Mono Lake Lessons Learned

Responsibility and Vigilance for the Long Run

by Geoffrey McQuilkin

drove north, a few weeks ago, past Mono Lake, past

flocks of phalaropes swooping over the lake’s surface,

past grebes diving and splashing in the salty water—and
suddenly and unexpectedly, past a freshly planted sign that
blared “Real Estate Auction . . . 3,700 acres.”

Back at the office, a fax came in: this auction of land just
northeast of Mono Lake was highlighted in the Wall Street
Journal real estate section. The article pointed out that “. . .
some brokers suspect this land may be ideal for slicing up into
golf courses and small housing communities.”

The Journal may well be reporting what the big out-of-town
developers think. But | take a contrary view, and | bet you do
too. Mono Lake and its surrounding lands are doing great just
as they are—they are not ideal for slicing up into anything.

Why do we see slicing up Mono Basin lands as
disagreeable? Because we share a vision of this remarkable
place. A vision in which the lake is healthy, supporting a
unique ecosystem including millions of migratory and nesting
birds. A vision in which forests full of wildlife once again
follow the flowing waters of Mono’s tributary streams to the
lake’s edge. A vision in which scenic mountain and lake vistas
and wide open spaces are the hallmarks of the Mono Basin.

A vision that this special corner of California can remain as
it is, that our children can visit and learn from it as we have.
Avision that includes people, be they in Los Angeles or Lee
Vining, and expects that they can look beyond self interest to

“Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful,
committed people can change the world. Indeed,
it is the only thing that ever has.”

— Margaret Mead

One of the great things about summer in the Mono Basin is
the chance to meet so many Mono Lake Committee members
in the Information Center and Bookstore. | always find it
refreshing to talk with such thoughtful, caring, well informed
people. Protection efforts, restoration work, education
programs, science support—members are interested in it all!

In August, | was talking with one Committee member who
was clearly proud to be a part of so many successful Mono Lake
endeavors. He began ticking off a list of successes: The rising
lake, the restoration of Rush and Lee Vining creeks, stopping
the effort to strip state park protection from the lake, ending the
poorly planned shoreline widening of the highway, preventing
the subdivision of land at the lake’s edge, and more.

Committee members and Committee staff achieved each
of those successes together, speaking up for Mono Lake to be
certain that the right thing happened. As he talked, I couldn’t
help but be proud right along with him.

Then, I have to admit, | began to worry that this friendly
Committee supporter thought that once these fights wrapped up,
we’d have Mono Lake’s future squarely in hand and our work
on the lake’s behalf would be done. | began to worry, in short,
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act in environmentally sound ways.

But not everyone shares our vision. And thus something
more is required of us.
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that he hadn’t seen that land auction sign by the highway and
didn’t know there was yet another challenge ahead.

I should have had more faith. Committee members get it,
as they always have, and it is rejuvenating to hear. For as he
prepared to go, he looked me in the eye, told me he’d be back,
and said “keep fighting the good fight.” And whether or not he
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had seen that land auction sign didn’t matter, for he knew the

core truth: Mono Lake requires, from us all, unending vigilance.

We’ve been here before. The Committee won the great water
fight with the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power
(DWP) in 1994. Was it over, time to head home? Was that all
the Committee stood for: a lake level on a piece of paper?

Mono Lake supporters knew better. Mono Lake is a
place worth saving—for us, for our children. That’s a
long-term commitment.

In the days since the water fight, Committee members
have stayed committed, in huge numbers. And that level of
commitment has motivated new folks who share our vision
to join the effort. I’'m always impressed that fully half of the
Committee’s members have joined up since the DWP fight
came to an end!

Why have we all taken on this collective responsibility
and stayed committed? | think, quite simply, it is because
we love Mono Lake and the surrounding lands of the Mono
Basin. That motivates us to take on responsibility for Mono
Lake’s future. Responsibility for preserving ecological health,
responsibility for bringing
back the natural wealth that an
earlier generation took from
us through excessive water
diversions, responsibility for
preserving the unique character
of the area, responsibility for
sharing this special place with
the next generation.

| suspect this is what
unites the 15,000 Mono
Lake Committee members:
a common belief in personal
responsibility that motivates us
to put our time and energy and
even money on the line to be
certain the right thing happens
at Mono Lake.

The results have been
remarkable. Here at Mono Lake,
with 27 years of grassroots
effort, we’ve shown California
and the country that we can do
it. We’ve made a statement: we
will be responsible—we will
do the right thing to protect
the millions of birds, unique
ecosystem, scenic beauty, and
vibrant streams and forests of
this extraordinary place. And not only are we doing it, we’re
doing it with win-win solutions, the biggest example being the
ability to meet the real water needs of Los Angeles without
destroying Mono Lake.

So, what of that land auction sign? Well, its appearance was

a surprise, but it wasn’t unexpected; the Committee has been
tracking plans for the auction parcel for several years.

Mono Lake has room for people—but there’s no room
for unplanned growth, overdevelopment, and profit-driven
subdivision. There are viable alternatives, such as land trades
and conservation easements, and now is the time to make
sure our vision charts the future for Mono Lake. You can be
sure that Committee staff are already working to create new
alternatives, figuring out how to make them a reality in the
Mono Basin—how to turn vigilance into results.

I walked, in mid-summer, upstream along Mill Creek, past
the dry channels of the once-healthy stream, past the downed
trunks of hundred-year-old trees, past the signs of wildlife
long gone—and suddenly, past a great green cottonwood
towering more than fifty feet overhead, leaves rustling in the
breeze, birds in its branches.

I was walking through the remains of the great gallery
forest of Mill Creek. The cottonwood is a remnant—a
surviving fragment—of the
rich streamside forest that
once stretched six miles
from the mountain canyon
to the shores of Mono Lake,
harboring songbirds, fish, deer,
waterfowl, and other wildlife.
Somehow that cottonwood
survives today on the thin flow
left in Mill Creek, providing
clues of what this once-rich
stream might be like if brought
back to health.

Back in the office, stacks of
reports, studies, and legal filings
speak to the ongoing effort to
repair Mill Creek’s troubles.
With continuing vigilance,
water that is grabbed at an
upstream diversion point, far
in excess of legal rights, will
flow again down the creek, and
restoration of Mono’s third-
largest tributary will begin.

That land auction sign is
still out there, reminding us
of challenges ahead. The
remnants of Mill Creek’s
forest, that tree swaying in the breeze, do much more. They
provide hope. Hope that, by being responsible, staying
vigilant and doing the right thing—all the things that
Committee members do every day—the Mono Lake and
Mono Basin of the future will be even healthier and more
vibrant than they are today. <
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