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A DARK AND STORMY NIGHT

It was a dark and stormy night. My apologies to Snoopy, but I’ve always wanted to use that line. This particular night was in the middle of March. The locale was Squaw Valley. The night was cold, windy and spitting snow, and TV meteorologists were promising blizzards. Yet, several dozen hardy souls braved the elements and ventured to the plush Resort at Squaw Creek for a panel discussion on Tahoe’s Environmental Politics. I’m sure it’s no surprise that Tahoe’s environmental restoration programs are laden with politics. Without politics, environmental progress at Tahoe would be somewhere between nil and zero.

Politics is often a four-letter word, especially when we don’t like how things are going. Sometimes, politics is sleazy and sometimes it’s high-class. Either way, it’s the art of negotiating diverse interests in order to get things done.

With the sponsorship of the Squaw Valley Institute, the hospitality of the Resort at Squaw Creek, the generous participation of four very knowledgeable experts, and a little help from me, those hardy souls who bucked the wind and snow were able to learn about the ins and outs of Tahoe politics. It turned out to be a great evening.

The panelists were Steve Teshara, Executive Director of the North Lake Tahoe Resort Association, State Senator Debra Bowen, who represents coastal Los Angeles County, Rochelle Nason, Executive Director of the League to Save Lake Tahoe, and Dr. Mark Nechodom, Chief Social Scientist at the U.S. Forest Service Pacific Southwest Research Station.  Steve Teshara and Rochelle Nason are co-chairs of the influential Lake Tahoe Transportation and Water Quality Coalition. Teshara has been involved in Tahoe environmental affairs for a quarter-century. Nason has fought to protect the lake for a decade. Dr. Nechodom, who specializes in environmental politics, was part of the social science team that helped shape the Tahoe Watershed Assessment report. Senator Bowen served three terms in the California assembly and is now serving her second term as senator. She has been active on environmental legislation and helped persuade the Air Resources Board that MTBE wasn’t a good thing for the environment.

Here are a few tidbits from that evening’s discussion. Teshara pointed out that we’re unique in our federal representation. Unlike most places, we have four senators -- two each from California and Nevada. Lucky for us, they’re very influential in Washington.

According to Nechodom, Basin voters constitute between 6 and 9 percent of the voters in their political jurisdictions -- certainly not a force at the polls -- yet, we have considerable influence in Sacramento, Carson City and Washington, D.C.

One reason is a non-governmental organization, The Lake Tahoe Transportation and Water Quality Coalition, that’s very aggressive and successful in lobbying the states and the feds. It’s also been a force in negotiating differences among formerly warring parties so that Tahoe can be represented as a united community. It was that group’s relationship with Nevada’s Senator Harry Reid that got President Clinton, Vice President Gore and several cabinet secretaries to Tahoe, and to promise money for the Environmental Improvement Program. And it was a relationship with California’s Senator Diane Feinstein that produced legislation authorizing funds for Tahoe’s restoration projects.

Another reason was described by Senator Bowen. She sees many “Keep Tahoe 

Blue” bumper stickers in her district in coastal Los Angeles and elsewhere. This indicates, Bowen explained, that folks all over California (and, probably, the U.S.) consider Tahoe to be a special place, support our programs and wish us success. And, Bowen added, that could be seen as valuable support -- or meddling -- depending on your point of view.

Nechodom described the governance of the Tahoe Basin as an experiment in progress. We don’t have a central government, but a series of overlapping entities and diverse interests. Yet, he points out that there are opportunities for folks to get together, argue and negotiate issues. Science is perhaps more important here than in most places. Research results are used as the basis of much of the negotiation. TRPA’s Environmental Thresholds, for example, are based on science, Nechodom explained, but they are politically negotiated indicators. Strict regulation in the Tahoe Basin, Nason observed, is affecting surrounding communities. Because development is limited in the basin, development is springing up just outside. She called it the “bathtub ring effect.” Tahoe is unique in many ways, but, according to Bowen, it’s not as unique as we often believe. She points out that coastal communities have many of the same problems. They have similar environmental issues, flocks of people attracted to scenic areas, parking and traffic problems, and need for state and federal funds. Also, because of provisions of the Coastal Act of 1972, development in many localities is not regulated by local elected officials. It’s regulated by the Coastal Commission, an appointed body, composed of folks from outside the area.  Sound familiar? There was much, much more, but we don’t have room for it all.

Send any comments to basinwatch@earthlink.net
