decision to 
reopen a portion of the Furnace 
Creek Road.

The Bureau of Land Management 
announced recently that it will 
unlock the gates and re-open 
a 3.75-mile long stretch of 
the controversial road. Some 
construction and restoration work 
will also occur along the 3.75-mile 
segment of road, all of which is on 
BLM land.

Several environmental groups, 
which sued the BLM and Forest 
Service and prompted the road’s 
closure, said they would file a 
formal protest of the decision.

“The BLM is bending over 
backwards to make a bad decision,” 
said Paul McFarland, executive 
director of Friends of the Inyo. 
“They have completely ignored 
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This is one of the places where Furnace Creek and the Furnace Creek Road 
collide on the BLM’s portion of the road, and which will need some work before 
the BLM can re-open the road. Photo courtesy Friends of the Inyo

the well-known environmental 
consequences of this decision and 
made a choice based on politics, 
not science.”

The only part of the road planned 
for re-opening is all on BLM land 
in Mono County, near the Nevada-
California border. Currently a 
gate shuts off access to the road 
from Highway 264. The BLM 
proposal would open 3.75 miles 
of road through its land. The road 
would stop, however, at the border 
of the Inyo National Forest, and 
vehicular access would not be 
allowed on the remnants of the 
road on national forest lands.

In a press release, the BLM 
Ridgecrest Offi ce said its decision 
was based on a “Finding of No 
Significant Impact” that might 
stem from reopening the section 
of road. The road would be open 
for “vehicular access for casual 
public use,” the BLM said.

The “no significant impact” 
fi nding was based on the Furnace 
Creek Road representing a small 
amount of land when considering 
all of the territory covered by the 
BLM’s Ridgecrest offi ce. Thus, 
when considering all the land 
managed by the Ridgecrest offi ce, 
the changes to Furnace Creek are 
not substantial.



McFarland took exception to 
that fi nding. He pointed out that 
Furnace Creek is a rare, desert 
stream that runs year-round in the 
high-desert White Mountain range. 
Plus, the road and stream are in 
the White Mountains Wilderness 
Study Area. McFarland called the 
fl ora and fauna supported by the 
stream a “desert oasis” that should 
be protected.

At one point, the BLM and Forest 
Service agreed on that assertion.

“ E v e n  t h e i r  ( B L M )  o w n 
Environmental  Assessment 
issued in November stated that the 
preferred alternative would be to 
keep the area protected from off-
road damage,” McFarland said.

S i n c e  t h e  E n v i r o n m e n t a l 
Assessment’s preferred alternative 
was to keep the entire stretch of 
road closed, “we were surprised” 
when the BLM decided to reopen 
its portion of the road, said Chris 
Kassar, a biologist with the Center 
for Biological Diversity, one of the 
groups that sued in 2001 to force 
an environmental assessment of 
possible resource damage due to 
vehicular travel on the road.

“It should have been a simple, 
common-sense, black-and-white 
decision” to follow the EA’s 
preferred alternative and keep the 
road closed, Kassar in a telephone 
interview.

Not only could opening the road 
damage the wetlands and riparian 
areas fed by the creek, but the road 
might also serve as another entry 
point to the region for all-terrain 
vehicles, noted Kassar. “That 
is just inviting off-road, cross-
country travel and illegal route 
proliferation,” she said.

The “preferred alternative” in 
the EA would have maintained 
the current road closures on both 
the BLM and Forest Service 
sections of the road, and initiated 
“decommissioning” of the old 
roadway. Pedestrian and equestrian 
access would be maintained, under 
the preferred alternative.

More distressing to McFarland and 
Kassar was the BLM’s decision 
to also go ahead and “improve 
and realign” several miles of the 
road. That would would include 
“stabilizing” several stream 
crossings, or moving the road so 
it did not enter, or run through 
Furnace Creek.

Any construction would in itself 
damage the fragile ecosystem, 
said Kassar, who also questioned 
whether improving several miles 
of the road would be the best use 
of the BLM’s limited funds and 
manpower.

“They would be wasting time 
and money on a road that’s barely 
used,” at best, said Kassar.

The finding of “no significant 
impact” and the planned new 
construction were the fi rst steps 
“toward ensuring the destruction 
of this unique desert canyon,” 
McFarland said.

Offi cials from the BLM Ridgecrest 
office did not return numerous 
phone calls and requests to 
comment and clarify the agency’s 
decision.

During public hearings in Bishop 
on the Furnace Creek Road issue, 
numerous public access groups 
and off-highway user clubs 
said they could supply enough 
volunteers to help complete any 

necessary construction work. Plus, 
volunteers would be available to 
undertake ongoing maintenance 
of the road.

After the Center for Biological 
Diversity, the Sierra Club and Public 
Employees for Environmental 
Responsibility sued in 2001 over 
the road, it was closed in 2003 
until an environmental review was 
complete.

“Over the last four years what 
little evidence there is of damage 
to Furnace Creek has been 
obscured by the return of willows, 
cottonwoods and cattails. The 
music of birdsong has replaced 
the whine of motors in the mud,” 
Kaszsar wrote in a press release. 
“For the federal government to 
ignore its own regulations and 
build a new road through this 
desert stream is intolerable.”

Friends of the Inyo will join the 
three groups mentioned above will 
fi le a formal protest to the BLM’s 
decision.

“This is far from over,” Kassar 
noted. “Furnace Creek is too 
important for us to just walk away. 
We will continue to fi ght to keep 
the closure in place and to protect 
this delicate creek ecosystem and 
the life it supports.” 


