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Secret Negotiation between Tejon Developers and 'Big Green' Groups Sprouts Deal



By Patric Hedlund

As we are going to press this week, a coalition of 'Big Green' environmental groups is joining Tejon Ranch Company
(TRC) and its development partners May 8 to announce an agreement which will provide a green light for Tejon
Mountain Village and the Centennial project to move forward with substantially fewer legal hurdles.

In a series of interviews with individuals across the country, The Mountain Enterprise confirmed last week (and put on
its website www.MountainEnterprise.com) that secret negotiations have been conducted for over a year that are likely to
entail developers pledging to preserve additional wildlife habitat.

In exchange, large environmental groups, including the Sierra Club, Natural Resources Defense Council, Audubon
California, the Planning and Conservation League and the Endangered Habitats League are expected to agree not to
oppose Tejon's major projects, which could accelerate the developers' ability to move more swiftly through entitlement
and on to building and profitability

Some groups and individuals have stepped away from the negotiations. They express concern that, without consulting
their members, staff of the nation's largest environmental groups secretly agreed not to participate in the California
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) process.

The Center for Biological Diversity refused to sign a second round of confidentiality agreements after concluding that
their primary concerns regarding conflict between California condor habitat and plans for Tejon Mountain Village "were
not being dealt with in a serious way," sources said.

A tug-of-war has been waged over the habitat of 35 endangered animal and plant species—including the California
condor—that have been identified as seriously threatened by the company's plans. Tejon's 270,000 acres contain the
primary wildlife corridors between California's coastal ranges, the Mojave and the Rocky Mountains.

TRC's prior development plans carve endangered species into "genetic islands" too isolated from each other to survive,
scientists say.

While the nation's environmental groups have expressed urgency about avoiding what many see as an environmental
tragedy, the developers announced Wednesday, May 7 that, "the size, location and rich natural heritage of Tejon Ranch
have made it the most sought-after conservation property in the state of California."

To many observers, that language-on the eve of the announcement of a deal- translates into a major push to obtain public
money, perhaps over $200 million dollars, to ensure habitat preservation from the developers.

State sources point out that as a result of such initiatives as the Prop. 84 "Rebuilding California State Parks Program,"
public money may still be available for acquisition of critical natural habitat, even while Governor Arnold
Schwarzenegger is threatening existing state parks with closure because there is inadequate operational and maintenance
funds available due to the current budget crisis.

Schwarzenegger announced late Wednesday that he would attend the Thursday morning announcement. The conference
will be streamed live at www.gov.ca.gov.

It is expected that an intense political lobbying campaign will be launched statewide to secure funding to implement the
plan.

Both developers and environmental groups have said they entered this kind of negotiation because of 'blackmail'—but of
different kinds.

Behind the scenes, developers say they are being threatened with prolonged and costly legal harassment by
environmental groups trying to "tell us what we can do with our own private property."

Environmental groups say developers are holding endangered species hostage, forcing the public to pay a costly ransom
so endangered wildlife has a chance to survive.

Two years ago the Wildlands Conservancy (which created the Wind Wolves preserve) may have blazed the trail toward
this week's announcement by putting together a coalition of 12 conservation groups to propose a 245,000-acre "Tejon
Natural Heritage Park."

That coalition included the Sierra Club, the Center for Biological Diversity and several of the same environmental
groups that went on to enter the secret talks with Tejon. Wildlands Conservancy Associate Director Dan York said, "We
aren't in these [current] negotiations, but many of the people who were involved in the proposal two years ago are."

The 2006 Tejon Natural Heritage Park initiative was a response to widespread disappointment at Tejon Ranch
Company's widely publicized claim in 2005 that 100,000 acres designated as a "preserve" could adequately protect the
condor and other species.

"The problem is, it's not the right 100,000 acres," critics objected.

Unfortunately for the California condor—and for the $43 million in public money already invested to rescue the species
from the brink of extinction—Tejon Mountain Village occupies the traditional habitat of the California condor.

The western slopes of the Tehachapi mountains can be seen from the Interstate 5 above Castac Lake (called by TRC in
its marketing materials 'Tejon Lake'). Those sweeping slopes provided nesting areas and help create the thermal
conditions which were part of the large birds' strategy for gliding high above the hills and valleys below on its 9.5-foot
wingspan, watching for food.

The Conservancy's coalition urged that if public money was to be invested to preserve habitat, then Tejon Ranch's
development footprint needed to be redrawn.

Their goal was to move building away from the most sensitive environmental areas. In exchange, the environmental
groups said they would not sue to impede the developers' projects.

York said in an interview Tuesday, May 5, "We had a component by a Wall Street analyst showing the advantage to
Tejon shareholders of reaching a master plan for development with a global environmental plan. It showed they could
reach profitability far more quickly if they were not forced to waste time in court."

The Mountain Enterprise discussed that theory with Wall Street investors who own Tejon Ranch Company stock.

Though they asked not to be named, they agreed that there was likely to be benefit in being able to come to an accord
with environmental groups rather than spending a decade and perhaps millions of dollars in litigation rather than in
building their projects.

Read related news: New Public Comment Period for Tejon Ranch Incidental Take Permit to be Opened and the Federal
Register for Tehachapi Uplands Multi-Species Habitat Conservation Plan. 
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