
The Californian

11/6/2006

Environmental group raises concerns over conservation area; panel delays decision on 'Core 2' 

By: JOSE CARVAJAL - Staff Writer 

RIVERSIDE -- A decision on the fate of a key area in the county's ambitious habitat conservation plan won't be coming for
at least another month, after the agency that oversees the plan put off Monday its scheduled discussion on the matter.

A couple of environmental groups already have begun to question recommendations being made by administrators of that
agency, the Western Riverside County Regional Conservation Authority.

In response to concerns earlier this year that the area had been encroached upon too much by development, the authority
convened a group of scientists to determine whether the area needs to be replaced with land elsewhere in the county.

The conservation authority had been slated to take up what's going to happen to "Core 2" -- an area of the county's
Multiple Species Habitat Conservation Plan that is mostly in French Valley with a portion that runs along Warm Springs
Creek on the east side of the Hogbacks, a range of hills in eastern Murrieta.

Interim Executive Director Tom Mullen said after Monday's meeting of the authority's board that he asked for the delay
because he wants to give stakeholders in the process more time to study the recommendations made by authority
administrators for what should happen to the area.

"The environmental community wants to look at it, property owners want to look at it and government officials want to
look at it," he said.

The scientists concluded recently that the bulk of the area offers critical habitat for certain butterfly and bird species and
that the area should remain as part of the overall conservation plan. Though Core 2 is being touched by development on its
edges, the scientists also concluded, those fringe areas are still valuable.

Based on the scientists' findings, authority administrators have recommended that Core 2 remain intact for the most part.
They also suggested a caveat, that changes to the fringe areas could still be made as the authority negotiated with property
owners in meeting their obligations to the plan.

To the Center for Biological Diversity, that's not good enough.

Jonathan Evans, a Los Angeles-based legal fellow for the nonprofit conservation group, said after Monday's meeting that
those fringe areas are too important to give up because they are critical in connecting the plan's various core areas.

If changes are made on a project-by-project basis, he said, the edges of Core 2 would likely erode. With that, Evans said,
important habitats for the Quino checkerspot butterfly and the California gnatcatcher would be systematically eliminated.

"Allowing the project level refinements essentially allows death by 1,000 cuts of these environments," he said.

Before the authority's board delayed its decision on Core 2 on Monday, it met in a session closed to the public to discuss
a letter written by Evans that raises concerns that the authority isn't conserving enough land to keep up with the rate of
development in the county and suggests the authority would be violating the conservation plan's rules by allowing the
changes to Core 2.

Mullen said that administrators would stick to their recommendations when they bring the matter back before the board,
which will likely be at next month's meeting.

-- Contact staff writer Jose Carvajal at (951) 676-4315, Ext. 2624, or jcarvajal@californian.com.
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