Church Development Project
Divides a Community

The Church of the Woods Project site is located on 27 acres of forest between Daley Canyon Road and Bear Springs Road.

It’s 8:11 a.m. on Sunday, Jan 12. A coyote moves up a
hill in Rimforest and emerges at the opening of the woods.
It trots past a white cross erected near Highway 18. Look-
ing like it might cross the road, the coyote stops. A car
traveling eastbound rushes past. The coyote reacts, run-

ning back from the direction it came — back into the forest.

This forested area is a 27.12-acre parcel of land situat-
ed between Daley Canyon Road and Bear Springs Road. It
is owned by the Church of the Woods, a Christian congre-
gation of between 300 and 350 people, as estimated by its
pastor Rod Akins. Since 2003, the church has attempted
to construct a campus on this property but has been met
with constant resistance from portions of the mountain
community. Years of continued persistence from each side
has generated controversy over the development project.

Church leaders, including Akins, have been scruti-
nized for their plan to level 13.5 acres of wildlife, in a proj-
ect that would ultimately impact an estimated 16.9 acres
during construction, according to the Final Environmental
Impact Report (FEIR). The church has faced opposition
from environmental groups such as the Save Our Forest
Association, The San Bernardino Mountains Sierra Club

Page 26 ¢ Lake Arrowhead UPDATE | Winter 2020

and residents stretching from Crestline to Big Bear.

Thus far, the opposition has kept the project grounded
in its planning stages, forcing Church of the Woods to par-
take in the County of San Bernardino’s regulatory process.

According to Pat Hopkins, church member, advisor of
the Church of the Woods Project and President of Icon Gen-
eral Contractors, the process has cost the church upwards of
$1 million — and that’s excluding the purchase of the land.

So what exactly has the church spent this money on?
The answer — environmental consultants and the surveys
these firms conduct, all in the hope that their findings
will satisfy the state and county requirements. On Jan. 10,
2020, the FEIR was released. In it are the survey findings
deemed to be most significant by regulatory bodies and
the mitigation measures that the church and its contrac-
tors must follow should the County of San Bernardino
Planning Commission approve the project. Akins and
Hopkins expressed confidence with the thoroughness of
the FEIR and the diligence of the county-approved con-
sultants who they hired to collect the data. They voiced
enthusiasm about providing residents with a safe, central-
ized, drug-free venue — one where kids can hang out and
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A draft rendering from sonriseinthewoods.org. “It obviously won't be an eyesore. We believe, and we think most would agree, the

structure and its surroundings will be a match made in heaven.”

people can build community.

But those hoping to conserve the pristine beauty and
keep the habitat intact find the FEIR to be a document rid-
dled with disingenuous findings and dangerously vague
details based on an amorphous regulatory framework.
They fear that without more precise surveying, the impact
of erosion in Daley Canyon, potentially toxic water runoff
beginning at the headwaters of Little Bear Creek and irre-
versible wildlife destruction and riparian habitat decima-
tion will cause profound damage and yield unintended
consequences to the mountain communities.

Further, opponents cite concern of increased traffic
flow, light and noise pollution and destruction of wildlife.
Depending on who one asks, the property abuts or is part
of a wildlife corridor which, according to the 2019 Draft
EIR, provides a suitable habitat for three special-status
species in the region. These species include the Southern
Rubber Boa, California Spotted Owl and San Bernardino
Flying Squirrel. In addition to these special-status species,
other animals like, deer, bears, raccoons and coyotes use
the corridor.

The 2019 Draft EIR also references mandatory changes
to Highway 18. The report stipulates the highway must be
widened to address traffic flow at the site. An eastbound,
left-turn lane and westbound deceleration/acceleration
lane will be paved.

Traffic signals will need to be installed as well. But the
question of how many signals has been hotly debated. In
a blog post on the Church of the Woods’” website www.
Sonriseinthewoods.org, the group wrote, “The San Ber-
nardino Planning and Traffic Division determined just one
[traffic signal] will be necessary, and it will be a trip light.”

However, Highway 18 is a state highway and there-
fore falls under state jurisdiction. This means the Church
must consult with the California Department of Transpor-
tation (Caltrans). According to the 2019 Draft EIR issued
by the County of San Bernardino, Caltrans will require the
installation of a minimum of two traffic signals — one at
the intersection of Bear Springs Road and Highway 18, the
second at Pine Avenue and Highway 18. Likely, a third
signal would be placed at the entrance to the Church of
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the Woods’ parking lot. By the time the project comes to
completion, mountain residents could be facing seven new
traffic signals, according to the 2020 Final EIR.

