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CHAPTER1

INTRODUCTION

Surprise Canyonhasthelongest perennia streamreachinthePanamint Mountains. Theupper basinfor
thedrainageoriginateswithin Death Valey Nationa Park wherethewatercourseisan intermittent stream.
At Brewery Spring, just withintheNational Park, theflow reappearsand flowsessentially asaperennial
stream, periodically becoming subsurface, towardsthe mouth of the canyonbel ow ChrisWicht Camp,
covering a distance of approximately 5 miles.

Surprise Canyonwasdesignated asan Areaof Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC) intheCadlifornia
Desert ConservationAreaPlanof 1980 (CDCA Plan) inrecognitionof thearea ssignificant natural and
cultural resources. The area is also within the larger West Panamint Mountains Wildlife Habitat
Management Area(WHMA). The ACEC and WHMA Planswere devel oped in cooperation with the
Cdlifornia Department of Fishand Game under authority of the SikesA ct and approved by the District
Manager of BLM and the Regional Manager of the California Department of Fish and Game.

The bottom of the canyon has been used as amechanized route of travel sinceat least themid 1870's.
Theroutethroughthecanyonleadsto aprivateinholding within Death Valley Nationa Park at Panamint
City - no other alternative motorized access exists. Theroad thru the canyonwaswashed out inaflash
floodin 1984 and the canyon became impassabl eto motorized vehiclesfor aperiod of at least fiveyears.
Duringthisperiod, thecanyon becameheavily revegetated withripariangrowth. A highly technical OHV
routeup the canyon bottom was established by four wheel driveoperators in 1989-90 by cutting back
vegetationand building rock structuresupthe short waterfalls. Theroutecurrently remainsan openroute
of travel (Panamint 71) and iswithinaLimited Usearea- routedes gnation hasnot been completedinthe
Panamint Mountains.



Segments of the route currently being used for motorized access are within the Surprise Canyon
Wilderness. Several sections of thisoriginal road bed are set back fromthe canyon bottomand were
rendered inaccessible by the flood. At least one segment of the route being used by the public for
motorized recreation is within the Surprise Canyon Wilderness.

CHAPTER 2

PURPOSE AND NEED FOR AGENCY ACTION

Based on field studies and monitoring conducted in Surprise Canyon conducted by BLM staff in
conjunctionwith representativesof the CaliforniaDepartment of Fishand Gameand the L ahontan Regiona
Water Quality Control Board of the State of California, the BL M hasdetermined that motorized vehicle
usein Surprise Canyoniscausng adverseimpactsto avariety of land resourcesincluding general wildlife
habitat, aquatic habitat, riparian habitat, water quality and wildernessvalues. Seeattached memorandum.

In 1990, the Mojave population of the desert tortoise was listed as a threatened species under the
Endangered Species Act (ESA).

OnMarch 16, 2000, the Center for Biological Diversity, et d. (Center) filedforinjunctiverelief inU.S.
Digtrict Court, Northern District of California(Court) against the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) to
immediately prohibit all grazing activitiesthat may affect listed species. The Center allegestheBLM was
inviolationof Section7 of the Endangered SpeciesAct (ESA) by failingto enter intoformal consultation
with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) on the effects of adoption of the Cdifornia Desert
Conservation AreaPlan (CDCA Plan), asamended, upon threatened and endangered species. On August
25, 2000, the BLM acknowledged through acourt stipulationthat activitiesauthorized, permitted, or
allowed under CDCA Planmay adversely affect threatened and endangered species, and that the BLM
isrequiredto consult withthe FW Stoinsurethat adoption and implementation of the CDCA Planisnot
likely to jeopardize the continued existence of threatened and endangered species or to result in the
destruction or adverse modification of critical habitat of listed species.

Although BLM hasreceived biological opinionson selected activities, consultationontheoveral CDCA
Planisnecessary to address the cumulative effectsof al the activities authorized by the CDCA Plan.
Consultationonanoverall planiscomplex and thecompletion dateuncertain. Absent consultationonthe
entireplan, theimpactsof individual activitiessuch asgrazing, when added together with theimpactsof
other activitiesinthedesert, arenot known. TheBLM enteredinto negotiationswith plaintiffsregarding
interimactionsto betakento provide protectionfor endangered and threatened speci espending completion
of consultationontheplan. Agreement ontheseinterim actionsavoided litigation of plaintiffs request for
injunctiverelief and thethreat of aninjunction prohibitingall activitiesauthorized under theplan. These
interim agreementsallowed BLM to continueappropriatelevel sof activity throughout the planning area
during thelengthy consultation processwhileproviding protectionto thedesert tortoiseand other listed
species in the short term. By taking interim actions as allowed under 43 CFR Part 8364.1, BLM
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contributesto the conservation of theendangered and threatened speci esin accordancewith 7 (a) (1) of
theESA. BLM asoavoidsmakingany irreversibleor irretrievablecommitment of resourceswhichwould
forecl oseany reasonable and prudent alternativeswhich might berequired asaresult of theconsultation
on the CDCA Plan in accordance with 7(d) for the ESA. In January 2001, the parties signed the
Stipulation and Proposed Order concerning All Further Injunctive Relief.

