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Group seeks pesticide buffer zone to 
protect red legged frogs

By CHRIS COUNTS
In a move that could lead 
to the banning of some 
pesticides in Carmel Valley, 
an environmental group fi led 
a motion Jan. 23 asking a U.S. 
District Court judge to protect 
the threatened California red-
legged frog from 66 different 
chemicals widely used to 
control pests.

The Center for Biological 
Diversity petitioned the court 
to create pesticide-free buffer 
zones of 280 feet around 
streams and ponds inhabited, 
or potentially inhabited, by 
frogs. The motion also asks 
that retailers be required to 
post consumer hazard warnings 
about the dangers of the 
pesticides.

“There’s a very strong case 
for banning some of these 
pesticides nationwide,” said 
Jeff Miller, Bay Area wildlands 
coordinator for the CBD. “They 
could turn out to be as bad as 
DDT is for wildlife.” Miller 
singled out atrazine as an 
example.

“It’s one of the most widely-

used pesticides nationwide,” 
explained Miller. “At 
extremely low levels it causes 
deformities and interferes with 
reproduction. It’s been linked to 
prostrate and breast cancer. It’s 
a nasty pesticide.”

A 2003 California Department 
of Pesticide Regulation report 
lists the fi ve most popular 
pesticides used for agricultural 
production in Monterey 
County. Three of the fi ve 
— chloropicrin, metam-sodium 
and 1,3-dichloropropene 
— are identifi ed by the CBD as 
hazardous to frogs. The latter 
is commonly used on grapes, a 
popular crop in Carmel Valley.

The active ingredients in many 
household and garden products 
also include pesticides targeted 
by the CBD. For instance, 
Ortho Snail, Slug and Insect 
Killer contains cabaryl, while 
Raid Fumigator contains 
permethrin.

In response to a lawsuit fi led 
by CBD against the U.S. 
Environmental Protection 
Agency in April 2002, a U.S. 
District Court judge decided 
in September the EPA violated 

the Endangered Species Act by 
approving pesticides without 
considering their impact on 
frogs.

“Federal agencies aren’t 
supposed to contribute to the 
extinction of a species,” Miller 
said.

In the motion fi led last week, 
the CBD is asking that the 
EPA be required to complete 
a formal consultation with the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
on the impact each pesticide 
will have on frogs.

Carmel Valley has been 
identifi ed by the USFWS as 
one of the frog’s most critical 
habitats, most of which are 
located in the Central Valley, 
the San Francisco Bay Area and 
on the Central Coast.

“Monterey and Santa Cruz 
counties are perhaps the 
areas where the frogs are 
most common,” explained 
Stephen Ruth, a Monterey 
Peninsula College instructor 
and biological consultant 
specializing in amphibians and 
reptiles.



Ruth confi rmed the frog’s 
vulnerability to pesticides.

“They’re in real trouble,” he 
said. “They have very thin skin. 
They are kind of like canaries 
in coal mines.”

According to Ruth, the 
perils frogs encounter are 
not restricted to wetlands. A 
common hazard for local frogs 
is simply crossing Carmel 
Valley Road.

“People treat that road like a 
race track,” Ruth bemoaned.

A host of other factors 
contribute to the mortality 
of frogs, including mosquito 
abatement programs and 
seemingly insatiable appetites 
of invasive bullfrogs.

Once abundant throughout 
California, red-legged frog 
populations have declined 
by over 90 percent and have 
disappeared from 70 percent of 
their former range, according 
to the CBD. The frog has 
been protected as a threatened 
species by the Endangered 
Species Act since June 1996.

Miller said he anticipates 
receiving a decision on the 
motion “in the next few 
months.” 


