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NextEra Energy Resources is working to build a massive hydropower plant just outside Joshua Tree National 
Park, bringing the weight of one of the country's biggest renewable energy companies to a controversial project 
that critics say would harm wildlife and diminish an underground water supply critical to the park. 

After more than two decades trying to get the Eagle Mountain project built, its developer, Santa Monica-based 
Eagle Crest Energy Company, is closer than ever. Eagle Crest is closing in on its final government permit, and 
it has the support of several influential politicians, including Riverside County Supervisor John Benoit and state 
Assemblymember Eduardo Garcia, who represents the eastern Coachella Valley. And now the company has a 
development partner in NextEra, a renewable energy firm with $25 billion in solar and wind investments and a 
long track record of success. 

The hydropower plant isn't a done deal: Eagle Crest still has to convince a utility to buy the electricity it would 
generate, and conservationists could file a lawsuit to block construction. But NextEra's involvement bodes well 
for the project's chances, said Colin Smith, a solar market analyst with GTM Research, a clean-tech consulting 
firm. 

The Florida-based energy company says it owns and operates 110 wind farms and 22 solar projects in the 
United States and Canada, including all four big solar farms in Riverside County. NextEra's portfolio also 
includes nuclear and gas-fired power plants. Its parent company owns Florida Power & Light, an electric utility 
that serves 4.8 million Floridians.  

Two things make NextEra relatively unique among the big renewable energy companies, Smith said: It's built 
solar projects across the country, not just in the West, and it tends to operate its own projects, rather than selling 
them off post-construction. 

"They've been around the block, and they have a lot of success in a variety of markets," Smith said. "If I had to 
vet long-term companies for a project like (Eagle Mountain), certainly they'd be in the top few." 

NextEra officials confirmed their involvement with the Eagle Mountain project last week, at a commissioning 
event for the company's Blythe and McCoy solar farms in eastern Riverside County. But they've declined to 
share any details about their work on the proposed power plant. Eagle Crest president Steve Lowe didn't 
respond to an email seeking comment about NextEra's role. 

Supporters say the hydropower plant would make it easier for California to transition from climate-damaging 
fossil fuels to renewable energy, by giving utilities a place to "store" electricity generated by solar and wind 
farms. They also say it wouldn't require much groundwater — just 9 billion gallons to fill two reservoirs, which 
is about as much water as two local golf courses use in a year. 

"It's a really good project for California," Matt Handel, NextEra's vice president of development, told The 
Desert Sun at last week's event. "From an environmental perspective, it's reasonable."  

Supporting solar and wind 



California already gets 26 percent of its electricity from renewable sources, and utilities are required to hit 50 
percent by 2030. But there's a problem: Solar and wind farms can't be turned on and off like coal- and gas-fired 
power plants can, and they don't always generate energy when it's needed. Most solar farms, for instance, go 
offline when the sun goes down, just as people get home from work and start turning on lights and appliances. 
Strong winds often blow in the middle of the night, when electricity demand is low. 

That's where the 1,300-megawatt Eagle Mountain project would come in. 

The Eagle Mountain area, which is surrounded on three sides by Joshua Tree National Park, used to be the site 
of an iron mine — and it still has four open mining pits as a result. Eagle Crest wants to pump two of those pits 
full of groundwater. When nearby solar or wind farms generate more electricity than homes and businesses 
need, the excess energy would be used to pump water uphill, from the lower pit to the upper pit. During times 
when energy demand exceeds supply, water would flow downhill from the upper pit to the lower pit, turning 
turbines and generating electricity. 

Garcia, the state assemblymember, thinks that's a great idea. In an interview last year, he emphasized the 
importance of fighting climate change by shifting from fossil fuels to renewable energy. 

"We’re talking about something that has been under consideration for some time now," Garcia said, referring to 
the Eagle Mountain project. "From a habitat, environmental perspective, I know there has been a significant 
amount of analysis, studies, and all of them have alleviated most of the concerns that were raised." 

Joshua Tree impacts 

Conservationists disagree, saying the hydropower plant would harm Joshua Tree National Park. Park officials 
aren't happy either. 