Protection of lands and resources in Surprise Canyon, through an interim closure of the canyon to
motorized vehicleuse, isthesubject of thisandysis. Theandysiswill addresstheeffectsand compatibility
of motorized vehicleuseon Route P71 withinthe ACEC and WHMA and theeffectsof aninterim closure
of therouteto motorized vehicleuse. A moredetailed description of theproposed actionand theno action
alternative is presented in Chapter 3 (Proposed Action and Alternative).

CONFORMANCE WITH THE LAND USE PLAN

Theproposed action hasbeen reviewed to determineif theaction conformswith the applicableland use
plantermsand conditionsasrequired by 43 CFR 1610.5. The Surprise Canyon areais managed under
the CaliforniaDesert Conservation AreaPlan of 1980 and wasdesignated asaClassL Limited areain
recognitionof itsuniqueand significant natural and cultural resources. ThePlanfurther recognizedthe
important natural valuesof thisregionby placing it withinthelarger West Panamint MountainsWHMA,;
designatingitas an Areaof Critical Environmental Concern; andidentifyingitasaSpecia Attention Area
under the CDCA Pan.

The primary management obj ectivefor the Surprise Canyon ACEC isthe* protection and enhancement
of sgnificant resources on Public Landswhile providing for other resource usesto the extent they are
compatible with the overall goal of protection and enhancement of key natural and cultural resources.”

Theprotection of significant riparian habitat and sensitive speciesin Surprise Canyon by implementingan
interim closureto motorized vehicleswould befully cons stent and compati blewith the planned god sand
objectivesof the CDCA Plan, the Surprise Canyon A CEC Plan, and management authoritiescontained
inthe Code of Federal Regulations, specificaly 43 CFR 8340 (off-road vehicleuse management) and 43
CFR 8364 (closures and restrictions).

RELATIONSHIPTO STATUTES REGULATIONSAND POLICY

Wilderness Act of 1964 & Califor nia Desert Protection Act of 1994

When the public established a new route segment up the canyon in 1989-90, aportion of the canyon
bottom downstream from ChrisWicht Camp wasused astheaccesscorridor rather than theoriginal route
through ChrisWicht Camp. InOctober 1994, the CaliforniaDesert Protection Act created the Surprise
Canyon Wilderness and identified a*“cherry stem” route to Panamint City.



Thelegal descriptionfor the Surprise Canyon Wildernessidentified theorigina road alignment found on
theU.S. Geological Survey Ballarat Topographic Map - 1988 asexcluded fromwilderness. However,
portionsof therouteestablished by thepublic are outside of theroute corridor arewithinthedesignated
wilderness. Motorized vehicle useinwildernessis prohibited by the Wilderness Act of 1964 and the
California Desert Protection Act of 1994.

Thisinterim closure order prohibiting motorized vehicles beyond Chris Wicht Camp would be fully
consistent with the BLM’s 43 CFR 8560 Regulations for the Management of Designated Wilderness.

California State Water Quality L aw and Regulations

The proposed closure would be consistent with the laws and regulations of the State of Caiforniafor
protecting the surface waters of Californiafrom water pollution in the form of sediment discharge.
Specifically, the State Porter-Col ogne Water Quality Control Act, and the Basin Planfor the Lahontan
Region, implement water quality requirements of the federal Clean Water Act.

California State Fish & Game Requlations

Section 1600 of the California Department of Fish and Game Regulations concerns management of
streambedsand makesit aviolationfor anyoneto dter streambedswithout an authori zation obtained from
theagency. Theinterim closureof thecanyonwould be consistent with the protection of streambedsand
their associated wildliferesourcesby excluding vehiclesfrom operating directly in the streambed of Surprise
Canyon creek.

ExecutiveOrder #11644: Useof off-r oad vehicleson thepubliclands(Feb. 8, 1972 and amended
in May 24, 1977)

Section 9 of Executive Order #11644 concerns Special Protection of the Public Lands. Subsection (a)
states, “Notwithstanding the provisions of Section 3 of this Order, the respective agency head shall,
whenever he determinesthat the use of off-road vehicleswill cause or iscausing considerable adverse
effectsonthe soil, vegetation, wildlife, wildlifehabitat or cultural or historicresourcesof particular areas
or traillsof thepublic lands, immediately close suchareasor trailsto thetypeof off-road vehiclecausing
such effects, until such time as he determines that such adverse effects have been eliminated and that
measures have been implemented to prevent future recurrence.

