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Lmmer OppOrtunices tar |_|.||.'
N lege scudents typically offer
~ slim rewards, and this oppor-
tunity seemed slimmer than
W most. There was no s
} offer, no guaranter
offer of a place to stay—just a
nployer's invi
to drive y thousand males and then "see whar

happens.” Neverrheless, Fred Phillips,

Arizona on the off chance of find ing work ar the
acdo Raver Indian reservanion,

Thar was in 1994, Five years later whar
seemed only the whiff of a summer job had
spawned the restoration of 1,042 acres on the
east bank of the Colorado River, in the Mojave
Desert about a rwo-hour drive west of Phoenix.

ere there was once only barren sand, chickers
of invasive, nonnative salt cedar, and clogged

quite and a dred
stored wetland, More than a tale of an energetic

student leveraging a summer job into full-time

The story begins with che vision of an Indian
leader named Dennis Patch, a rall, imposing Mo-
jave who holds a prominent paosition as a coun-
cil member for the Coli 0 BT MEServiiion,
the domain of Moj: eme i, Navajo,
Haopi, and other tribes, His concept was to bring
back some of the nch woodlands b embered
from his childhood as a resource for his people,

MNon-Marive Ame d to think of Indi-
the wilderness. The ironic reality is thar mose In-
dian children—on the Colormdo River reserva-
tion, at i
wilderness are
landl by hunting an

thar the wild are

or subdiv 5. On this reservanion, too, the n-
parian zone has been severely damaged by the

nneling of 1 olorado, cransforming ic, in
Phillips's words, "f wild, meandening river
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to something resembling the West's largest
draitage dirch.” Dams now restrict the floods thar
deposited soils necessary for riparian ecosystems,

and the levees that were built in the engineering of

the channel now cue off wetlands and backwarers
from the seasonal flooding they need to flourish. As
aresule, the riverside ecosysterns char were prized by
the tribes for hunting and other forms of recreation
have all bur vanished, and fauna native to the orig-

WILLOW, COTTONWOOD,
and miesqutte seedlings were
planted, below, mostly by
Indian vouths, forrvears ago
int sosls that consist of pire
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for the first grotwtng season;
;
the plamtings bave been self-
seistaming since then,

inal mesquite bosques and gallery torests have end-
ed up on the endangered list. Parch wanted to re-
store part of the reservarion to help preserve the
tribes’ cultural resources by bringing back some of
the biological resources of the area.

Word of Patch’s idea reached Purdue via Ben-
jarmin Samusel, a docroral candidate who bad workesd
on Indian lands and who came in contace with
Phillips in a graduare-level course in cross-cultural
communications. Ir should be noted that Phillips,
prior to his junior vear, had not exactly been a stel-
lar stucene, In face, he had almost been riffed from
Purdue’s landscape architecture program, but in
his junior year he experienced a tumanund
that he accributes o one reacher,
Bernie Dahl, who sparked his in-
terest in large-scale landscape
planning. In the course
of the class with
Samusel,
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Phillips gave a presentacion on Narive American culrures, and
Samuel, a fellow student who thought Phillipss interese in land
planning would make a good fir, mentioned char chere might bea
job for him out West. Samuel gave Phillips the phone number of
contact person on the reservation, who extended the invitation o
drive our to Arizona and see if chere was a job available.

When he arrived ar the reservation on that
May day in 1994, a lone white college kid from
the Midwese, Phillips must have looked pretty
incongruous in an Indian communiry in the
Mojave Deserr. Nevertheless, Parch met with
him and ok him in his pickup truck w visit
several sites on the reservarion, starting at the
area’s biggest housing development. In an arti-
cle he wrote for the journal Reconarion & Man-
agemment Notes, Phillips recalls che tour;

Dennis described the corconwood for-
est thar used to stand where there are now
houses and palm trees. We then continued
to a series of other areas where there "used
to be” wetlands, forests, chick brush, and
wilderness, bur where we now saw cotton
fields, levees, thickets of sale cedar, and
dying wetlands.

