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December 22, 2021 

Sarah Mongano 
Senior Environmental Scientist 
California State Lands Commission  
100 Howe Avenue, Suite 100-South  Sent by email: 
Sacramento, CA 95825    CEQA.comments@sic.ca.gov      
 
Subject: Stagecoach Solar Project DEIR Comments 

Dear Ms. Mongano, 

Please accept these comments on the Stagecoach Solar Draft EIR. The Morongo Basin Conservation 
Association advocates for a healthy desert environment that nurtures our rural character, cultural 
wealth, and economic well-being.  
 
Please incorporate by reference the Communities Coalition letter with many local organizations and 
individuals signed on, including MBCA.  
 
We also echo the findings regarding scenic SH-247 of Betty Munson, Committee Chair of the Scenic 247 
Committee in her letter and Jim Harvey, President of the Homestead Valley Community Council, in his 
letter and ask that they be included by reference. Over the years members of our board have worked on 
this scenic project so we emphasize the following issue. In addition, we reference the comments from 
the Lucerne Valley Economic Development Association (LVEDA). 
 

PROTECTION OF COUNTY SCENIC HIGHWAY 247 

The DEIR accurately states many times when analyzing the Aesthetic criteria that the scenic vistas of SH-
247 would be compromised by the Proposed Project, Gen-tie line, and substation. For example: 

Overall Visual Sensitivity: High. For viewers in the vicinity of KOP 4, combining the  
equally weighted Moderate to High visual quality, High viewer concern, and High viewer 
exposure results in an overall rating of High for visual sensitivity of the visual setting and viewing 
characteristics. 
(DEIR 4.1-9-10) 

 
Cumulative Solar Projects 
The proposed Stagecoach Facilities lease area covers 3,570 acres of which approximately 1,975 acres 
would be occupied by the solar panels, ancillary project facilities, and a Generation Plant. The 
Stagecoach Gen-tie Line would run approximately 9.1 miles, connecting the Generation Plant to the 
Calcite Substation proposed by SCE. Approval of these combined projects will trigger the Ord Mountain 
Solar (483 acres), Calcite Solar (664 acres, 4 sites), and Sienna Solar (1630 acres, 4 sites) Projects to wake 
up and move out of their holding pattern to also seek approval. It is probable that Utility Solar Projects 
could line both sides of the County-Designated Scenic Highway-247. This Route is eligible for State 
Scenic Highway designation. See Figures 1 and 2 
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The DEIR concludes 
 
4.1.3 Significance Criteria 
“As contained in the State California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) Guidelines, impacts  
to aesthetics are considered significant if the Proposed Project would: 
(b) Substantially damage scenic resources including, but not limited to, trees,  
 rock outcroppings, and historic buildings within a State scenic highway.  
 Although SR-247 is a State-Eligible and County-Designated Scenic Highway, there  
are no State-Designated Scenic Highways in the study area. Therefore, the  
Proposed Project would not result in an aesthetic/visual impact under this criterion.” 
(DEIR page 4.1-16 bold added)  
 

Both the Scenic Highway 247 Committee letter (page 7 of 8) and the Homestead Valley Community 
Council letter point out the mistaken conclusion that there would be no aesthetic/visual impact. 

“Scenic Designation  
The County has designated S.R. 247 as scenic. The State has established it as eligible for scenic 
designation, therefore, it already has scenic protection under Chapter 27 of the California 
Department of Transportation Standard Environmental Program 
Reference: 
“The intent of the State Scenic Highway Program is to protect and enhance California's natural 
scenic beauty. If a highway is listed as eligible for official designation, it is also part of the 
Scenic Highway System and care must be taken to preserve its eligible status.”   

 (Committee letter, page 7 of 8, bold added) See Figures 2, 3, and 4.
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Figure 2 Cumulative impact of Industrialization of the SH-247 scenic corridor. 

Figure 3. Visibility of Proposed Solar Projects, Transmission line, and Substation along State Highway 247  

Figure 4. This photograph shows the 150-acres 

Cascade Solar structure near Joshua Tree Dry Lake 

in Joshua Tree. There is no problem distinguishing 

the landscape from the activity. The differences 

win out. The Black-throated Sparrow may find it 

more difficult. Is that a lake where I can get a drink 

and snag a few insects? 
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Approval of the Stagecoach Solar Project would kill the State Scenic Designation and seriously 

impact the local economy. 

CARBON SEQUESTRATION AND STORAGE IN THE DESERT UNDERGROUND 

The California State Lands Commission 2021-2025 Strategic Plan puts “Leading Climate Action “at the 
top of its list of featured strategies to meet the challenges of proactively addressing climate change.  
 

