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TAHOE’S SANTA IS CALLED SNPLMA


SNPLMA (usually pronounced sniplama) is sort of a Santa Claus for Tahoe Basin  restoration efforts.  But, getting goodies from SNPLMA isn’t as easy as writing a letter to the North Pole.  It’s a long, bureaucratic journey that can take almost a year.


What is this thing called SNPLMA?  Tim Rowe, the U.S. Geological Survey member of the Lake Tahoe Basin Executive Committee, kindly filled me in.  SNPLMA is the Southern Nevada Public Lands Management Act, authorized in 1998 by Public Law 105-263.


Desert lands in the Las Vegas area are valuable, and the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) owns a lot of it.  SNPLMA authorizes the Bureau to sell parcels of this land.  The proceeds are used for a variety of capital improvements and conservation projects in Clark County, and to buy sensitive lands in Nevada.  The SNPLMA Executive Committee oversees the distribution of those proceeds.


How did the Tahoe Basin get involved?  It’s a long story.  Almost a decade ago, TRPA developed a list of projects needed to stem the degradation of Lake Tahoe.  It’s called the Environmental Improvement Program (EIP).  TRPA hoped that the feds would provide one-third of the funds needed to do the restoration work.  The rest would be shared by California, Nevada, and local jurisdictions.


President Clinton’s 1997 visit spotlighted the value of the EIP, and the federal government promised to provide its third.  California’s Senator Dianne Feinstein and Nevada’s Senator Harry Reid teamed up to push the Lake Tahoe Restoration Act through Congress and under the President’s pen.  In November 2000, it became law, authorizing $30 million per year for 10 years.  But, budgets vary, and hijackers lurk along the road that money must travel from Washington.  Tahoe never got the full amount.


A couple years ago, Nevada’s Senator John Ensign noted Tahoe’s plight.  In the summer of 2003, he announced a plan to insure that money promised by the Lake Tahoe Restoration Act would actually get to Tahoe.  Within a remarkably short time, the federal share of Tahoe’s EIP was included in the SNPLMA program.  Tahoe restoration projects are now eligible for some of the proceeds from the Southern Nevada land sales.


For eight years, $37.5 million will be set aside annually for Tahoe.  This includes $30 million for restoration projects to be administered by the U.S. Forest Service (USFS), and $3.7 million for research and monitoring.  Senator Ensign wants the $30 million used for actual restoration projects.  The projects must be EIP items with a Federal share, and have a “willing and ready Federal Government sponsor.”


How are projects chosen for support from SNPLMA?  Well, as Jimmy Durante used to say, “everyone wants to get into the act.”


Proposals are submitted to the Lake Tahoe Basin Management Unit of the U.S. Forest Service (USFS).  This year, the deadline was October 4.  From there, proposals go to the Lake Tahoe Basin Executive Committee (LTBEC), which is made up of representatives of Federal Agencies with responsibilities in the basin.  They have the Lake Tahoe Science Advisory Group (SAG) review the proposed capital projects to identify monitoring and adaptive management possibilities.


The SAG also conducts an internal and external peer review of the science projects, under strict protocols and conflict of interest rules.  The SAG is composed of representatives from research organizations working in the basin.


A committee of LTBEC, called the Partnership Coordination Team (PCT), which also includes TRPA, screens and prioritizes projects, and makes sure that proposed projects are on the EIP list and have a willing federal sponsor.


PCT receives the reviews from SAG,  and passes the package on to the Tahoe Working Group (TWG), a subcommittee of the Lake Tahoe Federal Advisory Committee (LTFAC).  The TWG develops primary and secondary project nomination lists.


Established in 1998 by the Secretary of Agriculture, LTFAC is composed of representatives of the Tahoe Basin’s various interest groups.  Its purpose is to advise the LTBEC on the protection of Tahoe’s resources and to recommend specific EIP funding actions.  But, before the TWG recommendations get to the LTFAC, they’re sent to local Congressional offices  for comment, then back through the TWG to incorporate the Congressional comments.


The Lake Tahoe Federal Advisory Group makes its recommendations after hearing public comment.  Then the package goes back through LTBEC and on to the TREX, a committee of Tahoe’s regional level federal executives.  TREX makes the final local recommendations to the SNPLMA Executive Committee, which consists of BLM, USFS, Federal Wildlife Service and National Park Service Executives.


The SNPLMA Executive Committee makes its decisions and sends the package to the Secretary of Interior, the final authority.  Gale Norton, the Secretary of Interior, signed the check for the first round of Tahoe projects at a public meeting at the Ponderosa Ranch last summer.  The second round of requests are now traveling the complex bureaucratic route that will end late next summer.


Well, letters to this Santa aren’t answered quickly or easily.  Still, one day we hope to see presents appearing under Tahoe’s trees.


Questions or comments.  Send them to basinwatch@sbcglobal.net
