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CAN SKIING BE SUSTAINABLE?
Outdoor enthusiasts lend their voices to conscious recreation
By Rea

I

spend $646 billion annually on recreation—more
than on motor vehicles. And
a shift has begun in that
market. In February, Adventure Journal reported that
the Outdoor Retailer (OR)
trade show, after 20 years in
Salt Lake City, will sever ties
with the state of Utah after
its 2018 Summer Market. The
reason? Utah’s Republican
leadership, which many in
the outdoor industry see
as antagonistic to its needs
and philosophies. A Feb. 16
conference call with Utah
governor Gary Herbert failed
to convince industry leaders
from the Outdoor Industry
Association that the state
would safeguard its public
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n an industry that depends on snow, most of
the tools necessary to
participate in skiing and
snowboarding are decidedly
un-green—cars need gas
to reach the hill, snowcats
need gas to groom it; lifts
require electricity - unless
you’re into ski porn, but that
usually involves quite a few
helicopters.
The Sierra experienced
a record-breaking 2016-17
snow season, but the memory of the drought will not
soon fade. And the economic
uncertainty of ski towns
whose lifeblood is snow
(“The coldest summer I ever
spent was the winter of 201415 in Mammoth” stickers still
slapped around town bear a
reminder) makes turning a
blind eye to climate change a
risky proposition.
Even with the intense
winter storms that dropped
merciful precipitation on the
Sierra, the winter of 201617 was the sixth warmest
in the 123 that the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA) has
record of, with an average
nationwide temperature of
35.9 degrees Fahrenheit (3.7
degrees above average).
Mammoth Mountain Ski
Area (MMSA) CEO Rusty
Gregory said in November 2016 that “the Sierra is
certainly suffering from…
global climate change.
There’s no question about
that … Except for a few
idiots, the science is pretty
tough to refute.”
The trade group Outdoor
Industry Association found
last year that Americans

Chuck Villar’s crew trucks Sierra Conservation Project’s
recycling to processing plants. The above photo is about a
week’s worth of Mammoth’s plastics and aluminum.

lands (Utah recently threatened to rescind the Bears
Ears monument status). The
Outdoor Retailer trade show
will no longer be held in the
Beehive State.
“It is clear that the governor indeed has a different
perspective on the protections of public lands from
that of our members and
the majority of Western state
voters, both Republicans and
Democrats—that’s bad for
our American heritage, and
it’s bad for our businesses,”
said the group in a press
release.
Then there’s the products
themselves—outdoor gear
manufacturers both old and

see SKI, page 4
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BIG WINTERS SPELL
TROUBLE FOR SHEEP

Sierra Nevada Bighorns struggle with record snow
By Giles and Rea

“

Imagine, during the
worst storms on
Mammoth Mountain,
and all the lifts are shut
down, and you’re inside
drinking hot cocoa—
Bighorn Sheep are up on
those peaks,” said Steven
Bumgardner, documentary
filmmaker, at a presentation
he gave at the Mammoth
Lakes Welcome Center
for the Winter Wildlands
Alliance in March. “And the
males, well, they’ve spent
their entire fall glaring at
each other, butting heads,
thinking about nothing but
ladies. They’re starving.”
After several years of
drought, the whopper winter
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Release the sheep! Sierra Nevada Bighorn ewes set foot (or hoof) on their native range for the first time in
100 years, as filmed by Steven Bumgardner. The massive 2016-17 winter resulted in a high mortality rate
for many of the endangered animals, particularly rut-weakened rams.

of 2016/17 served up some
challenges to the efforts to
reintroduce the endangered
Sierra Nevada Bighorn Sheep
(SNBS) to their historic
range.
According to Dr. Tom
Stephenson, Program Leader
for California Department of
Fish and Wildlife’s (CDFW)
SNBS Recovery Program,
the historic snowfall gave
the animals a run for their
money. Stephenson reported
that, preliminarily, his staff
have observed at least a
15 percent decline in their
numbers across the Sierra
since the animals were last
surveyed in the Fall.
Sierra Nevada Bighorns
were first listed as an
endangered sub-species
under the Endangered
Species Act in 2000. They are
the rarest mountain sheep in
North America. In 1995, there
were only 100 individuals
left. Historically,they were
found from Olancha Peak
to Sonora Pass. In 2015,
there were 265 individuals
ranging from Olancha to the
Cathedral Range in Yosemite.
In March of 2015,
Bumgardner filmed the
release of Sierra Nevada
Bighorns into the Cathedral
Range—he documented the
first time in over 100 years
that the sheep species set
foot in this portion of its
historic range. Two lambs
joined the herd the following
May, in 2016. But the Sierra’s
record-breaking winter,
a boon for the droughtstricken state, was a bust
for the rut-weakened rams.

see SHEEP, page 6

THE
EASTSIDE
FOOD
ISLAND
Preparing for sustenance sustainability in a harsh climate
By Bodine

W

hen vicious storms close
Highway 395 in both directions, as they frequently did
in the winter of 2016/17, trucks were
halted, aircraft could not land on icy
runways, and the Eastside quickly
became an island. Restaurants ran out
of menu items in the absence of Sysco
trucks, waiting for the roads to reopen
and the food to come streaming back
into town.
What, The Sheet wonders, might
happen if the closures lasted longer
than a day or two?
It doesn’t take long for chaos to
emerge when the food runs out. During the Siege of Leningrad in World
War II, September 1941-January 1942,
there were daily bombardments, and
icy roads cut off food supplies. There
were reports of cannibalism in the city
by December 1941.
Vons is the main source of food in
Mammoth, but it could not be determined how long the inventory would
last in the case of a sustained road
closure, according to company representatives. Bishop has a Vons, Manor
Market and Joseph’s Bi-Rite Market,
but the area has twice as many residents as Mammoth.
Jenna Watkinson, Director of Public Affairs for Vons’ parent company
Albertsons, did not comment on how
much food is in the Mammoth store or
what exactly the company would do in
case of an emergency.
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Albertsons and Vons probably won’t
board up the windows and doors during a short-lived famine, but will try
to prepare for the worst. “In the case
of our Mammoth store, we are constantly keeping a close eye on tourist
trends, weather, holidays and other
opportunities, which may require us to
adjust ordering schedules and ultimately meet the needs of this unique
community,” Watkinson stated in an
email. “If there are specific products
our customers would like us to order to
prepare for inclement weather, we encourage them to visit our store director
in advance so we can accommodate
these requests.”
Heather Garlich, media relations for
the Food Marketing Institute, stated in
an email that food retailers are constantly preparing for a crisis, either by
human or natural causes. She added
that preparedness goes “well beyond
stock piling water and canned food—
there’s a crisis plan that goes into effect
and backup systems get activated.”
She was not specific as to exactly what
those back-up systems are.
The Center for Disease Control
recommends stocking up on canned
goods and bottled water, a gallon per
person for at least three days, though a
two-week supply is recommended. She
also recommended that people have
at least a three-day supply of food to
survive a disaster. Food should be easy
to cook or prepare.
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Check out foodsafety.gov, fda.gov
or cdc.gov for more information of
preparing for an emergency.
For more information about the
Master Gardener or Preserver classes,
go to http://ucanr.edu/sites/inyomonomfp/.
Very little of the food Eastsiders eat
is grown here. Sierra Bounty, a local
Community Supported Agriculture
program, must gather produce for its
boxes from five different farms in order
to fill its orders for approximately 70
customers per week.
There are ways to be prepared for a
food emergency, such as learning the
art of food preservation, and there are
several local opportunities to learn
how.
The UC Cooperative Extension
program offers a Master Preserver
Program for Inyo and Mono counties.
The 50-hour training teaches students
how to properly can food using steam,
pressure and water bath techniques
along with dehydrating, refrigeration,
freezing and fermentation.
Upon completion of the class, these
Master Preservers become teachers
and mentors for the community. These
masters probably have cupboards full
of grub.
The UC Cooperative Extension also
offers a Master Gardener class. Students learn about soil, irrigation, fruits
and vegetables and how to grow at
high-elevation.
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The program is curating an information center, on-line, about gardening
in the difficult Eastside climate.
The Master Gardener program
offers Community Garden plots in
Bishop, Lone Pine and Lee Vining.
The library in Lee Vining has started a
Seed Library. Librarian Bonnie Noles
welcomes donations, especially from
plants that have been proven to grow
in the high-altitude and cool temperature conditions growers experience on
the Eastside.
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ENERGY