“The CSLC is responsible for managing and enhancing State-owned School Lands in order  
to provide revenue for the California State Teachers’ Retirement Fund. The CSLC is also  
required to identify new, sustainable, equitable, and responsible revenue streams,  
including consideration of project requests for proposals with desired revenue-generating  
activities like solar, geothermal, wind, and wave energy (CSLC 2021b). The CSLC is also  
committed to supporting State renewable energy goals. Therefore, the CSLC will review  
the Proposed Project for its ability to develop school lands into a productive resource base  
that generates revenue (CSLC 2020). The long-term leasing of school lands for solar  
energy generation creates ongoing income for the California State Teachers’ Retirement  
Fund.” (DEIR ES-7) 

 
However, there is a catch. The DEIR does not address the presence or absence of the underground root 
connecting mycorrhizal fungi known to sequester carbon in healthy undisturbed desert systems. That 
absorbed carbon is stored long term in the buried caliche. 1  
 
With construction, the carbon capture would be terminated, and underground carbon emitted into the 
atmosphere when the soil is graded, the plants removed, and the solar panel poles inserted into the 
ground possibly destroying a caliche layer. With decommissioning successful revegetation to the original 
condition (if possible) could take from 50 to 300 years. The functioning system could take up to 3000 
years to be operational. 2 
 
CEQA GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS. Would the project: 
a)  Generate greenhouse gas emissions, either directly or indirectly, that may have a significant impact 
on the environment? 
 
The DEIR calculates carbon emissions from vehicles, but it does not address the carbon emissions from 
the soil environment resulting from construction activities or the long-term loss of carbon capture until 
soil functionality is restored.   
 
b)  Conflict with an applicable plan, policy or regulation adopted for the purpose of reducing the 
emissions of greenhouse gases? 
 

 
1 See attached white paper “Notes on Models of Carbon Dynamics for the California Deserts” prepared by Dr. 
Michael E. Allen. Ph.D. Distinguished Professor Emeritus Department of Microbiology and Plane Pathology, U.C. 
Riverside.  
2 J.E. Lovich and D. Bainbridge. Anthropogenic degradation of the southern California desert ecosystem and 
prospects for natural recovery and restoration. Environmental Management 1999. 
PDF available on Google Scholar 
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Refer to Governor Newsome’s Executive Order (EO) N-82-20, signed October 2020 
 
From the California Natural Resources Agency 
“The EO outlined a comprehensive and results-oriented nature-based solutions agenda for California, 
including the development of a Natural and Working Lands Climate Smart Strategy (NWLCSS) to align 
relevant existing state efforts under one cohesive strategy and identify land management actions that 
help protect climate vulnerable communities, achieve carbon neutrality, improve public health and 
safety, and expand economic opportunity.   
 
“Nature-based solutions” describe actions that work with, and enhance nature to help address societal 
challenges. This term is an umbrella concept being used across the world to describe a range of 
ecosystem-related approaches that protect and restore nature to deliver multiple outcomes, including 
addressing climate change, protecting public health, increasing equity, and protecting biodiversity. “ 
https://resources.ca.gov/Initiatives/Expanding-Nature-Based-Solutions  
 
We assume CSLS is an active partner in the NWLCSS.  
 
The California Air Resources Board is charged with calculating stored carbon. To learn about future 
calculation efforts please consult Adam Moreno adam.moreno@arb.ca.gov  
The attached white paper from Dr. Michael Allen was provided to Dr. Moreno to support his work.  
 
On December 20, 2021, Pat Flanagan (MBCA board member) asked Dr. Allen to comment on the 
following from the DEIR: 

“The soils in the Proposed Project area are not expected to contain caliche layers; the soils 
generally contain low to very low percentages of calcium carbonate and no restrictive layers are 
noted by the NRCS for the Proposed Project site soils (NRCS 2021).” DEIR 4.7-8 

 
Following is Dr. Allen’s reply by email with his permission to include in these comments: 
 
Pat, 
“It is true that caliche layers may not be in the upper soil layers under these conditions. But the CaCO3 
that forms caliche percolates through these layers, down stream, and down through soil. I’ve attached 
three slides from a presentation I made in 2019. 

 
 
The first shows the CaCO3 accumulating on the 
underside of a rock in a dry stream-bed, coming 
out from Joshua Tree NP. of sandy surface: 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

https://resources.ca.gov/Initiatives/Expanding-Nature-Based-Solutions
mailto:adam.moreno@arb.ca.gov
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The second shows microscopically how CaCO3 
forms, then dissolves and leaches deeper, then 
re-forms along mycorrhizal fungal hyphae, 
from Deep Canyon: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The third slide shows a caliche layer below loess 
soil, that is relatively coarse near Palm Springs. 
 
At present, there is no good way to determine 
deep caliche without digging/coring. In 2015, I 
proposed to develop an integrated approach 
using maps (from the NRCS), integrated with 
ground penetrating radar to look for 
discontinuities, and using UV imaging (caliche 
fluoresces under UV light). But that proposal 
was turned down by the CEC.” 
 