Despite these drawbacks, many members of the
church believe the amount of time and capital already
spent on the project is enough of an impetus to build their
new facilities and finally bring their project to fruition.

A PRAYER FOR APPROVAL

At the corner of Calgary Drive and North Bay Road,
a sign with an arrow reads, “Church of the Woods.” The
street winds uphill, passing multi-level residential proper-
ties lining Calgary Drive. Many of their driveways are lev-
el with the road. Some homes are positioned downslope,
while others are partially obscured by tree cover.

The street curves and dips before coming to a park-
ing lot. The church building is situated towards the back
of the lot. Near the entrance to the church, congregation
members talk and laugh.

At 11 a.m. the last of the congregation filters into the
building, greeted at the door by members distributing
the service’s program and a collection envelope. Church
hymns resonate from inside the hall where a band plays
on stage. The walls of the room have painted quotes
from biblical passages. Above either side of the stage,
screens display the hymn'’s lyrics. Music notes reverberate
through the church. Members sway to the music. Others
close their eyes and sing the words. A man — his eyes
shut — raises an arm, extending it toward the stage. A
couple embraces, arms wrapped around each other in a
side hug. The service is mostly full.

After the band finishes, Akins walks onto the stage, a
microphone-headpiece curled around his ear. He smiles,
greets the congregation, and instructs everybody to walk
around the room and introduce themselves to each other.
They follow the instructions, exchanging handshakes and
pleasantries. Eventually, the congregation returns to their
original seats and a prayer is said.

“I'want to ask you to be in prayer for our Jan. 23
meeting with the planning commission,” Akins says to the
room. He is speaking about the hearing for the FEIR when
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the Planning Commission will announce its decision on

whether or not to approve the Church of the Woods Project.
There’s a “Woo!” from a member of the audience.

“If God wants this to happen it’s going to happen, if he

doesn’t we don’t want any part of it,” Akins says. “This is

going to be a great campus of influence to provide needs

on the mountain that aren’t being provided in other areas.”

FAITH IN THE PROCESS

The FEIR details the scope of the Church of the Woods
Project and outlines the mitigation measures necessary
during development. According to the report, the church
campus will include a two-story building consisting of a
27,364 sq. ft. gymnatorium and 41,037 square foot as-
sembly building/children’s ministry, a 1,500 square foot
two-story maintenance building, caretaker residence and
lavatory facilities and a 54,000 square foot ft. sports field,
sports courts and children’s play areas. Additionally, a
311-space parking lot will be paved. If approved, the cam-
pus will rest on 13.6 of the 27.12 acres of land. Though,
under the plan’s section “Construction Details” it states
“...the Project would disturb approximately 16.9 acres as a
result of grading...”

Church of the Woods members and leaders have
voiced their excitement about ministering to the commu-
nity. Akins said the ultimate goal of Church of the Woods
is to help minister to people spiritually. But admitted that
in order to reach someone spiritually, it may mean helping
with his or her physical, emotional, relational and finan-
cial needs. He believes the new campus will help them
accomplish this type of outreach.

“We're a church made up of community people who
want to serve the community — that’s the heartbeat,” he
said. “We want to minister to [organizations] like Opera-
tion Provider right there in Rimforest. We would probably
allow them to utilize our facility to minister to people in
need.” Additionally, Akins believes the church will provide
a safe space for youth to relax and have fun — the type of
space he feels is lacking in the mountain communities.

Members from the Church of the Woods congregation
shared the Pastor’s sentiment.

“I'm in favor of it because as a mom on the mountain
my kids participated in pretty much all the sports — soc-
cer, baseball and basketball. I helped coach soccer and ev-
ery time it was a battle for a field,” said Teresa Alexander,
a youth group leader. “One of the major things this devel-
opment is going to do is give fields to the community.”

Her understanding was the fields would be open to
anybody — from the Church of the Woods congregation
or otherwise — with no fee. “This will be another place for
the kids to hang out. But also we’ll be able to do services
there, too,” Alexander said.

