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REGION: Forest-plan appeal rejected

By DAVE DOWNEY - Staff Writer 

A federal official Monday rejected an environmental group's challenge to new management plans for the Cleveland and three other
Southern California national forests, saying the blueprints adequately protect wildlife, plants and water.

Charles L. Myers, a reviewing officer for the U.S. Forest Service in Washington, D.C., also rejected the notion that the plans,
adopted in April 2006, did not go far enough to prevent dune buggies, motorcycles and other off-road vehicles from trampling pristine
backcountry areas.

Myers concluded that the plans for the 3.5 million acres comprising the Cleveland, San Bernardino, Angeles and Los Padres forests
are sound and do not violate any federal laws.

At the same time, he wrote that the group, the Arizona-based Center for Biological Diversity, was correct in pointing out a
discrepancy in the estimated size of coastal sage scrub habitat on the four forests. At one point in the documents, there is a
reference to nearly 221,000 acres; at another, the sage scrub area is said to be 204,000 acres.

Myers directed the California regional forester to correct the discrepancy, which was likely the result of a mapping error. However,
Myers concluded that the error did not lead to any inappropriate management strategies.

The Center for Biological Diversity was disappointed.

"The plans really favor commercial exploitation such as development of transmission lines and new reservoirs, grazing and other
destructive activities," said David Hogan, conservation manager for the group in San Diego County. "The plans also emphasize
harmful industrial recreation, like expanded off-road vehicle recreation, over protection of natural areas. All of this means there will
be fewer places where endangered species can persist unmolested."

Hogan noted the forests take in coastal woodlands, mountain forests and chaparral-carpeted hillsides that are home to 3,000 species
of animals and plants in one of the world's most diverse regions.

"From the iconic California condor and steelhead trout to the diminutive Quino checkerspot butterfly and San Diego thornmint, the
forests provide a home for at least 480 at-risk species," he said.

The motorized-vehicle recreation community was supportive of the decision.

John Stewart of Lakeside, a resource consultant for California Association of Four Wheel Drive Clubs, said, "It's time to stop the
litigation arguments and get on with implementing the management plans. If changes or issues arise, let's just deal with them then."

Stewart took exception to the environmental group's characterization of off-roading.

"We do not engage in an industrial activity," he said. "It's recreation. It is people out enjoying themselves. We're not out there
creating new areas. Were trying to keep the roads that we have."

The forest plans are expected to remain in place for up to 15 years.

The documents are similar to zoning blueprints that serve as a guideline for development in cities, in that they set out a broad range
of permissible activities for different parts of the forest. Specific projects then are approved on the basis of whether they fit those
designations.


