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Wilderness plots won't be sold for oil exploration

Months after an environmental coalition challenged its plan to auction ecologically sensitive land for possible oil exploration, the federal
Bureau of Land Management announced it will suspend the sale of 10,000 acres that include some of San Luis Obispo County's most remote
areas. 

The decision -- the second time in less than a year the agency has withdrawn the deal -- revokes the June 16 sale of 11 parcels near the
Carrizo Plain National Monument, Bitter Creek National Wildlife Refuge in Kern County, and Los Padres National Forest.

Activists from Los Padres ForestWatch and the Center for Biological Diversity had challenged the sale, saying the BLM did not
adequately study the effects of oil drilling on sensitive wildlife in the region. The auction, they said, would have been the first step to allowing
oil development on the land.

Withdrawing the land delays any possible sale until that more thorough analysis is completed. More than 20,000 acres in San Luis Obispo,
Santa Barbara, Kern, Ventura and Kings counties were eligible for the auction.

"It's a victory," said John Buse, an attorney for the Center for Biological Diversity. "... For now, I think it means that we're not going to see
oil development on those sites without some further work by the BLM."

John Dearing, a Sacramento-based spokesman for the BLM, did not return calls for comment Friday afternoon. In December, he told The
Tribune that the agency was in the midst of a draft management plan, which is less thorough than a full environmental impact statement.

That management plan, said ForestWatch executive director Jeff Kuyper, came after the BLM aborted an auction initially scheduled for
December after his group complained the agency failed to properly notify the public. A second auction was scheduled for June.

The BLM's history, he added, does not bode well for future attempts to sell the land.

"The BLM had tried twice to make these lands available for oil drilling, and they've failed twice," Kuyper said. "It's definitely going to be
an uphill battle for them if they do try to open up these lands for oil drilling. We're going to be watching them every step of the way."

Four of the revoked parcels covering more than 1,800 acres lie along the boundary to Carrizo Plain National Monument, most of which is
located in the southeastern corner of San Luis Obispo County. Environmentalists say the monument contains one of the highest
concentrations of endangered plants and animals in the state.