CONSERVING NATURAL HABITAT

While the church and its members said the new cam-
pus will be a safe facility for kids to have fun, those want-
ing to preserve the natural habitat and wildlife question
the location and size of the campus.
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On Jan. 13, President of the Save Our Forest Associ-
ation and mountain resident Dr. Hugh Bialecki stands in
front of a projection screen in a mostly darkened room. He
speaks to a group of about thirty members from the San
Bernardino Mountains Group of the Sierra Club and other
residents who have come out to voice their concerns about
the church development. He details how the Final EIR
fails to abide by the Lake Arrowhead Community Plan —
a plan crafted by community members in 2007 and adopt-
ed by the County of San Bernardino. It was implemented
to preserve the character and identity of the communities
in the area when considering land use and development.

Bialecki continues, listing how the Draft and Final
EIRs violate the community plan — from the undocu-
mented erosion at the corner of Daley Canyon and High-
way 18 to the riparian lands not included in the Final EIR.
The perennial stream flows towards Daley Canyon and is
the headwaters of Little Bear Creek. According to Bial-
ecki, Little Bear Creek provides between 50 to 66 percent
of the water flowing into Lake Arrowhead. Added runoff
from impervious surfaces, like the parking lot the church
plans on building, will mean more pollutants affecting
these waters.

Further, a promontory is one of the highest points
in elevation on the project. The church plans to level the
promontory, pushing the soil into the “valley” below.
However, Bialecki says how that gets accomplished re-
mains vague.

In the FEIR, it states, “According to the Church of the
Woods Earthwork Analysis Report preliminary grad-
ing qualities are calculated to be 195,297 cubic yards of
excavation or cut materials and 119,313 cubic yards of
fill material.”

Organic topsoil may cause an even greater challenge
to the project. According to the Final EIR, the organic
topsoil is not suitable for fill, meaning it cannot be used
to fill in the “valley.” Consequently, it needs to be moved
off-site. The Final EIR states, “There is approximately
42,368 cubic yards of material on project site consisting of
highly organic topsoil that is not considered suitable for
reuse as engineered fill. This unsuitable material would be
transported to Heaps Peak Transfer Station by truck as a
part of the project’s construction process.”

The Final EIR stipulates that trucks will move this
soil, approximately five miles, along Highway 18 to Heaps
Peak Transfer Station. From there the soil will be loaded
into larger trucks and transferred approximately 37 miles
to the Mid-Valley Landfill in Rialto. “The hillside would
be leveled and the valley would be filled,” Bialecki says.

THE STRAWBERRY CREEK CORRIDOR

In an interview and during his presentation, Bialec-
ki discussed how construction would be a devastating
impediment to wildlife movement through the Strawberry
Creek Corridor — a stretch of land designated to con-
necting wildlife populations that are otherwise separated
by human-made structures or activities. According to
the Habitat Assessment used in the FEIR, the Strawberry
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Creek Corridor “provides movement opportunities [for
wildlife] between the San Bernardino National Forest and
the Mojave River.”

Depending on who one asks, the project site either
abuts or is within the corridor. The Final EIR states: “The
eastern boundary of the Strawberry Creek Corridor abuts
the western boundary of the project site, indicating mini-
mal overlap.” However, in the Habitat Assessment, a map
shows the project site outside of the wildlife corridor.

ELMT Consulting, an agency based in Santa Ana, was
hired by Church of the Woods to perform the Habitat As-
sessment surveys at the project site. According to the Hab-
itat Assessment, ELMT visited twice, once in November of
2017 and again in February of 2018. They determined that
the project site lies outside the Strawberry Creek Corridor.

Bialecki and opponents believe that the corridor
extends onto the property. Akins, however, did not think
animals would migrate through church property and
across Highway 18. “There’s Highway 18 right there
and right across [from] Highway 18 is the drop-off. That
is not a corridor that animals pass through.” Akins said.
“The animals aren’t going through our property, crossing
Highway 18, and going down the front of the mountain.”
Bialecki disagreed.

“Periodically, there are animals that are killed on
Highway 18 that are in the process of crossing the high-
way. Yes, there are animals living on that property now
and the surrounding areas,” he said. “You're going to
have migration of wildlife through areas that are undevel-
oped and areas that are partially developed.”

President of the San Bernardino Mountains Land
Trust James Asher challenged Akins’ conclusion.

“If the project passes, I believe that [the project] will
reduce the passage of animals through the corridor as it
would be another impediment within the corridor.”

FREEDOM OF PRIVATE PROPERTY

When asked about the motivation behind having the
church on Highway 18, Akins affirmed that a portion of
the motivation was to bolster the congregation’s numbers.
But having the new church campus along Highway 18
means Church of the Woods is more centrally located than
in its current building.