ARE
WE THERE YET?
Not quite, but we’re making progress
By Rick Phelps

W

ay back in the ancient year of
2005 the High Sierra Energy
Foundation talked about the
desire to create an “energy efficiency
culture” in the Eastern Sierra. We
weren’t quite sure what that meant,
but only knew that, unless we got
there, we would never achieve the
energy savings we all wanted. With the
value of hindsight, we can now better
explain what energy efficiency culture
is and check how we’re doing.
Creating an energy efficiency culture
seems to have three components:
awareness, trial, and acceptance. They
can come from both conservation
practices or through the use of energyefficient products. The end result is
that energy use becomes a factor in
many of our every day decisions. Of
course, not everyone will give the same
weight to energy efficiency, but even
the decision to replace one old fashioned lightbulb with just one new LED
is progress.
We built awareness by forming a
local government partnership with
Southern California Edison (SCE)—
initially called the High Sierra Energy
Initiative and later the Eastern Sierra
Energy Initiative. This partnership
helped fund advertising and local

HSEF Executive Director Rick Phelps

events designed to show the importance of energy efficiency in our everyday lives. For several years we had a
very successful “did you know” advertising campaign in local print and
radio media that shared energy facts
from the U. S. Department of Energy,
the California Energy Commission,
and the Alliance to Save Energy, among
others. We also encouraged residents
to exchange one old fashioned incandescent bulb for a compact fluorescent
lamp (CFL) at no charge. We did the
same for new LED Christmas lights.
A frequent question in our outreach
and awareness campaigns was why
would SCE want to do anything thing
to reduce electricity use? Don’t they
make money the same way our business does? In fact, they don’t. Instead,

TURBINE

SCE, and all investor-owned utilities
in California (not government-owned
utilities such as LADWP) earn a rate of
return on assets and are mandated by
the California Public Utilities Commission to collect the costs of energy
efficiency programs in rates. So, in fact,
you are really paying for these “free”
programs, but that’s the subject of
another article altogether.
Building energy efficiency awareness
encourages trial on a broader scale
and there are a couple of SCE-sponsored programs that have been very
successful in our area: small business
and government Direct Install and
the Multi-family Energy Efficiency
Program. These programs will replace,
at no or very modest cost, old energy
technology with newer efficient technologies. These replacement programs
reduce energy use and the need for
more power plants at a very low cost.
The Eastern Sierra is a fertile market
for small business and multi-family
programs and certified SCE contractors will return in the next few months
for another round of upgrades and
retrofits. If you have any questions or
concerns, please call the High Sierra
Energy Foundation at 760.934.4650 for

more information.
The value of these broader trial
programs is that they demonstrate
that energy efficiency works. Several
years ago we helped replace all of the
old Christmas lights in the Village with
LEDs and energy use in those circuits
went down by over 80%. The energy
manager was already a believer, but
those results made him a zealot.
Acceptance is the last step on the
road to an energy efficiency culture,
but it is a lot harder to define. To some,
stricter new building codes are the
answer. To others, energy standards
on appliances, electronics and lighting
is the way to go. Others favor low cost
loans, paid directly or through your
property tax bill, to underwrite total
retrofits. And many opt for a gradual
approach that replaces old energy
technology with new only as necessary.
Rick Phelps has been Executive Director of the High Sierra Energy Foundation since its founding in 2005. In May,
Rick welcomes Pam Bold as the new
Executive Director, although he will
stay involved a Board Chair. The views
expressed in this column are those of
the author and not necessarily those of
his employer.
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SKI
continued from page 1
new are seeing a monetary and philosophical advantage to doing things
greener.
“Several small brands [said] that
emphasis on their green ways is
a key way they can compete with
deeper-pocketed international gear
manufacturers,” reported the Denver
Business Journal’s Ed Sealover in the
wake of the Snowsports Industries
America (SIA) Snow Show in January
of this year.
Companies like Native Eyewear and
Zeal Optics are experimenting with
plant-based resins, and up-and-comers like Phunkshun Wear are using
recycled water bottles and merino
wool to make their gear.
Arbor, a skateboard-cum-snowboard company, uses renewable
bamboo, poplar and paulownia for
snowboard cores, and recycles polyethylene for bases. Colorado-based
Liberty Skis advertises itself as being
the first (and still the only) ski company to use bamboo cores in every ski,
and it uses 100 percent wind power
for all of its electricity needs. Niche
snowboards, based in Utah, connects
its factory, dubbed The Mothership, directly to the Gail river, which
provides 100 percent of the energy
required to run it.
Of course, the ubiquitous Patagonia
has its own social responsibility team,
the Fair Labor Association, which visits its factories (along with third-party
auditors). They created the Common
Threads Initiative to encourage their
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customers to recycle their polyester
Capilene base layers, and use traceable and recycled down for their
signature puffy jackets.
Darn Tough make merino socks
at their mill in Northfield, VT. “They
have a lifetime warranty if they
ever wear out,” said Vermont native
and Mammoth local Lauren Jenks.
“My dad even sent in a pair of Darn
Toughs that his dog had chewed up,
and they still sent him a new pair!”
Locally, Ridge Merino, with a showroom and offices based in Mammoth,
is a part of the synthetic-free movement. Their recycled cashmere beanies are made in Canada, and though
most of their merino wool products
are made in China, Susan Benton
Russell, who runs Ridge Merino with
her husband Jeff, said that they do
what they can to make their product
humane and sustainable. They use
only non-mulesed wool from Australia (mulesing is a controversial
practice of cutting merino sheep skin)
and they donate to the environmental
organization 1% for the Planet (also
founded by Patagonia figurehead
Yvon Chouinard).
As for ski areas, grading them on
their “greenness” has proven difficult. The Ski Area Citizens’ Coalition
released a Ski Area Score Card for several years, but hasn’t released a new
report since the winter of 2013-14.
Outside magazine explained in 2013
that resorts were heavily penalized in
the score card for any expansions, for

