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INTRODUCTION 
 
On Saturday, November 27, 2004, sixteen Desert Survivors hiked into the Bureau of Land Management’s 
(BLM’s) Central Closure Area in the Imperial Sand Dunes Recreation Area. The objective of this all-day 
hike was to observe on the ground any vehicle trespass into the Closure Area.  Land within the boundaries 
of the 42,000-acre Central Closure Area was closed to vehicle entry in November 2000 to protect the 
Peirson’s Milkvetch, a threatened plant species.  Vehicular trespass into the Closure on holiday and other 
weekends has been reported for many years.  On this Thanksgiving Weekend, Desert Survivors wanted to 
see if off-roaders were honoring the closure and staying out of the Dunes, and if the BLM was enforcing 
the closure.   
 
The sixteen hikers carried topographic maps, compasses, GPS units, cameras, notebooks, and a copy of 
the BLM’s map of the Closure Area, plus map copies from the BLM’s Imperial Sand Dunes Recreation 
Area Management Plan.  The group located evidence of trespass on the topographic map of the Closure 
using GPS coordinates for accuracy.  Photographs were taken of wheel tracks and damaged plants, and of 
some of the trespassing riders themselves.  Notes were written in notebooks carried for that purpose.  A 
cellular phone was used to communicate with BLM operatives who were give on-the-spot reports of 
trespassing vehicles from inside the Closure Area.  Notes, photographs and GPS coordinates are reported 
in this document.   
 
Topographic maps used were USGS Ogilby CA 7.5© and Cactus CA 7.5©.  All of the Closure Area walked 
by the hikers is shown on the latter; the former was used only on the approach and exit.  GPS coordinates 
were recorded on North American Datum 1927 (NAD 27) to conform to the topographic maps used. 
 
The hike began on Ogilby Road about 1.5 miles north of the railroad siding of Ogilby, at GPS 
Coordinates UTM 07.02.599, 36.35.089.  The hikers started out toward the Closure Area at Azimuth 240 
degrees, using a prominent microwave tower as a guide.  The Union Pacific Railroad tracks were crossed 
1.3 miles from the highway.  At a point 2.0 miles from the highway, a rest stop was taken.  Hikers then 
proceeded at an Azimuth of approximately 262 degrees to a road in the desert just short of the Closure’s 
east boundary.  A line of “area closed”  signs marking the east boundary was noted a short way farther 
west.  Hikers then moved into the Closure Area from the boundary at an Azimuth of approximately 260 
degrees.  The hikers continued across the Closure at Azimuth 250-260 for 3.4 miles, ascending the 
highest point in the “high dunes”  in the center of the Closure.  The hikers then returned to the east 
boundary on a direct line slightly south of that used on the approach.  Ogilby Road was reached soon after 
full dark on the same evening. 
 
Findings are below. 
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FINDINGS 
 
Near the east boundary of the Closure, the hikers crossed a prominent set of wheel tracks in open desert 
east of Tumco Wash.  This was marked as Waypoint 453: 06.97.778, 36.33.323.  Many Winnebagos and 
other RVs were parked along this road and in the vicinity.  This was the staging area for hundreds of off-
road vehicles — dune buggies, “quads”  and motorbikes.  Riders were driving in all directions, both inside 
and outside the Closure Area.  Camping vehicles were parked not only here but also farther south.   
 
About 0.3 mile farther west was a line of red closure signs.  This we marked as Waypoint 454: 
06.97.368, 36.33.376. We walked this line both northeast and southwest and noted that signs were intact, 
forming a noticeable boundary in accordance with BLM signing regulations.  This closure line would 
have been obvious to anyone stopping to read the signs.  
 
At this waypoint, wheel tracks went right past the signs and into the Closure Area.  They were actually 
driving inside the Closure as we hiked, disregarding the signs.  This is recorded in the photograph below. 
 
 

 
04EAST 3-2 Fresh wheel tracks right by closure sign, going into the Closure at its east boundary. 

Waypoint 454: 06.97.368, 36.33.376 
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From the boundary, the hikers moved farther west toward the low fore-dune area just west of Tumco 
Wash, the beginning of the sand dunes proper.  The area between the boundary signs and the fore-dunes 
was riddled with fresh tracks.  We saw some bikers nearby driving through this area as we passed.  The 
photograph below is a representative sample of what we observed on this part of the hike.  Much of the 
one-half mile between the closure signs and the fore-dunes looked just like this.  Note the person standing 
at the boundary in the upper left. 
 
