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NEEDLES — In response to a
recent court decision, the
Bureau of Land Management
has banned off-highway vehicle
use in almost 600,000 acres of
the Northern and Eastern
Colorado (NECO) desert bio-
region.
   The area affected by the ban
lies to the south and west of
Needles, stretching from
Interstate 40 almost to Highway
62, and crossing Routes 66 and
95.
   The NECO plan, published for
review in February 2001 and
signed in December 2002, had
already closed large networks
of washes in the region.
   In response to the order
issued by the U.S. District Court
for the Northern District of
California Dec. 30, the BLM
added additional washes to the
off-highway vehicle ban.
   The court’s decision hinges
on a biological opinion issued by
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service on the Mojave desert
tortoise.
   The Center for Biological
Diversity, the Sierra Club and

by Lee Choquette other plaintiffs sought to
invalidate this opinion on the
grounds that it “fai led to
consider the negative effects
of the BLM plans on endangered
species’ recovery, instead
looking only at survival.”
   Recovery, according to the
plaintiffs, means increasing the
tortoise population to the point
that the species can eventually
be removed from the
endangered list, while survival
does not necessarily include
any improvement.
   U.S. District Judge Susan
Illston granted the plaintiffs’
motion for an injunction, and
ordered the BLM to ban off-
highway vehicles from the
remaining open washes until the
FWS issues a new opinion taking
into account recovery of the
tortoise. The agency estimates
that a new opinion will be issued
by the end of February.
   The court’s decision does not
affect use of 4,743 miles of
roads within the NECO region.
Prior to the NECO plan, vehicles
could stop and park within 300
feet of a designated route. The
NECO plan reduced this
distance to 100 feet.

   The plaintiffs sought to
reduce this distance even
further, prohibiting vehicles from
stopping or parking more than
15 feet away from the center
line, but Illston denied this
motion. Illston also denied the
plaintiffs’ motion to halt
livestock grazing.
   A map of the affected areas
is posted at www.ca.blm.gov
and is available at the BLM’s
Needles Field Office, 101 W.
Spikes Rd. The penalties for
violating the ban are a fine up
to $1,000 and imprisonment up
to one year.

For more information, call
Richard Crowe at (951) 697-
5216.