Currently, the Church of the Woods congregation has
between 300 and 350 members, according to Akins. How-
ever, sixteen years ago, when the Church of the Woods
Project began, the congregation was larger.

“The [population] on the mountain has dropped and
so has the attendance. We’ve had numerous families move
off the mountain or out of state,” Akins said.

Church elder, George Stalzer echoed the pastor’s sen-
timent. “I think it's going to be good for the community
because of its location and its ability to serve the mountain
a lot better than from this location here,” said Stalzer.

Though he did not know what the activity schedule
would be like, George said he was certain the church would
be open to anybody who wants to use the campus. When
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pressed as to why he feels the church must be constructed
at the large scale and in the location along Highway 18 in
order to deliver a spiritual message, Akins responded.

“Well, first of all, did you know in the San Bernardino
National Forest there is 677,982 acres?” Akins said. “That’s
the National Forest in the San Bernardino Mountains. We
have 15, privately-owned acres. Don’t you think property
rights are still valid? We should be able to develop a cam-
pus to minister with, with our own property.” Alexander
replied, citing the steps the ministry had taken to protect
the environment. “There was an environment report done
and it showed that it’s not going to disrupt the environ-
ment—that the animals and all of it is going to be just
fine,” said Alexander. When asked where the animals will
go to stay safe Alexander answered, “There’s still going to
be a lot of forest all around us because we gave up the land
to the county.”

She was referring to the sale of 10 of the original
37-acre parcel the church sold to the county. The county
will be developing the Rimforest Storm Drain Project to
address water flow down the mountain. The drain project
will be completed before the Church of the Woods Project,
if approval is granted to the latter.

While the Final EIR makes little mention of animals
being displaced, the Habitat Assessment states, “The proj-
ect site has the potential to support the movement of mule
deer, bobcat, coyote, and black bear through the project
site and surrounding areas. Wildlife movement through
these areas will be impeded by project-related distur-
bance” It goes on to say that adjacent habitat will remain
open space and provide the opportunity for movement.
The assessment then says, “As a result, the project site
and the surrounding open space will continue to provide
opportunities for local wildlife movement and will remain
as a corridor for highly mobile wildlife species.”

The relocation of animals has also been concerned
raised by those opposing the development. When asked
about the concern those opposing the project voiced about
the development being abutting a wildlife corridor, Stal-
zer said that he thinks it’s a hypocritical argument consid-
ering some of the opponents have likely developed their
own properties on wildlife corridors. “I'm sure we have
just a minute fraction of the available wildlife corridors on
the mountains.”

Akins agreed. “We have a whole bunch of other
acreage that is the same environment that they can be a
part of. But the most important species on planet earth is
human beings,” he said. “Humans matter—and I know
some people think animals are more important than hu-
mans but I beg to differ. I think animals are important, we
care for them, we have provided mitigation acreage for all
of these species.”

RESIDENTS ON SCENIC WAY

On Sunday, Jan 16 between the hours of 3 p.m. and 5
p-m. the Mountain News conducted door-to-door inter-
views with residents living close to the proposed devel-
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Church of the Woods currently outside

opment site along Scenic Way and Bear Springs Road. Six
residents gave interviews — all of who were opposed to
the development. Two residents on Scenic Way and two
residents on Bear Springs Road had not heard of the proj-
ect and did not wish to comment on the record. At two
homes nobody answered the door.

Tamara Gayle has lived in Rimforest since Nov. 2016
and had read portions of the draft EIR.

“I think that their building is obscenely huge,” Gayle
said. “I'm highly opposed to it for multiple reasons. First-
ly, they’re going to be leveling so much terrain — they’re
going to be removing hundreds of trees.”

She mentioned the disruption of the animal habitat,
water runoff and the probability of increased traffic along
Highway 18. She felt that the impact statement in the
Draft EIR did not take into account all the species. She has
seen coyotes, bears, raccoons and a variety of birds, yet
these were not mentioned in the Draft EIR she said.

“I moved up here because I like the quietness of the
mountain community. And, despite the fact that Highway
18 is so close, it is very quiet right here where I live. To
look out my window or sit out on my back deck, it’s like
I'm living strictly in the forest. All I see are the trees and
the wildlife and it’s serenity to me.”

