‘Don’t Bomb Bighorn’ garners national attention

The Friends of Nevada Wilderness expect the U.S. Air Force will soon reveal its new position on cutting the size of the Desert National Wildlife Refuge just north of Las Vegas, Shi-Lynn Campbell, a representative from the wilderness group’s Las Vegas office, told museum Friends at their Feb. 20 meeting.

The wilderness group in 2019 launched a high-profile campaign to stop, or at least reduce, the military land acquisition, calling it “Don’t Bomb the Bighorn.” The Nevada State Legislature passed a resolution opposing the expansion. Hunters, researchers and Native Americans have voiced opposition, too.

“A dry lakebed, a relic of the landscape’s prehistoric past, could become a landing strip, kicking up dust and disrupting wildlife corridors,” a High Country New article noted in 2018.

The military has said it needs more acres from the refuge for the Nellis Test and Training Range in order to improve combat training, which includes bombing runs. The military needs more space to conduct these runs because newer aircraft travel faster, not because the number of runs needs to go up. That means the planes require more distance to slow down, Campbell said the military has explained. 

Bighorn sheep on the refuge - Nevada’s state animal - are more threatened by additional fencing around any new acres taken for training than by the risk of getting bombed, according to Campbell. 

“Fencing is horrible for these big-game animals,” he said. It impairs bighorn grazing, which impairs healthy reproduction through the mixing of gene pools. Campbell added that several small Nevada towns that rely on tourism, such as mountain bikers, for revenue will be adversely affected.

The military’s original proposal asked for 300,000 acres from the refuge. Currently, Nevada’s Congressional delegation - both senators and four representatives - is backing a compromise bill that would take less than a third of the military’s requested acres. 

In addition, the compromise bill - introduced by Senator Catherine Cortez Masto (D-Nev.) extends the arrangement for 20 years - which was also past practice - with continued oversight by U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, whereas the military wanted to take the lands permanently, ending primary jurisdiction by Fish and Wildlife.

In June last year the New York Time sized up the debate as “a battle for the control of the Nevada desert. ... Bombing range or nature preserve?”
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