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IDYLLWILD - A $1.6 million project to clear brush and shrubs from mountain roadways to ensure emergency evacuation
routes won't be blocked or cut off has almost been completed, U.S. Forest Service officials said this week.

The work ensures between 8,000 and 10,000 residents will have a better chance of using Highway 74 and other roadways
to leave the mountain in an emergency and make it to the Coachella Valley or Hemet, San Jacinto District ranger Laurie
Rosenthal said.

The projects, which started about a year ago, were also designed to give firefighters a better chance to save lives,
property and the forest, Rosenthal said.

The money to pay the contractors came from the Federal Emergency Watershed Program, said Bob Hewitt, district
conservationist for the Natural Resources Conservation Service.

The last part of the work involves clearing brush and shrubs along Highway 74 around Strawberry Creek, which is just
east of Valle Vista and west of Mountain Center. Crews and tractors can be seen along the roadway daily. Covering about
350 acres, the $900,000 job is expected to be finished in June, Hewitt said.

Last week, crews completed clearing a few hundred acres along Highway 74 near Lake Hemet, which cost about
$300,000, Hewitt said.

Crews also have reduced fuel on 364 acres along a three-mile stretch of Highway 74, west of Mountain Center and
southeast of the community of Pinyon Pines, Hewitt said. That job cost about $400,000, Hewitt said.

Monica Bond, a biologist for the Center for Biological Diversity, previously said she supported the project because it
was needed for emergency evacuations, though she stressed that the Forest Service needed to protect plants and animal
habitats. Center officials were contacted again Thursday, but no one was available for comment.

Hewitt said the projects do not involve areas where there were endangered species, and he is seeing more wildlife in
recently cleared areas. The new grass is attracting deer and other animals, he said.

Rich Dugan, who commutes from his job in Hemet to his Anza home three days a week, said he's happy with the work.

"It makes me feel safer," Dugan said. "I would hate to get stuck."

Last year, mountain residents near Poppet Flats had trouble leaving the mountain and their homes along Highway 243
when a fire broke out. The brush around the roadway became engulfed in flames, forcing authorities to close it.

Thousands of residents of Idyllwild and nearby communities were evacuated in 1996 when another fire roared up the
mountain.

Idyllwild resident Ge Ge Beagle, who has lived on the mountain for more than 20 years, is glad work is almost finished.

"We all have been thinking about the projects," Beagle said. "Evacuation preparedness is very important and vital up
here."
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