Patch and Phillips ended up in an area
thar Parch had mentally ragged for his
preserve—a backwarter lefc over from
the original meanders of the Col-
orado before the river was dammed
and channelized, (Judging from
the "before” photographs of
the site, some of which are
shown on these pages,
the vista was bleak in-
deed.) "This is

what you've

zot towork

with, Fred,” said Parch. Do
whart you can.”
So Phillips cleaned our a storeroom
at Patch’s office, put together a makeshift
drafting table, and gor o work. But with only ane student
to carry the project forward, the prospects didn't look oo promas-
ing. Phillips was able to find some USGS maps, some old aerial pho-
tos, and a lietle other documentation—not much to go on for a
restoration on the scale thae Pacch envisioned, bue enough for
Phillips ro procluce a base plan designating areas that could be reveg-
etated with native species. But there were other problems, includ-

Part of
ecological
restoration

involves skills
such as

mapping

and site
selection that
are in the
landscape
architect’s
tool kit.

ing “tons of negaciviey,” he says, from some of the tnbal leaders,
who called the project “a pipe dream” and wondlered if the project
wats feasible or even necessary. One of Patch's proposals for the pre-
serve was a community park, to which a local man said that the on-
ly park he needed was “my crack uncer a mesequire cree.”

Finally, chere was no real funding available for che project.

Although somewhar discouraged, Phullips hiked
and camped in the area until he found a ten-acre
upland site that would be suitable for the park. He
then spent a month drawing up a thirty-inch by
eighty-inch color plan and creating a ten-page
bookler thar be and Parch took o the tribal coun-
cil, making a favorible impression. That ended the
summet, and Phillips retumed ro Purdue,

Phillips heard nothing further until early the
tallowing year, when Parch called to ask if Phillips
could come our during spring break to write a
grane proposal for tree planting. Phillips appar-
ently wasa r.luick study in proposal writing,
because two months larer Parch
cilled to say thar the
Bureau of Indian

Affairs had granted $10,000 o plant crees in two
actes of the park. (This was to be the first of sev-
eral grant applications chae Phillips worked on;
he was to learn that proposal writing is an essen-
tial skill for anyone who wanes to work on projects
like this one.) The initial grant provided enough
money to hire Phillips and rwo interns for the
summer. So Phillips, who was preparing to grad-
uare, recruited ewo other studenes, Adam Pernilo
{now ASLA) and his wife, Sonia Mullenix, a
wildlife biology major, and returned to Arizona.
There they set up in a small house on the reserva-
tion wich air matrresses for beds and lawn chairs
for furniture, and began drafting che final plan.
Part of ecological restoration involves skills
such as mapping and site selection char are in the
landscape architect’s tool kit, bur such restoration cannor suc-
ceed without scientific skills as well. In the course of that sum-
mer, the Hedgling team met four people who would be key to the
success of the projece: Bertin Anderson, a revegetation and
wildlife-management expere with more than tweney-five years
experience in native-plant restoration on the lower Colorado; and
Dave Wegner, John Nagy, and Frank Protiva of Glen Canyon
Environmental Studies (an office of the U S, Bureau of Reclama-
tion), who guided the ecological monitoring of the restoration
and developed a plan for dredging and restoring a critical on-site
backwarter. The experience and practical scientific know-how




Dredging a 2.5 mile channel
of the backwater allowed the restoration
of the emergent marsh.

of these consultanes would be critical to the evenrual success
of the project.

Phillips and his student cohores gathered togecher all
their ideas and informacon and, in crue studio fashion,
pulled five seventy-hour weeks and four "all-nighters” to
complete the Ahakhav Tribal Preserve Plan. Irs goals
were ambitious: o combine rribal, stare, and federml re-
sources to restore and monitor a wetland and ripari-
an woodlind, create a narure park, establish a native
plane nursery, and implement an environmenral
education program for tribal members and visi-
tors. The key to the plan’s acceprance, recalls
Phillips, was listening to and incorporating the
ideas and comments of everyone who mighe be af-
fected. After the plan was approved by the tribal coun-
cil, Phillips went to work seeking permits from a
number of agencies, including the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service, the Bureau of Indian Affairs, and other agencies. The
longest permicting process of all—because the other permirs had
to be in hand fist—was obeaining a permit to dredge and restore
the backwater from the Army Corps of Engineers

