Court blocks housing project near California's Mount Whitney
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SACRAMENTO—A state appeals court in Riverside has blocked a plan to create a 27-
parcel housing development near the base of Mount Whitney, the highest peak in the
contiguous 48 states.

A three-judge panel of the 4th District Court of Appeal ruled this week that the project's
environmental impact report failed to adequately evaluate a possible trade of the
developer's 74 acres for approximately 100 acres owned by the U.S. Bureau of Land
Management.

Both sites are near Lone Pine on the eastern side of the Sierra Nevada.

"There may be physical, hydrological or other features of the BLM parcel, aswell as
environmental and economic considerations, that would render development on that land
infeasible," Associate Justice Jeffrey King wrote in a unanimous opinion.

"However, this EIR includes only the barest of facts regarding the BLM parcel, vague
and unsupported conclusions about aesthetics, views and economic objectives, and no
independent analysis whatsoever of relevant considerations.”

Through the environmental review process, government officials are required to consider
potentially less-damaging aternatives to a proposed project.

Environmentalists supported the land trade, saying the BLM property was closer to
existing developments and would have less of avisua impact on the area. But the owner
of the 74 acres, Jim Walters, rejected it. He said it would take years and an act of
Congress to complete the swap.

The appellate justices ordered the Inyo County Board of Supervisorsto reverseits
approval of the project. They also required supervisors to avoid taking any steps to
reauthorize it before they prepare a"legally adequate” environmental evaluation of the
land exchange.

Environmentalists also challenged the project on the grounds that the environmental
report failed to adequately address the impact on threatened species and the area's
majestic views. They further objected by saying the owners of the project's 2.5-acre
parcels could build up to two residences on their property.

The court rejected those arguments.
The proposed development is "clearly an unacceptabl e threat to the Mount Whitney area

and the Owens Valley," said Jennifer Fenton, a spokeswoman for the environmental
group that filed alawsuit challenging the project, SRVA Advocates for Smart Growth.



Walters, a professor of medical ethics at Loma Linda University, said Thursday that he
was "disappointed but not surprised” by the decision. He said a revised environmental
report was being drafted to address the court's objections.

"l don't see myself despoiling the beautiful area,”" he said. "In order for small townslike
Lone Pine to survive, it needs to have an adequate tax base. And only 1.8 percent of the
property in Inyo County is private (and taxable)."

The case is Save Round Valley Alliance v. County of Inyo et al, E041364.