BLM National Policy - Conditions of Use for Off-Road Vehicles - 43 CFR 8341

Bureau of Land M anagement'sregulatory policy concerning theuseof off-road vehicleson publiclands
isfound in43 CFR 8341. Whenever the authorized officer determinesthat ORV usewill causeor is
causing considerable adverse effectsonresources (soil, vegetation, wildlife, wildlifehabitat, cultural,
historic, scenic, recreation, or other resources), theareamust beimmediately closed to thetypeof use
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causingtheadverseeffects. Theclosure must remaininforceonly until theadverseeffects areeliminated
and measures to prevent their recurrence have been implemented (whichever occurs first). A
cons derable adverseenvironmental effect resulting fromtheuseof off-road vehiclesisdefinedin43CFR
8341 as any environmental impact that causes:

() significant damage to cultural or natural resources, including but not limited to
historic, archaeological, soil, water, air, vegetation and scenic values; or

(b) significant harassment of wildlife and/or significant disruption of wildlife habitats;
...and is irreparable due to theimpossibility or impracticality of performing corrective
or remedia action.

BLM National Palicy - Riparian and Wetland M anagement

TheBLM hasestablished national standardsfor the management and protection of riparian and wetland
habitat onthePublicLands. Theproposed closureorder would becons stent with protecting and restoring
Surprise Canyon to a properly functioning riparian system.

CHAPTER 3

PROPOSED ACTION

Theproposed actionistotemporarily close BLM route Panamint 71 toal motorized vehicleusefromthe
vicinity of ChrisWicht Camp to theboundary of Death Valley National Park throughan administrative
closure order issued by the BLM Authorized Officer (Field Manager) and published in the Federal
Register. A locked gateandinformation/regulatory sgnswould beinstalled at thepointsof closurelocated
immediately east of ChrisWicht Camp on RouteP 71, and at apoint approximately 0.3 milesdowstream
from ChrisWicht Camp wherethepublic hasestablished anew routein thestreambed by deviating from
themaintained road |eading to ChrisWicht Camp. Exemptionstotheinterim closureto motorized vehicles
would begranted to law enforcement and other emergency vehiclesinthecourseof official duties, anda so
totheownersof privateproperty located inthevicinity of Panamint City for purposesof accessngtheir
property. In the latter case, private land owners would be issued a written authorization from the
Ridgecrest Fidd OfficeManager, aseriadized key to thelock onthegates, and any special requirements
deemed necessary to minimizethe effect of off-road vehiclesontheriparian and wildlifehabitat values
associated with Surprise Canyon.

NO ACTION ALTERNATIVE

Under theno action aternative Surprise Canyon woul d remain opento the operation of motorized vehicles.
Applications for permits to conduct organized recreation eventswould be evaluated and processed
according to standard procedures on a case by case basis. Thisis the current management situation.
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OTHER ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED BY REJECTED

Besidetheno actionalternative, other alternativesfor managing motorized vehicleuseonRoute P71in
Surprise Canyonthat would provideadequate protectiontoriparian, aquatic, general wildlifehabitat, and
excludemotorized vehicleusefrom designated wil dernesswereconsidered. Theseincluded constructing
anew route around the riparian area or seasonal closure.

SinceRouteP71isa60ft. widecorridor through the Surprise Canyon Wilderness, constructing anew
route outside of this corridor would be aviolation of the WildernessAct of 1964. Road construction
through and acrossthe stream woul d result intherel ease of sediment and would requireadischargepermit
fromtheL ahontan Regiona Water Quality Control Board and astreambed al teration agreement fromthe
CdliforniaDepartment of Fishand Game. Duetothephysical constraintson constructioninthisarea, the
cost of engineering design, survey, environmental compliancereviews, and construction necessary to meet
federal and state environmental protection requirements, the cost would be exorbitant.

A seasonal closureontheroutewould not bean effectiveremedy for theenvironmental impactsgenerated
resulting frommotorized vehicletravel in Surprise Canyon. Theprimary impactsassociated withthisroute
areintheform of soil loss, stream bed dteration, vegetation damage, wildernesstrespass, water pollution
from oil and gas spills, and sediment discharge. These impacts would not be mitigated by a seasonal
closure.

CHAPTER 4

AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT

A description of theaffected environment in Surprise Canyoniscontainedinthe CDCA Plan (1980) and
the Surprise Canyon ACEC Plan (1983). These documents are incorporated here by reference.

Vegetation

Surprise Canyon supportsan extens ve Cottonwood/Willow Streams deWoodland, considered an Unusud
Plant Assemblageinthe CDCA Plan. Thismultistoried woodland coversapprox. 2.0 milesof thetotal
streamreach andisthemost extensiveriparian systeminthe Panamint Mountains. Theremainingthree
miles of the stream reach is composed of other riparian/wetland dependant vegetation.

The Canyon also supports a Basic Saxicole Plant Assemblage, another Unusual Plant Assemblage
identified inthe CDCA Plan. The component speciesof thisUPA are calciphytes; plantsfound almost
exclusvely on ca careoussubstrates, usually dolomiteor limestone. Severa Federa sensitivespecieshave
beenlocatedin Surprise Canyonintheselimestone outcropsincluding Panamint dudleya (Dudleya saxosa
ssp. saxosa) and the Death Valley round-leaved phacelia (Phacelia mustelina ).



