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Los Padres pact cheers opponents of oil drilling; Wild waterways off-limits until plan is finished

Three wild and scenic waterways in the Los Padres National Forest will gain stronger protections under a legal settlement reached between the
U.S. Forest Service and environmental groups.

 The agreement approved Thursday by U.S. District Judge Charles Breyer in San Francisco requires the Forest Service to complete
comprehensive management plans for the Big Sur River, Sisquoc River and Sespe Creek by December 2003.

 The three waterways were listed in 1992 under the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act.

 The interim protections, which go into effect immediately, include a ban on oil and gas or mineral development within each of the three
corridors. 

 This does not directly affect the Forest Service's recent proposal to open up certain parts of Los Padres National Forest for oil and gas
exploration and drilling, but environmentalists hope that it will be a step toward halting at least some oil and gas exploration near Sespe Creek.

 "This is in no way a silver bullet to stop (President) Bush's oil and gas drilling plans there, but it could be a piece of the puzzle for an
eventual solution," said Brent Plater, an attorney for the Center for Biological Diversity who worked on the settlement.

 The Forest Service is proposing to open up 140,000 roadless acres in Los Padres National Forest to oil and gas leasing. Los Padres, the
third-largest national forest in California, includes some of the wildest and most rugged land in the state. It encompasses 1.75 million acres
and covers six counties, from Monterey to Ventura.

 Environmentalists say the drilling proposals in Los Padres are further evidence that Bush's energy plan means no place is off-limits to the
energy industry -- even a fragile wilderness area considered to be of marginal economic value. But the Forest Service insists that the drilling
proposals are merely proposals and that, in any case, none of the designated areas is particularly close to the three wild and scenic corridors.

 "We really believe this legal settlement will have no effect on the oil and gas study, because it already contains protections for those wild
and scenic corridors," said Kathy Good, a spokeswoman for the Los Padres National Forest. "This means that if any area was leased for oil and
gas, people would not be able to disturb the land surface to access it, they would have to go off site, away from any river corridor, and drill at
an angle."

 Other interim measures that take effect immediately include a halt to any new road building within the three waterway corridors, as well
as a ban on cattle or sheep grazing within the corridors. For purposes of the agreement, the corridor is defined as one-quarter mile in width on
each side of the river or creek.

 The agreement was reached between the Forest Service and the Center for Biological Diversity, the Environmental Defense Center and
Keep Sespe Wild. Plater said the three groups filed suit to end the Forest Service's six-year delay in complying with the Wild and Scenic
Rivers Act, which was passed by Congress in 1968. The act requires agencies responsible for protecting rivers to prepare comprehensive
management plans within three years of their designation as wild and scenic.

 The agreement affects 19 1/2 miles of the Big Sur River, from its headwaters to the Ventana Wilderness boundary, and 33 miles of the
Sisquoc River, from its origin in Los Padres National Forest to the forest boundary.

 Congress also designated 27 1/2 miles of Sespe Creek as "wild" and 4 miles as "scenic." Sespe Creek is a major tributary of the Santa
Clara River, which flows into the ocean.

 Both the Sisquoc and the Sespe contribute to habitat for the endangered California condor.E-mail Michael McCabe at
mmccabe@sfchronicle.com.