 

 
04EAST 3-3 Multiple wheel tracks behind the closure sign at the east boundary. Person in upper left is 

standing at the closure line.  Taken just west of Waypoint 454: 06.97.368, 36.33.376  
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At the beginning of the fore-dunes, Tumco Wash runs in a south-southeasterly direction.  Judging from 
the multiplicity of fresh tracks, the wash had been used repeatedly as a thoroughfare by vehicles, even 
though it was fully one-half-mile inside the Closure.  We recorded this as Waypoint 456: 06.96.573, 
36.33.206.  The wash where we encountered it is illustrated in the photograph below.  More tracks are 
shown in the photo that follows it.  The second photo was taken just east of where our group entered the 
fore-dune area. 
 
 

 
04EAST 3-5 Wheel tracks in Tumco Wash, ½- mile inside the east boundary of the Central Closure 

Area.  Waypoint 456: 06.96.573, 36.33.206 
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04EAST 3-6 Multiple wheel tracks in Tumco Wash, ½-mile inside the east boundary of the Central 

Closure Area, just south of Waypoint 456: 06.96.573, 36.33.206.  This is where our 
group entered the fore-dune area. 
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At the beginning of the fore-dune area we found some of the most startling vehicle damage.  Fresh wheel 
tracks went every which way.  The dunes here had largely lost any sense of naturalness or pristine beauty, 
as in for example their counterpart in the BLM’s North Algodones Dunes Wilderness Area to the north.  
Plants were crushed in several places.  We observed vehicles in this area both on our way in and on our 
way out, and in both cases they were very aggressive.  The photo below shows crushed plants. 
 
 

 
04EAST 3-8 Fresh wheel tracks crushing plants, just west of Waypoint 456: 06.96.573, 36.33.206 on 

the first dune of the fore-dune area, 0.6-mile inside the east boundary of the Central 
Closure Area. 
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At this point, observing the ongoing damage being done by vehicles, one of the hikers called the BLM 
Dispatch Office and reported the criminal trespass we were observing.  She got a pledge that the BLM 
would send somebody out to record and cite wrongdoers, but we never saw evidence that they did come 
out.  A small plane flew overhead.  We couldn’t tell if it was BLM, the County Sheriff, or other activists 
known to be flying and photographing on this weekend. 
 
 

 
04EAST 3-9 Hikers on top of the first dune of the fore-dune area, just west of Waypoint 456: 

06.96.573, 36.33.206, 0.6-mile inside the east boundary of the Central Closure Area. At 
this high point, hikers are phoning the BLM to report off-road vehicles driving inside the 
Closure Area in all directions. 
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We walked farther west into the Closure Area and noted more vehicle damage.  We stopped to take 
photographs at a point one mile into the Closure.  We photographed more wheel tracks and more crushed 
plants.  We could hear the sound of vehicles just out of sight to the south during this whole period. 
 
 

 
04EAST 3-10  Spanish Needle run over by off-road vehicles, one mile inside the east boundary of the 

Central Closure Area inside the Central Closure Area, near Waypoint 457: 06.96.084, 36.33.094. 
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04EAST 3-11 Wheel tracks proceeding west from previous site, one mile inside the east boundary of 

the Central Closure Area, near Waypoint 457: 06.96.084, 36.33.094. 
 



 10 

A little more than a mile from the east boundary we found a small well-vegetated inter-dune flat.  This 
was a low spot with a clay bottom where water sometimes collects.  This was grown to desert willow 
(Chilopsis), true willow (Salix), and an abundance of other plants.  Luckily, this lush area had not been 
driven in, but we had no time to examine others in the vicinity.  Plants here were lush and green from 
recent rains. This was Waypoint 457: 06.96.084, 36.33.094. 
 
 

 
04EAST 3-13  Interdune oasis inside the Central Closure Area at Waypoint 457: 06.96.084, 36.33.094.  
This seasonally wet area is grown to willow and desert catalpa, plus shrubs and flowers.  No driving was 
found in this small vegetated zone. 
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In other places we noted recent vehicle tracks indicating that drivers had used plants as a slalom course.  
Some of these had been crushed.  The photograph below is only one small sample of this frequent 
occurrence.  When this was taken, we could hear more vehicles in the dunes to the south and west. 
 
