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Growth testing grand conservation plan

ESCONDIDO --- The years of earth-
moving machines slowly eating up sage
scrub on the city's gray-green hillsides
have taken their toll. Escondido still con-
tains hundreds of acres of coastal sage
scrub, the dwindling natural home to doz-
ens of rare and sensitive species in South-
ern California. But this year, Escondido
used up the last area of sage scrub al-
lowed for development under a tempo-
rary regional conservation measure devel-
oped in the 1990s.

That temporary scheme will be replaced
by a grander vision to protect sage scrub
and the species that live in it. That grand
plan, called the Multiple Habitat Conser-
vation Program, will designate and set
aside wildlife areas and corridors from
Carlsbad to Encinitas, Oceanside, San
Marcos, Vista and Escondido.

Each city must approve its part of the
conservation program. So far, only
Carlsbad has made it to the end of the
tortuous process, finishing last week with
its City Council's final approval.

"Nobody ever thought it would take this
long," said Barbara Redlitz, a planner for
the city of Escondido. After crafting a first
draft in 2001, Escondido is still working
on its "subarea plan," which will be in-
corporated into the conservation program
overseen by the San Diego Association of
Governments.

Buying building rights

For now, Escondido city planners must
go to the county Board of Supervisors
when a builder wants to remove sage
scrub. The city, acting on behalf of the
builder, pays $30,000 per acre into a
county Parks and Recreation Department
fund that is used to buy and preserve open
space somewhere in the county. Only then
can the development proceed.

The practice has been controversial be-
cause it allows developers to destroy lo-
cal habitat if they pay enough money or
set aside land somewhere else.

Escondido made its first request to pay
into the county's conservation fund last
month, as part of approving a 123-home
Washington Hills development below
Dixon Lake. That project's need was fairly
small ---- just two acres ---- compared
with what other cities elsewhere in San
Diego County have asked for, but
Escondido will need to make similar re-
quests more often, city planners said last
week.

"It's just another line on the budget, an-
other fee," said John Wismer, a developer
in Anaheim who is building houses in
Escondido, Vista and Oceanside. "Every
year it's something new."

A bird as trigger

In the 1990s, Southern California pio-
neered an innovative approach to saving
sensitive species by creating the regional
habitat conservation programs. The intent
was to allow some sensitive habitats to
be developed if builders or governments
bought and set aside other similar areas in

the same region. This tactic looked at pre-
serving entire ecosystems, rather than just
looking at one species at a time. Continu-
ing growth across North County is be-
ginning to test whether that approach is
working.

The limit on using up coastal sage scrub
comes from a compromise made in 1993
by then-Interior Secretary Bruce Babbitt
on the fate of the coastal gnatcatcher, a
small, quick-moving black and grey bird
with a kittenlike call.

Environmentalists described the bird as a
canary in a coal mine, a sign of the de-
cline of its surroundings. Coastal sage
scrub once stretched across Southern
California, from Ventura County to San
Diego. More than 90 percent of
California's pre-1800 coastal sage scrub
has been lost to development, according
to the U.S Fish and Wildlife Service. About
2,000 gnatcatcher pairs remained in San
Diego County in 1997, according to a
wildlife service report.

"Endangered species like the gnatcatcher
are representative of the decline of entire
ecosystems and the loss of natural land-
scapes," said David Hogan, an activist at
the Center for Biological Diversity in San
Diego. He petitioned to add the gnat-
catcher to the federal list of endangered
species in 1990.

Listing the gnatcatcher as endangered
could have shut down development in
Southern California. As a compromise with
development interests, Babbitt agreed to
add the gnatcatcher to the list of threat-
ened species ---- the step before being
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declared endangered ---- if local govern-
ments would put together a conservation
plan for coastal sage scrub.

While the plan was being finalized, cities
and counties were allowed to develop 5
percent of their remaining sage scrub, an
amount a scientific panel judged that the
gnatcatcher population could handle.

In Escondido's case, that 5 percent
worked out to 102 acres. The city finally
used up the last of those 102 acres this
spring when construction of a business
park and power plant began at the Quail
Hills site at the west edge of the city,
Redlitz said.

Getting used up

In 1993, the county's unincorporated re-
gions held a much vaster area of sage
scrub, just under 3,000 acres. Cities
throughout the county that had run past
their 5 percent limit began to approach
the county government in 1995, asking
to use the county's share of sage scrub,
according to Trish Boaz, county environ-
mental resource manager.

El Cajon was first, followed by Chula
Vista, San Marcos, Encinitas and Carlsbad.
Chula Vista made the largest request, 295
acres to compensate for the development
of Otay Ranch. San Marcos has made the
most requests: 11. In total, 807 acres have
been used up since 1993, slightly more
than a quarter of the county's sage scrub,
Boaz said.

Hogan asked the county two years ago to
stop the trading of land for conservation.

"It's extraordinarily cynical," he said. "It
was never intended to be a free market of
habitat destruction."

Not just about the gnatcatcher

After years of bargaining with builders and
environmentalists, city and county gov-
ernments eventually assembled a set of
overarching plans for sage scrub and
other habitats such as chaparral and oak
forest. The San Diego Association of

Governments approved the overall Mul-
tiple Habitat Conservation Plan for North
County last year. The rest of the county
is guided by two other regional habitat
conservation plans.

"They're definitely a good thing," said Matt
Adams, vice president of governmental
affairs for the Building Industry Associa-
tion in San Diego. "We'd know up front
what would be required of builders; be-
fore, it would take years, meeting with
each wildlife agency."

The grand plans eventually took under
management many other sensitive species
besides the gnatcatcher. Escondido's plan,
for example, covers Engelmann oak, sev-
eral flowers, toads, lizards, mule deer and
mountain lions ---- 47 species in all.

One of the covered species, the coastal
cactus wren, proved straightforward to
find but lives in a very specific habitat:
cactus patches. In the hills above the San
Pasqual Battlefield Historic Park, east of
Escondido, a North County Times pho-
tographer and reporter could easily find a
cactus wren by following its gurgling
froglike call.

The team didn't see any gnatcatchers, but
did hear the bird's gentle call. At
Escondido's largest expanse of open
space, Daley Ranch, visitors seldom see
gnatcatchers except at lower elevations
near Valley Center Road, said Tony
Smock, parks superintendent.

Most of Daley Ranch is actually chapar-
ral, with nuggets of sage scrub dispersed
throughout the park. The largest expanse
of coastal sage scrub lies at the eastern
edge of Escondido, north of Old Ranch
Road, and is owned by Rancho San
Pasqual Homeowners Association. An-
other expanse can be found at the city's
southern edge on Bernardo Mountain.

Devil in the details

City planners are still working on the de-
tails of Escondido's conservation plan.
Once approved, the plan supersedes the
5 percent rule. Escondido's final version
will probably be ready next year for pub-

lic comment and a decision by the City
Council, said Jonathan Brindle, assistant
planning director.

"It isn't enough just to set aside land,"
Brindle said. "There has to be money to
pay for maintenance and for monitoring
the wildlife in the conserved areas."

Finding money to pay for managing the
conserved land is now the main task, he
said. Planners are debating whether to
endow homeowner associations with
money or set aside city money, accord-
ing to Brindle.

An extension of the Transnet sales tax
approved in the Nov. 2 election by county
voters provides $850 million out of the
expected $14 billion for habitat conserva-
tion and maintenance.


