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Canyon parcel change ditched

CALIMESA - Wild animals will
continue to have an unfettered path
of open space through San Timoteo
Canyon with the help of an
environmental watchdog group.

The Riverside County Board of
Supervisors recently tried to change
the designation on a parcel of land,
located south of the canyon and
moving into the wildlife corridor, to
allow for rural residential uses. The
property is near the Fisherman's
Wharf area and abuts Calimesa.

When Calimesa officials cried foul
and tried to get the plan reversed,
Riverside County officials wouldn't
listen.

But with help from the Arizona-
based Center for Biological
Diversity, which objected to the
change, county officials dropped it
from a list of more than 600 parcels
awaiting a similar fate toward
possible development.

"It is a good thing," said Gabriel
Elliott, Calimesa's planning manager.
"Unfortunately, it took the center to

get involved in this before the
county decided it was not a good
idea, even though we had written a
letter and went before the Board
of Supervisors.'

Riverside County still moved
forward with the other parcels. On
May 3, the Board of Supervisors
approved a General Plan
amendment which effectively
changed the designations on 648
parcels, composing more than
10,000 acres, from open space or
conservation uses to allow for
possible development.

Before making that move, the
Center for Biological Diversity
believes the county should have
completed adequate environmental
studies on each of the properties,
under the California Environmental
Quality Act, and make information
about the parcels more readily
available to the public.

The county filed a public notice in
only one newspaper, as it is legally
required to do, but it didn't convey
the full gravity of the situation,
according to the Center for
Biological Diversity.

To stop the changes until more
research is done, the Center for
Biological Diversity filed a lawsuit
Thursday in Riverside Superior
Court against Riverside County,
claiming that officials failed to
prepare an environmental impact
report for all the parcels, performed
an inadequate initial study and
negative declaration, and did not
provide better public notice of its
action, according to the complaint.

"It's too much, too fast with too little
information," said Adam Keats, the
Center for Biological Diversity
attorney who filed the lawsuit. The
California Environmental Quality
Act is designed to expose any
possible environmental issues
associated with a parcel of land
before any significant changes are
made, officials said.

"(California Environmental Quality
Act) is extremely clear that zoning
changes, and changes like this, are
subject to the requirements of the
(California Environmental Quality
Act),' Keats said.

Riverside County officials had not
been served with a copy of the
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lawsuit by Friday morning, and
likewise, they had not had a chance
to review the complaints against
them, said Ray Smith, county
spokesman.

The county officials stated in a
report that the land-use changes
were needed to correct errors that
had not been discovered before the
General Plan was finalized in
September 2003.

But the Center for Biological
Diversity contends changes were
designed more to prevent property
owners from filing "takings
lawsuits," which accuse an agency
of denying owners the full use of
their land.