not returning self-reporting surveys,
and for being located a long distance from major metropolitan areas
(Mammoth Mountain, anyone?).
The National Ski Areas Association has its own “Sustainable Slopes”
program, adopted by the ski industry
in 2000. Sustainable Slopes listed
Mammoth and June Mountains as
having joined the Climate Challenge, which “is a voluntary program
dedicated to helping participating ski
areas reduce greenhouse gas (GHG)
emissions and reap other benefits
in their operations, such as reducing costs for energy use,” according
to the NSAA website. Mammoth was
added to Sustainable Slopes’ list in
2014.Lauren Burke, Public Relations
Manager at MMSA, said that some of
the steps the mountain has taken to
reduce its impact include adding diesel particulate filters to several buses,
implementing an idle-free vehicle
policy, recycling (MMSA contracted
Sierra Conservation Project for their
recycling program in 2015), and participating in two donation/recycling
programs—SWAG (Sharing Warmth
Around the Globe), which donates
old uniforms to counties in need, and
Cell Phones for Soldiers, which keeps
lithium batteries out of landfills.
The ski area has also purchased 19
low-energy snow making guns and
introduced a company-wide initiative
to replace high-energy bulbs and ballasts as they fail with lighting retrofits,

and offers free bus and carpooling
options to employees.
Changes in an industry like snowsports are incremental, but Susan Benton Russell of Ridge Merino said that
she’s witnessed the change in attitude
since she’s been in business. “I think
it’s more of a macro trend, people
really do care… it’s sort of like the
food movement, people really start
to question where their food comes
from. It’s the same with clothing.”
Then there’s organizations like Protect Our Winters, or POW, founded by
pro snowboarder Jeremy Jones, who
saw an opportunity to mobilize snowsports enthusiasts around climate
change. POW employs a strategy of
making caring “cool.” Their wildly
popular Instagram page (with almost
85,000 followers) focuses more on
Donald Trump’s anti-environment
cabinet picks than it does powder
shots. POW’s #phoneitin campaign
encourages people to call Capitol Hill
to voice their concerns about climate
change and even provides a script to
do so.
“Right now, we get to help dictate
the outcome rather than react to
a foregone conclusion,” reads the
organization’s mission statement. “If
we sit on our hands for the next two
decades, we won’t be worried about
powder days, tourism or having fun.
We’ll be worried about the stability
of our environment, our jobs and our
economy… We all need winter.”
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POLLINATORS
BUSY AS A BEE IN BISHOP
By Giles

A

t a Pollinators Workshop hosted
by Eastern Sierra Land Trust
(ESLT) on Saturday, April 8,
Michelle Hunt of U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service (USFWS) told participants that
there are over 1,600 species of bees native to California. These bees are 2-3
times more effective pollinators than
honey-producing European Honeybees.
According to Hunt, pollinators, or
insects that carry pollen grains from
a flower’s male part or stamen to the
female part or stigma of the same species, are responsible for the reproductive success of at least 75 percent of
the world’s flowering plants. They are
essential to the production of over 150
food crops in the United States, and
their numbers are declining. “Roughly
40 percent of invertebrate species
[such as bees] are facing extinction,”
said Hunt. Hunt said pesticide use and
habitat destruction are factors in their
decline.
In 2013, The Eastern Sierra Land
Trust partnered with Metabolic Studio
to start the Eastside Pollinator Garden
Project in order to create more habitat for native pollinators in the Eastern Sierra. Funding for the program
has since been provided by USFWS.
Gardeners can register to have their
gardens certified as Pollinator Gar-

dens by Eastern Sierra Land Trust. The
certification process is free, as are staff
consultations. In order to qualify as a
Pollinator Garden, a garden must have
three pollinator food sources, water
conservation measures, a water source
for pollinators, and minimal artificial
lighting. Within the designated Pollinator Garden area, at least 50 percent
of the plants must be native to California, preferably to the Owens Valley.
Once the garden is underway, the
applicant is eligible to receive a $100
voucher for native plant purchases
in addition to five Showy Milkweed
plants at the end of season Plant Sale
in August.
Examples of native bees include
Squash Bees, which live inside of and
pollinate squash blossoms, Blue Orchard Bees, which pollinate fruit trees,
bumblebees, and carpenter bees,
which have been known to head-butt
hummingbirds when competing for
food. There are also Leaf-Cutter Bees,
Mason Bees, and Globe Mallow Bees,
which only pollinate the orange flowers of Globe Mallow plants, and are
native to The Owens Valley.
Since 2013, Eastern Sierra Land
Trust has certified 75 gardens as Pollinator Gardens in The Eastern Sierra.
Steve Blair, Co-Owner of Chalfant Big
Trees Farm and Feed, was inspired by
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ESLT’s Pollinator Garden Project to
start keeping honeybees on his property. “We’ve had fruit trees in our yard
since 1982, but never had any fruit
until I started keeping bees. We had
fruit within the first year. Our neighbors trees have fruit now too, and they
love it,” said Blair.
According to Blair, it’s pretty easy
to keep a hive. “It is absolutely something the average gardener could take
on. When you get into honey production—that’s where it gets complicated.”
Blair now has several hives on his
property and he harvests the honey.
This requires inundating the hives
with certain odors that are repugnant
to honeybees so that they leave the
structure. “Then you take the board
that contains the honeycombs off
of the hive and into a confined area
with no bees,” said Blair. He then cuts
the wax caps off of the honeycombs,
manually cranks up a centrifuge, and
lets the contraption spin until it has
separated the honey from the combs.
“I don’t heat my honey at all. I filter it
through metal filters, and then I bottle
it. It is so thick and flavorful because
it’s not heated or diluted like the stuff
you get at the store,” said Blair. He said
the color of the honey changes with
the season and the flowers the bees

are pollinating. Blair currently has a
waiting list for his honey, which can be
purchased at Chalfant Big Trees. Blair
is also the only vendor of beekeeping equipment in the Eastern Sierra.
He even sells bees. Blair drives to
Sacramento to pick the bees up once
a year. They have to be picked up by
customers that same day, so he takes
pre-orders. This year, the deadline for
ordering honeybees is May 5. “You
get 3 pounds of bees and a queen in
a little screened box. Then, you take
them home, and dump them in your
hive. It has to be this time of year so
that they can get established before
next winter.”
Blair said that honeybees prefer to
harvest pollen from within a mile of
their hives but will travel as far as four.
“Make sure you’re neighbors are beefriendly and that they don’t have any
allergies. Otherwise they’ll hate you
forever,” said Blair.
For more information about beekeeping equipment, Blair’s honey waitlist, or ordering bees, call Chalfant Big
Trees Farm and Feed Farm and Feed
at 760.873.7129. For more information
about gardening events and getting
your garden certified as a Pollinator Garden, contact Indigo at Eastern
Sierra Land Trust, at 760.873.4554.
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WILDLIFE
BETH PRATT-BERGSTROM TALKS COEXISTING WITH WILDLIFE
By Rea

