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Company behind large development near LA wins big at appellate court 

2nd District overturns lower court in finding environmental review was adequate 

By Fiona Smith 

Daily Journal Staff Writer 

A state appellate court Thursday handed a big win to a developer seeking to build a new city on 

the outskirts of Los Angeles, ruling that environmental reviews related to the project pass legal 

muster. 

In a 3-0 decision, the 2nd District Court of Appeal reversed Los Angeles County Superior Court 

Judge Ann I. Jones, who had sided with environmentalists and ordered the state Department of 

Fish and Wildlife to redo parts of its review. 

The ruling comes after Newhall Land and Farming Co., which has been pushing its development 

in the Santa Clarita Valley for more than a decade, accused Jones of bias and tried to get her 

removed from the case after she ruled against them. An Orange County Superior Court judge 

rejected Newhall's bias claims. 

The issue of bias was not before the appellate panel, but rather the question of whether Jones was 

right in finding the state violated the California Environmental Quality Act and other laws when 

it permitted Newhall to build levees on the banks of the Santa Clara River, harm imperiled 

wildlife and fill in several of its tributaries. 

Jones ruled in 2012 that the state had failed to rely on substantial evidence to back its 

environmental analysis on a host of issues, including harms to the Unarmored Threespine 

Stickleback fish and Native American sacred sites. 

But Jones failed to give the state agency proper deference in its environmental review and its 

conclusions were reasonable and supported by substantial evidence, wrote Division Five Justice 

Paul Turner in a 112-page opinion. He was joined by associate justices Richard M. Mosk and 

Sandy R. Kriegler. Center for Biological Diversity v. Dept. of Fish and Wildlife, 2014 DJDAR 

3506 (Cal. App. 2nd Dist. March 20, 2014). 

The court also called out Jones for going outside of arguments made in the case when she ruled 

that the agency had failed to independently assess the adequacy of measures to reduce the 

project's harms. Her "findings were not the result of a direct challenge to the project based on a 

theory articulated by plaintiffs in the mandate petition," Turner wrote. 

Environmentalists have long fought the project, arguing the planned community of 60,000 

people will create more suburban sprawl and ruin what is Southern California's last largely free-

flowing river. 



Newhall emphasizes that it is setting aside a majority of its land as open space and designing a 

pedestrian-friendly community. The development, just north of Valencia, would include more 

than 20,000 homes, 5.5 million square feet of commercial development, schools, a golf course 

and parks. 

State Department of Fish and Wildlife spokeswoman Jordan Traverso welcomed the decision in 

an email. 

"The appellate court's reversal of the trial court's decision is validation of years of hard work on 

environmental documents and subsequent permits," Traverso wrote. "We always work 

meticulously to ensure documents and permits such as these are sound. We especially do so on a 

project of this magnitude." 

The decision paves the way for initial work on wetlands restoration and other environmental 

work related to the development, said Marlee Lauffer, a Newhall spokeswoman in a prepared 

statement. 

"The appellate decision fully vindicates the decade-long effort to secure all of the state 

environmental permits necessary for Newhall Ranch," Lauffer said. 

John T. Buse, a senior attorney at the Center for Biological Diversity, said his reaction went 

"beyond disappointment to amazement, that the court was looking at the same set of laws and 

facts the lower court was. We didn't get the same searching review we got in the lower court." 

The ruling does not pave the way for the development to begin as the project is facing other legal 

challenges, Buse said. 

The Center for Biological Diversity, Friends of the Santa Clara River and others sued the U.S. 

Army Corps of Engineers earlier this month alleging river-altering permits it granted the 

Newhall project violated the Clean Water Act and other laws. Center for Biological Diversity v. 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 14-1667 (C.D. Cal., filed March 6, 2014). 

The groups have also sued Los Angeles County over CEQA reviews it has conducted on the first 

two phases of the project. Los Angeles Superior Court Judge John A. Torribio Jr. recently ruled 

against environmentalists on the first suit and he is expected to release a decision on the second 

lawsuit in the near future. 

Buse said the group is considering seeking Supreme Court review of Thursday's decision. 

"A project that unnecessarily fills in large portions of the river's flood plain and devastates its 

tributaries is something we're absolutely going to fight against to the last of our ability." 


