
San Bernardino Sun

Forest plans focus on growth, safety
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New management plans for the San Bernardino National Forest and three other Southern California
forests were released Friday as officials attempt to balance growth in recreation with protection of wildlife
and scenery.

Protection of communities from wildfire is also a focus of the plan, especially important in the San
Bernardino National Forest, which has been decimated by drought and bark beetles. The fire danger there
remains high, despite the huge Old and Grand Prix fires in 2003 and heavy winter rains. “

We focused more on forest health and fuels treatment at the urban interface,” said Ruth Wenstrom,
spokeswoman for the San Bernardino National Forest.

The plans also cover the Angeles, Cleveland and Los Padres national forests.

Environmentalists said the plans disappointed them. They argued that the protections for scenery and
endangered species should be more aggressive. “

Southern California is a biological diversity hot spot, with a very rich diversity of species found nowhere
else,” said Monica Bond, a Joshua Tree-based wildlife biologist with the Center for Biological Diversity. “We
don’t think they did a good job deciding where protections should be and allowed too many damaging
things.”

In the San Bernardino National Forest, about 25,000 new acres of wilderness would be added to the
130,362 existing wilderness acres. In wilderness areas, only hikers and equestrians are allowed.

The San Bernardino National Forest covers 665,754 acres in both San Bernardino and Riverside counties.

New wilderness acreage in the final plan is less than that in the draft plan released last year, further
disappointing environmentalists. “

We put a lot of thought into looking at each and every acre,” said the Forest Service’s Wenstrom, adding
she realizes many will feel the wilderness designations aren’t enough.

The agency has created a new designation for certain areas where the public would be prohibited from
using motorized vehicles, but officials would be able to drive in to do work, including forest-thinning.

Wenstrom said an area above Big Bear Lake was considered for wilderness but eventually given the new
designation to give forest planners more flexibility to do fire-prevention work in the area.

Environmentalists contend that the designation creates a potential loophole where major projects could be
built in areas that would be better protected as wilderness.

“It allows uses that could be harmful,” including mining and utility corridors, said Bill Corcoran, senior
regional representative in the Los Angeles office of the Sierra Club.

There are no major changes in the areas available to off-road vehicles in the San Bernardino National
Forest, though forest managers want to tweak some trails to eliminate illegal trails and perhaps create
loop trails in some places where trails now dead-end, Wenstrom said.

But overall in the four forests, about a quarter of roadless areas will be opened to motorized use on
certain trails that had been created by off-roaders, forest officials said.

In the San Bernardino National Forest, about 25 percent, or 169,786 acres, is available for motorized
recreation, with two-thirds of the forest available for nonmotorized activities.

Critical biological areas cover 2,281 acres, critical to certain species for survival.



Twelve streams and rivers in the forest were declared eligible for wild-and-scenic status, which provides
protection from developments, such as dams, that would restrict their flows.

There is a 90-day appeal period, but environmentalists haven’t decided if they will challenge the plans yet,
Bond said.

Once in place, the plans will be administered under new Forest Service regulations adopted this year that
provide forest supervisors much more flexibility and freedom from certain regulations.

Critics of the new regulations contend the rules have gutted most environmental protections.

“We believe this plan reflects a good mix, and we fully intend to carry out the laws related to species
protection,” Wenstrom said.