Factoring in evaporation, Eagle Crest says its two reservoirs would need 32.6 billion gallons over 50 years, or 
about enough water to supply 4,000 typical Coachella Valley homes over that time period. To get that water, 
Eagle Crest would tap the Chuckwalla Valley aquifer, which is connected to groundwater basins beneath the 
national park. Park officials fear sucking that much water out of the ground would harm ecosystems in the park, 
diminishing springs that are oases for wildlife.  

Conservationists say the Eagle Mountain area is also prime habitat for bighorn sheep, golden eagles and desert 
tortoises, all of which have seen their habitats fractured and destroyed as human civilization has crept 
deeper into previously untouched desert. They believe the Eagle Mountain area should have become part of the 
national park when the iron mine was shut down. 

"We've worked to protect the Eagle Mountain area for over two decades, and that area is really integral to the 
ecological integrity of the park," said Seth Shteir, desert program manager for the National Parks Conservation 
Association. 

Those concerns haven't stopped politicians like Garcia, Benoit and U.S. Rep. Paul Cook, R-Apple Valley, from 
supporting the project. According to campaign finance records, Eagle Crest gave $4,600 to Garcia's 2016 re-
election campaign, even though he was running unopposed. The company has also given $2,000 over the last 
two years to Benoit's campaign committee, even though he isn't up for re-election to the Riverside County board 
of supervisors until 2018. 



Tangled history, uncertain future 

Congress carved the Eagle Mountain area out of the southeastern corner of Joshua Tree National Park — then a 
national monument — more than 65 years ago, so that the industrialist Henry Kaiser could build an iron mine 
and a town. The mine was shut down in the early 1980s, leaving behind a scarred landscape and a mostly intact 
ghost town. The crumbling ruins have been rented out for film shoots, including scenes for the 
"Terminator" franchise. Marines used one of the huge mine pits for combat training when preparing for the Iraq 
War in the early 2000s. 

For more than 25 years after the mine shut down, the Kaiser subsidiary that still owned the site wanted to turn it 
into a massive garbage dump for Los Angeles. But that plan got tied up in court, and eventually Los 
Angeles lost interest. Last year, Kaiser sold the site to Eagle Crest, which already had a license from the Federal 
Energy Regulatory Commission to build a hydropower plant.  

Now Eagle Crest is closing in on the last government approval it needs, a permit from the Bureau of Land 
Management to build power lines and water pipelines across federal land near the project site. The bureau 
released a preliminary environmental assessment last month, finding that the infrastructure wouldn't be 
especially harmful. The agency is now reviewing public comments before finalizing its assessment and giving 
Eagle Crest a right-of-way grant. 

Having lost the fight over the project's approval, the National Park Service is trying to annex 25,000 acres in the 
Eagle Mountain area immediately surrounding the project site, to protect those lands from additional 
development, such as mining. Some of that land would need to be acquired from Eagle Crest, and 
from the California State Lands Commission. But the vast majority of those acres are controlled by the Bureau 
of Land Management, which, like the National Park Service, is an agency of the Interior Department. 

Last month, Deputy Interior Secretary Michael Connor started the process of transferring 22,500 acres from the 
Bureau of Land Management to the National Park Service. Officially, Connor signed a "proposed withdrawal 
application," kicking off a public comment period. The public can comment on the proposed withdrawal 
through Feb. 16, 2017. The Interior Department will also hold a public meeting at UC Riverside's Palm Desert 
campus on Jan. 18, 2017 at 6 p.m. 

"When the national monument was created, those lands were included because they were considered significant 
for protection of the plants that are indicative of this special ecosystem. When they were removed in 1950, it 
was to allow for mining," said David Smith, Joshua Tree's superintendent. "The withdrawal would eliminate 
any of those future threats to the national park." 

Still, the withdrawal is far from a done deal — it needs to be finalized within two years by the Interior secretary, 
or by another high-ranking department official. With the public comment period running through February, 
that's unlikely to happen during the current presidential administration, Smith said. So the decision will be left 
to President-elect Donald Trump's appointees.  
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