At the same time Phillips continued to hone his emerging skills
in writing grant applications. The time must have been ripe
for the project bea only seven months after receiving
their final permits, the preserve had received $2 million in
grants and in-kind services. The preserve has received other
grants for a roml of $3,345 000 to dare. The laggest grantor
wiis the federal Bureau of Reclamartion, which buile the
dams upstream on the Colomdo—aned thus was part of the
reason for the impoverishment of the riparian areas in the
first place—and had a mole in the Central Anzona Project, a
controversial canal thar cransports warer 336 miles across
the desert to Arizona’s thirsty cities. Although Phillips was
happy to get the funds thar enabled the project to go foe-
ward, the irony of receiving restomtion funds from “the dam
builders and the canal builders” is not lost on him,

A major part of the project, begun in 1996, was to restore
i buckwarer—formerly a bend in the Colorado that was cut
oft when the river was channelized, causing a historically
productive wetland to silt up and become choked with in-
vasive cattails, Rerouring the river to reestablish ics full low
through the backwarers would have been our of the ques-
o, bur the restoranon consultanes determined thart, of the
backwarer were dredged to its tustoric depth, a levee with a
series of warer-control seructures would allow the preserve
staff vo raise and lower the water level, emulating the flood-
ing thar was a historic part of the ecosystem. So, the 1S,
Bureau of Reclamation dredged 300,000 cubic yards of
amaerobic muck our of a 2.5-mile channel of the backwarer
over a one-year period, allowing the restoration of the emer-
gent marsh and low-lying vegetation adjacent to it

In 1997 Phillips became project director and, with iniral
grant monies in hand, assembled a preserve scaff who began
clearing and reveg g the riparian zone. Foremen and
workers were recruited from the reservation. Wielding pick
and shovel and pushing wheelbarrows in 115-degree hear,
the youths, following a revegetation plan by Anderson,

planred maore than thirty thousand trees. These were grown

reater, below:
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on site in a native-plant nursery designed and planned by Tania
Garcia, a Navajo, with botanist Christina Rinderle and Phillips,
and overseen and largely staffed by Native Americans.

One aspece of the projece thar was both sumulating and chal-
lenging for Phillips was being an outsider within an Indian culrure,
Although he made many firm friendships on the reservarion (1 felr
as if they had taken me on as a family member,” he says of many of
these friendships) and was even invited to participate in some of the
ceremonial dancing and singing of the tribes,

terminate from work crews for slacking off on their jobs.
His mose vivid memory, however, is of a contractor he
hired who had a habit of showing up for work drunk
when he showed up at all. When the contmactor fell two
weeks behind on his job, Phillips confronted him for the
third time in the field and asked him o shapeup—orbe
replaced. The contracror, who was with two other men,
all of whom towered over the short-starured Phillips, flew
intoa rage. Clenching both fists, he broughe them crash-
ing together on Phillips's ears, following that with a
punch thar knocked Phillips off his feet. Phillips picked
himself up and high-tailed it away from there, then had
a restraining order put on the contractor and hired & re-
placement; but such incidents took their toll. More than
once he considered packing up and leaving, but on re-
flection realized that he cared too much, and had invese-
ed too much in the project, not to see it through. The
ability to take one’s lumps and keep moving forward 1s,
he learned, a requiremnent of working on such a project.
OF his overall relacions with the local residents, Phillips
refleces char 1 was surprised thar [ was treated as well as
I was after whar the white man had done to them.”

n & hot Mojave Desert afternoon, Phillips walks through

the tree plantacion in cthe 225-acre revegetated area of

the preserve, “T love it back here,” he says. “It's cooler

than it used to be.” And indeed, che remperature in these

basques is noticeably more pleasant than in che open desert by

virtue of evapotranspiracion from the willows and cotronwoods
thar have been planted here.

