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SAN BERNARDINO - In a ruling 
hailed by environmentalists, a San 
Bernardino judge Wednesday halted 
a proposed 91-room hotel near Big 
Bear Lake, fi nding the city hadn’t 
adequately addressed the project’s 
impact on a federally protected plant 
that worldwide exists solely on about 
three acres surrounding the mountain 
resort town.

Ruling on a writ fi led by the Center 
for Biological Diversity, Judge John P. 
Wade put the brakes on the proposed 
91-room Hilton Garden Inn, which 
if built would be one of the largest 
hotels in Big Bear. 

In a lawsuit, the center’s attorneys 
said the city’s environmental review 
supporting the resort’s approval 
last July failed to weigh an expert 
biologist’s fi ndings that wetlands 
on which the plant, the Bird-footed 
Checkerbloom, depends for survival 
would diminish if developers built the 
hotel on four acres near the lake. 

Wade’s decision came in response to 
a writ of mandate fi led by the Tucson, 
Ariz.-based Center for Biological 
Diversity, the Sierra Club and the San 
Bernardino Valley Audubon Society. 
They alleged that the city of Big 
Bear Lake ran afoul of the California 

Environmental Quality Act in its 
environmental review. 

“The judge agreed that the city’s 
[Environmental Impact Report] 
didn’t properly address or respond to 
our expert’s comments,” said Adam 
Keats, a staff attorney for the Center 
for Biological Diversity. “They just 
shined him on.” 

Stephen P. Deitsch, attorney for the 
city of Big Bear Lake, said Wade’s 
decision wasn’t a total loss for his 
client. And he said the ruling doesn’t 
mean developers can’t build the hotel 
on the site, but that the project will be 
postponed. 

He said the judge didn’t scrap the 
entire environmental impact report. 
He said Wade “in effect indicated 
the city would have to go back and 
reassess” environmental issues the 
judge felt weren’t properly analyzed. 

Among fi ndings favoring the city, 
Deitsch said, are that Wade approved 
the hotel’s height variance, which 
had been at dispute in the case. Also, 
Deitsch said, the judge found that the 
city’s environmental impact report 
had properly researched “hydrology 
issues” impacted by the project. 

Deitsch, a partner at Riverside’s Best 
Best & Krieger, said the city hasn’t 
decided if it will appeal the decision. 

The Bird-footed Checkerbloom, also 
known as the Big Bear Checkerbloom, 
got its name because its deeply parted 
leaves resemble birds’ feet. The 
plant, part of the hibiscus family, has 
foot-long stalks with bright purple 
or burgundy-colored blooms, said 
Timothy Krantz, a biologist who 
advised the Center for Biological 
Diversity on the hotel project’s 
impact. 

The plant grows only in marshy 
meadow areas near Big Bear Lake’s 
shore, according to Krantz, chairman of 
the environmental studies department 
at University of Redlands. 

One acre of the 5Â½-acre hotel project 
includes Checkerbloom habitat, 
Krantz said. He said it grows on just 
two more acres in “vacant lots” near 
the lake. 

 City offi cials said the Hilton Garden 
Inn would be one of the largest 
hotels in Big Bear Lake, a wooded 
mountainous town peppered with 
smaller inns and timeshare resorts. 

The biggest hotel in the area is the 
148-room Northwoods Resort, a 
rustic lodge 1Â½ blocks from the 
lake’s edge. 
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