
Dunes plan hinges on lawsuit

     That portion of a 15-year plan for the Imperial
Sand Dunes that addresses temporary closures still
hinges on a pending lawsuit, despite the federal
government’s approval of the plan.
     A federal court in San Francisco is expected to
hear the pending case in September, leaving federal
agencies, environmentalists and off-highway
enthusiasts stranded until then as to how the
Bureau of Land Management’s new plan will
affect the closures.
     But BLM officials said that no matter which
way the judge rules, recreational off-highway
vehicle users should not see much change.
     A previous lawsuit settled in 2000 temporarily
closed 49,300 acres to off-highway vehicles due
to threatened vegetation.
     Since then, the BLM, U.S. Fish and Wildlife,
the Center for Biological Diversity, a Tucson-based
environmental group have wrangled - in and out
of court - over how to manage the acreage.
     On Thursday, the Bureau of Land Management
approved a Recreation Area Management Plan
that divides the dunes into eight management areas
and outlines rules for off-highway vehicle use in
each portion.
     The plan would allow no more than 525
permitted riders a day in area that is now closed
and would require that those riders first attend an
environmental education course. The area would
be open during the day between Oct. 15 to March
31.
     Last Wednesday, U.S. District Judge Susan
Illston ruled that the portion of BLM’s plan dealing
with closed areas will not take affect until she hears
the case, scheduled for Sept. 15.
     The Center filed the current suit in 2003
challenging several of its concerns with BLM’s
management maneuvers both inside and outside

March 26, 2005

By JACKIE LEATHERMAN
Staff Writer

of the closed portion.
     “If she rules against us, the new plan ... will actually
go into effect,” said Brendan Cummings, an attorney
with the Center. “It is a plan that does nothing until the
judge says it can go into effect. If we win the case, at a
minimum, the current closures will remain into effect.”
     “I hate to speculate,” said Jan Bedrosian, BLM
public affairs specialist. “The judge would have the
option of ruling in our favor, which would let our plan be
implemented ... but she could ... rule against and decide
that further resources to protect the plants are
necessary.”
     The areas that have been closed are south of
California State Highway 78 and about 10 miles north
of Interstate 8.
     “That is quite a distance in the sand dunes,”
Bedrosian said. “We find that most of the people that
do go up there are pretty experienced dune buggy off-
road enthusiasts. Most of our visitors cluster around
the two highways. Unless you get adventuresome, most
people won’t see any change from what they are used
to experiencing at the dunes.”
     In the meantime, BLM can begin implementing other
portions of the plan, including changes to facilities and
law enforcement.
     “(The lawsuit is) significant from a legal standpoint,
but it is not significant from an on-the-ground standpoint,”
she said. “We will have to wait until September to see
how it all turns out.”
     According to Cummings, it will turn out in the
Center’s favor.  “The plan is so flawed, it will never
see the light of day,” he said.