Holly Griffiths has lived in on Scenic Way for two
years and in the Mountain communities for twenty-three.

“I don’t see why we need to develop more land. We
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can fix up other spots,” Griffiths said. She mentioned a
property in Valley of Enchantment where a trailer park
used to be as a viable alternative location.

“If I wanted to live somewhere without the woods or
without wildlife I would go anywhere down the hill in
Southern California,” Griffiths said.

“This isn’t a vendetta against the church at all. I just
don’t think that this is the right spot,” said another resident,
Judy Weber. “There are times when I am home and it’s so
quiet and serene. I don’t want to wake up to the sound of
construction. I might as well go live down the hill.”

PROMINENT COMMUNITY RESIDENTS SPEAK UP

Scott L. Rindenow, Lake Arrowhead resident:

“I would question on a project like this whether they
have the where-with-all to complete the project and I
would be concerned as a resident that this could possi-
bly start and not get finished. But that aside (...) what
they’re putting in there are great elements for the com-
munity but where they’re proposing it is not so great,”
Rindenow said.

RICK DINON, CREST FOREST MUNICIPAL ADVISORY
COMMITTEE CHAIR ALSO COMMENTED ON THE PROJECT.

“The Church of the Woods Project is difficult person-
ally and is polarizing within the mountain communities,”
Dinon stated. “While I am a strong supporter of property
owner rights, this church and recreation campus project
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is large, disrup-
tive and visually
clashing with the
existing moun-
tain aesthetic.

I appreciate

the church has
significantly
downsized the
scope of this
project and has
incorporated
modifications

to it to address
concerns. Still,
the project will
change the area
materially.”

A TANGLED COUNTY BUREAUCRACY

The Church of the Woods was permitted to find their
own consultants to conduct environmental surveys. While
this is not uncommon, according to opponents of the proj-
ect, this methodology presents a problem.

“The consultant on behalf of Church of the Woods
doesn’t verify much. They misconstrue things and they
obfuscate things. They purposely have disingenuous
interpretations,” said Bob Sherman, a certified wetlands
scientist. “Then when you turn around and challenge
them, they say, ‘Well, we covered that on page 36.” That’s
their modus operandi,” Sherman said.

Bialecki and Sherman agree that the EIR has serious
gaps when it comes to hydrology and water flow from the
mountain into Lake Arrowhead. Not everybody shares
this thought. Tom Nievez, Planner at the County of San
Bernardino, Land Use Services Department, defended the
methodology used to validate the FEIR.

“The drainage regulations are very strict. By law, the
developer cannot increase the amount of water that leaves
the site.” Nievez said. “So if 100 gallons historically leaves
a site during a storm, they cannot put 150 gallons down
there. They cannot by law.”

Nievez added that whatever given quantity of water
leaves the project site must avoid causing corrosion down-
stream and must be clean. Additionally, he indicated that
the water quality management plan must be submitted
for review and approval to the County to make sure all
the conditions are met. Hopkins emphasized that every
report required by the EIR has been completed, including
hydrology, a complete water quality management plan
and a Stormwater Pollution Prevention Plan.

“These are really good, good reports that really
(...) intelligent consultants and licensed professionals,”
Hopkins said. “The guy, Bob Sherman who claims he’s a
wetlands expert. Well, we don’t have any more wetlands
on our project. We sold that whole streambed to the San
Bernardino Flood Control.”

In a written comment to the 2019 Draft EIR, the Sierra
Club of San Bernardino states “We believe this [Draft EIR]
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Strawberry Creek Corridor located south of proposed development

remains function-
ally insufficient][...].
“Fundamental project
information and
predictable impact
information is still
missing, deliberately
skipped or seemingly
deferred (to) until
after the project is
approved.”

They concluded
that because vital in-
formation is missing
a thorough action/
analysis cannot be
performed on the
project’s environmen-
tal impact.

The Planning commission responded to this com-
ment: “The DREIR was prepared in full compliance with
the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), State
CEQA Guidelines, and the County of San Bernardino
Guidelines including project definition, foreseeable im-
pacts, and feasible mitigation measures.”

Additionally, the County scheduled the Church of the
Woods Project hearing on the same day as the Point-in-
Time Count. The count is used to determine how many
homeless people are living in the mountain communities
and affects funding to address homelessness. Many mem-
bers in opposition to the project also actively participate in
homeless outreach. Due to the timing conflict, opposition
leaders to the Church of the Woods Project sent written
requests to Second District County Supervisor Janice
Rutherford, the County Land Use Services Planning Direc-
tor Heidi Duron, and Contract Planner Tom Nievec.

