
CHAPTER 2 | MANAGEMENT AND ECOLOGY OF THE CALIFORNIA 
DESERT 

MANAGEMENT OF THE CDCA 

The BLM, an agency in the U.S. Department of Interior, holds management authority over the National 

System of Public Lands, which is the collective term for BLM’s land holdings nationwide. These lands 

include the public lands in the California desert on which multiple utility-scale solar facilities have 

been proposed. The Federal Land Policy and Management Act of 1976 (FLPMA) established the BLM's 

multiple use mandate to manage the land for resource extraction, recreation, cultural value, and 

conservation.1 This multiple use mandate creates conflict in that the BLM is called to manage public 

lands in a manner that will protect ecological and environmental quality, but also allows resource use 

in a way "that takes into account the long-term needs of future generations for renewable and non-

renewable resources," among other considerations.2

 

 While not always mutually exclusive, these 

provisions present a challenge to the BLM as it considers processing and approving permits for utility-

scale installations that will harvest a renewable resource and cause ecological impacts at site and 

landscape levels. Additionally, in many cases, these facilities conflict with existing uses of the land. 

The CDCA has a complex history of statutes, regulations, and management plan designations and 

prescriptions guiding the management of the various federally owned lands within the desert. Within 

the BLM, the California state office oversees the CDD office, which is itself responsible for the five 

field offices that fall within the CDD and the management of the CDCA.  

 

The 1980 California Desert Conservation Area Plan (CDCA Plan) guides management of the CDCA, 

though more detailed resource management plans exist for specific regions within the CDCA. These 

include the West Mojave, Northern and Eastern Mojave, Northern and Eastern Colorado, Western 

Colorado Desert, Coachella Valley, and Imperial Sand Dunes Plans. 

 

CDCA Multiple-Use Classes  

The CDCA Plan divides BLM lands into four multiple-use classes:3

1. Class C (Controlled Use) lands include Wilderness Areas and areas "preliminarily recommended" 

for wilderness by Congress, such as Wilderness Study Areas (WSAs).

 

4 There are approximately 

four million acres of Class C lands.5

2. Class L (Limited Use) lands protect "natural, scenic, ecological, and cultural resource values."

 
6 

The lands are "managed to provide for generally lower-intensity, carefully controlled multiple 

use of resources, while ensuring that sensitive values are not significantly diminished."7 There 
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are approximately four million acres of Class L lands.8

3. Class M (Moderate Use) lands provide a "controlled balance between higher intensity use and 

protection of public lands."

 

9 They allow for energy and utility development, among other uses. 

There are approximately 1.5 million acres of Class M lands.10

4. Class I (Intensive Use) lands "provide concentrated use of lands and resources to meet human 

needs."

 

11 There are approximately 500,000 acres of Class I lands.12

Scattered parcels of land that do not fall into one of these four categories are designated "unclassified" 

and are managed on a case-by-case basis.  

 

 

The CDCA Plan stipulates that solar energy development is not allowed on Class C lands, but may be 

allowed on Class L, M, or I lands after NEPA requirements are met.13 While the CDCA Plan allows for 

solar development, this allowance did not consider the impacts of current technologies and acreage 

necessary for utility-scale solar today.14 As Class L lands are designated for “lower-intensity, carefully 

controlled multiple use of resources,” an argument can be made for interpretation of the plan to 

prohibit utility-scale solar development on Class L lands. While it is an issue being discussed, one BLM 

field office manager noted, "The initial indication from the [California Desert] District was that solar 

energy would be in conformance with both the M and the L classes. It could be done, and an 

amendment [to the CDCA Plan] may not or should not be necessary. These things can all be looked at 

on a case by case basis."15

 

 

BLM Management Areas and Other Designations  

On BLM lands within the CDCA, many special management areas and other designations have been 

established through statue, regulation, and management plan amendments (Map 2.3). These include 

Wilderness Areas, Wilderness Study Areas (WSA), Wild and Scenic Rivers (WSR), Areas of Critical 

Environmental Concern (ACECs), Desert Wildlife Management Areas (DWMAs), critical habitat, Long-

term Visitor Areas (LTVAs), and designated routes and areas for off-highway vehicle (OHV) use, among 

others. Many of these areas prohibit or limit development and are discussed in more detail below. 

