
 
More Metro news
Groups sue city, council to stall start of project

OK of Fanita Ranch is being challenged
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Santee violated state environmental law and its general plan in approving the controversial Fanita Ranch project last
month, according to a lawsuit filed yesterday by a coalition of environmental groups.

At issue is a nearly 1,400-home development unanimously approved by the Santee City Council on Dec. 5. It's the largest
residential project in Santee history and would spread across a quarter of the city.

Carlsbad-based developer Barratt American still expects to begin construction as early as summer, said Nick Arthur, who
is overseeing Fanita Ranch for the developer.

But the lawsuit, filed in San Diego Superior Court, seeks to set aside the city's approval of the project, as well as the thick
environmental impact report that went with it, and halt all activity until a more thorough analysis can be done.

Preserve Wild Santee, the Center for Biological Diversity and the Endangered Habitats League filed the suit. Named as
defendants are the city of Santee and the City Council. Barratt American is named as a party of interest.

“It's about avoiding an ecological disaster and, from my perspective, a community disaster,” said Van Collinsworth,
executive director of Preserve Wild Santee. “There's a way to protect both people and wildlife, and Santee's failed to do
either.”

City officials said yesterday that they were expecting a challenge.

“The only thing that could possibly surprise me is how fast they did it,” Mayor Randy Voepel said.

He said the city intends to fight the suit, and he stood behind the city's environmental impact report.

“We did a wonderful job,” Voepel said. “We spent way longer and spent a lot more money and were a lot more critical
than ever before.”

In their suit, the groups claim the city failed to adequately spell out and analyze Fanita Ranch's environmental effects and
didn't respond thoroughly to questions and concerns raised during the public comment period.

The groups contend the project is inconsistent with the city's general plan, in part because it doesn't protect significant
biological resources.

The city's environmental impact report included a long to-do list for offsetting the project's effects on the city, but drew
criticism from Collinsworth and other environmentalists last fall.

The city prepared responses and included them in the final project proposal, approved at the Dec. 5 council meeting after
several hours of discussion and testimony from the public.

Preserve Wild Santee and the Center for Biological Diversity challenged another development, Sky Ranch, with a similar
lawsuit in 2005. The suit was later settled, with legal costs awarded to the city and the project cleared to proceed.

Staff writer Dana Littlefield contributed to this report. 
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(Sidebar)

Overview 

Background: The Santee City Council approved the Fanita Ranch housing development Dec. 5 after years of controversy
over the project. The plan calls for nearly 1,400 homes on 2,600 acres, covering a quarter of the city. 

What's changing: In a lawsuit filed yesterday, three environmental groups allege the city violated state environmental
law and its general plan by approving the project and the environmental impact report. 

The future: City officials say they will fight the lawsuit, and the developer intends to move ahead with the project. 
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