Supervisor Rutherford declined to intervene and
request a schedule change. Instead, she deferred to the de-
partments. Duron also declined to reschedule the hearing.

“There are often scheduling conflicts that can arise,”
she said about her reasoning.

She went on to say that people don’t have to be pres-
ent at the hearing to submit a comment.

According to Duron, ten days is the minimum for the
amount of time for availability between the Final EIR’s
release and the hearing.

Akins likened the church to the biblical story of
Zerubbabel — a story he has shared with his congrega-
tion: After the Israelites were exiled in Babylon, the first
group to come back to Jerusalem was led by Zerubbabel.
The man laid the foundation for the temple but was met
with political opposition.

“So he stopped building the temple for sixteen years
until they started again and built and finished the temple.
“We’ve been at it 16 years,” Akins said, about the
Church of the Woods Project. “I believe God’s saying it’s

time. Let’s rebuild the temple.”

Sherman said at the Sierra Club meeting that the last

Continued on Page 46



Local resident Tami Pounds is
offering her catering service in Lake
Arrowhead and the surrounding areas
including Redlands, Riverside and Yu-
caipa. Chef Tami caters to weddings, business
luncheons, barbecues, holiday celebrations, office

parties, family reunions, baby showers or a just dinner
for two.

“We offer full-service catering which means we will
take care of everything,” said Chef Tami. “This means
no hassles, no headaches and no stress for the clients.” In
fact, Chef Tami recently catered an outdoor BBQ event for
300 guests. Equipped with over 30 years of food prepara-
tion and cooking experience, Chef Tami also offers home
cooking services to entertain any special occasions such as
family reunions and private parties at the client’s kitchen,
or client’s dock on the lake.

“Last Summer, we catered a birthday party on the
dock,” shared Chef Tami. “The client was so pleased with
our service because it was a surprise birthday party for
his wife.” Chef Tami and her team set up the entire party
on the dock prior to the guests” arrival.

For many households, hiring a personal chef to gain
back some of that time in the kitchen is worth it when
they have other family members visiting during the holi-
days or weekends. “I am available to be hired as a person-
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paragraph of his letter he wrote a year ago for the Draft
EIR still applies to the final report on the Church of the
Woods Project:

“To sum up, in over seventeen years of professional
environmental review, I have never seen such an environ-
mentally-harmful project, proposed on a more sensitive,
unique and ecologically important site, and based upon
such faulty and unfounded assertions of legitimacy.”

PLANNING COMMISSION DECIDES

The County of San Bernardino’s Planning Commis-
sion convened in the Covington Chambers on Jan. 23.
Additionally, a remote viewing site was established at the
Twin Peaks Sheriff’s Station. This remote location al-
lowed community members to participate in the hearing
without driving to San Bernardino. Approximately 35
people, filled the room in Twin Peaks, watching the hear-
ing on a monitor.

Commissioner of the Fourth District Gabriel Chavez
introduced the format of the hearing. This was followed
by a prayer and the Pledge of Allegiance.

County Planner Tom Nievez read through general
details about the project from the Planning Commission
Staff Report. He showed maps of the proposed devel-
opment area and spoke about the steps Church of the
Woods has taken in reducing the size and scope of the
project since 2003.

“The original project included a school and a large
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Local Catering by Chef Tami

al chef as well,” said Chef Tami who is also available to
cater at your own home and prepare meals for your
guests over the holidays such as the 4th of July. She
is passionate about preparing home-cooked meals for
her clients.

“We offer many choices including American, Italian,
BBQ, Mexican, Asian and Mediterranean cuisine,” said
Chef Tami. “Some of my clients require special dietary
meals and I certainly can work with their needs.” For
more information call Chef Tami at (909) 453-5013.

ball field facility... “ Nievez said. “Over the years it has
been scaled down to what we have before us today.”

He continued, saying that adequate infrastructure
and utilities exist to serve the proposed project. Nievez
said that he and the planning staff recommended the
planning commission approve the project as it will
provide educational (and) recreational facilities for the
Rimforest community.

Chavez thanked Nievez for the presentation and
asked the commissioners if they had any questions.

Second District Planning Commissioner Raymond J.
Allard inquired about the FEIR’s mandated traffic signals.