Talus dopes in the canyon also support another Federal senstive species endemic to the Panamint
Mountains, the Panamint daisy (Enceliopsis covillei).

Wildlife Species and Habitats

Thediversity of vegetative communitiesin Surprise Canyon contributeto providing nichesfor adiverse
wildlifecommunity, “ perhapsoneof themost diverseand significant inthe CaliforniaDesert Conservation
Ared’ (Surprise Canyon ACEC Plan pg. 20).

In 1985, anative springsnail (Fontelicellamicrococcus) wascollected inthe streamin Surprise Canyon
bel ow Limekiln Spring by Dr. Robert Hershler of the Smithsonian Ingtitution. Thisaquatic snail isendemic
tothe Death Valley drainagesystem and ischaracterized by ahigh degreeof local endemism, withsome
speciesof thegenusrestrictedto specific hydrologicunits. Thesesmall, gill breathing aquatic organisms
areespecidly valuableinthestudy of biogeography and speciesdifferentiationthroughisolationsincethe
timepluvia lakesof theDeath Valey hydrol ogic system disappeared. Membersof thegenusFontdicella
occur most commonly on plant and rock substrates in richly oxygenated water. The extent of the
occurrence of this speciesin Surprise Canyon is unknown.

ThePanamintdligator lizard (Elgaria (= Gerrhonotus) panamintinus) inhabitstherocky canyon bottom
near permanent water overgrownwithriparianvegetation. ThislizardisaCaliforniaBLM senstivespecies
and aCalifornia Department of Fish and Game special concern and protected species. The Panamint
alligator lizard popul ationin Surprise Canyonisarelict popul ation, having beenisolated heresincethe
Pleistocene epoch.

Theonly known speci esof amphibianinhabiting thecanyonisthePecifictreefrog (Hylaregilla). A lack
of intensive survey work in Surprise Canyonhasleft adatagap for amphibians, especialy salamanders.
Thelnyo Mountainssalamander (Batrachosepscampi), aBLM Cdiforniasendtivespecies, occursinthe
Inyo Mountains to the north and may inhabit similar habitat in Surprise Canyon.

Bird inventoriesconductedin 1978 and 2000 havereported arich assemblageof speciesfor thisfivemile
long canyon bottom. Over 70 specieshave been reported inthe Surprise Canyonriparianareaincluding
severa Federa sengitivespecies- yellow warbler (1978) and prairiefal con (1978 & 2000). Thecanyon
isalso potentially suitable habitat for the Southwesternwillow flycatcher and theleast Bells' vireo, both
federal endangered species.

Thedesert bighornsheep, isaCaliforniaBLM sensitiveand aCaliforniaDepartment of Fishand Game
fully protected species, inhabitstheregion surrounding the canyon. Thewater sourcesin Surprise Canyon
are an essential habitat component for the desert bighorn sheep population in the Panamint Mountains.

The canyonal so providesexcellent foraging and roosting habitat for avariety of bat specieswhichare
CdliforniaBL M senstivespeciesand CaliforniaDepartment of Fishand Game speciesof special concern.
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These include the spotted bat (Euderma maculatum), western mastiff bat (Eumopus perotis),
Townsend' shig-eared bat (Corynorhinustownsendii), palid bat (Antrozouspallidus), fringed myotis
(Myotisthysanodes), western small-footed myotis (Myotis ciliolabrum), long-eared myotis (Myotis
evotis), long-legged myotis (Myotis volans), and the California myotis (Myotis californicus).

Theringtail cat (Bassariscus astutus), a California Department of Fish and Game protected species,
occursin the rocky portions of the canyon.

Wilder ness

After the 1984 flood destroyed much of the road through Surprise Canyon, especially the portion
downstreamfromLimekiln Spring, asegment of theold roadbedimmediately east of ChrisWicht Camp
that entered the canyon bottomwas left perched above the stream channel and I eft badly eroded, thus
preventing further vehicleuse. Duetothiswashout, the public established a new routeupthecanyonin
the streambed beginning about 0.3 mileswest of Chris Wicht Camp in 1989-90 to serve asabypass.
During thistimethe streambed and other landsadjacent to the maintained dirt road wereclassified asa
WildernessStudy Area. Thecreation of thisroutethroughthe Surprise Canyon WSA involved removal
of vegetationand alteration of the streambed by the passage of vehicles, which conflictedwithBLM’s
I nterim Management Policy and Guidelinesfor LandsUnder WildernessReview. InBLM Policy Manua
H-8550-1, Chapter 111 thepolicy clearly prohibitstheconstruction of new trail sunlesstheseimprovements
will preserve wilderness values and resources and will meet the non-impairment criteria

TheCdiforniaDesert Protection Act of 1994 designated the 29,180 acre Surprise Canyon Wildernesson
thewest face of thePanamint Mountains. TheAct identified avehicleaccesscorridor fromthe Panamint
Valleyto Panamint City. Thelegal descriptionfor the Surprise CanyonWildernessidentifiedtheorigina
road aignment found ontheU.S. Geol ogical Survey’ sBallarat Topographic Map createdin 1988 asthe
routeexcluded fromwilderness. Thewidth of thecorridor hasbeeninterpreted by BLM tobe60feet. (30
feet on either side of the centerline of the existing or formerly existing dirt road).