 

 
04EAST 3-16 Wheel tracks in and out of vegetated areas between Waypoints 457 and 458, 1.3 miles 

inside the Central Closure Area.  Both old and new tracks are represented.  Motor 
vehicles were in the vicinity. 
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Advancing to a high point, we rose to a crest as a convoy of “quads”  came up over the dunes not twenty 
feet away.  They were mostly following dune crests, occasionally dipping into and out of hollows.  We 
were unable to photograph them as they approached, only as they left.  This encounter we marked as 
Waypoint 458: 06.95.591, 36.32.923.  This was 1.4 miles inside the east boundary of the Closure.  The 
two photographs after were taken just after the bikers had passed through. 
 
 

 
04EAST 3-17 Off-road vehicles circling our group at Waypoint 458: 06.95.591, 36.32.923, 1.4 miles 

inside the east boundary of the Central Closure Area.   Fourteen vehicles were in a 
convoy, keeping mostly to the dune crests and dipping in and out of hollows. 
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04EAST 3-18 Hikers in the rolling foredune area, Algodones Dunes near Waypoint 458: 06.95.591, 

36.32.923.  A typical scene.  Illegal wheel tracks are 1.4 miles into the Central Closure 
Area.  Bikers in 04EAST 3-17 had just passed by. 

 
04EAST3-19 Illegal wheel tracks in the Central Closure Area of the Algodones Dunes, near Waypoint 

458: 06.95.591, 36.32.923, more than 1.5 miles inside the boundary.  These had been 
made by the convoy of vehicles five minutes before, shown in 04EAST 3-17. 
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Two miles inside the boundary, at Waypoint 460: 06.94.482, 36.32.671, we found a couple of different 
vetches, but could not do positive identification because they were not in flower.  One was a broad-leafed 
species and the other was a narrow-leafed species with blue-green leaves.  The latter may have been an 
Astragalus.  A visit in the spring season is better for plant identification, but the plants we saw may have 
been on their way to flower two weeks after our encounter.  As can be seen from the photo, drivers had 
entered this vegetated inter-dune area and driven right alongside plants.  It is not likely that those who did 
this were even aware that the plants may have been threatened species. 
 
 

 
04EAST3-20 John Laudenslager pointing out vetch plants beside fresh wheel tracks made a few 

minutes before.  Waypoint 460: 06.94.482, 36.32.671, two miles inside the east boundary 
of the Central Closure Area. The vetch was not flowering so we could not make a 
positive I.D. of the species.  As can be seen, drivers go right through these vegetated 
areas without regard for plants, whether they are Peirson’s Milkvetch or not. 

 



 15 

Moving farther west into the Dunes, the incidence of drivers diminished, but we could still hear their 
machines whining in the background.  Tracks, however, persisted throughout.  It was obvious that the 
Closure was being treated with impunity; most of the tracks had been made since the last rain just a few 
weeks before.  As we approached the base of the “high dunes”  that anchor the center of the Closure, we 
could see two bikers on quads up on the crest of the dunes.  They later came down and drove around us.  
This was more than three miles from the east boundary, at Waypoint 462: 06.93.089, 36.32.247. 
 
 

 
04EAST 3-26 Wheel tracks passing up onto the high dunes in the center of the Closure Area.  Photo 

taken at the base of the high dunes, Waypoint 462: 06.93.089, 36.32.247, more than three 
miles inside the east boundary of the Central Closure Area.  These had been made by 
bikers a few minutes before. 
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04EAST3-29 Off-roaders driving illegally on the flank of the high dunes more than three miles inside 

the Central Closure Area at Waypoint 462: 06.93.089, 36.32.247.  These drivers made no 
attempt to stay away from us.  Too bad we could not see their license plates. 
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In the afternoon we reached the “high dunes”  and hiked to the top.  The top we marked as   Waypoint 
463: 06.92.723, 36.31.896.  This was an easy ascent because the sand was damp.  If it had been dry and 
loose, the climb would have been a real chore. On top we had a great view of the whole dune complex.  
The west flank of the “high dunes”  is cut at regular intervals by long linear inter-dune flats grown to palo 
verde and other large trees.  We never quite made it there — maybe on another trip.  On the crest we 
found only a few sets of tracks.  Others may have been obliterated by the wind. 
 
