
Help sought in study of dunes
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In a few years, Imperial Valley resi-
dents and tourists from hundreds of
miles away might be able to look at a
daily Internet index for the Imperial
Sand Dunes Recreation Area, receive
live updates of visitation numbers,
crowds, the amount of money spent
and conditions in the 160,000-acre
dunes.

Volunteers could contribute time to
"adopt" entrances, promote local busi-
nesses to out-of-towners and compile
information annually on the growing
tourism in the area.

That's the idea put forward in a pub-
lic presentation by a Colorado profes-
sor Wednesday afternoon sponsored
by the United Desert Gateway orga-
nization, which is seeking to promote
and build on the growing off-road tour-
ism industry to benefit the Imperial/
Yuma County region.

 The group also is seeking to quanti-
tatively study the economic impact of
dunes tourism to the region and set
up a system to compile information
on a regular basis.

"We're going to capitalize on what we
have in our own back yard," said El
Centro Chamber of Commerce Chief
Executive Officer Cathy Kennerson

before introducing the guest speaker.

A newly formed coalition between the
El Centro, Brawley and Yuma cham-
bers of commerce presented Glen
Haas of Colorado State University, a
renowned professor of natural re-
sources who chairs the department of
natural resource recreation and tour-
ism at the university.

"You're on the edge of a new way of
managing federal public lands," Haas
said to the audience in the Imperial
Irrigation District's William Condit
Auditorium in El Centro.

Haas has been involved with study-
ing public lands and tourism for more
than 20 years, and has worked with
the U.S. Bureau of Land Management
and even helped with consultation on
the development of the ISDRA Rec-
reation Area Management Plan,
which is pending approval.

Haas proposed a concept of "moni-
toring" the dunes, and with the help
of a U.S. Department of Interior grant
expected to be approved soon, get-
ting some funding to begin doing a
quantitative survey of visitation and
spending from dunes tourism.

Estimates of annual visitation to the
area put the number at 1.2 million in
2002, Haas said.
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"On average, they were calculated to
be spending an average of $30 per
person per day," He added. "That's
going to rise ... about 3 to 5 percent
without doing anything, just due to the
growth of off-roading."

Haas said any survey of the dunes
must take into account the fluctuat-
ing season, with peaks around key
holidays, for doing head counts. He
added that a baseline for an initial
study would be 400 days, to be inclu-
sive of a whole season at the dunes.

"I'm really hoping to get started by
spring," Haas said about starting stud-
ies. "Admittedly we're late for this
season, but we're just gearing up. We
want to gather information on an on-
going basis."

The reception to Haas' ideas were
positive, with several audience mem-
bers saying the idea has been around
a long time.

Amadis Lugo, a Brawley dentist, said
he has been frustrated with the
BLM's management practices in the
Glamis area as well as getting per-
mitted to sell products.

"It's not a very democratic process,"
he protested.

Haas distanced his efforts and those
of the United Desert Gateway from



the contentious debate surrounding the
Endangered Species Act-related clo-
sures in the dunes, saying the study
has "nothing to do with closing or open-
ing dunes.

"We're developing better information.
That's what this is about," he said.

Daniel Patterson, a desert ecologist
with the Tucson-based Center for
Biological Diversity was not at the
meeting, but said he had tried to con-
tact representatives for United Desert
Gateway to inquire about participat-
ing in the new program.

"I think we have a lot of common
goals for the dunes, beyond our dif-
ferences," Patterson said Wednesday.

He also emphasized that since the
2000 central closures in the heart of
the dunes, visitation numbers have
doubled according to the BLM's own
figures.

"We believe that the "50-50" balanced
management at the dunes is a win-
win economic benefit for the region,"
Patterson added.


