Owens Lake, Inyo County, California
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Boundaries and ownership: 36 26’ 36’N  117 57’ 07’W       

Located within the Owens Valley, Inyo County, California. Five miles south of the community of Lone Pine. Owens Lake is depicted on seven U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) 7.5-minute series topographic quadrangles: Bartlett, Vermillion Canyon, Owens Lake, Keeler, Dolomite, Lone Pine and Olancha. Elevation ranges from 3,600 feet to 3,554 feet above sea level.  

Boundaries – The lake is bounded on the north-northeast and east by State Hwy 136, on the south by State Hwy 190 and on the west by U.S.Hwy 395. See attached maps.

Ownership – Uplands have mixed ownership of private, City of Los Angeles, Bureau of Land Management and the California State Lands Commission.

Focal Species:

	SPECIES
	TIME OF USE
	ESTIMATED #'S

	Eared Grebe
	M, W
	>2,000

	Gadwall
	M, B, W
	~1,000

	Cinnamon Teal
	M, B, W
	>2,000

	Northern Shoveler
	M, W
	>5,000

	American Green-winged Teal
	M,W
	>2,000

	Snowy Plover
	M, B, W
	400-600 adults,  >10%of CA pop

	Killdeer
	M, B, W
	500

	Black-necked Stilt
	M, B, W
	>1,000

	American Avocet
	M, B, W
	>20,000

	Greater Yellowlegs
	M, W
	>300

	Long-billed Curlew
	M, B, W
	>200; rare nesting

	Western Sandpiper
	M, W
	>20,000

	Least Sandpiper
	M, W
	>20,000

	Dunlin
	M, W
	>1,000

	Wilson’s Phalarope
	M
	>5,000

	Red-necked Phalarope
	M
	>5,000

	California Gull
	M, B, W
	>12,000; some attempted nesting


Location of Type 1 and Type 2 habitat:

Type 1 –

A. Los Angeles Owens Lake Dust Control Project. Currently ~25 sq.miles are shallow flooded or ponded for dust control. By the end of 2010, 9.2 sq. mi. more to be flooded or ponded. Flooded ‘cells’ are given ‘T’ numbers (see map). Permission to access is through Los Angeles Department of Water and Power under its lease agreement with the CSLC.

Shallow flooded (trickling) or ponded dust control cells:



T35-1, T35-2  ponds, no vegetation, mudflats f when drying



T30-1, T30-2, T30-3 ponds, little vegetation, mudflats when drying

T29-1, T29-2, T29-3, T29-4 ponds, no vegetation, mudflats when drying

T28N, T28S ponds, little vegetation, mudflats when drying

T27N, T27S ponds, no vegetation, mudflats when drying



T26 ponds, little vegetation, mudflats when drying



T25N, T25S ponds, no vegetation, mudflats when drying



T24 ponds, no vegetation, mudflats when drying

T23NW, T23SW, T23NE, T23SE (Habitat Shallow Flood Zone) ponds, no vegetation, mudflats when drying



T18N, T18S ponds, no vegetation, mudflats when drying



T13-1, T13-2, T13-3 ponds, no vegetation, mudflats when drying



T11 ponds, no vegetation, mudflats when drying



T9 ponds, no vegetation, mudflats when drying



T8W ponds, no vegetation, mudflats when drying



T5-1, T5-3, T5-4 ponds, no vegetation, mudflats when drying

T4-3 (Habitat Shallow Flood Area), T4-4 (tail water pond), T4-5 ponds, no vegetation, mudflats when drying



T3NE, T3SW, T3SE ponds, no vegetation, mudflats when drying



T2-1, T2-2, T2-3, T2-4, T2-5 ponds, no vegetation, mudflats when drying

T1 ponds, no vegetation, mudflats when drying

B. Native springs and artesian wells:

a. Northwest Seep - Springs from fault zones create acres of alkali marsh, meadow, mudflat and a seasonal pond.). Ownership – CSLC

b. Cottonwood Marsh - Natural springs along a fault system supports acres of marsh, several small ponds and an outflow into the brine pool where birds congregate to bathe, drink and feed. Ownership mixed – private, LADWP, CSLC.

c. Cartago Springs - Artesian well supporting 204 acres of vegetated marsh and a mudflat pond which extends onto Owens Lake creating approximately one mile of marsh ‘stringer’. Ownership – CDFG.

d. Sulfate Well (East and West) – Mudflats and some emergent vegetation supported by flows from an artesian well. Ownership -CSLC

e. LORP delta and outflow – Component of the Lower Owens River Project; ~800 acres of wetlands. Ownership - mostly owned by CSLC. A portion is owned by LADWP.