Approximately 1000 feet of the canyon bottomroute currently being used for access past Chris Wicht
Campiswithindesignated wildernessand motorized vehicleuseisprohibited under the WildernessAct
and the CdiforniaDesert Protection Act. Thewidth of the® cherry stem” routethat isexcluded from
wilderness is measured at 30 feet. from the centerline of the original roadbed, or 60 feet wide.

Water

Surprise Canyoncontainsthelongest perennia stream reachinthe Panamint Mountains. Thewatershed
for Surprise Canyonoriginateswithin Death Valley National Park wherethestreamis intermittent. At
Brewery Spring, just within the National Park, the flow reappears and flows as a perennial stream,
periodically becoming subsurface, to the mouth of the canyon bel ow ChrisWicht Camp, adistance of
approximately fivemiles. Thestreamflow wasestimated at 100-150 cubicfeet per secondinthecanyon
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narrowsinNovember 2000. Analysisof a water sampletakenfromthecreek downstreamfrom Limekiln
Spring on February 13, 1985 revea ed thetemperaturewas 13.0 degrees Centigrade, thepH was 7.0 and
thetotal dissolved solidswas 350 ppm. Thestream environment at thesamplelocationwasdescribed as
containing large-sized stones and coarse sand, with dlight shading from trees.

Area of Critical Environmental Concer n/Wildlife Habitat Management Area

Surprise Canyonwasdesignated asan Areaof Critical Environmental Concerninthe CDCA Planof 1980
inrecognition of the significant natural and cultural resources. Theareaisalsowithinthelarger West
Panamint Mountains Wildlife Habitat Management Area, also establishedin the CDCA Plan, andisa
Sikes Act Cooperative Management Area with the California Department of Fish and Game.

In the early drafts of the CDCA Plan all of the canyons of the western slope of the Panamint Range
containing riparian habitat were proposed asAreasof Critical Environmental Concern. Inthefina CDCA
Plan only Surprise Canyon was retained asan ACEC dueto itshighly significant natural and cultural
resourcesand resource-rel ated values. Themanagement planfor Surprise Canyonidentifiedthefollowing
objective for the ACEC’s management: “The planned objectives of this ACEC are protection and
enhancement of significant resourcesonthe Public Landswhile providingfor other resourceusestothe
extent they arecompatiblewiththeoveral goa of protection and enhancement of key natural and cultural
resources.”

Cultural Resources

Theaccessrouteup Surprise Canyon leadsto theabandoned ghost town of Panamint City, within Death
Valley National Park, which operated at itspeak inthe 1870s. The canyon onboth BLM and National
Park Serviceproperty containsextensiveandimportant historic and prehistoric cultural resourcesincluding
a historic townsite, mining and millsite structures, pictographs, and middens.

Outdoor Recreation

Surprise Canyon offers a variety of outdoor recreation experiences at the semi-primitive end of the
recreation opportunity spectrum. The canyon bottom formsacorridor thru the rugged 29,180 acre
Surprise CanyonWildernessand of fersoutstanding hiking, birdwatching, plant study, photography and
backpacking opportunities. The hikefrom Chris Wicht Camp along this perennial stream and thru the
narrow sl ot canyonto theabandoned ghost town of Panamint City isbecoming well known asoneof the
most outstanding hikes in the northern California Desert.

Routedesignation hasnot been compl eted for thissection of the CaliforniaDesert Conservation Area-
BLM routeP 71iscurrently being managed asan existing open route pending formal designation. The
routeisaccessibleonly to short wheel -base4-whed drivevehicleswithwinchesandrequiresavery high
degreeof operator skill level. Most vehi clesmust bewinched up and downthe canyonwaterfalsand many
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vehiclessustain damageduring the ascent/descent. Anestimated 100 motor vehiclesper year makethe
triptoPanamint City . Thisextremely challenging jeep route hasbeen promoted through 4-wheel drive
magazines, web pagesand through video asone of themost challenging jeeptrailsinthe United States.

TheBLM hasissued aspecia recreation permit tothe CaliforniaAssociation of 4-Wheel DriveClubsinc.
over thelast ten yearsto conduct jeep runsup the canyonas part of the Association’ sannual Panamint
Valley Days. Duringthisevent, upto 25 vehiclestour thecanyonunder theBLM permit. Thispermitwas
last issued in 2000.

