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Agency erred in reducing listing
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A judge has ruled that a federal
agency ignored scientific evidence
and therefore erred when it reduced
protections for California tiger sala-
manders in Santa Barbara and
Sonoma counties.

In a decision filed Friday - which
was hailed by environmentalists and
criticized by farmers - U.S. District
Court Judge William Alsup from the
Northern District of California set
aside the Fish and Wildlife Service's
2004 rule.

That rule labeled tiger salamanders
in both counties and the rest of Cen-
tral California as threatened. Previ-
ous emergency listings had desig-
nated salamanders in Santa Barbara
and Sonoma counties as endangered.

But two environmental groups, the
Environmental Defense Center and
the Center for Biological Diversity,
sued the agency last year, challeng-
ing its decision to change sala-
mander protections.

"It would be unseemly for a court
to leave in place a rule that was so
riddled with error," the judge wrote,
adding that the federal agency's own
scientists had supported higher pro-
tections for Santa Barbara and
Sonoma salamander populations.

The decision to eliminate "distinct

population segments" in the two
counties was "arbitrary and capri-
cious," the judge added.

Scientists believe salamanders in
Santa Barbara and Sonoma counties
are different from cousins in Cen-
tral California, and therefore in dan-
ger of dying out, though farmers,
ranchers, developers and officials
strongly disagree.

"The final rule was bereft of any
analysis ... The prior finding of dis-
creteness was ignored. The prior
finding of biological and ecological
significance was ignored," the rul-
ing said, calling the agency's rule
"substantially and procedurally
flawed."

The judge noted the "twists and
turns" that demonstrated irregulari-
ties in the agency's decision to re-
move the more stringent protections
against the recommendations of sci-
entists.

Karen Kraus, an attorney with the
Santa Barbara-based Environmental
Defense Center, praised the newest
ruling.

"Our goal was to see the endangered
status for the Santa Barbara County
population reinstated," Kraus said.
"That's what the judge did .... The
result is, things are returning to the
status quo that existed prior to the
Service's ruling."

However, Richard Quandt from the
Grower-Shipper Vegetable Associa-
tion of Santa Barbara and San Luis
Obispo Counties expressed disap-
pointment.

"That's definitely a setback for Santa
Barbara County agriculture," he
said.

A return of the endangered status
also ends special rules for cattle
ranching in the two counties.

Kraus said the judge did not prevent
ranchers from conducting routine
ranching activities, but added they
would need permits to do anything
that could harm the amphibian.

Quandt, however, noted that the rul-
ing affects up to 180,000 acres of
rangeland, and opens up questions
regarding routine cattle ranching or
grazing that might harm a sala-
mander.

California tiger salamanders are
stocky, blunt-nosed amphibians that
live underground. Vernal pools, or
ponds that rise during rains, serve
as vital habitat for breeding sala-
manders.

"It's just another example of how the
South County environmental com-
munity tries to impose rules and
undermine the a economy of North
County," Quandt said.

Along with the Grower-Shipper's



group, other agencies and associa-
tions from Santa Barbara and
Sonoma counties had joined the law-
suit to support the Fish and Wild-
life Service, their former nemesis.
They claimed they would suffer
"economic and other injuries" if
salamanders were reclassified as
endangered.

A spokesman for the Fish and Wild-
life Service's Sacramento office said
the agency had no comment Friday.

"I can't say anything beyond that,"
said spokesman Jim Nickles, who
also declined to say what the imme-
diate impact will be on Central
Coast farmers, ranchers and land-
owners.

It wasn't clear Friday when the new
rules will become effective or if the
ruling will be appealed.
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