
 Nearly a year ago, the Forest Service 
proposed two fuel reduction and healthy 
forest projects – the North Fork and High-
way 243. Work on neither has begun, but 
one has been approved while the other 
encountered objections.
   
On a rainy Saturday March morning, 
the Forest Service opened its offi ces and 
described and discussed both projects to 
the public. Later that afternoon between 
droplets, the Forest Service hosted a tour 
of the two project locations.
   
The Forest Service designed the projects 
to be part of the overall protection of the 
Hill. They help to complete the defen-
sible areas around the north and north-
western sides of Pine Cove, Idyllwild, 
Stonewood and Stone Creek and south 
of Pinewood.  

Another objective is the need to protect 
habitat from the risk of catastrophic 
wildfi re and post-fi re effects for both the 
California spotted owl and the mountain 
yellow-legged frog. About 6,500 acres are 
proposed for treatment within the 14,000-
acre North Fork project area.
   
The initial public comments about the 
North Fork project were mixed. Two 
individuals supported it wholeheartedly 
and two were concerned about overall 
management of the project. The Center 
for Biological Diversity (CBD) responded 
with extensive and specifi c comments. 
Among its expressed reservations were 
about the size of the project and its po-
tential effect on endangered and sensitive 
species.
   
“The project area is much more dense 
than the ecosystem can sustain, has a huge 
standing dead mixed conifer component, 
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and an understory of chaparral,” wrote Lau-
rie Rosenthal, San Jacinto District ranger.
    
A fi re is always a threat in the mountains, 
but Forest Service offi cials are particularly 
concerned also about the breadth and inten-
sity of wildfi re in the area.
   
“The high intensity fi res that we are now 
experiencing not only pose a threat to life 
and property of our mountain communities, 
but we are at risk of losing major areas of 
our forest with such an event,” Rosenthal 
stated.
   
“The other consequence of ‘doing noth-
ing’ is that a catastrophic fi re will displace 
wildlife. In the past, that wasn’t a problem,” 
she added. “But there is no place for species 
to migrate to anymore, as the San Jacinto 
Mountains are now an island surrounded 
by a sea of urbanization.”
   
The dead and dying trees pose a hazard 
but the project also proposes thinning 
green trees. CBD is worried about the 
consequences and need for these actions, 
especially the cutting of trees greater than 
16 inches in diameter.
   
“The major issues for [CBD] are the 
proposed project’s failure to protect large 
trees and snags for wildlife such as the 
California spotted owl, failure to adequately 
protect aquatic and riparian habitat for the 
mountain yellow-legged frog, use of fl awed 
science, and failure to prepare an EIS for 
this major project,” wrote Monica Bond, 
CBD conservation biologist. “We sent in 
two scoping letters, a comment letter on the 
EA  and letters from four scientists on owls 
and frogs, as well as a stack of published 
manuscripts supporting our claims.”
   
The April 8, 2005 CBD letter clearly 
stated that it addressed how the decision 
was being justifi ed as opposed to the type 
of project being described. Bond was es-

sentially encouraging the Forest Service to 
conduct the more extensive environmental 
impact statement (EIS) before making a de-
cision on the project. This objection has not 
been resolved.
   
Although the Highway 243 project was 
initially approved in early September, the 
decision was rescinded the next month due to 
litigation outside the San Bernardino National 
Forest (SBNF). The comment period was 
reopened and the project was approved again. 
The fi rst work on the project will begin within 
the next week, according to Ed Wieringa, San 
Jacinto District fuels specialist.
   
Meanwhile, the North Fork project is still 
pending approval. In response to concerns or 
independently, the Forest Service did prepare 
an environmental analysis (EA) for the proj-
ect. This was distributed for public comment 
in late September.
   
The letter emphasized that a written response 
would be required in order to participate in 
the objection process. CBD then submitted its 
third objection to the decision process.
   
“The project as described in the EA will harm 
unnecessarily the North Fork watershed and 
wildlife habitat,” Bond stressed. CBD urged 
the Forest Service to prepare an EIS for the 
North Fork project.
   
“The EA is seriously defi cient in a number of 
ways, including the use of fl awed scientifi c 
analyses, failure to properly disclose and 
analyze direct and cumulative impacts on 
threatened and endangered species, lack of 
scientifi c integrity, and failure to maintain the 
viability of the California spotted owl and the 
mountain yellow-legged frog,” wrote Bond. 
“… The Center and [the John Muir Project] 
conclude that the EA for the North Fork 
project falls far short of legal and biological 
obligations of NEPA [National Environmental 
Policy Act] …”
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CBD argues that the project, despite its 
public safety value, may have signifi cant 
effects on the mountain yellow-legged 
frog, an endangered species, and the spot-
ted owl, as well as several other threatened 
and sensitive wildlife species.
   
They believe the magnitude of these ef-
fects are large enough to warrant a more 
thorough environmental analyses and an 
EIS rather than an EA would be the appro-
priate vessel for analyzing those effects as 
well as informing the public.
   
CBD has consistently advocated federal 
compliance with NEPA. Although CBD 
has not threatened any legal action, the 
October letter included a stern admoni-
tion.
   
“If the Forest Service forgoes the prepara-
tion of an EIS, the agency has thwarted 
the critical role of NEPA procedures in 
ensuring that the proposed North Fork 
project analyze, avoid and minimize en-
vironmental impacts. If the Forest Service 
does not prepare an EIS for this project, 
the agency has abrogated its duty to fully 
analyze the impacts of, alternatives to, 
and mitigation measures for the project,” 
Bond wrote.
   
Currently, the SBNF Supervisor’s Offi ce 
has responsibility for resolving the objec-
tion. No timetable is available for the deci-
sion, according to Ruth Wenstrom, SBNF 
public information offi cer. Meanwhile, 
the project lingers.
   
“I still hope that some positive modifi ca-
tions will be made based on [our] objec-
tion so that an ecologically and legally 
justifi able project can go forward,” Bond 
urged last week.
   
Whether public safety or wildlife protec-
tion are complementary or confl ictual has 
not been decided, but project approval is 
not tantamount to implementation.
   
This fiscal year (2005-06), the Forest 
Service reduced hazardous fuels projects 
on the SBNF from $30 million in 2005 to 
$5 million initially. Eventually, this year’s 
funding level was settled at $15 million.
   
Delaying the approval of the project may 
have no effect on its ultimate implemen-
tation. But slowing the review process or 

the implementation process has the same 
effect, according to Norm Walker, San 
Jacinto District fi re chief.
   
“Both are a race against time in areas 
getting old,” he emphasized. “Maybe 
nothing will happen, but if it comes out 
of the North Fork, it will do the maximum 
damage.”
   
CBD is not trying to thwart community 
protection, but wants to achieve that goal 
without sacrifi cing environmental and 
wildlife values.
   
“The Forest Service can easily do the 
fuels reduction work they need to do 
without logging large trees and without 
damaging the riparian areas,” Bond 
averred. “We would not oppose a properly 
designed project.”