Visual Resources

Usingthe BLM Visual Resource Management System, Surprise Canyon received the highest Scenic
Quality Rating available (Class A). Thiswas areflection of the continued stream flow and riparian
vegetation and the narrow slot canyonand waterfalls. At thefar eastern edge of the BLM managed
segment of the canyon, along thenorthwall isaremarkableseep formationknown as Limekiln Spring.
Thisspring has ashaded grottothat iscovered withthick growthsof maidenhair fernand mossandisfed
by asteady dripping curtain of water - aspectacular verdant feature set against the rough and parched
canyon wall.

Private Land Access

The Surprise Canyonroute providesonemeansof access(i.e., by certain, highly modified four whed drive
vehicles) toprivatelandswithin Death Valey National Park at Panamint City. Accessby motorizedvehicle
now isextremely difficult duetotheflood damage and alterati on of theformer road through the canyon.
Atleast threeindividuasown property at thissite, however, itisunlikely that they accesstheproperty on
aregular basisdueto theextreme condition of theroad and the demands motorized access placesupon
a4-whee drivevehicle. Thereisno other motorized accessintotheprivateland parcels. Accessby foot
through the canyonisaso available, in addition to helicopter access by flying into Panamint City on
patented land, which may require specia authorization from the National Park Service.

Wild & Scenic Rivers

Surprise Canyonwasthe subject of andigibility study in December 2000 examining potential additionsto
the National Wild and Scenic Rivers Systemfor riverine systemsin the Northern and Eastern Mojave
Desert Management Planning Area. Thisdligibility report evaluated Surprise Canyon under theguiddines
presented in the National Wild and Scenic River Act and within BLM Manual 8351. This report
concludedthat the4.0 milelong streamreach fromtheboundary of Death Valley Nationa Park to Chris
Wicht Camp wasdligibleunder aclassificationof Scenicto befurther studiedto determinesuitability for
designation. Thestream reach qualified aseligibledueto the Surprise Canyon stream havinganumber of
outstandingly remarkablefeaturessuch assupportingaClass” A” Scenic Quality Rating; habitat for alarge
number of sengitive plantsanimal's; exemplary riparian, ecological, and geol ogical features, and having
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outstanding opportunities for semi-primitive recreation.
CHAPTERS

ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES

Thischapter disclosesthe anticipated impactsof the proposed actionto affected resourcesin Surprise
Canyon.

Critical Element Affected Critical Element Affected
Yes No Yes No
Air Quality * T & E Species *
ACEC * Wastes, Haz. Mat. *
Cultural Res. * Water Quality *
Farmlands * Wetlands/Riparian ~ *
Floodplains * Wild & Sc. Rivers *
Native American * Wilderness *
Vegetation

The proposed actionwould have apositiveimpact onthe extensiveriparian/wetl and vegetation | ocated
throughout the canyon bottom. Whiletheshort term effectsof theinterim closureactionwould bedifficult
to measure, depending ontheduration of theinterim closure, amorelong-term closurewould eventually
resultinthe devel opment of matureriparian vegetation acrosstheentirestream channel. Floodsthat carry
dlt and debrisdownthroughthissitewill be slowed by the vegetation and drop materia throughout the
zone. Thisdeposited materia will fill intheroad rutsand eventually build upthebaseof thechannel. The
development of natural channelsmeandering throughtheriparianareawill bemorestableand ensureless
vegetationisremovedinfuturefloods. Asthechannel builds, morewater will beretainedinthesystemand
released over alonger period of timeresultinginamorestablestream flow. Withtheremova of motorized
vehiclesfromthe canyon, theriparian habitat could berestored to the point wherethe system exceedsthe
BLM'’s national standards for a properly functioning riparian system

TheBasic Saxicole Plant Assemblagewoul d largely be unaffected by the proposed action. Most of the
vehicle activity isconfined to the canyon bottomand the associ ated riparian habitat zone. The Federal
sengitive speciesthat are confined to limestone outcropsand tal usslopes, including Panamint dudleya,
Death Vdley round-leaved phaceliaand Panamint daisy, would recel veadditiona protectionthroughthis
proposed action viathe reduction of potential threats posed by motorized vehicle use in the canyon.

Monitoring conducted during October 2000 strongly indicatesthat thesystemisnot meetingtheBLM’ s

standardsfor aproperly functioningriparian system dueto theeffectsof vehicleuseonthecanyonerosion
processes. Of particular concernisthelossof sinuosity apparent inthe streambed wherevehicleusehas
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channeled the water into deep wheel ruts. Thetrailbed created by vehicle useisbelow thelevel of the
adj acent riparian vegetation and i saccel erating drainage, increasing erosion and weakening thesystem’ s
ability to absorb large streamflow events.

Wildlife

The proposed actionwould have a positive effect on wildlife that depend on the riparian and aquatic
environment in Surprise Canyon. Allowingthecanyonriparianareasto matureinto astable, multistory
riparianwoodland wouldincreasetheavail able nesting, cover and foraging componentsof thehabitat and
provideincreased solitudefor speciessenstiveto humandisturbance such asthe desert bighorn sheep.