B

eth Pratt-Bergstrom literally
wrote the book on coexisting
with wildlife. “When Mountain
Lions are Neighbors,” published last
year by the National Wildlife Federation, tells a story that Eastern Sierra
residents have been living for years,
but that some of their urban neighbors
are just now beginning to experience
as resourceful wild animals begin to
reclaim city settings.
In her book, Pratt-Bergstrom
expresses a tone of admiration (and, as
she herself admits, a hint of anthropomorphism) for intrepid animals eking
out a living among their homo sapiens
neighbors. Pratt-Bergstrom tells the
tales of bears habituated and then
made wild once again, foxes raising
their families on the Facebook campus
in Silicon Valley, and one very famous
mountain lion who has become a
media darling in Los Angeles.
The author is probably most well
known for her almost obsessive love
of P-22, the young mountain lion
who crossed two major L.A. freeways
(the 405 and the 101) from the Santa
Monica Mountains to instill himself
as the king of the urban jungle in the
8 square miles of Griffith Park. Just the
sheer feat of his crossing those seas
of rushing cars has captivated people.
How did he do it? “My guess? He probably did what most of us do when confronted with the Los Angeles freeways:
floor it and hope for the best,” she
writes in her book.
Adult male mountain lions can
occupy up to 250 square miles. P-22’s
range is the smallest ever recorded for
an adult male. And although he’s living
in a Shangri-La of deer (he was also
accused of killing one of the L.A. Zoo’s
koalas—the zoo famously looked the
other way), he’s likely to never find a
mate due to his geographic isolation.
He left the Santa Monica mountains
because he could not compete with
dominant males for territory, but now
he’s a lonely bachelor—and who can’t
relate to that? Angelenos are enamored
with him.
Pratt-Bergstrom runs P-22’s Twitter
feed and Facebook page, and she went
so far as to get a tattoo of the lion’s face
on her bicep—one month before her
wedding in 2014.
Although P-22 led Pratt-Bergstrom
down the rabbit hole of researching
urban wildlife, city-dwelling cougars
take up only one chapter of the book,
which covers topics most Eastside
residents deal with daily.
What shines through in “When
Mountain Lions are Neighbors” is
the wonder in the way animals and
humans interact with one another,
and an attempt to discover why many
humans wish to protect animals that
they may never lay eyes upon.
“Mountain lions are a good example,” says Pratt-Bergstrom, “because
nobody sees them, but yet we’re still
wanting to protect them.”
This may ring true for P-22, the cat
celebré in Los Angeles, but what about
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Beth Pratt-Bergstrom and her P-22 tattoo.

ranchers whose livelihoods are threatened by these animals?
Pratt-Bergstrom believes ideas are
changing about the way humans and
wildlife can coexist in the landscape.
“I think P-22 is very emblematic of
this [issue]. If we don’t start looking
at our human spaces as also wildlife
habitat, they’re not going to have a
future…the world is paved over for the
most part.”
She cites a rancher in the Santa
Monica Mountains who lost an alpaca
to a mountain lion, applied for a depredation permit, but was ultimately
convinced (likely due in large part to
a public outcry) not to kill the lion.
“She now has these wonderful alpaca
pens” paid for by the National Wildlife
Federation. Not every Bishop rancher
will be so lucky as to have lion-proof
pens constructed gratis, of course,
and many of the folks cheering for
pardoning lions have not personally
experienced a loss due to predation.
“I keep asking, if P-22 was in people’s
backyards every night killing their
dogs, would be we having a different
conversation?” Pratt-Bergstrom muses.
However, “I think our moral obligation is to…put the risk in perspective
and not overreact and demonize the
wildlife, and allow them to thrive.”
She gives as an example the treatment of problem bears in Mammoth
and Yosemite—educating residents
and visitors alike has decreased the
amount of bears needing to be euthanized due to unacceptable behavior in
search of food.
“When they turned that problem on
its end and said, ’It’s not the bears, it’s
us,’ well, that’s a philosophy shift. And
look, it worked.”
She admits her approach isn’t
always well-received. “I do deal with a
fair amount of people who just don’t
think mountain lions should be in
the landscape…and I just don’t know
how to change someone’s mind who
is so opposed to it…My overall view is
that people have so much space. We’re
going to have to yield some to the
wildlife.”
She says working for the NWF has
been a great educator for her—there
are National Rifle Association members, avid big game hunters, “and then
we have people like me, a vegan animal rights person. What we try to do is
find common ground.”
And that’s the point of Pratt-Berg-

strom’s book: to illustrate instances
of peaceful (sometimes barely,
sometimes delightfully) coexistence
between wildlife and humans, and to
try and capture the essence of why
wildlife is important to so many of us.
“I’m a scientist. We can produce
a million reports about why wildlife
needs to be here, but unless it’s a value,
it doesn’t matter. If people don’t want
them here, all the scientific reports in
the world won’t matter.”
Pratt-Bergstrom feels that mountain-dwellers don’t really even have

it that much different from city folk
(“Angelenos see coyotes every day,” she
says).
“We have a relationship with wildlife,
all of us. It takes different forms for different people. It can get complicated,
it can get messy, but people do for the
most part appreciate wildlife large and
small. Except for ticks,” she adds with a
laugh. “None of us want ticks.”
Read more about Beth Pratt-Bergstrom’s book “When Mountain Lions
are Neighbors” at www.nwf.org or
www.bethpratt.com.
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Though Stephenson did not confirm
the status of particular herds, it’s
believed that all the newly introduced
Cathedral Range rams died this winter.
“They have a really hard life, and to
have a winter like this, it’s harder on
rams because they are completely
spent in the fall,” said Bumgardner.
Stephenson and his team finished a
biannual week of SNBS captures the
first week in April. Currently, there
are 14 herd units in various parts of
the species’ historic range. In order
to delist the species, there must
be at least 305 females distributed
among the recovery units, 12 herd
units must be occupied, and there
must be successful measures in
place to prevent disease spread from
domestic sheep and goats to Sierra
Nevada Bighorns. Additionally, these
circumstances must exist for at least
seven years without management.
Stephenson said last week that the
greatest threat to the species survival
is disease spread from domestic sheep
and goats. Although there are 14 herd
units, those units do not necessarily
coincide with the regions specifically
identified for reintroduction in
the Bighorn recovery plan, which
governs the species’ listing under the
Endangered Species Act.
The purpose of this spring’s
captures was to relocate sheep from
well-established source herds to places
where population surveys indicated
another herd needed more sheep or
to locations that have yet to be recolonized.
Sierra Nevada Bighorns typically
spend the summer months foraging
between 11,000 and 14,000 feet.
During the winters, some herds will
migrate as low as 5,000 feet, while
some opt to stay in the high country.
“Both migration patterns have their
advantages and disadvantages,” said
Stephenson last week. Staying up high
helps the animals avoid predation.
They spend their winters foraging
high, wind-swept ridges. Coming down
low lets them access greenery earlier
in the spring. They’re constantly living
on the edge. “They live on mountain
tops,” said Wildlife Biologist Alex Few
in Bumgardner’s short film, “Bighorn
Sheep,” in his series Yosemite Nature
Notes. “They’ll sit out thunderstorms
on a ridge top like it’s no big deal