Type 2 -
a. Bartlett/Carroll Creek – Ownership – CSLC; artesian well supporting ~10 acres of marsh.

b.Ash Creek Marsh – Ownership – CSLC;  Springs supporting >100 acres of marsh, meadow and mudflat.

c. Dirty Socks artesian - the original warm artesian well to the east of the current Dirty Socks LADWP yard. This includes a small pond, marsh and wet mudflat. Ownership – Artesian well and pond are private. Overflow onto lake bed owned by CSLC.

d Tubman Spring – Ownership – CSLC; Springs supporting marsh, meadow and mudflat.

e. Swede’s Pasture - ownership??? BLM, CSLC

f. Swansea Ponds – Ownership – private; Agrarian Management; www.agrarian.org ; 10-15 small ponds.

g. Dirty Socks Duck Club – Ownership – private; 120 acres of ponds. CADFG holds a conservation easement.

h.  Olancha Ponds – ownership???; mixed???; ephemeral ponds supported by springs and irrigation runoff. Ponds are approx. 10 acres.

Access to Type 1 and Type 2 habitat and visibility of the birds:

Type 1 Access – 

a. Dust Control Project ‘T’ cells - use roads and berms. Obtain permission from LADWP (760.873.0435) as per their lease from the CSLC.

b.   Native springs and artesian wells:

i. Northwest Seep - Springs from fault zones create acres of alkali marsh, meadow, mudflat and a seasonal pond.. Ownership – CSLC. On U.S. Hwy 395 drive 7.4 miles south from the Whitney Portal Rd. traffic light in Lone Pine. No permission needed.

ii. Cottonwood Marsh - Natural springs along a fault system supports acres of marsh, several small ponds and an outflow into the brine pool where birds congregate to bathe, drink and feed. Ownership mixed – private, LADWP, CSLC. From the Whitney Portal Road traffic light in Lone Pine drive south 11.9 miles on U.S. Hwy 395 to the Cottonwood Canyon Road. Turn back north on U.S.Hwy 395 for 0.4 miles and turn right through a cattle guard. Drive the dirt road east and then left under the abandoned railroad bed and continue east toward  the lake shore . Turn right on the road parallel to the shoreline and drive 2.6 miles to Cottonwood Marsh. (Also 12 miles north of junction of U.S.Hwy 395 and State Hwy 190). No permission needed.

iii. Cartago Springs - Artesian well supporting 204 acres of vegetated marsh and a mudflat pond which extends onto Owens Lake creating approximately one mile of marsh ‘stringer’. Ownership – CDFG. Drive 3.2 miles north on Hwy 395 from the junction of U.S.Hwy 395 and State Hwy 190 to Whitney St. (Cartago Marsh); turn right (east) and drive straight 0.2 miles on paved surface then 0.1 miles on dirt – down to fenced steel storage building (artesian well inside); park on north side of storage building. No permission needed.

iv. Sulfate Well (East and West) – Mudflats and some emergent vegetation supported by flows from an artesian well. Ownership –CSLC. From junction of State Hwy 136 and Sulfate Road (15 miles southeast of Lone Pine) drive 3.0 miles west. Large casing artesian well supports marsh and mudflat habitat.

v. LORP delta and outflow – Component of the Lower Owens River Project; ~800 acres of wetlands. Ownership - mostly owned by CASLC. A portion is owned by LADWP. Drive 3.2 miles east from Boulder Creek RV Park (4.5 miles south of Whitney Portal Road traffic light in Lone Pine on U.S.Hwy 395). Turn right (south) on dirt road and drive 4+ miles to where the road T’s. Turn left (east) and drive to end which is where the LORP delta ((to the north) flows onto the lake bed. Obtain permission for entering the Dust Control Project from LADWP (760.873.0435).

Type 2 Access –

a. Bartlett/Carroll Creek – Ownership – CASLC; artesian well supporting ~10 acres of marsh. Drive 9.1 miles south on U.S. Hwy 395 fro the Whitney Portal Road traffic light in Lone Pine. Turn left (east) and through a cattle guard and down to the edge of the lake (careful of soft sand) where an artesian well flows and supports the marsh. No permission needed.
b.Ash Creek Marsh – Ownership – CASLC;  Springs supporting >100 acres of marsh, meadow and mudflat. Drive 7 miles north on U.S. Hwy 395 from the junction of U. S. Hwy 395 and State Hwy 190. Turn right (east) and through a cattle fence gate. Travel to the bluffs ahead overlooking the lake and the marsh is below.

c. Dirty Socks artesian - the original warm artesian well to the east of the current Dirty Socks LADWP yard. This includes a small pond, marsh and wet mudflat. Ownership – Artesian well and pond are private. Overflow onto lake bed owned by CSLC. Turn left (north) 4.9 miles east of junction of U.S. Hwy 395 and State Hwy 190 on State Hwy 190. Drive down to where road end and artesian, pond, marsh and mudflats are there. Private, but no permission needed.