This is clearly a healing ecosystem. Leaf liteer has yet to cover up

the soil—which is pure sand—in many places, and

there were ather encounrers thar suggest thatour-  THE “BEFORE” phatograph,  the black irmigation pipes (tumed off since the first year

siclers, even those with the best intentions, are not below, of the backiwater after tree planting) still snake through the erees, There
always embraced by the people they have come o shows the extent towbich  is very little understory as yer. Bur the real surprise is
help. Phillips aceribuces chis to “animosity coming it was choked with exotic the sheer size of the coctonwoods—thirty-six feet wll,

from what our forefachers did a century ago—how  vegetation. (The Colorado ss  many of them, after having been planted four years

we almost destroved their culture—that hasbeen at the left i phetograph.)  ago as six-inch seedlings and having grown, at times,

passed down from generation ro generation.”

The sections above show bow  as much as an inch a day. (Anderson, contacred by

Examples of this residual animosity were the  restoration would attempt to - phone, notes thar tree “moralicy is very low, and the

dearh threats he received from youtchs he had w0 replicate a bistoric condition.  growth is very good for the most pare. Even though
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The preserve could serve as a prototype

for restoration up and down the Color.
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The park is “a hideen.oasis™ whefe several weddings have already taken place.

they were planted only four years ago, many of the rees have already
rear poals for them

And the wildlife is coming back yees that the re-
stored area is habitat for beleed kingfishers and other bird species.
The willow flycatcher, an endangered species thar was native to
the site, hasn't come back yet, but, at last count there were fifteen
to rwenty-five bird species inhabiting the site, abour double the
number of species before restoration. He is excited when he comes
upon a bird’s nest-
of hoofprings. *

ywhen he sees 2 progression

ms. “Lots of ‘em. You didn't

see any of those in here even a couple of years ago.
Phillips walks back to the community park, four green acres sur-
rounded by a berm that separates it from the wildemess area. The
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paark features an irri wn, thornless Chilean mesquine orees
visitor's center, picnic tables, and barbeque pits, Parch, who has just
pulled up in his van, says chae the park s “like a lndden oasis™ and
thar several weddings have already taken place here. In the preserve
as a whole, environmental education is going forward in che form
of canoe and camping trips, interprecative hikes, and a summer day
camp, The preserve has served as a site for “service leaming” for
dents from ourside, such as groups trom California Seace Universi-
ty; Los Angeles, who have visited several times to build rustic
rrmacas, help in the nursery and, of course, plant trees,

Looking roward the future, Parch’s vision s thar the preserve serve
a5 i protorype for restoration up and down the Colomdo and on oth-
et neservanions. Tribal people, he says, "have (( Py




Desert Passage

(Continned from Page 65) to find ways of
making money from their natural resources
without destroying them.” In all, groups
from mare than ten Indian tribes—miost re-
cently, a delegation of Zunis from northern
New Mexico—have visited the preserve.

MNon-Indians are curious too, and repre-
sentarives of various universities and more
than fifteen federal agencies have toured the
site to gain ideas. The preserve has also host-
ed the Multispecies Conservation Program,
mude up of California politicians and offi-
cials of the Los Angeles Metropolitan Water
District, which, as Phillips puts i, “basical-
ly drains entire rivers to feed L.A." The pro-
gram will potentially spend $500 million
over the next fifty years to restore damage
done to the lower Colorado by downstream
water users such as Los Angeles.

a stabilizing phase with the arrival of
anew director, Fred Johnson, who has

taken over since Phillips left last Ocrober.
He is a landscape architect from Pen-
sacola, Florida, who found out abour the
position from a posting chat Phillips pur
on the JobLink listing on ASLA's web site.
With two degrees in landscape archirec-
ture—and additional degrees in recreation
planning and historic preservation—and
long experience as director of a landscape
program ac a community college and as a
partner in a land-planning firm, Johnson is
clearly a different animal from Phillips, He
sees his role as that of consolidating gains.
Currently, he 1s overseeing cthe completion
of 3.5 miles of trails; designing a beach and
swim area on the backwater at the termi-
nus of the trail; and completing che
restoration of a second backwater down-
river—all grant-funded projects that were
awarded and designed during Phillips's
tenure. The narive plant nursery is also
going great guns, he says. "We're sup-
plying the material for every revegeta-
tion project up and down the Colorado,
We're nonprofit, so the money is fun-
neled back into the park for capital and
operations.” Canoe and pontoon boat
renrals are also income sources, another
initiative begun earlier thar will help to
mike the reserve seli-supporting through
tourism, “We're not doing much revege-
rarion now,” says Johnson, “We're mostly
into construction and monitoring what
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has already been done before we do the
next batch.”