... they persist in the most rugged
environments.”
During the summer months, Sierra
Nevada Bighorns put on a lot of fat.
However, from mid-October to midDecember, the rams rut and invest
their metabolic energy in mating.
According to Stephenson, the Bighorns
are incredibly adept at surviving in
cold, windy conditions. “Most of the
energy they use to survive the winters
comes from those summer fat stores,”
said Stephenson this week. “They are
incredibly well insulated, and really
don’t lose energy to the cold until it
gets down to -10 or -20 degrees.”
Stephenson could not confirm
numbers, but said that his team
observed above average casualty rates
for rams and lambs following this
winter’s above average snowfall. “Ewes
will usually make it through anything,
but their mortality rate was higher
than normal this year.” Ninety percent
of adult sheep would be expected to
survive a typical winter, with lamb
mortality often reaching 50 percent,
said Stephenson.
Several collared sheep were lost to
avalanches, said Stephenson. Others
likely perished due to abnormally fast
and persistent snow accumulation
on high ridges and the early onset of
winter, which caused a shorter forage
season in the high country.
When asked why the project
captures sheep at a time when they are
most vulnerable, Stephenson said that
the spring is the best time to observe
the animals and relocate them. “Postreintroduction survival rates are
actually really high, and have been
this year,” said Stephenson. They want
to survey the sheep and relocate any
ewes before lambing starts in April. If
ewes are relocated in the spring, they
are likely to be able to find food in their
new home. Access to the backcountry
is also a major factor in determining
when the scientists can and can’t
capture and observe the sheep. The
animals tend to spend their summers
in places where it is very difficult to
safely capture them using helicopters.
“It can be stressful to an individual
animal when you handle them, but as
population biologists, we look at the
health of the overall population and try
to balance the risk to one animal with
the success of the whole sub-species.”
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WATER
FOG HORN WITH MCWD
By Sheet Staff
DROUGHT DECLARED
OVER, BUT SCARS REMAIN

T

By Rea

C

alifornia Governor Jerry Brown
declared an end to California’s
drought emergency on Friday,
April 7 (save for four San Joaquin Valley
counties). The “driest four-year statewide precipitation on record” persisted
from 2012-2015, according to the Governor’s office announcement. As of last
week, the northern Sierra had achieved
the wettest year since recording began,
according to the National Weather
Office in Sacramento. In the Eastern
Sierra, highway medians are blooming
with flowers, Mono Lake has reached
a level of 6,378.3 feet above sea level as
of its April 1 reading, and Mammoth
Mountain has surpassed 600” of total
season snowfall.
When it rains, it pours. However,
even Gov. Brown cautions Californians
against forgetting the lessons of the
drought, which was possibly the worst
dry spell in nearly 450 years, according
to a study by the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA).
“This drought emergency is over, but
the next drought could be around the
corner,” Brown said in an issued statement. “Conservation must remain a
way of life.”
“You can’t stay at Defcon 1 forever,
but you can figure out how to maintain
that sort of sensible vigilance,” Felicia
Marcus, chairperson of the California
Water Resources Control Board, told
NPR in March, just before Brown’s
announcement.
In that vein, prohibitions will continue on practices such as watering
lawns within 48 hours of rain, hosing
off sidewalks, and using potable water
to irrigate turf on medians (the prohibition which led to the “world class
destination landscaping” The Sheet
reported on in “Les Marquis de Sod,”
August 26, 2016).
Pat Hayes, General Manager of the
Mammoth Community Water District,
told The Sheet on Monday, April 17
that the Board of Directors is going to
consider changing Mammoth’s water
restriction levels from 3 to zero at its
meeting on Thursday, April 20.
“The short story is we have a tremendous snowpack,” said Hayes, about 200
percent of normal at this time. “The
recommendation to the board based
on the analysis…and the recovery of
groundwater wells is that we would go
to level zero.”
MCWD has been at Level 3 water
restrictions since April 2015, said
Hayes. The most noticeable impact of
those restrictions was irrigation—it
was only allowed for 16 hours per week
under Level 3 (hand watering was also
limited to a few days per week).
Lindsay Swinger, owner of Sierra
Nevada Landscape, said that the
lowering of water restrictions will
help restore long-suffering lawns
and benefit those who want to plant
trees or gardens. “The hardwoods and
conifers need water every day when
they’re first planted,” Swinger said. Last
year, Swinger discouraged her clients
from planting new additions to their
properties due to the lack of water. She

said she’s thrilled about the wet year,
although “from a business perspective, it’s going to be an action-packed
season.” Swinger still discourages her
clients from planting grass lawns. The
Town of Mammoth Lakes also has a
Water Efficiency Landscaping Ordinance (WELO), said Hayes, “so if you’re
doing a landscaping project, it’s subject
to that ordinance. The focus of that
WELO is on not having too much turf.”
Many officials in water management
seem to think this period of drought
will have a lasting impact. “This was
the wake-up call of the century,”
SWRCB’s Marcus told the San Jose Mercury News. “There’s no question that
we’ll be better prepared for the next
drought because of the lessons learned
in this one.”
Drastic changes in state water
management policy that will not go
away include laws limiting groundwater pumping by farmers—scientists
at NASA and Stanford studied satellite imagery to measure land that has
subsided due to the over-pumping of
aquifers. In Tulare County, one of the
four counties still considered to be in
“drought emergency,” about 900 homes
currently rely on storage tanks for their
water, ABC news reported. Clay aquifers, like those in the San Joaquin Valley, do not bounce back from drought
once they become compacted.
Mammoth’s aquifers have the unique
benefit of being rechargeable even if
they are drawn down by years of pumping, as they were during the drought.
“We have a kind of nontraditional
aquifers,” said Hayes. “They’re basically
rock-based, in that the water fills the
gaps in the rocks. It’s not like having big
piles of gravel or sand around” which
can take thousands, even millions of
years to fill.
Hayes said that in the last wet period,
2010-11, several of MCWD’s groundwater wells even started “artesianing,”
which means that they are so full that
water spouts from the top.
“We expect with the snow melt those
wells will continue” to fill, said Hayes.
Not every problem caused by the
drought is as easy to solve as recharging groundwater wells. The Sierra’s
massive tree die-off, most notably in
the southern portion of the range, is
estimated to be at about 102 million,
according to a federal study. This will
heighten the danger of erosion and
wildfire.
The biblical 2017 rains caused sizable
problems—officials currently estimate
over $860 million in repairs to California’s infrastructure after the recordbreaking precipitation year. L.A. Mayor
Eric Garcetti declared a local State of
Emergency on March 20 to protect
communities and lands in the Owens
valley from flooding in the historic
snowmelt event about to take place.
“One major takeaway is how variable the annual precipitation is,” Hayes
said. “We’re going to have good, bad,
and average years, and that’s just a fact
of life. I think the drought…really got
people’s focus and attention.”
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he Mammoth Community
Water District (MCWD)
expends considerable funds
and resources to deal with the effects
of fats, oils and grease, collectively
referred to as FOG, discharged from
kitchens into its sewer collection
system from residents and businesses
alike. FOG ultimately affects the
performance of MCWD’s wastewater
treatment plant (WWTP) and its ability to produce recycled water during
irrigation months. FOG increases the
need for cleaning sewer lines, and
causes emergency call-outs to deal
with plant upsets from “fatbergs”
entering the treatment plant.
When residents and business wash
dishes used to prepare and serve
meals, FOG enters the sewer system.
As the FOG cools, it begins to accumulate on the inside of the pipes.
Over time, the grease can completely
clog the pipe. This can cause a sewer
back-up which is detrimental to the
environment, as well as, of course,
the neighborhood or home that the
sewer backs up into.
The FOG also collects in the District’s lift stations, which are used to
pump sewage out of low points. “It is
a maintenance nightmare” to remove
the deposits, said 35-year MCWD
employee Joe Arechiga.
At the WWTP, FOG increases the
need for aeration in the treatment

process. To aerate the wastewater,
the District runs large blowers. FOG
requires that the blowers are run at
a higher speed which requires more
electricity, in an already energyintense process. FOG also causes
foam, which can cause over overflow,
and increased need for cleaning.
There are also many pipes running
through the WWTP which get clogged
from FOG.
In March, the MCWD Board of
Directors passed a FOG Control
Program Ordinance. This program
increases enforcement in all food
service establishments in Mammoth.
Some of the requirements include
removing garbage disposals (less
food down the drain = less FOG down
the drain) and having pretreatment
devices which capture FOG before it
enters the sewer system. Residents
can do their part by being conscious
of what they are putting down the
drain and following the following best
management practices:
Do not pour oil and grease into
sink, instead use an old can or jar.
Scrape all dishes and cookware
clean of food prior to rinsing in the
sink.
Keep a strainer in your sink to
prevent left over food scraps from
entering the sewer system.
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RESTORATION
CALIFORNIA TROUT: LOOKING UP THE WATERSHED
By Giles

