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BLM handling of remote region hit from
two sides

ENVIRONMENTAL, OFF-ROAD GROUPS BOTH FILE SUIT

BY DAVID L. BECK
MERCURY NEWS

In a rare show of unity, two major
environmental groups and half a dozen
organizations that represent dirt bik-
ers and other outdoor types find them-
selves on the same side -- sort of -- in
a federal lawsuit over the use and
protection of a sprawling chunk of land
south of Hollister.

The issue that brought them together?
Opposition to the federal Bureau of
Land Management, which controls
the Clear Creek Management Area.
The area attracts an estimated 50,000
visitors a year, many of whom come
to ride motorcycles and all-terrain
vehicles over the dry, dusty hills. They
say it's one of the only remaining
places in the Bay Area where they
can raise some noise and dust.

``I don't think BLM wanted to take
this on,'' said Brian LeNeve, a paint-
ing contractor and amateur botanist
from Carmel who said he has long
observed dirt-bike riders ignoring signs
and trail markings at Clear Creek.
``But as long as nobody was raising
hell, they just let it go, let it slide, and
did nothing.''

Two lawsuits arise

Hell has now been raised. A federal
judge in San Jose will try to sort out
the issues in a hearing on two related
lawsuits July 15.

According to the Center for Biologi-
cal Diversity and the California Na-
tive Plant Society, which filed one of
the suits against the bureau, the bu-
reau has failed in its duty to protect
the threatened San Benito evening
primrose, which grows only at Clear
Creek and then only on a certain kind
of soil. Off-roaders destroy habitat by
riding over plants, and destroy poten-
tial habitat by loosening the soil, the
lawsuit claims.

According to the Salinas Ramblers
Motorcycle Club and other groups
that intervened in the lawsuit, the bu-
reau has failed to designate trails and
barren hills for them to ride, as it prom-
ised to do as recently as 1999.

Making matters worse, from the off-
roaders' perspective, the bureau has
imposed an emergency closing -- from
June 4 through Oct. 15 -- on nearly
half of Clear Creek. The stated rea-
son for the closing was not, however,
the threatened flower, but the threat
to riders from asbestos, which occurs
naturally in the area.

The most recent available data from
an ongoing asbestos study showed
``readings of concern,'' said George
E. Hill, assistant field manager in the
Hollister office, who signed the as-
bestos order. He said the bureau pre-
ferred to ``err on the side of safety
until the final report comes out.''

That report is being prepared by the
Environmental Protection Agency,
which has yet to receive the data from
November and February test rides. It
would be optimistic to expect the re-
port this year, said an EPA official.

Riders, who have filed a separate suit
to overturn the closing, say the kind
of asbestos, called chrysotile, found
in the same soil where the primrose
grows isn't really harmful; they say
the closing is based on ̀ `junk science.''

Ken Deeg, a Santa Cruz police of-
ficer who rides motorcycles at Clear
Creek with his wife and small daugh-
ter, agrees with LeNeve that the clos-
ing over the asbestos issue is the
bureau's way of getting the environ-
mental community off its back.

``The botanist groups want the area
locked off; this is one way to do it
without addressing the real issue of
the plants,'' said Deeg.
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Hill denies the closing was precipitate,
as riders charge, or overdue, as bota-
nists insist. He said the agency has
had the authority to impose an emer-
gency closing since 1995, though not
until this spring were preliminary EPA
data available.

The primrose? A separate issue, said
Hill.

Deeg believes both botanists and rid-
ers could be satisfied if the bureau
fences off primrose habitat and des-
ignates riding trails as it promised to
do. ``If we can get the BLM to fol-
low through with its plans, that'd be
paramount,'' he said.

Toxicity an issue

The Environmental Protection Agency
says chrysotile asbestos is harmful.
``There may be some difference in
levels of toxicity'' between different
kinds of asbestos, said Gerald Hiatt,
senior regional toxicologist for the
EPA's Superfund Division, ``but the
agency's position is that it's still toxic.''

Clear Creek falls under the EPA's
Superfund Division because the long-
closed Atlas Mine is nearby. The
cleanup there is nearly complete.

The EPA studies asbestos levels at
Clear Creek by hiring people to ride
dirt bikes, drive four-wheelers, hike
and camp, all the while collecting dust
samples. It even has riders collecting
samples at waist level, to simulate
where a child rider would be breath-
ing.

Lynn Suer, project manager for the
Atlas cleanup, understands the attrac-
tion of Clear Creek to off-roaders.
Isolated and empty, Clear Creek
seems like the perfect place to ride.

``This is probably one of the most chal-
lenging places in the country,'' she
said. ``It's steep -- the best riders in
the nation ride there on dirt bikes, and
there are lots of kids -- families and
children.''

Hill, the Hollister BLM official, pointed
out that his order closes only part of
the Clear Creek Management Area -
- about 30,000 out of 75,000 acres.
And Clear Creek attracts only about
1,200 visitors a month during the hot,
dry, dusty summer.

``It's an issue that's been around for a
number of years,'' said Hill of the as-
bestos levels, ``and we felt that with
the new information in the interim it
was prudent to take some measures
to be sure that we could minimize the
risk.''


