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A SAD DAY FOR TAHOE


A couple of weeks ago, we lost one of Tahoe’s good guys.  And he’s irreplaceable.  Dennis Machida, Executive Director of the California Tahoe Conservancy, who spent two decades fighting to help restore Tahoe’s watershed,  was felled by a heart attack while giving a talk about Tahoe at a climate research conference in Montana.


Two decades ago, I was honored to be appointed to the commission that founded the California Tahoe Conservancy.  Dennis, then the Assistant Secretary of Resources for Legal Affairs, guided the commission’s work.  He quickly impressed us with his ability to get to the nub of a problem, infuse it with a healthy dose of reality, and find a workable solution.  


Luckily for us, Dennis became the Tahoe Conservancy’s Executive Director.  Over the past two decades, Dennis built the Conservancy into an agency that plays a very significant role in the Tahoe Basin.  The Conservancy has purchased more than 7,000 acres of sensitive parcels, 

removing them from possible development.  It has put several hundred erosion control projects on Tahoe’s watersheds, including the outstanding constructed wetlands next to Albertson’s supermarket in Tahoe City.  


Recreational and public access projects, such as Carnelian Bay and the old Innisfree property in Kings Beach, have been part of the Conservancy’s successes.  The Conservancy established a unique facility, a land bank, buying coverage from sensitive land and selling it to folks building on less sensitive parcels.  It was an innovative way to encourage the preservation of sensitive parcels.  


Dennis was that rare kind of person who made things happen.  He accomplished much for Tahoe because he knew his way around Sacramento.  Dennis knew who to talk to and how to do it.  He was a consummate politician.  Not the kind of politician that gives speeches and false promises, but the kind that could work the system to get what his agency and Tahoe needed.  And since I’m a real klutz at that kind of thing, I really admired his ability.  


Tom Martens, former editor of the Tahoe World and former Executive Director of the League to Save Lake Tahoe and now a consultant and free-lance writer, was one of Dennis’ good friends and a fishing buddy.  He kindly shared his thoughts about Dennis with me.  I’ll let his comments finish this column.


“Dennis was a pretty heavy smoker,” Tom recalled.   “ He was probably a little overweight and he was a work-a-holic.  I guess he was a prime candidate for a heart attack.  Instead of trying to get him to cut back,” Tom continued, “we were all trying to convince him to become the Executive Director of the Sierra Nevada Conservancy.  We said we would all work for him. He never agreed to take the job, although I know he was getting pressured to do so from the governor's office.


“Over the years, I tried my best to get him out fly fishing more.  We did a few fly-fishing trips, once even to fish for bass in the Tahoe Keys (although he made me swear I'd never tell anyone that the head of the Tahoe Conservancy was fishing for bass in the Keys).  We had some great fishing trips, particularly to his favorite spots on Pleasant Valley Creek and Wolf Creek in Alpine County. 


“Dennis Machida,” Tom observed, “painstakingly created one of the most successful conservancies in the country.  Dennis fit my definition of an environmental visionary -- someone who could not only articulate a vision for Tahoe and the Sierra, but also move the bureaucratic, financial, scientific and political pieces to make the work happen – to turn the vision into action.  


“And Dennis always did his work from the back row.  He was never in the front row at political events.  He was rarely on camera.  He never took credit for the work.  When given awards, he always said his success was the result of the work of somebody else -- the governor, the legislature, the President, the Conservancy board  . . .  you name it.


“But it was really Dennis who was the keeper of the Conservancy dream for Tahoe.  He was one of those rare public servants who could see well into the future.  Over lunches, evening beers or while trout fishing, we had many conversations about the future of funding, about the creation of the Sierra Nevada Conservancy and threats to Tahoe and the Sierra.  It was not surprising that he died giving a speech in Montana on the impact of global warming on the Sierra.


“In my last meeting with Dennis, he was beaming during the signing ceremony for the bill creating the Sierra Nevada Conservancy.  I don't think I ever saw Dennis more happy than on that sunny day along the river.


“Dennis was a visionary, a good friend, a fellow fly fisher and a mentor,” Tom said.  “I'll miss him. Good visionaries and mentors are hard to come by these days.” 


Amen.


Comments or question?  Send them to basinwatch@sbcglobal.net 

