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MOST PEOPLE WOULD AGREE THAT THERE ARE COUNTLESS BENEFITS OF SOLAR POWER. HOWEVER, RECENT
PROPOSALS FOR A LARGE-SCALE SOLAR POWER PROJECT IN THE CALIFORNIA DESERT HAVE RAISED CONCERNS
ABOUT PROBLEMS OF ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE. THE BLYTHE SOLAR POWER PROJECT, ONCE BUILT, WILL BE THE
LARGEST SOLAR POWER PLANT IN THE UNITED STATES TO DATE. HOWEVER, IT THREATENS THE RIGHT TO ETHICAL
LAND USE, AS NATIVE AMERICAN TRIBES MAY EXPERIENCE THE DESTRUCTION OF THEIR CULTURAL AND RELIGIOUS
SITES EXISTING WITHIN THE PROPOSED PROJECT LOCATION. BY CONSIDERING THEORIES OF SOCIAL JUSTICE, THIS
THREAT CAN BE APPROPRIATELY IDENTIFIED AND ADDRESSED.

MOST PEOPLE
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would agree that
there are countless benefits to solar power.
However, recent development and proposals for
large-scale solar power projects in the California
deserts have raised concerns about problems
of both ecological and environmental justice.
Environmental injustice refers to the unequal
distribution of environmental burdens that tend
to affect minority or low-income communities
disproportionately.1 Using the Blythe Solar Power
Project as a case study, this paper attempts to
address these dimensions of the project—specifically, its impact on Native American communities
in the Blythe, California region. The principles of
environmental justice call for the right to ethical,
balanced and responsible land uses, the right
to participate as equal partners at every level
of decision-making, and recognition of a special
legal and natural relationship of Native American
Peoples to the U.S. government through laws
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which should affirm their sovereignty and selfdetermination.2 However, the Blythe Solar Power
Project violated these principles of environmental justice. As a result Native Americans will suffer

be the largest solar power plant in the United
States to date. Its construction and operation will
disturb 7,030 acres of natural desert land and
will utilize solar parabolic trough technology to

the potential destruction of their sacred sites
existing within the project’s proposed location.
Solar Millennium and Chevron Energy Solutions proposed the construction of the Blythe
Solar Power Project (BSPP), a thermal electric
power generating facility on Bureau of Land
Management (BLM) public land in the Southern
California Mojave desert. The California Energy
Commission (CEC) gave the project approval in
September of 2010 and the BLM subsequently
followed suit. Construction of the solar power
plant will began in December 2010. According
to the final environmental impact statement for
the project, it will have an expected total output
of 1000 Megawatts and will provide power for
about 800,000 homes.3 In addition, the BSPP will

generate electricity.4 Arrays of mirrors will collect
heat from the sun and refocus the radiation at a
central point. Next, water will be heated to high
temperatures and piped through a series of heat
exchangers to release high pressure steam. Electricity is produced through a traditional steam
turbine generator.5
The prehistoric and cultural landscape of the
Mojave Desert is made up of trails, geoglyphs,
cleared circles, rock rings, other desert pavement
features, rock art sites, and artifact scatters.6 The
CEC and BLM estimate that 200 cultural sites and
historic resources exist in the proposed project
area. However, representatives from the Chemehuevi and Ft. Mojave Indian Tribe have stated this
estimate is “way off” and that over 1000 sites ex63