I

n November of 2016, local nonprofit California Trout and its partners
released a document called “The Sierra Meadows Strategy”, the first document that outlines a comprehensive
approach to increase the paces, scale
and efficacy of meadow conservation
throughout the greater Sierra Nevada.
One might wonder why should we
worry about increasing the pace and
scale of meadow restoration? More
than 60 percent of California’s developed water supply originates in the
Sierra Nevada, and much of this water
has spent time in meadows. There are
approximately 17,000 meadows in
the Sierra Nevada, comprising about
191,000 acres of land. Meadows, when
healthy, act like sponges, storing
water from precipitation, snowmelt
and other sources as groundwater
and gradually releasing these stores
into streams. Healthy meadows help
produce consistent flows in rivers
and streams, trap sediment, and store
water like naturally occurring reservoirs. That stored water can be used for
irrigation, hydropower, drinking water,
and is essential to preserving downstream fish habitat.
Since 2014, California Trout’s Sierra
Headwaters Office, located in Mammoth Lakes, has been leading a multistakeholder effort to protect meadows. “We work to restore and protect

healthy watersheds by focusing on
the services they provide for regional
biodiversity, communities, and water
quality,” said Sierra Headwaters Director Dr. Mark Drew.
In 2014, California adopted the
State Water Action Plan. That document acknowledged the importance
of Sierra meadows to California’s water
resources and economy and set the
goal of restoring 10,000 acres of Sierra
meadow systems by 2019. It is estimated that approximately 40-60 percent of
High Sierra meadows were in a degraded state, and do not provide the same
benefits to communities and ecosystems as they could if they were more
ecologically functional. To complicate
things further, meadows are managed
by a wide range of stakeholders, from
the U.S. Forest Service to private land
owners and local municipalities, all
of which have their own needs and
processes for going about conservation projects.
In 2015, California Trout spearheaded the formation of the Sierra
Meadows Partnership to bring public agencies, non-profits, and other
meadow stakeholder groups together
to create a process for how to meet the
goals set forth in the State Water Action
Plan. The composition of the Partnership thus far has included stakeholders
from non-profit and for-profit natural
resource organizations, public natural resource agencies, academia, and
funding institutions.
In November 2016, CalTrout and The
Sierra Meadows Partnership released
the “Sierra Meadows Strategy,” which
provided a scientifically-based approach to meadow conservation and
set the statewide interagency goal of
conserving 30,000 acres of meadows

by 2030.
According to Drew, each meadow
conservation project must be placedriven and guided by the unique needs
of the ecosystems, communities, and
watersheds to be successful. The Sierra
Meadows Strategy provides guidance in that process by recommending a scientifically-based approach
to determining the needs of a given
meadow. First, there has to be prerestoration monitoring to determine
the current conditions of the meadow
being studied. What type of meadow is
it? What type of vegetation is present?
Where does the water come from? Is
the surrounding forest encroaching on
the meadow? Are there unnatural incisions or gullies in the meadow? Next,
the desired conditions of the meadow
are identified by collecting data to
determine characteristics of a healthy
meadow in that region, and through
stakeholder involvement to determine
flora, fauna and community needs.
The difference between the existing
conditions and the desired conditions
of the meadow is the meadow’s Conservation Need. If the Conservation
Need indicates that restoration is necessary, design, planning and permitting for a restoration project ensues.
California Trout is already working to
test the efficacy of this process through
a series of conservation projects in the
Walker Basin and elsewhere. In 2015,
California Trout worked with a consultant and with local communities to
conduct a geophysical assessment of
the portion of the West Walker River
that flows through Antelope Valley
which concluded that there was a
higher than desired sediment load in
the West Walker River. Additionally,
farmers reported that their irriga-

tion systems, which draw water from
streams and rivers that are fed by high
meadows, were becoming clogged
with sediment.
The Humboldt-Toiyabe National
Forest and non-profit American
Rivers had previously conducted an
assessment of meadow conditions
upstream from Antelope Valley. Seeing an opportunity for collaboration,
California Trout partnered with The
National Forest and with American
Rivers to apply the approaches from
“The Sierra Meadows Strategy” to the
sourcewater meadows for the Walker
Basin, in hopes of gathering scientific
data to explain the higher than normal sediment loads found in the West
Walker. California Trout, American
Rivers Caifornia Department of Fish
and Wildlife, The Plumas Corps and
other organizations are in the process of assessing conditions at Pickle
Meadow to determine if restoration is
warranted and if so, which restoration
actions would be most appropriate
for that site. Pre-restoration monitoring has already been completed on
Cloudburst, Upper and Lower Sardine
Meadows and those meadow systems
will be restored this summer.
Sierra Headwaters Program Director
Dr. Mark Drew said that this project exemplifies the sort of collaborative work
the Sierra Meadows Partnership has
found to be successful and aims to employ to meet the goals of the Strategy.
“CalTrout Sierra Headwaters Program
looks up the watershed, from the fish
to the headwaters, to try to figure out
what is necessary for overall watershed health,” said CalTrout Watershed
Outreach Coordinator Levi Keszey. “We
have to build resilient watersheds to
build resilient trout populations.”

CRUSHING DEATH VALLEY: PARK SEES VANDALISMS, THEFT
By Bodine
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ith grand vistas and endless miles of sand and rocks,
Death Valley is not subtle, but
it is very delicate. It is a collection of
geologic wonders, remnants of ancient civilizations, rare animal species
and natural wonders. Unfortunately,
some people have felt the need to take
pieces of the park with them or drive
their vehicles over iconic landscapes or
through fences to bathe in the pools of
endangered species.
In December, visitors drove their offhighway vehicles on the playa at the
Racetrack, known for rocks that move
by themselves, and Badwater, the lowest point in the Western hemisphere,
and left scars that will not go away
soon. According to a press release from
Death Valley National Park, once tracks
are established, others will surely follow those paths.
Abby Wines, public information officer for Death Valley said crews from
colleges in Southern California have
worked to rake and brush away tracks
in the past, but it still takes nature to
get the landscape back to its natural
state.
There are signs and now, reinforced

posts will be added along the Badwater
shoreline to keep vehicles out.
The winner for the best name for
vandals is a Canadian group called
High on Life. According to the High
On Life website, www.sundayfundayz.
com, it started by a group of friends
that started a Jackass knock-off,
Dumbass. They saved their money and
started traveling and documenting
their adventures while selling schwag.
In March 2016, three members of
the group were caught riding their
bicycles at Badwater. They were cited
for a bicycle off the roadway, operating
a drone and commercial photography
without a permit. The three agreed to
pay a $1,000 fine.
The most recent violation came in
March of this year. Fossil footprints,
left by prehistoric animals walking
through a muddy lakeshore, have been
removed from the park. The tracks are
3 to 5 million years old. Park rangers
recently discovered that fossil footprints were removed from Death Valley
National Park. The park is offering a
$1,000 reward for information leading
to the identification, arrest and conviction of those responsible. As of April 4,
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It’s not really supposed to be a racetrack.
the reward was still available.
“It’s illegal to collect fossils, rocks, or
anything else in National Parks,” said
Superintendent Mike Reynolds. “The
purpose of National Parks is to conserve the landscape and everything it
contains for the next generation. I ask
that visitors come and enjoy all there
is to see, and to leave it unimpaired for
others to enjoy.”
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WASTE
BAG BAN BOMBS IN MAMMOTH