Asvegetationlitter buildsinthe affected riparian habitat, anincreaseinthe diversity and abundance of
reptileswould be expected. Greater and regular surface water flow, and increased habitat for aquatic
insects would benefit insectivorous species such as bats.

ThePanamintaligator lizard, aCdiforniaBLM sensitivespeciesand aCaliforniaDepartment of Fishand
Game special concernand protected species, would receiveadditional protectionthroughthisproposed
action. Thelizard inhabits the rocky canyon bottom near permanent water overgrown with riparian
vegetation where vehicle use is currently occurring.

Therich assemblageof bird speciesdependant onthe canyon bottom riparian systemwoul d benefit from
the proposed actionthrough areductionin disturbance during the breeding and nesting season. Over 70
specieshavebeen reportedinthe Surprise Canyonriparian areaincluding severa Federd sengitivespecies
- yellowwarbler (1978) and prairiefalcon (1978 & 2000). Thesuitability of thecanyon aspotentia habitat
for the Southwestern willow flycatcher andtheleast Bells' vireo, both Federal endangered species, would
beimproved by the restoration of the willow riparian habitat brought about through the elimination of
motorized vehicle use.

Thedesert bighorn sheep that inhabit theregion surrounding the canyonwoul d benefit from the proposed
actionthrough areductioninthe frequency of disturbance while seeking water and during thelambing
season. Thewater sourcesin Surprise Canyon are an essential resource for the desert bighorn sheep
populationinthePanamint Mountains, aCdiforniaBLM sengtiveand aCaliforniaDepartment of Fishand
Game fully protected species.

A reduction in the amount of disturbance and the enhancement of riparian habitat resulting from the
proposed action would provide positive benefitsfor the foraging and roosting habitat of a number of
CdliforniaBLM and California Department of Fish and Game sensitive bat species. Theseincludethe
spotted bat, western mastiff bat, Townsend’ shig-eared bat, palid bat, fringed myotis, Westernsmdl-
footed myotis and long-eared myatis.

Aquatic habitat woul d beenhanced by theelimination of vehicleimpactsto the stream substrateand water
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pollution caused by sediment, spilled gasolineand lubricating oils. Thiswill increasethequaity and extent
of this habitat and have a positive effect on the native springsnail population in the stream
environment.

Wilderness

The proposed action would provide a positive impact to wilderness values in the Surprise Canyon
Wildernesswithinthe segmentsof the canyon wherethemotorized vehicleroute crossesinto designated
wilderness. Therestoration of riparian habitat inthese sectionswoul d enhancethe natural nessof these

areas and the elimination of motorized vehicle use would improve the opportunity for solitude.

Water Quality

The proposed actionwould have apositive impact on water quality through the reduction of sediment
dischargeand by thedlimination of accidentd oil and gasdischargesfrom damaged vehicles. Overall water
quality would improve along with the restoration of the riparian system.

A fieldingpection conducted on October 31, 2000 by an Engineering Geol ogist fromthe L ahontan Regiond
Water Quality Control Board observed that asignificant part of theroutetravel ed by motorized vehicles
in Surprise Canyonislocated inthe creek bed and that vehiclesdrivinginthe creek bed hasresultedina
significant dischargeof earthen materia intothecreek. Thedischargeof earthen materia to surfacewaters
isaviolation of the Porter-CologneWater Quality Control Act andtheWater Quality Control Planfor the
Lahontan Region.

BLM conducted water testing in the canyonin November 2000 before, during and after the Panamint
Valley Daysfour wheed drivevehicleevent. Water quality testing wasconducted for total dissolved solids,
total suspended solids, and hydrocarbon(oil and grease). Overall thetest resultsshowed anincreasein
dissolved and suspended solidsduring theevent that returned to nearly original level swithin 72 hours. No
hydrocarbon oil or grease was detected through the sampling period.

The BLM isaware of several recent vehicle accidentsin the stream bed. Thelikelihood of additional
accidentsoccurringif therouteisnot closed could result inresource damagetowater quality andriparian
systems.

Area of Critical Environmental Concern

Theproposed action would haveapositiveimpact onthe Surprise Canyon Areaof Critical Environmental
Concern. The management planfor the A CEC stressed the protecti onand enhancement of theriparian
habitat, sensitive plant and animal speciesand cultura resourcesinthecanyon. Other multipleuseswere
to beprovidedforintheareaonly to the extent that they remain compatiblewiththeoveral ACEC goals
of protecting and enhancing natural resources. Thedeterioration of theriparian areaand water quality due
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to motorized vehicle recreation has exceeded the compatibility threshold of the ACEC.

Cultural Resources

The proposed actionwould increase the level of protectionto the remaining cultural resourceswithin
Surprise Canyonfrom collectionand damage. Thecollection of artifactswould bereduced by thefact that
these items would have to be carried out of the canyon rather than transported by a motor vehicle.