“The correspondence this morning from transporta-
tion regarding the three traffic signals — it says install a
signal prior to (the issuance of the) building permit but it
is a little bit unclear to me, based on the previous para-
graph. Are they designing a signal prior to (the issuance
of the) building permit or are they installing the signal pri-
or to (the issuance of the) building permit?” Allard asked.

“Ultimately there will be installation,” Nievez said.
“The condition requires that the improvement plan
proposed (and) developed by the applicant include the
improvements necessary as spelled out there.”

Following the exchange, Akins and Hopkins ad-
dressed the commission. They played a video about the
Church of the Woods and why they consider the project to
be meaningful. The video is available at www.sonrisein-
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thewoods.org.

“Very good presentation,” Allard said after the video
had completed.

Allard voiced concerns about overflow parking from
the site and instructed the planning department to include
this in the final staff report. He also said that he hoped the
church would consider natural landscaping.

“It would be nice if the landscaping blended in with
the natural trees that are out there,” Allard said. “...I
would certainly hope that you'd select a landscape archi-
tect that could blend it nicely.”

“Yes sir, absolutely,” Akins replied.

The majority of the five-hour hearing was dedicated to
public comment. Attendees wanting to voice their opin-
ions were given three minutes each.

At the Twin Peaks site, participants were directed
one-by-one to a computer desk where a webcam had been
rigged. Those commenting spoke into the webcam and the
feed was transmitted to San Bernardino.

Of the thirteen people to comment at the Twin
Peaks site, two were in support of the project being built
in the proposed location along Highway 18. However,
Church of the Woods supporters were in the majority at
the chambers.

Over forty people spoke about topics ranging from
their love for Jesus to killing the natural plants and wild-
life to saving the mountain communities from drugs and
violence.

Ultimately, the Planning Commission voted unani-
mously, 5 to 0, to approve the final environmental impact
report — granting the Church of the Woods a Conditional
Use Permit. However, opponents of the project may still
appeal the decision.

“If somebody files a formal appeal, then it would go
before the Board of Supervisors,” said Second District Rep-
resentative Lewis Murray. He continued saying that the
Board of Supervisors will make the county’s final decision,
but even after that, lawsuits could continue to stall any
developing.

One of the two project supporters participating from
the Twin Peaks site was Taylor Ramsey.

“I support Pastor Akins,” Ramsey said. “They need
this facility for the children on this mountain.”

Many remain skeptical about just how open the
church will be when it comes to allowing the general pub-
lic use of the new facilities. Ramsey tried to address those
concerns.

“I'm for the youth and the facilities. I know Pastor
Akins — he doesn’t turn people away. He welcomes ev-
erybody.”Trudie Blank, a Twin Peaks resident opposed to
the project, also viewed the hearing from the remote site.

“I felt it ended up the way we all expected — that they
would pass it,” Blank said. “They pass everything. They
don’t seem to learn from their previous mistakes.”

She likened the Church of the Woods Project to the
litany of failed developments that were approved by
the county. “They made a mistake Hawarden, [...] Eagle
Ridge, [...] Mill Pond and they made a mistake with the



Bridge to Nowhere. We will end up with a desecrated
eyesore for the rest of our lives.”

On Jan. 30, a week after the hearing, the Save Our
Forest Association, the Sierra Club of the San Bernardino
Mountains Group - San Gorgonio Chapter and the San
Bernardino Audubon Society filed an official appeal with
the county.

“We support the Church of the Woods congregation
in their desire for a larger facility, but [we] cannot allow
the county to ignore the laws and policies designated to
protect public safety, quality of life, our unique forest
environment and imperiled plants and animals,” stated
Audubon Society member Peter Jorris in a press release
about the decision. “The County of San Bernardino needs
to follow its own guidelines more faithfully and accurate-
ly assess the full impacts of this project to avoid perma-
nent harm to our community, visitors, the forest and its
wildlife.”

Steven Farrell, President of the Mountain Group
Sierra Club, echoed Jorris” sentiment. “We appreciate
the Church’s efforts in support of our community; but
not with this project, at this location. It is too disruptive.
the County is violating the law by accepting this propos-
al’s flawed environmental impact report and making an
unsupported, inadequate Statement of Overriding Con-
sideration, said Steven Farrell. “Even with its significant
shortcomings, the EIR identifies severe impacts to the
public and to the site that the Planning Commission has
misleadingly declared to be of no consequence.”
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