Benton Crossing landfill sees less single-use bags, but more of their burly, ten-cent cousins
By Bodine

I

n February 2016, single-use plastic
bags in various stages of decomposition hung to fence lines,
weaved into the chain link by the
wind or clumped together in big piles
at the Benton Landfill. More than
a year later, there are visibly fewer
single-use plastic bags clogging up
the landfill.
Now, the bigger, burlier plastic
bags available for a dime at the Vons
check-out are filling the fences and
blowing in the wind at the landfill.
The Town of Mammoth Lakes had a
plastic bag ban ordinance take effect
in March 2016, in case a statewide
ban did not pass in the November
election. The referendum, Proposition 67, passed and bags are banned
nearly everywhere, except places like
pharmacies, in California. Exceptions
are also made for food take-out bags.
Visitors are likely the biggest
contributor to the problem of excess
plastic bags in Mammoth. They come
up to play and don’t think about
bringing their own cloth bags from
home, but still stock up at Vons and
head to the condo or campsite. When
they leave, they throw everything in
the trash, bags and all.
At least, this is the theory of Tony
Dublino, Mono County Solid Waste
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Burlier bags at Benton Crossing.
Superintendent. He hasn’t performed
any formal studies, but from talking
to the crew at the landfill, the bigger bags are replacing the single-use
bags. There have not been any formal
studies into the effectiveness of the

ban, but it has only been in effect
statewide since December 2016.
The ban seems to be more effective
in metropolitan areas. The city of San
Jose saw a reduction of “76 percent
in creek and river litter, a 59 percent
drop in park and roadside plastic bag
litter, and a 69 percent reduction in
plastic bag litter in storm drains” after
it passed its local ban, according to
Californians Against Waste. But in Vacationland, the ban has just replaced
one product for another. Dublino said
the local results have been “a little
disappointing.”
The profits of bags that are now
sold at grocery stores go to the store.
According to a November 2016 study
by the Legislative Analyst’s Office
(LAO) of Prop 67, “stores would retain
the revenue from the sale of the
bags…They could use the proceeds to
cover the costs of providing carryout
bags, complying with the measure,
and educational efforts to encourage
the use of reusable bags.”
In the California Voter Guide for the
November 2016 election, the argument against the ban claims that
grocery stores will profit by more
than $300 million annually from the
cost of the bags. No entity thus far has
released the amount of revenue made

from bag purchases, nor is there any
formal study on where that money
will go.
In the 2016 report by the LAO, approximately 15 billion single-use bags
were used by Californians annually,
or about 400 per person, prior to the
passage of Prop 67.
Dublino said there is an aggressive
litter control program at the landfill. Inmates from the Owens Valley
Conservation Camp come out once
a month to lend a hand. Elliott Ross,
attendant at the landfill, said on April
15 that he picked up four 55-gallon
trash bags worth of blown garbage in
a 400-foot section of fence, stuffing
plastic bags into bigger bags.
The burlier bags may prove to be
easier to clean up as they won’t decompose and rot in the sun as fast as
their wimpier single-use cousin, but
that has yet to be seen, Dublino said.
Dublino said he was hopeful that
there will be a cultural change and
people will become more mindful
about bringing their own bags with
them on vacation.
He’s working on a souvenir Mammoth Lakes bag, which could have
the effect of saving the environment
and promoting the area at the same
time.

EVERYBODY
POOPS
But management needs the attention it deserves
By Bodine

T

here’s a duty every living thing
must perform, but not too
many people want to talk about
it, much less acknowledge it. In Mammoth, it’s really piling up in some
places, like out at the propane tanks/
Borrow Pit, and at other spots, like
Horseshoe Lake, people are frantically looking for a place to go.
The Town of Mammoth Lakes has
unveiled the “Poo Fairy” campaign
at popular dog-doo destinations, but
people can’t seem to follow directions, and are filling the designated
receptacle with their own trash.
Mammoth Lakes Trails System
(MLTS) Coordinator Joel Rathje was
willing to talk about the situation,
because it’s on his turf. This March,
MLTS had custom fabricated Poo
Fairy stations placed at Sherwin Trailhead and at the gate closure at Mill
City. The stations are complete with
a sign and picture of a fairy, bags for
excrement and a small disposal can.
“There is no Poo Fairy,” the purple
sign reads. “Please clean up after your
dogs!”
Rathje explained the stations have
been popular, but on some days the
cans were overflowing with trash.
Rathje said he’s thought of placing
bigger trash cans or even a dumpster,
but those would just fill with trash,
too. And there’s a big need for more
garbage cans.
The Poo Fairy is a pilot program
and hopefully people will be mind-

ful of what trash goes where, Rathje
added. “We’re open to creative solutions,” Rathje said. Kelly Workman of
Mammoth Lakes Trails System said in
an interview with The Sheet in March
2016, “I think people will be less likely
to leave poop if there’s no other poop
around.” Workman and other volunteers cleaned up about 100 pounds of
excrement over a three-week period
last year.
Dogs may have plenty of places to
go, but there are few human bathrooms—clean, vault toilets—to use at
the trailheads, especially one of the
busiest, Horseshoe Lake. There are
plenty of port-o-potties at Horseshoe,
but they’re not necessarily the facilities of a world-class resort.
“Would you want your grandma
to use the bathrooms at Horseshoe
Lake?” Rathje said of some of the
facilities at Horseshoe.
Basic, well-kept facilities at trailheads is a rare bi-partisan issue, with
the entire Town Council in favor of
upgrading the infrastructure, according to Rathje. He said the infrastructure should match the surroundings.
Restrooms at Horseshoe will take
some additional design work so they
ventilate the carbon dioxide that
seeps up through the volcanic soil,
said Rathje.
He said it will take extra hands,
strong leadership and prioritize the
restroom and dog dilemmas, even if
it’s “one pile of sh*t at a time.”
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FOOD
SOWING SEEDS OF SUSTAINABILITY IN THE OWENS VALLEY
By Giles

S

ince 2014, The Bishop Paiute
Tribe’s Food Sovereignty Program
has been leading a local effort to
preserve indigenous food knowledge
and culture by building a seed library
for Payahuunaduu, or The Owens
Valley. “Without seeds, you don’t have
local foods,” said Jen Schlaich, Food
Specialist for The Food Sovereignty
Program. “Every seed planted carries
the stories, hope, and the resilience of
our ancestors and is essential for the
present and future health of our families and environments.”
According to Schlaich, it is difficult to know where most of the seeds
sold at gardening supply centers and
Kmart are grown. “Often, seeds bought
in store packets are actually coming
from overseas and may be grown in
areas that do not have similar soils or
weather to local conditions.” Everyone
in a given area may be growing the
same handful of varieties of zucchini,
bell peppers, and carrots. Additionally,
the seeds may have been harvested
overseas by people not being paid a
fair wage for their work.
Before Kmart, growers would have to
trade with neighbors to obtain seeds
from plants that had been cultivated
to grow best in the soil, climate,
and ecosystem in which they were
planted. This localized exchange of
seeds promoted genetic diversity. If a
pest or blight came to the region, one
neighbor’s plants might survive even
of another’s were killed. Seed keeping
was a necessary skill for any gardener.
“Seed sovereignty reclaims seeds and
diversity as commons and public good.
It allows communities to adapt, breed,
and share diverse, open sourced seeds
which can be saved and are not genetically modified, patented, or controlled

