
A sweeping conservation plan that 
would protect 1.2 million acres in 
the Coachella Valley while remov-
ing environmental hurdles for future 
development in other areas was ap-
proved Tuesday by the Riverside 
County Board of Supervisors.

The controversial plan, in the works 
for more than a decade, requires 
several desert cities’ approval to take 
effect.

Characterized as a compromise be-
tween environmentalists and builders 
in the rapidly developing region, 
the $1.8-billion proposal sets aside 
habitat for 27 desert species and puts 
a patchwork of conservation areas 
under local control.

Developer mitigation fees, landfill 
dumping fees, county sales tax trans-
portation funds and state transporta-
tion fees will fund the program.

Under the 75-year plan, development 
in areas outside the conservation area 
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vironmental reviews or be subject to 
conservation groups’ lawsuits.

“It gives developers certainty,” said 
Supervisor Roy Wilson, who repre-
sents the Coachella Valley .

Builders back the plan, which would 
mandate $5,200-an-acre mitigation 
fees from developers to buy land for 
conservation, said Fred Bell, execu-
tive director of the Building Industry 
Assn.’s desert chapter.

The agreement would also allow 
delayed road construction to go for-
ward, helping to relieve congestion 
in the region, officials said.

“This is also about building high-
ways,” Supervisor Marion Ashley 
said. “This plan enables us to do that 
in a streamlined way, a very careful 
way. This is more than just a habitat 
plan.”

A similar plan for western Riverside 
County was implemented several 
years ago.

Environmentalists have tentatively 

approved the agreement, which guar-
antees some wildlife protection at the 
possible expense of other habitats.

“It’s a mixed bag,” said Daniel R. 
Patterson, desert ecologist with the 
Center for Biological Diversity in 
Joshua Tree. Patterson believes en-
dangered species on the valley floor 
are well protected under the plan, 
which covers land, 84% of which is 
unincorporated, but bighorn sheep 
are placed at greater risk.

Bighorn sheep advocates have con-
demned a proposed hiking trail near 
a sheep birthing spot.

Such plans are akin to “big, regional-
ized development permits,” Patter-
son said. “They’ve been very good 
at speeding up urban sprawl and 
much less effective at [protecting] 
endangered species.”

“I don’t think anybody got what they 
wanted out of the plan,” said Joan 
Taylor, conservation chairwoman of 
Sierra Club’s Tahquitz group, based 
in Palm Springs . “It’s definitely a 
compromise.”
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Riverside County aims both to save habitat and ease development. 
Cities still have veto power.



Several eastern Riverside County 
cities have complained that the 
plan goes too far. Earmarking large 
swaths of land for wildlife, the offi-
cials said, could infringe on develop-
ment projects. One city rejecting the 
agreement would scuttle the deal.

About 11,000 acres of preservation 
zones would slice Desert Hot Springs 
and land within its sphere of influ-
ence in two and affect a good deal 
of prime real estate along Interstate 
10 — which the financially strapped 
city needs to generate revenue, said 
John Soulliere, deputy city manager. 
And the proposal might dash upcom-
ing building proposals, including a 
1.5-million-square-foot resort hotel 
and golf course, Soulliere said.

The City Council took an informal 
vote against the environmental 
plan recently, as did Cathedral City 
and Indio , whose leaders voiced 
similar objections. But Desert Hot 
Springs city officials are “groping 
for answers,” Soulliere said. “We are 
seeking to find that perfect place” 
where city and regional needs are 
met, he said. “I’m not sure that 
there’s a clean win-win for the city 
either way.”

Rancho Mirage, Palm Desert and 
the Coachella Valley Water District 
have already signed off on the plan; 
the seven remaining desert cities will 
probably vote on the agreement this 
month.

“I’m glad it’s coming to an end,” 
said Cathedral City Mayor Pro Tem 
Gregory S. Pettis. “It’s been a very 
long, hard battle for all of us.”


