Colton closer to agreement on development-blocking fly 
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COLTON - With a maximum length of 1.6 inches and a highly private lifestyle, the Delhi Sands flower-loving fly doesn't look like a particularly formidable enemy. 

But since being listed as an endangered species in 1993, the fly - together with its strong ally, the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service - has thwarted development that, according to city officials, could lift Colton's cash-strapped businesses and government to the next level. 

After years of missteps and stalled negotiations, though, those officials say they're now moving closer to an acceptable compromise. 

"It's good to see things finally moving forward," said Councilman David Toro, whose 1st District includes the proposed Super Block of development 




that has been stalled until conservation plans are worked out. "I was excited to have things set for my birthday this year. Maybe next year." 

It's too soon to know when building can begin, but negotiations - re-started in July after a long lull - show promising signs, Development Services Director Mark Tomlich said. 

. 

Tomlich said there's a good chance the Fish and Wildlife Service will accept the city's most recent proposal. It includes 49 acres of largely contiguous habitat for the fly, which depends on a rare sand found only in parts of the Colton-Rialto area and a few other places. 

That would interfere somewhat with the Super Block, envisioned as a shopping hub in the mold of Redlands' Citrus Plaza, but would leave Hermosa Gardens Cemetery with room to expand. 

Those are the right priorities, given the many challenges in the way of the Super Block, resident Gary Grossich told the City Council on Feb. 1. 

"The cemetery was given to us by our forefathers," Grossich said. "After so long...it's refreshing to see this realistic approach and progress." 

At the same time, Councilwoman Deirdre Bennett said the city should work with local legislators to pursue a more ambitious goal: removing the fly's "endangered" status and thus opening up growth opportunities. 

"People who know me know I'm an environmentalist," Bennett said. "But when the fly was listed (as an endangered species), they didn't do a study to see if it really was endangered. We need to look into that and see if it should be de-listed." 

The Fish and Wildlife Service's most recent review, completed in 2008, noted that it's difficult to determine the fly's population because it lives mostly underground. 

The listing was based largely on the fly's shrinking habitat - 97 percent of its original range, all in southern San Bernardino County and northern Riverside County, was eliminated by 1993, according to the report. 

The city should leverage that rareness, said Dan Silver, executive director of the Los Angeles-based Endangered Habitats League. 

"They can provide an educational opportunity - you don't have to go to the Amazon to see rare species," Silver said. 

But Rep. Joe Baca, D-San Bernardino, joined the fight to establish clear de-listing criteria. 

"Since the USFWS placed the Delhi Sands flower-loving fly on the endangered species list in 1993, in San Bernardino County hundreds of jobs have been lost, millions of tax dollars have been wasted, and development has been stalled," Baca wrote in a letter to Rowan Gould, acting director of the Fish and Wildlife Service. "Given our high unemployment rate, increased homelessness and extreme home foreclosure numbers for the past several years, economic development in that area is of critical importance to strengthen and to rebuild the community." 

A good conservation plan can balance economic and ecological needs, said Jane Hendron, spokeswoman for the Carlsbad office of the Fish and Wildlife Service, which covers Colton. 

"We have worked successfully with counties across this country and cities across the country to help them not only address their development needs or economic needs but also the needs of our threatened and endangered species," she said, "and we're doing it in Colton." 
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