 

Wilderness Areas, as set forth by the Wilderness Act, prohibit commercial enterprise, permanent roads 

and, except as necessary to administer the areas, temporary roads, use of motor vehicles and other 

forms of mechanized transport, and structures and installations.16 While wilderness areas are not 

compatible with solar development, indirect impacts from the development of solar facilities on the 

Federal Reserved Water Rights, air quality protected under the Clean Air Act and additional State 

standards, and visual resources of wilderness areas will need to be analyzed in a facility's EIS.17

 

 

Wilderness Study Areas (WSA) are areas "under study" by Congress as potential wilderness, and, until 

Congress designates them wilderness or releases them from study, are managed in a manner that does 
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not impair the suitability of such areas to be designated wilderness.18

 

 Current WSAs are therefore 

excluded from solar development unless released by Congress. Similar considerations for wilderness 

areas apply to WSAs. 

Wild and Scenic Rivers (WSR) are whole rivers or segments of rivers that “possess outstanding 

remarkable scenic, recreational, geologic, fish and wildlife, historic, cultural or other similar values” 

and are designated to be “preserved in free-flowing condition” and “protected for the benefit and 

enjoyment of present and future generations.”19 There are two WSRs in the CDCA administered by the 

BLM, the Amargosa River (26.3 miles) and Cottonwood Creek (4.1 miles).20

 

 

National Monuments, as defined in the Antiquities Act, are “historic landmarks, historic and prehistoric 

structures, and other objects of historic or scientific interest.”21 They can be established either by 

Executive Order or by an Act of Congress, and are withdrawn from development. Santa Rosa and San 

Jacinto Mountains National Monument is the only National Monument in the CDCA. 
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Map 2.3  BLM Management Areas and Other Designations in the CDCA. 
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National Trails are designated to allow for travel close to original trails or routes of historical 

significance, outdoor recreation uses through nationally significant scenic, historic, natural, or cultural 

areas, or outdoor recreation uses near urban areas.22

 

 The BLM manages three such trails in the CDCA: 

the Pacific Crest National Scenic Trail, Juan Bautista de Anza National Historic Trail, and the Old 

Spanish National Historic Trail.  

Areas of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC) are defined in FLPMA as areas "within the public lands 

where special management attention is required to protect and prevent irreparable damage to 

important historical, cultural, or scenic values, fish and wildlife resources, or other natural systems or 

processes, or to protect life and safety from natural hazards."23 ACECs have special site-specific 

management prescriptions in order to protect the specific natural or cultural resource for which the 

ACEC was designated. Development on ACECs may be allowed if such development does not impact the 

resource for which the ACEC was designated.24

 

  

Desert Wildlife Management Areas (DWMA) have been established to protect high quality habitat for 

the threatened desert tortoise.25 Most DWMAs overlap with critical habitat for the desert tortoise. 

Individual DWMAs have a one percent surface disturbance limit to protect the desert tortoise.26

 

  

Critical habitat areas, as designated under the Endangered Species Act, are protected from 

"destruction" or "adverse modification" of the habitat.27

 

 In many areas, critical habitat areas overlap 

with DWMAs. While they may not statutorily prohibit solar development, the amount of disturbance 

created by a solar facility essentially excludes critical habitat from development.  

Special Management Areas, including the Mohave Ground Squirrel Conservation Area and Flat-tailed 

Horned Lizard Management Areas, are designated for the management of specific species that are 

considered at risk of being listed under the Endangered Species Act (ESA). These areas have special 

management prescriptions that may limit surface disturbance within the designated area.  

 

Cultural and Historical Resources listed on the National Register of Historic Places, and other such 

resources not listed on the National Register that would be impacted by a solar facility will be analyzed 

in the EIS for each facility.  

 

Long Term Visitor Areas (LTVA) are recreation areas where visitors may camp for several months at a 

time. There are five LTVAs totaling 3,470 acres in the CDCA.28

 

 Solar energy development within LTVAs 

would prohibit public use of the areas for recreation. 
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Off-highway Vehicle (OHV) Use Areas and Routes are the primary recreational use of BLM-managed 

public lands in the desert. Throughout the CDD, there are 500,000 acres of open areas and an 

additional 6.7 million acres of routes.29 The BLM has indicated that it has steered developers away 

from OHV recreation areas, and that solar facilities that block OHV access routes should provide 

alternate access to those routes.30
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