10 I
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Jen Schlaich, Hank Herrera, Rowen White, Monte Bengochia, Anthony Brown.
growers can collaborate with the Food
by corporations,” said Schlaich.
Sovereignty Program to grow a very
The Bishop Paiute Tribe is working
specific variety of plant, with a special
to bring that knowledge back to the
focus on those that were historically
communities of Payahuunaduu. In
grown in The Owens Valley, with the
2014, The Tribe’s Environmental Management Office initiated a seed library. intent of harvesting and returning the
seeds that plant produces to the seed
In 2015, the Tribe’s Food Program
library for storage and use by other
Specialist had the idea to work toward
community members at the end of the
“bio-regional adaptation of plants and
season. “Returned seeds will be pooled
seeds” in order to supply community
with other seeds of the same variety
members with seeds and thereby food
to increase the genetic diversity of the
adapted to the unique climate and
stock, leading to stronger and more
soils found in The Owens Valley. That
resilient plant … familiarized with
Fall, Rowen White, expert seed keeper,
member of the Akwesasne Mohawk
Tribe of New York, and founder of
the Nevada City-based organic seed
company Sierra Seeds, was invited to
teach the first Seed Keepers Training in
Bishop.
In 2016, White collaborated with
The Tribe’s Food Sovereignty Program
to develop the Seed-to-Seed Stewardship Program. In that program, local

local weather, water, soils, and that
can be selected for resistance to local
‘pests,” said Schlaich.
The Food Sovereignty Program is
already working with the Tribe’s Native
Plant Technician to increase sources
of traditional food plants. In 2015, a
tribal elder brought flower seeds to
share with participants at the first Seed
Keepers Training, that she had been
saving since the plants were passed
on to her from her grandmother. The
same year, a community member
donated Sweet White Corn seeds that
they had cultivated and saved, as well
as a packet of 80 year old seeds found
in an attic. Examples of native plants
that were traditional sources of food
include Taboose plant (Cyperus esculentus) and Nahavita (Dichelostemma
spp.).
In 2016, The Food Sovereignty
Program collaborated with earthen
builder Ben Reader and Sasha Rabin
and Jack Thrift of Quail Springs Permaculture to build an earthen structure
to house the Seed Library. In keeping
with traditional building practices, various ratios of clay and sand were mixed
to create plasters from natural and
locally sourced materials. The building
is nearly complete, and will include an
office, storage and space for packaging

see SEEDS, page 11
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LEE VINING GARDEN TURNS TWENTY

SEEDS
continued from page 10
seeds so that they are available to participants in the Seed-to-Seed Program,
and a farm stand that will be stocked
with fresh produce, bulk organic foods,
eggs and honey. Bishop Elementary
School 5th grade students also assisted
with the construction of the building,
where they learned about gardening
and healthy food choices. The building should be operational by the end
of April.
At the end of April, The Bishop
Paiute Tribe’s Food Sovereignty Program will host the fourth Seed Keepers
Training, taught by White. The workshop will kick off on Friday, April 28
at 5 p.m., with the grand opening and
blessing of the Seed Library building, followed by a potluck dinner and
seed swap. Attendees are encouraged
to bring some of their favorite seeds.
On Saturday, April 29, from 9 a.m. to 5
p.m., White will teach a workshop for
new Seed Keepers, in which participants will learn how to steward plants
so that they produce healthy, viable
seeds. On Sunday, April 30, from 9 a.m.
to 5 p.m., White will teach experienced
Seed Keepers about how to build the
local community seed system.
The workshop is free and open to
anyone in The Owens Valley. To register,
contact Jen Schlaich at 760.920.5254.
All workshops will be held at 50 Tu Su
Lane in Bishop, just west of the PaiuteShoshone Cultural Center.

By Rea

T

wenty years ago, Ilene Mendelbaum announced to the
Lee Vining High School biology class that California had only six
weeks of fossil fuels left—a ploy to get
students thinking about ways to be
more self-sustaining.
“I think there was some awareness
of what was back then called ‘the
greenhouse effect,’ and these were
the early stages of awareness about
climate change. I was trying to promote self-sufficiency in the Eastern
Sierra, that we were remote as far as
community food security was concerned,” Mendelbaum told The Sheet
this week.
“The Mono Basin and other parts of
the Eastern Sierra have a rich agricultural history … we grew a good
amount of our own food, and food for
all the mining towns and for the boom
towns.”
The garden that the students subsequently planted is now the oldest
continuously operating community
garden in the Eastern Sierra. It’s grown
substantially in the past two decades,
and now has a wind-resistant dug-in
greenhouse, toolshed, wind breaks,
pollinator garden section, and,
thanks to grants from the Los Angeles
Department of Water and Power and
the Toiyabe Community Wellness Program, a customized water-saving drip
system that was installed last year.

PHOTO COURTESY ILENE MENDELBAUM

Ilene Mendelbaum at the Lee Vining Community Garden in 2013.
Mendelbaum said the students are
gearing up for a busy May, and that
garlic shoots are popping up from
last fall’s planting. She is hoping to
organize a work party for early next
month, and she’s also hoping that
someone may eventually step in to fill
her gardening shoes.
“Time passes, you just really don’t
plan that far ahead, but it is a legacy
that I hope I can pass on. For me, the

big push right now is to engage the
next generations, to keep it going,”
Mendelbaum said.
She said that the past twenty years
have seen immense changes in the
garden, the curriculum that students
are taught, and the importance of
food production. “The people we
taught back then now have their own
children,” she said.
When Mammoth Unified School
District held a workshop on its
facilities master plan in March, many
MUSD students expressed their desire
for a garden at their school—in fact,
experiential learning, such as with
gardening, is becoming ever more
popular in schools across the country.
Lee Vining was ahead of the curve
when they planted their garden in
1998. There’s something for every age
group.
“The students learn about the
seed cycle and what plants need to
grow, they play with worms, they
learn math, they write poetry, they
do art, and then later on it gets more
involved with biology and botany and
geography,” said Mendelbaum.
Anyone interested in participating in work on Lee Vining’s community garden for the May planting
season should contact Ilene Mendelbaum at monogreens@aol.com, or
760.648.3126.

Mountain Sports Specialists Since 1977

The Eastern Sierra’s Friendly and Knowledgeable Climbing Shop
Hike ✦ Climb ✦ Run ✦ Camp

We stock a large selection of supplies for all your
climbing, hiking, and outdoor adventures.
Rentals are available including tents, packs, sleeping
bags, bouldering pads and climbing shoes.
Open 7 days a week including holidays
224 North Main St., Bishop, CA 93514
Eastsidesports.com, info@eastsidesports.com
760-873-7520
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