Johnson’s goal, he says, “is to bring
the preserve forward to where it's self-
sustaining.” An important part of that is
encouraging cribal youth ro seek training
so that the reserve will have skilled mem-
bers to step in and take over—including
taking over Johnson's own job ina few
years. For now, however, Johnson views
his work on the reserve as “the opportu-
nity of a lifetime. It's not often you find
elected officials who are supporting an en-
vironmental project,” he says, "and these
rribal officials are enchusiastic about this
project.”

For Phillips the past five years on this
project seem a rite of passage from callow
student o bartle-scarred veteran, For the
moment, he admirts to feeling exhausted
by the rigors of the Ahakhav restoration
and, alchough he still does some consule-
ing with reservarions, he would not seek a
full-time project of this sore anytime soon.
He is now trying to start his own consult-
ing practice in Durango, Colorado,

What does it take to make a project like
the Ahakhav restoration happen? Looking
back over the past five years, Phillips ticks
off a few essentials;

* A project manager of almaost unlimited
energy who is willing to absorb a lot of
abuse and still keep the project on rack.
* A local champion who holds political of-
fice and who can keep public momentum
going for the project.

* A team of qualified consulrants.

* Seed money,

* Some basic equipment and a place o work.

For young landscape architects who want
to ger into this kind of work, Phillips adds
that the leamning curve involves, among oth-
er things, proposal writing and fundrais-
ing—subjects that are not taught in
landseape architecture schools. Even more
critical, he says, is the ability to work with
people from cultures and backgrounds very
different from your own—something that is
taught in few, ifany, college curricula. How,
then, does a student acquire such skills?

The problem, says Phillips, is that most of
us, students included, tend to stay within
the confines of our own social circles where
we feel ar ease, To break our of chis, he says,
one may have to deliberacely get into situa-
tions where you feel uncomfortable. He even
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advises contriving circumstances thar test
your resourcefulness—such as “getting ona
bus with a one-way ticket to a strange city
and very lictle money. Sink or swim.” Be-
yond this, he suggests seeking summer jobs
and internships with different cultural and
economic groups. (Phillips spent surmmers
in high school working with poor commu-
nities in Appalachia.) Another bir of advice;
“Get off your drafting tables and get your
hands dirty” in building projects in the field.

All in all, the Ahakhav restoration offers
a model for practicing landscape architec-
ture that is very different from convention-
al practice. The Ahakhav Preserve reminds
us thar, far from the corporate campuses
and subdivision layouts of standard prac-
tice, there is anocher realm, that of the eco-
logical restoration movement, whose goal
is licerally to restore native ecosystems that
have been reduced to wastelands, making
them bloom again, LA

How To GET THERE

The Ahakhav Preserve is outside Parcker,
Arizona, which is on Highway 95 wesr of
Phoenix. From Parker, the Reserve may be
reached by boat from the Colorado River
or by land from Rodeon Drive, a dire road.
For information call 520-669-2664,

RESOURCES

Phillips has tald his own story in the Win-
ter 1998 issue of Restoration amd Manage-
mient Nates, the journal of the Society for
Ecological Restoration. Single copies of
the article may be obrained upon request
from Phillips at byabobabe@botmai.com or
970-375-0343.

PROJECT CREDITS

Project director: Dennis Parch, Cal-
orado River Indian Tribes.

Project designer, planner, and ad-
ministrator: (prior to October 1999);
Fred Phillips, ASLA, Phillips Consulting,
Durango, Colorado.

Consultants: David Wegner, Ecosys-
tems rement International, Duran-
go, Colorado, and Sheppard Wesniczer
Engineering, Flagstaff, Anizona.
Revegetation contractor: Bertin An-
derson, Revegetation and Wildlife Man-
agement Center, Blythe, California.
Dredging contractor: 1|5, Bureau of
Reclamation, Yuma, Arizona.




