
The U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service 
will reconsider its decision to take 
a southern Arizona pygmy owl off 
the endangered species list, the 
agency said Friday.

The Arizona population of cactus 
ferruginous pygmy owls, which 
delayed construction of Ironwood 
Ridge High School in 1997, was 
listed as endangered that year and 
removed from the list in 2006. The 
new review is based on information 
that either wasn’t available or wasn’t 
within the scope of analysis before 
the delisting, Fish & Wildlife said 
in a news release Friday.

“Recently published genetic and 
taxonomic information, together 
with updated data on the threats 
to the pygmy owl and its habitat, 
are substantial,” said Benjamin N. 
Tuggle, the agency’s southwest 
regional director.

The science was all in Fish & 
Wildlife hands before the delisting 
decision, said Noah Greenwald, 
the Center for Biological Diversity 
biologist and lead author of the latest 
petition seeking owl protection.

“They chose to limit their analysis,” 
he said. “It’s not accurate to say that 

information wasn’t before them 
then, because it absolutely was.”

The March 2007 petition to relist 
the owl contains essentially the 
same information, he said.

That’s all true, said Fish & Wildlife 
spokesman Jeff Humphrey, but 
during the run-up to the delisting 
decision, a judge required Fish 
& Wildlife to defend their 1997 
decision only, not consider new 
information.

That means the delisting decision 
was based on 1997 science, not 
2006’s, he said.

The 4-inch bird soared into Tucson 
consciousness in 1997, when the 
center sued to block construction 
of the school in Amphitheater 
Public Schools district. The school 
on the city’s Northwest Side was 
eventually built.

Mexican garter snake

Fish & Wildlife will also revisit its 
decision not to list a southern Arizona 
snake species as endangered, the 
agency said Wednesday.

Fish & Wildlife ruled in 2006 
that the Mexican garter snake, an 
olive-colored snake that lives in 
desert grassland and along streams 
and rivers from central Arizona to 

southern Mexico, did not warrant 
listing. But clarifi cation of federal 
rules last year prompted a new look, 
Fish & Wildlife said in a Federal 
register entry Wednesday.

“We know that the northern Mexican 
garter snake faces signifi cant threats 
in the United States. However, 
we lack information on its status 
throughout its broader range in 
Mexico,” Debra Bills, a Fish & 
Wildlife assistant fi eld supervisor, 
said in a news release.

The Center for Biological Diversity, 
which in 2003 asked Fish & Wildlife 
to list the snake and later sued twice 
to move the case along, issued a 
news release calling the reptile a 
victim of Bush administration foot-
dragging.

Just 60 plant and animal species 
have been put on the list since 
President Bush took offi ce. Under 
Bill Clinton, 522 were listed, and 
under Bush’s father, George H.W. 
Bush, 231 were listed, the center 
said.

Herpetologist Phil Rosen, an 
adjunct professor at University of 
Arizona, urged the listing.

“The decline of the Mexican 
garter snake is symptomatic of an 
extremely widespread decline in the 
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aquatic fauna of the Southwest,” he 
said in the center news release.

Fish & Wildlife’s new look at 
Mexican garter snakes comes after 
the Department of Interior last year 
clarifi ed the process of determining 

whether a species is endangered 
throughout a signifi cant portion of 
its range.

The federal government has listed 
1,353 species of plants and animals 
as endangered or threatened under 

the Endangered Species Act, 
including 37 animals and 14 plants 
in Arizona, according to Fish & 
Wildlife.