Outdoor Recreation

The proposed actionwould have apositive impact on non-motorized recreationin the canyon such as
hiking, birdwatching, plant study, photography and backpacking. The opportunity to experience
natural nessand solitudewoul d be enhanced by theelimination of thesight and sound of motorized vehicles.

Theproposed actionwould have anegativeimpact on motorized recreationin the Panamint Mountains.
Theclosureof P 71 would éiminate one of the most challenging 4-wheel driveroutes still availablein
Cdlifornia. Theproposed actionwould adversely affect aportion of thefour wheel driveusersseekinga
unique, motorized vehicle experience and technical challengein aremote backcountry setting. BLM
estimatesthat lessthan 100 four wheel drive vehiclesareoperated in Surprise Canyonper year. Asthe
riparian habitat isrestoredin thecanyon, thepotential for all owing motorized vehicleuseto continueinan
environmentally compatible manner at some point in the future becomes increasingly difficult.

While 4-wheel drive opportunitiesstill remain open inthe Panamint onBLM managed landsin Goler,
Redlands, South Park, MiddlePark, Pleasant, Jackpot, Coyoteand Jail canyonsandwithinDeathValley
Nationa Park in ButteValey and Johnson, Hanaupah, Trail, Wood, Telephoneand Lemoignecanyons.
Whilenoneof theseroutesoffer the opportunity to driveup aflowing stream or winch amotor vehicleup
awaterfall, it isunlikely that this kind of opportunity existsanywhere elsein the United States dueto
environmental concerns.

BLM would ceasetoissueaspecial recreation permitsinvolving theuseof motorized vehicleson Route
P71 for the duration of the closure. Thiswouldincludethetraditional four wheel drive event through
Surprise Canyon sponsored by the California Association of 4-Wheel Drive Clubs Inc. during the
PanamintValey Daysevent. TheBLM would still congder authorizing four whed drivevehicleeventsinto
the remaining open routes in the Panamint and the adjacent Argus Range.

Private Land Access

M otorized accessinto Surprise Canyon beyond ChrisWicht Camp for theownersof private property at
Panamint City would be provided for under the proposed action through awritten authorizationfromthe
Fied OfficeManager. Such an authorization would include certain stipul ations deemed necessary to
reduce the impact of motorized vehicle use on sensitive resources of Surprise Canyon.
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CUMULATIVE IMPACTS

Theactionof closingafivemilesection of motorized vehicletrail inthe Panamint Mountainswill not have
asignificant affect, inand of itsdlf, ontheoveral OHV recreetion route network inthe Panamint Mountains.
Withinthe Panamint M ountainson BLM and Nationa Park Servicemanaged lands, fourteen other canyons
and other areasremain openfor OHV recreation useon over 150 milesof semi-primitivemotorized routes
andtrails. Motorized accesswithinthelower 4.5 milesof Surprise Canyonwill remain openunder this
alternative and motorized access would be authorized for private land owners to Panamint City.

Theadverse cumulativeimpact of thisproposed actionisthat thisclosurewill add totheoverall trendin
the CdiforniaDesert ConservationAreato further restrict off-highway vehiclerecreation. Reasonably
foreseeabl edevel opmentssuch asthe West M ojave and North East M ojave Habitat Management Plans
and the California Desert Conservation Area route designation process will collectively eliminate a
significant number of routesandtrailscurrently availablefor OHV recreation useinthe Southern California
region.

CHAPTER 6

MITIGATION MEASURES AND RESIDUAL IMPACTS

Sincethisproposal ishot expected to causeany significant adverseenvironmental impacts, no mitigation
measuresareproposed and no residual impactsareanticipated. V ehicleuseby ownersof privateproperty
inthevicinity of Panamint City wouldbeallowed under controlled conditionsso that thetypeof vehicle,
number of vehicles, time of year, and other necessary measureswould be addressed by BLM onacase
by case basisin coordinationwiththe California Department of Fishand Game and the Regional Water
Quality Control Board.

CHAPTER 7

LIST OF PREPARERS (INTERDISCIPLINARY TEAM)

Resource Management Specialist/Environmental Coordinator Ahmed Mohsen
Outdoor Recreation Planner Dave Wash
Outdoor Recreation Planner Craig Beck
Natural Resources Speciaist Glenn Harris
Wildlife Biologist Bob Parker
Wildlife Biologist Joyce Schlachter
Wilderness Specidist Katie Wash
Resources Management Branch Chief Jeffrey B. Aardahl
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FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT/DECISION RECORD

| havereviewed thisenvironmental assessment including theexplanation and resol ution of any potentialy
sgnificant environmenta impacts. | havedetermined that the proposed actionwill not haveany significant
impactsonthe humanenvironment and that anEl Sisnot required. | havedetermined that the proposed
project isinconformancewiththe approved land useplan. 1tismy decisiontoimplement theproposed
action as described in the environmenta assessment.

Approved By:

Authorized Officer: /9 Date:
Hector Villalobos, Fied Office Manager
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