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A judge on Wednesday thwarted the building of a hotel in Big Bear Lake, concurring with environmentalists that the
potential threats to wetlands and endangered plant habitat were not adequately addressed in an environmental study. 

The ruling by San Bernardino Judge John P. Wade was a victory for a coalition of environmental groups that filed a
lawsuit against the city of Big Bear Lake in August following the City Council's approval in July of a three-story, 91-room
Hilton Garden Inn on Big Bear Boulevard. The development site sits across from the Civic Center on the shore of Big
Bear Lake, overlooking Metcalf Bay. 

Petitioners alleged in the lawsuit that the 4-acre development site is home to the Big Bear Checkerbloom, a plant species
that is on both the state and federal endangered species lists. It is indigenous to the San Bernardino Mountains and only
about 10 percent of its habitat remains. 

"The (environmental impact report) didn't properly analyze the evidence that was presented to the city," said Adam Keats,
an attorney for the Center for Biological Diversity in San Francisco, one of five petitioners in the lawsuit. Others were the
Sierra Club, the San Bernardino Valley Audubon Society, Friends of the Big Bear Valley and Christians for the Earth. 

Wade determined the city also failed to adequately address how the development of the hotel in a fire prone-area would
affect evacuations should a wildfire occur, Keats said. 

Years of drought and bark-beetle infestation in the San Bernardino Mountains have made the range tinder-dry and
susceptible to potentially deadly wildfires. 

"Not surprisingly, the courts have once again held that developers and the government agencies that support them must
obey the law and deal with the environmental consequences of their actions," said Drew Feldman, president of the San
Bernardino Valley Audubon Society. 

Neither Tony Tamberchi, the developer of the proposed Hilton, nor his attorney, Martin Burton, could be reached for
comment Wednesday. 

Wade did, however, uphold the city's approval of a height variance of nine feet and found that the city conducted a
thorough and proper analysis of pre-construction and post-construction hydrology issues that concluded the development
would not have an adverse impact on the Checkerbloom habitat. 

"The city is pleased the court ruled against the petitioners and upheld the city's position regarding the issues of hydrology
and aesthetic impacts," said Stephen Deitsch, the attorney representing Big Bear Lake. 

He said the city, however, will have to revisit environmental issues surrounding the wetlands area and the transplantation
of Checkerbloom habitat. 

The state Department of Fish and Game, city officials said, had not approved transplantation as an appropriate measure. 

And though the court determined there was enough evidence to support the city's conclusion that fire-evacuation impacts
were less than significant, the issue needed to be addressed in an environmental study. 

"So the result is a mixed bag," Deitsch said, adding that city officials will review the court transcripts and decide how to
proceed later. 

In a written statement, City Manager Jeff Mathieu said, "We will be giving this further review and may consider doing an
additional focused environmental analysis." 



Environmentalists are hoping Wednesday's court action will prompt city officials and the developer to reconsider building
in the area. 

"We're hopeful that this will be an opportunity for the developer to propose a different project, either for that site or ...
another site," Keats said. "We don't believe this design will ever work on this property." 

Contact writer Joe Nelson at (909) 386-3874 or via e-mail at joe.nelson@sbsun.com.
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