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BORREGO SPRINGS: An explosion of wildflow-
ers in California’s desert sands is drawing record
crowds to see the rare abundance of color called
a “super bloom.” The natural wonder is thanks to
a wet winter followed by warm temperatures in
the Anza-Borrego State Park, northeast of San
Diego. Wildflower seeds that have been dormant
for years in the drought-plagued region have
sprouted in mass, producing a spectacular dis-
play not seen in 20 years.

An estimated 150,000 people in the past
month have converged on Borrego Springs, a
town of about 3,500 that abuts the park. Rain-
fed wildflowers are springing up in different
landscapes across the state and the western
United States. In the Antelope Valley, an arid
plateau northeast of Los Angeles, blazing
orange poppies are lighting up the ground. But
the “super bloom” — mass amounts of desert
plants blooming at once — has been concen-
trated in the 640,000-acre (1,000-square-mile)
Anza-Borrego State Park.

In California, super blooms happen about
once in a decade in a given area. They have been
occurring less frequently with the drought. Last
year, the right amount of rainfall and warm tem-
peratures produced carpets of flowers in Death
Valley. The natural show at Anza-Borrego is
expected to roll along through May, with different
species blooming at different elevations and in
different areas. The state park is California’s
largest, with hundreds of species of plants includ-

ing desert lilies, blazing stars and the flaming tall,
spiny Ocotillo. Deputies were brought in to han-
dle the traffic jams as Borrego Springs saw its
population triple in a single day. On one particu-
larly packed weekend in mid-March, motorists
were stuck in traffic for five hours, restaurants ran
out of food, and some visitors relieved them-
selves in the fields. Officials have since set up an
army of Port-A-Pottys, and eateries have stocked
up. The craze has been dubbed “Flowergeddon.”

Tour groups from as far as Japan and Hong
Kong have flown in to catch the display before it
fades away with the rising temperatures.
Wildflower enthusiasts worldwide track the
blooms online and arrive for rare sightings like
this year’s Bigelow’s Monkey flower, some of
which have grown to 8 inches (203 millimeters)
in height. The National Park Service has even
pitched in with a 24-hour wildflower hotline to
find the best spots at the state park.

Super bloom
“We’ve seen everything from people in nor-

mal hiking attire to people in designer flip-flops
to women in sundresses and strappy heels hike
out there to get their picture. When I saw that, I
thought, ‘Oh no. Please don’t go out there with
those shoes on,’” laughed Linda Haddock, head
of the Borrego Springs Chamber of Commerce.

On a recent day, a young woman sat among
knee-high desert sunflowers and shot selfies
against the backdrop of yellow blooms that

looked almost neon in contrast to the brown
landscape. A mother jumped in the air as her
daughter snapped her photo among yellow brit-
tlebushes. The blooms are attracting hungry
sphinx moth caterpillars that munch through
acres. The caterpillars in turn are attracting
droves of Swainson hawks on their annual 6,000-
mile migration from Argentina.

“It’s an amazing burst in the cycle of life in the
desert that has come because of a freakish event
like a super bloom,” Haddock said. “It’s exciting.
This is going to be so huge for our economy.”
This year’s display has been especially stunning,
experts say. The region received 6½ inches (165
millimeters) of rain from December to February,
followed by almost two weeks of 90-degree
temperatures, setting the conditions for the
super bloom. Five years of drought made the
seeds ready to pop. Humans also helped. 

Park staff, volunteers and female prisoners
have been removing the Sahara Mustard plant,
an invasive species believed brought to
California in the 1920s with another plant, the
date palm. Sahara Mustard had been covering
popular wildflower areas, said Jim Dice, research
manager at the Anza-Borrego Desert Research
Center. Sandra Reel and her husband drove hun-
dreds of miles out of their way when they heard
about this year’s super bloom. “It is absolutely
phenomenal to see this many blooming desert
plants all at the same time,” she said. “I think it’s
probably a once-in-a-lifetime thing.”—AP

MIAMI: Manatees are no longer an endan-
gered species, US officials said Thursday,
declaring success after decades of efforts
to rebuild the population of the chubby sea
cows in Florida and the Caribbean region.
The population of West Indian manatees in
Florida is now around population of 6,620,
“a dramatic turnaround from the 1970s,
when just a few hundred individuals
remained,” said a statement from the US
Fish and Wildlife Service.

