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A regional conservation authority on Monday delayed a vote on whether to preserve 4,400 acres of open land near
Murrieta after a conservation group requested more time to study a report that deemed the area crucial for an endangered
butterfly and other rare species. 

The delay "gives everyone a chance to digest it," said Tom Mullen, the Western Riverside County Regional Conservation
Authority executive director. 

The vote, now set for Dec. 4, will determine whether land around Warm Springs Creek will be set aside for wildlife and
whether to allow some development on the edges. 

It will be the first public test of whether an $11 million plan to protect imperiled species can stand up to development
pressure in fast-growing western Riverside County. 

The area in question, known as Core 2, is one of more than 25 proposed reserves and wildlife corridors outlined in the
plan to comply with state and federal endangered-species laws. That, in turn, allows roads, homes and other projects to be
built with fewer environmental restrictions. 

Dan Silver, executive director of the Endangered Habitats League, said he asked the board, made up of representatives of
Riverside County and its 14 western cities, to delay the vote. 

He wanted to give conservation and scientific communities more time to review the report by UCR's Center for
Conservation Biology. 

"It's a very big deal, biologically for the species and for the local communities that want to see the area preserved," Silver
said. 

Both Silver's group and developers said they were concerned about cost of saving Core 2. 

"Big deal -- I mean, this is an expensive plan," Mullen said in an interview after the meeting. 

Borre Winckel, executive director of the Building Industry Association's Riverside County chapter, said undeveloped raw
land in the area goes for about $185,000 per acre. 

Some of the land in Core 2 is owned by Winchester 700, a development group that wants to build 1,034 homes on 454
acres, and the brewing company Anheuser-Busch, which has about 900 acres, Mullen said. 

Michael Smith, project spokesman for the Winchester development, declined to comment when asked if the company
would sell the land. 

Also Monday, the board met in closed session to discuss a letter from an environmental group that contends the authority
isn't saving enough habitat, in violation of federal and state permits. The authority reported last week that land-acquisition
goals haven't been met for 18 of the 37 habitat areas targeted for conservation. 

"This is serving as a reminder that someone is looking at them," said Jonathan C. Evans, a legal fellow for the Center for
Biological Diversity, which wrote the letter. 

Jane Hendron, a spokeswoman for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, said the plan has gone as expected in its first few
years. The federal agency helped develop the plan and has the power to revoke a permit that allows the conservation
authority to make decisions affecting rare species. 

Mullen pointed out that the authority has purchased more than 33,000 acres since 2000 -- 20 percent of the 153,000 acres



targeted for acquisition. 

"We believe we're ahead of the curve," Mullen told authority board members. 
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