 

Michael Fred Allen 
Distinguished Professor Emeritus, University of California Riverside 
Director of Scientific Research, Rhizosystems, LLC. 
https://rhizosystems.com/ 

FURTHER 
The Jurisdictional Map on page 5 of the CSLC 2021-2025 Strategic Plan shows many sections of land in 
the California Desert which could be as intact as the CSLC lands in the North Lucerne Valley being 
studied for Stagecoach Solar project.  
 
Figure 5. Google Earth close up of area within the 
proposed solar site showing the intactness of the 
mature desert creosote scrub. Notice the large 
ancient creosote ring to the left of center. Clones, 
aged hundreds to thousands of years are 
ubiquitous on the site. 
 
The California Desert covering 27% of the state 

has 38% of the native plants. Of the 2,450 species 

25% are endemic to the desert. The California 
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Desert is the largest intact ecosystem in the continental United States.  Only 5% of the CA desert flora is 

represented by invasive non-native species, compared to an average of 20% of the rest of the CA flora. If 

the CA Desert region were a state it would rank #18/50 in total vascular plant diversity. 3  In support of 

the desert flora there are between 500-650 species of native pollinating bees.4 In addition there are 16 

species of native amphibians, 56 species of native reptiles, 425 bird species, 7 species of insectivores, 20 

bat species, 4 species of lagomorphs, 48 rodent species, 12 carnivore species and 2 even-toed 

mammals.5 

EO N-82-20 places emphasis on preserving the biodiversity of our natural lands. 

IT IS HEREBY ORERED THAT: 
1. To combat the biodiversity and climate crises, the California Natural  
Resources Agency, in consultation with the California Department of  
Food and Agriculture, the California Environmental Protection Agency  
and other state agencies, is directed to establish the California  
Biodiversity Collaborative (Collaborative) to bring together other  
governmental partners, California Native American tribes, experts,  
business and community leaders and other stakeholders from across  
California to protect and restore the State's biodiversity. State  
agencies will consult the Collaborative on efforts to:  
 

a. Establish a baseline assessment of California's biodiversity that  
builds upon existing data and information, utilizes best available  
science and traditional ecological knowledge, and can be  
updated over time.  
 
b. Analyze and project the impact of climate change and other  
stressors on California's biodiversity.  
 
c. Inventory current biodiversity efforts across all sectors and land  
managers and highlight opportunities for additional action to  
preserve and enhance biodiversity.  
 
d. Expand the communication and use of information, indicators  
and tools to monitor, track and protect California's biodiversity  
and natural resources.  
 
e. Advance multi-benefit, voluntary and cooperative approaches  
that protect and restore biodiversity while stewarding natural  
and working lands, building climate resilience, and supporting  
economic sustainability. 

 

 
3 James M. Andre. Floristic Diversity and Discovery in the California Desert. Fremontia. Vol. 42. No.1. Pages 3-8. 
4 Michael C. Orr, PhD. Joshua Tree Science https://www.nps.gov/jotr/learn/nature/jtnp-science.html  
5 The California Desert: An Introduction to Natural Resources and Man’s Impact. Editors June Latting and Peter 
Rowlands. 1995. 

https://www.nps.gov/jotr/learn/nature/jtnp-science.html
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Thank you for this opportunity to comment on Stagecoach Solar Project. We request the ‘NO-PROJECT’ 
alternative be adopted for the reasons outlined above and in the referenced correspondence. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Steve Bardwell, President 
For the of Board Directors 
President - Steve Bardwell, Pioneertown 
Vice President - David Fick, Joshua Tree 
Secretary - Laraine Turk, Joshua Tree 
Treasurer - Cathy Zarakov, Yucca Valley 
Director - Stacy Doolittle, Joshua Tree 
Director - Brian Hammer, Lucerne Valley 
Director - Janet Johnston, Joshua Tree 
Director - Sarah Kennington, Pioneertown 
Director - Pat Flanagan, Twentynine Palms 
Director - Arch McCulloch, Morongo Valley 
Director - Ruth Rieman, Flamingo Heights 
Director - Dr. Gary Stiler, Morongo Valley 
 
Susy Boyd, MNR 
Master of Natural Resources 
Forests and Climate Change 
Lucerne Valley   
 
CC 
Col. Paul Cook (Ret.) (First District Supervisor;  
Supervisor.Cook@bos.sbcounty.gov )  
 
Janice Rutherford (Second District Supervisor;  
SupervisorRutherford@sbcounty.gov ) 
 
Dawn Rowe (Vice Chair and Third District Supervisor; 
SupervisorRowe@sbcounty.gov ) 
 
Curt Hagman (Chairman and Fourth District Supervisor; 
SupervisorHagman@sbcounty.gov ) 
 
Joe Baca, Jr. (Fifth District Supervisor; 
Supervisor.Baca@bos.sbcounty.gov ) 
 
Karen Watkins (karen.watkins@lus.sbcounty.gov ) 
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