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Lone voice challenges 'no surprises' 

Activist fights for right to revise plans that fail to protect imperiled species
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RANCHO CUCAMONGA, Calif. -- When the drive shaft on her MG Midget broke in the mountains, Leeona Klippstein lost control and plunged over a 400-foot cliff. 
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	Leeona Klippstein of the Spirit of the Sage Council began fighting to preserve increasingly rare sage scrub ecosystems after learning of the importance of some of the plants in Native American healing.


It nearly killed her. But the accident led Klippstein to study Native American healing arts and ultimately become one of the country's most vocal critics of habitat conservation plans. 

At the heart of her little-noticed crusade is this harsh reality: Once the deal is cut, it is nearly impossible to make a habitat plan stricter -- even those built on flawed science, even if they are harming imperiled animals. If new protections are needed, the costs are borne by someone else, most likely taxpayers. 

Today, Klippstein's Spirit of the Sage Council, an environmental group, is the lead plaintiff in a little-publicized lawsuit challenging this "no surprises" policy in habit planning. 

Her activism began after her brush with death persuaded her to do something to help the world. She pursued a career as an emergency medical technician and Army nurse, and later became fascinated by ancient tribal remedies.

Alfred Red Sky, a medicine man, took her to the San Gabriel Mountain foothills to show her native herbs. He told her that the land -- so close to the Los Angeles-area sprawl -- would soon be paved over.

Outraged, Klippstein formed the council to fight for preservation of the foothills and their medicinal sage scrub. Her co-founders were Manuel and Vera Rocha, descendants of the Shoshone Gabrielino Tribe, the people who called this place Cucamonga, or "land of flowing waters." 

"If we hadn't started this effort, this would have been golf courses and houses," Klippstein said during a recent stroll through the foothills with Happy, her Australian shepherd.

"No surprises" was adopted in 1994, drawing repeated challenges from environmentalists. More than 130 scientists from around the country signed a letter blasting it as a political concession to developers and timber companies that would hasten the demise of endangered species.

The policy "ignores the fact that ecosystems are dynamic," said Reed Noss, a professor at the University of Central Florida and a former president of the Society for Conservation Biology. "There are always going to be surprises. That's the one thing we know."

Under court order, the government put the policy up for public review in 1997. The government then created a rule for revoking habitat plan permits. The reasoning was that if a plan was driving a species into oblivion, it could be chucked, trumping "no surprises." 

It has never been done.

In 2003, U.S. District Judge Emmet Sullivan in Washington, D.C., again sent the "no surprises" and revocation rules back to the federal agencies with an order to keep working on them. A final and little-changed version of the rules went into effect this year. 

Government officials maintain that the program can't fly without offering landowners a guarantee that they won't be asked to do more than what is in the original plan.

"If it weren't for 'no surprises,' we wouldn't be reaping the benefits of these plans in Washington state right now," said Bill Vogel, a U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service biologist. "That's what brought people to the table to say, 'Yeah, I'm willing to sign up to do all of these things because of that certainty.' " 

Klippstein and other critics remain dissatisfied, saying that "no surprises" bankrupts the oft-touted idea that new scientific information will help the plans evolve and better protect disappearing species.

But those critics might not have known there was a threat without Klippstein. 

"Leeona is the driving force," said Dyche Kinder of The Mountaineers, a Seattle-based environmental and recreation organization that is among a handful that have joined her suit. "She was a lone voice in the wilderness, carrying out this lonely and courageous campaign."

After years devoted to challenging Southern California development, Klippstein, 44, recently moved to North Carolina, where she keeps a wary eye on habitat plans allowing logging in sensitive areas.

It's an important fight, but not sexy enough to spark many headlines.

"Right now, this is a back-alley fight," Klippstein said. "It needs to be taken out in the open."
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