 

 
04EAST 3-33 View west-southwest from our farthest point into the Central Closure Area, the crest of 

the high dunes at Waypoint 463: 06.92.723, 36.31.896, 3.7 miles west of the east 
boundary.  View is of high dunes plus a large inter-dune area about one mile distant.  
Only week-old wheel tracks were observed on this crest.  We were not able to proceed 
farther into the interior. 

 
On the hike back we retraced our steps.  By the time we hit the Closure signs, the off-roaders were getting 
their last licks in before nightfall, or before mommy calls them in to dinner.  They were driving around 
furiously, getting crazy.  In the desert outside the Closure, one hiker found some flakes, another a large 
potsherd, evidence of ancient Native-American residence.  This was within eyesight of the Winnebagos 
and RVs.  We also found desert tortoise burrows in the area.  The group returned to Ogilby Road just after 
nightfall. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Our conclusion was that the law on this day was not being enforced and that large numbers of riders were 
in violation for not honoring the closure.  Since the protection of threatened and endangered species is a 
matter of law, Desert Survivors makes the following recommendations. 
 
1. The BLM has made a mistake in allowing ORV enthusiasts to camp at the boundary where entry into 
the Closure Area is easy.  Campers with ORVs should be restricted to the open areas near Glamis and 
other high-use areas, and kept away from the vicinity of the Closure Areas.   
 
2. Closure Area boundaries should have an official BLM visitor host with the ability to call in law 
enforcement and with the expertise and courage to explain the law and its consequences.  This visitor host 
should be paid out of Green Sticker money that is collected as a result of State Law designed to regulate 
ORVs. 
 
3. On our eight-hour hike we saw no BLM or County Sheriff law enforcement.  Possibly the airplanes we 
saw flying the boundary were law enforcement, but we couldn’t tell.  Law enforcement rangers or sheriffs 
should be present at all Closure Area boundaries to enforce the law. 
 
4. When hikers call in violations to a BLM or County Sheriff dispatch office, dispatchers and officers 
should honor that citizen involvement by responding to the call and arresting the perpetrator(s).  The 
BLM is in the habit of asking for the public’s help in protecting the land, as for example in the “Leave No 
Trace”  and “Tread Lightly”  programs.  Law enforcement is the most efficient way to protect the land 
because it goes directly to the perpetrator(s). 
 
5. The BLM should explain to the public that its policy of “Multiple Use”  is operational in the Imperial 
Sand Dunes Recreation Area. This policy should be explicit in all of its public pronouncements, including 
its website, which has barely a mention of hiking and other enjoyment modalities for the Dunes.  
Photography, hiking, backpacking, nature studies, walking, hunting, rock collecting, “conservation 
activities”  (sic), and other uses are all mentioned on page one of the Resource Area Management Plan (or 
RAMP) as recreation opportunities.  These should be given equal weight with off-roading.  The Central 
Closure Area especially should be touted as a hiking destination because of its unique qualities and rare 
and endangered species. 
 
6. The BLM should maintain a 50/50 (motorized vs. non-motorized) land use allocation in the Recreation 
Area.  All closure areas should be managed for other uses besides off-road. This should be publicly 
advertised so off-roaders will know where their boundaries are. 
 
7. Two hikers’  representatives should be added to the Technical Review Team to assist in advising on 
Dunes management.  The BLM has two outstanding hiking areas in the Recreation Area, the North 
Algodones Wilderness and the Central Closure Area.  Since management fees are collected from all users, 
all users should be represented. 
 
8. Publish GPS coordinates for all Closure Area boundaries so that Desert Survivors and other land use 
monitors (including the BLM) will be better able to locate boundaries, check boundary signs, and call in 
violations to law enforcement.  Maps should be published and distributed with this information.  The 
traditional BLM Access Guides could be used as a base (color of course, is not necessary for these 
purposes).   
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Desert Survivors intends to do more Dunes monitoring in the future.  As president, I would like to thank 
the BLM for the opportunity to advance these findings and recommendations to you.  If you have any 
questions, feel free to contact me.  My contact information is below. 
 
 
 
Steve Tabor, President 
Desert Survivors 
PO Box 20991 
Oakland, CA 94620-0991 
 
(510) 769-1706 
<president@desert-survivors.org> 
 
 