Manatees are now considered “threat-
ened,” meaning they are protected under
the Endangered Species Act but are no
longer considered in imminent danger of
extinction throughout their range. The
decision applies to West Indian manatees,
which includes the Florida manatee sub-
species, found in the southeastern United
States. It also applies to the Antillean mana-
tee, found in Puerto Rico, Mexico, Central
America, northern South America and the
Greater and Lesser Antilles.

“While there is still more work to be
done to fully recover manatee populations,
particularly in the Caribbean, manatee
numbers are increasing and we are actively
working with partners to address threats,”

said Jim Kurth, the US Fish and Wildlife
Service’s acting director. “Today we both
recognize the significant progress we have
made in conserving manatee populations
while reaffirming our commitment to con-
tinuing this species’ recovery and success
throughout its range.”

The proposed downgrade in status for
manatees, announced last year, stoked
controversy, as some experts warned the
long-protected sea cows were still vulner-
able to problems like boat collisions, cli-
mate change, pollution, and loss of habi-
tat. The decision “will not diminish any
existing federal protections that will con-
tinue to play a vital role in the recovery of
the species,” said the Fish and Wildlife
Service statement.

“The manatee will also continue to be
protected under the Marine Mammal
Protection Act.” Manatees were among the
first animals listed on the Endangered
Species Protection Act of 1966, along with
red wolves, grizzly bears, whooping cranes
and American alligators. One of their most
famous advocates is “Margaritaville” singer
Jimmy Buffett, who co-founded the Save
the Manatee Club in 1981.—AFP 

CALIFORNIA: In this photo, visitors walk among the poppy bloom at Antelope Valley California Poppy Reserve in Lancaster, California.—AP

California’s desert wildflower 
explosion draws record crowds

WASHINGTON: The Trump administra-
tion won’t ban a common pesticide used
on food, reversing efforts by the Obama
administration to bar the chemical based
on findings it could hinder development
of children’s brains. In announcing the
decision late Wednesday, Environmental
Protection Agency Administrator Scott
Pruitt said that by not banning chlorpyri-
fos, he was providing “regulatory certain-
ty” to thousands of American farmers
that rely on the pesticide. 

“By reversing the previous administra-
tion’s steps to ban one of the most widely
used pesticides in the world, we are
returning to using sound science in deci-
sion-making - rather than predetermined
results,” Pruitt said Wednesday. In approv-
ing the continued use of chlorpyrifos on
citrus fruits, apples, cherries and other
crops, Pruitt is overriding the scientific
findings of his own agency’s experts. 

Pruitt, a Republican lawyer who took
the lead at EPA last month, gave no indi-
cation of what process he used to deter-
mine chlorpyrifos is safe. Environmental
groups accused Pruitt of putting the
profits of big business over public safety.
“EPA’s refusal to ban this dangerous pes-
ticide is unconscionable,” said Patti
Goldman, an attorney at Earthjustice.
“EPA is defying its legal obligation to pro-
tect children from unsafe pesticides.”
Goldman said her group will seek a court

to order to countermand Pruitt’s deci-
sion. First developed as a chemical
weapon prior to World War II, chlorpyrifos
has been sold as a pesticide since 1965
and has been blamed for sickening
dozens of farm workers in recent years.
Traces have been found in waterways,
threatening fish, and experts say overuse
could make targeted insects immune to
the pesticide. US farms use more than 6
million pounds of the chemical each year
- about 25 percent of it in California.

No-spray buffer zones 
Under pressure from federal regulators

over safety concerns, Dow withdrew
chlorpyrifos for use as a home insecticide
in 2000. EPA also placed “no-spray” buffer
zones around sensitive sites, such as
schools, in 2012. But environmental and
public health groups said those proposals
don’t go far enough and filed a federal
lawsuit seeking a national ban on the pes-
ticide. In October 2015, the Obama admin-
istration proposed revoking the pesticide’s
use in response to a petition from the
Natural Resources Defense Council and
Pesticide Action Network North America.
EPA’s subsequent findings relied on three,
peer-reviewed human health studies indi-
cating that even minuscule amounts of
chlorpyrifos, sold by Dow Chemical, can
interfere with brain development of fetus-
es, infants and children. —AP

CALIFORNIA: In this photo, Zoey Speer, of Temecula, clambers among rocks and blooming desert shrubs in Borrego Springs, California.

Manatees are no 
longer endangered

CAPE CANAVERAL: This file photo shows a pair of Manatee near Pad 39A at NASA’s
Kennedy Space Center in Cape Canaveral, Florida.—AFP 
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