
SAN DIEGO – A federal judge has 
found major holes in the blueprints 
for managing the four national forests 
in Southern California, including the 
Cleveland. 

In a ruling issued late Tuesday, U.S. 
District Court Judge Marilyn Hall 
Patel in San Francisco said the U.S. 
Forest Service didn’t adequately 
consider protections for remote, 
roadless stretches of the forest. 

She said the Forest Service hasn’t 
assessed the cumulative impact 
of “extensively increasing” the 
potential for road construction while 
recommending relatively few spots 
for wilderness protection. 

Patel also faulted the agency for 
designing a monitoring program 
without enough research and being 
less than transparent about its 
decision-making process. 

“If the larger picture is not addressed 
at this level, it never will be,” she 
said. 

Env i ronmen ta l i s t s  f a i l ed  to 
convince the judge about some 
of the management plans’ alleged 
shortcomings, but they praised her 
ruling nonetheless. 

“Some of the most wild and pristine 
areas of southern California’s national 
forests were given a second chance,” 

said Ileene Anderson of the Center 
for Biological Diversity, a plaintiff 
in the case. 

Forest Service officials at the 
regional headquarters in Vallejo said 
they wouldn’t comment until they 
reviewed the ruling. 

Both sides will file court papers in 
coming weeks about how to rectify 
the shortcomings Patel found. 

The judge had ruled in June that two 
other federal agencies failed to fully 
consider the needs of endangered 
species when they reviewed land-use 
plans for the same forests. 

In this current case, the central issue 
is the future of more than 1 million 
acres of roadless land within the 
Angeles, Cleveland, Los Padres and 
San Bernardino national forests. 

Those woodlands, surrounded by 
roughly 31 million residents, serve 
as a refuge for imperiled species such 
as the California condor. Covering a 
total of 3.5 million acres across 10 
counties, they’re also host to off-road 
vehicles, oil and gas development, 
camping and other activities. 

The 438,000-acre Cleveland National 
Forest stretches across San Diego, 
Riverside and Orange counties. It’s a 
major recreation area that gets about 
850,000 visits each year. 
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and other resources over 10 to 15 
years. The Forest Service said in 
2001 that it would revise its Southern 
California forest plans, then spent 
about five years doing so. 

Environmentalists and a few state 
agencies sued the Forest Service 
last year, generally criticizing it for 
allegedly inadequate environmental 
reviews. 

California officials said the Forest 
Service didn’t fully coordinate 
its plans with state policies about 
roadless areas. 

Patel said the Forest Service’s failure 
to disclose input from the state 
“significantly inhibits the public’s 
ability to understand the competing 
priorities” of the two governments. 

“The decision vindicates the public’s 
right to know how our national 
forests are managed,” said Erin 
Tobin, an attorney for Earthjustice 
who represented seven environmental 
groups in the current lawsuit. 

Tobin said it’s unclear whether the 
Obama administration will take a 
different approach to the forest plans 
than its predecessor. 

“We will be urging the Forest Service 
to use this as an opportunity to 
reconsider its decision and look 
at designating more areas” as 
wilderness, Tobin said. 
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