d Tubman Spring – Ownership – CSLC; Springs supporting marsh, meadow and mudflat. 6.3 Drive 6.3 miles west on Hwy 190 from the junction of Hwy 190 and Hwy 136. Turn off right to a remote air monitoring station. Below along the shoreline is Tubman Springs. No permission needed.

e. Swede’s Pasture - ownership??? BLM? From junction of U.S. Hwy 395 and State Hwy 136 drive 16.4 miles. Turn right on poor gravel road. Drive west down to the large wetland at the shore of the lake.

f.  Swansea Ponds – Ownership – private; Agrarian Management; www.agrarian.org ; 10-15 small ponds. Drive 9.6  miles east on Hwy 136 from the junction of State Hwy 136 and U.S. Hwy 395. Park on right and enter cabled road walking west toward the lake the ponds are on both sides. Permission is needed – Agrarian Management, Bishop, CA???

g. Dirty Socks Duck Club – Ownership – private; 120 acres of ponds. CDFG holds a conservation easement. Permission required from owners.???

h.  Olancha Ponds – ownership ???; mixed??? LADWP, BLM, CSLC; ephemeral ponds supported by springs and irrigation runoff. Ponds are approx. 10 acres. Drive 0.7 miles east on State Hwy 190 from junction of State Hwy 190 and U.S. Hwy 395. No permission needed.

Visibility --    High visibility.  Fifty to 75% of the birds can be surveyed.

a. Distance – In the ‘T’ cells of the dust project driving and scanning with scope surveys are limited to the edges of the cells. Some of the cells are a miles across and can’t be surveyed without walking out into the central portions which is impractical in terms of time and difficulty.

b. Vegetation – Can be somewhat limiting in the delta, Swede’s Pasture, Cartago Springs, Cottonwood Marsh, Dirty socks, Swansea Ponds, . Open water can be obstructed and marsh vegetation can hide secretive marsh birds.

c. Size of the area – Owens Lake is large and has many sites. Even doing a sampling survey of selected site will take a number of participants.

Past and current surveys:

1.) Point Reyes Bird Observatory (PRBO)


a. Snowy Plover, shorebirds, ravens:



i. Rio Tinto (formerly U.S. Borax)

ii. Los Angeles Owens Lake Dust Control Project (for CH2MHILL and           LADWP). Annual snowy plover May survey.


b. Pacific Flyway Project

2) International Shorebird Survey – (Eastern Sierra Audubon Society)  
3.) Los Angeles Department of Water and Power

a. Delta (Lower Owens River Project)

4.) Anecdotal – Joseph Grinnell

Ornithologist, Museum of Vertebrate Zoology, Berkeley

Owens Lake visits.

1911 Sept. 14 – “As we proceeded around the western margin of Owens Lake, great numbers of ducks and waders, scattered and in large masses, were seen on the beach and out on the water. At this season (of migration) a station on the shore of Owens Lake should certainly produce some valuable observations.”

1913 Feb. 5 – “Along the margins of Owens Lake were very many mud hens, a few gulls, and out on the glassy surface were vast numbers of birds – ducks, grebes etc.”

1917 Sept. 24 – “The shore shallows are thronged with water birds. Avocets predominate; I estimated one bird every four feet of shoreline, which would make 1300 per mile!”

“There are groups of Northern [Red-necked] Phalaropes swimming on the water just off the shore, with choruses of weaker ‘pits’; and ducks in groups farther off shore, with an occasional gull flying along low over the water add to the avian activity…”


“Great numbers of water birds are in sight along the shore – Avocets, Phalaropes and Ducks. Large flocks of shorebirds in flight over the water in the distance, wheeling about show en masse, now silvery now dark, against the gray-blue of the water. There must literally be thousands of birds within sight of this spot. En route around the south end of Owens Lake to Olancha saw water birds almost continuously.”

1922 July 25– “The reduction of the lake cannot help but influence the annual program of various water birds which have been wont to use this body of water as a forage place for periods at migration time or during the winter.”

Potential survey methods:  

Entire area survey – Twice a year during late April and late August. Requires a minimum of 5 – 10 parties/individuals.

Sampling survey – Each year survey the base area of most important habitat and 1/3 of the remaining sites. The base is sampled yearly and the remaining areas are sampled every three years. This survey can be run with fewer participants.

Needed pilot studies:  A pilot study to develop an extrapolation model.

Abbreviations:
CSLC – California State Lands Commission

CDFG – California Department of Fish and Game

ISS – International Shorebird Survey

GBUAPCD – Great Basin Unified Air Pollution Control District

LORP – Lower Owens River Project

LADWP – Los Angeles Department of Fish and Game

PRBO – Point Reyes Bird Observatory

SNPL – Snowy Plover

