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Authorities put the brakes on building
projects at each end of the Coachella
Valley after conservation groups chal-
lenged the developers' right to move dirt
on the sites.

The construction, a housing project near
desert tortoise habitat in Desert Hot
Springs and a fence in peninsular big-
horn sheep habitat near the Santa Rosa
mountains and the Salton Sea, ground to
a stop following challenges to grading
and building permits.

In the case of the Desert Hot Springs
project, a 1,468-home subdivision called
Highland Falls, work has already re-
sumed.

The partially constructed fence near the
Santa Rosa mountains remains in limbo
until property owner Tim Blixseth of
Rancho Mirage can arrange permits for
the fence and grading in the area, Riv-
erside County officials said.

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and
city of Desert Hot Springs interrupted
the Highland Falls project and Riverside
County stopped Blixseth's fence.
But it was the Palm Springs chapter of
the Sierra Club and the Center for Bio-
logical Diversity that challenged the de-

velopers' paperwork.

In Desert Hot Springs, an attorney for
the Center for Biological Diversity said
developer Roger Snellenberger needs
special permits because workers are
grading in a desert wash.

The group also says the project might
endanger protected desert tortoises that
live in the area.

"Tortoises have been found very close
by," said Kassie Siegel, an attorney for
the Center. "Any that are there will be
crushed."

On Blixseth's property, the Sierra Club
contends, the developer started grading
and building a fence without getting
proper permits.

They say the work is destructive be-
cause the scenic area where it's occur-
ring is habitat for endangered peninsular
bighorn sheep and was also important
land for Cahuilla Indians well before
Europeans came to the area.

In the 1970s, there were 1,200 bighorn
in the peninsular ranges. The numbers
dropped to an all-time low of 276 in 1996.
Since then the species has rebounded to
about 600 sheep. The species was placed
on the federal endangered species list in
1998.

"These are pristine areas," said Joan
Taylor, chairwoman of the local branch
of the Sierra Club. "There is no business
running a bulldozer across them."

Not only did Blixseth neglect to get a
permit, the fence could disrupt bighorn
sheep that live in the area, she said.

Blixseth is "basically fencing sheep out
of their habitat and doing so without any
permits."

Blixseth did not return calls for comment.

Bob Lyman, a regional office manager
for the Riverside County Transportation
and Land Management Agency, said
Blixseth needs a grading permit for mov-
ing dirt and a building permit because the
fence is higher than 6 feet tall.

Lyman said the developer could be sub-
ject to fines or even orders to restore
the disturbed land if he can't get the per-
mits.

In Desert Hot Springs, an attorney for
developer Roger Snellenberger said
Highland Falls is still in progress.

Attorney Brian Harnik said
Snellenberger has overcome a cease-
and-desist order by the Corps, as well
as a request by Desert Hot Springs to
"hold your horses."
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The interruptions followed environmen-
talists' assertions the grading was dis-
turbing a wash.

"The Sierra Club is claiming there is a
wash there, we disagree with them,"
Harnik said.

Siegel said that, in general, disrupting a
wash or dry stream with grading or build-
ing can divert rainwater runoff from its
natural course through a habitat.

Harnik said he produced an analysis that
the area wasn't a wash and the permits
to go forward are in place.

The Center for Biological Diversity has
threatened to challenge Highland Falls
in court.


