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the Desert Mountains is not a member of the conservancy, but Havert says the group has 
played a critical role in land conservation.

Another key partner is the Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians. “The tribe was one of 
the founding members of the national monument,” says Margaret Park, tribal director of 
planning and natural resources. “We agreed to put our Indian Canyons into the monument. 
We still manage those lands independently, but in close cooperation with the BLM and 
Forest Service.”

The tribe collaborates on a host of activities, from surveying cultural resources to provid-
ing mapping data for an interactive computer display at the Visitor Center. The tribe also 
works with the Friends of the Desert Mountains on land acquisition. The tribe’s ancestral 
lands were fragmented in the 1860s when the U.S. government granted the Southern 
Pacific Railroad the odd-numbered sections of land along its right-of-way. When the Agua 
Caliente Indian Reservation was created, this meant part of it was a checkerboard. “The 
intent is to consolidate tribal lands by swapping them out over time,” says Park. “The 
Friends have been very helpful in that process.”

“We agreed to put our Indian Canyons into the monument.  
We still manage those lands independently, but in close  

cooperation with the BLM and Forest Service.” 

- Margaret Park, tribal director of planning and natural resources,  
Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians 

Partnerships in Action
The national monument contributes significantly to the economy of an area where 
tourism is key. The Indian Canyons alone draw about 120,000 visitors a year, while the 
aerial tramway to the top of Mount San Jacinto records 400,000 passengers annually. 
A survey by the city of Palm Desert found that people who enjoy the outdoors were the 
fastest-growing subset of visitors.

The Friends, as the nonprofit support group for the monument, provide volunteers and 
other assistance for a variety of activities. “Purchasing inholdings from a willing seller 
is huge,” says Foote, the national monument manager. (Inholdings are the tracts of pri-
vately owned land that lie within the boundaries of publicly owned or protected areas.) 
“But they also help with our visitor programs, our education programs. These kinds of 
support roles are critical. We don’t have the resources for the staff that would be neces-
sary without the help of the Friends.”

The Friends not only staff the monument’s Visitor Center, the group worked with a  
local government to donate the land on which it was built. In fact, the Visitor Center 
embodies the approach that has allowed the monument to prosper. “The city of Palm  
Desert gave them the land. The water district gave them the right-of-way. A local  
architect donated his work. Another company that did the road paving donated their 
work. The landscape architect didn’t charge. A number of organizations donated all  
the plants,” says Crites. “It’s a great example of partnerships in action.” n n n
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