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The federal government announced Tuesday that it will not protect fluvial arctic grayling by putting the dwindling species
of fish on the Endangered Species List.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service said the fish, one of Montana’s rarest that are found in the upper Big Hole River, is
not genetically different enough from the more abundant lake dwelling grayling.

The decision not only prevents them from endangered listing now, but takes them off the candidate list, meaning they’ll
likely never be considered for protection.

That’s a major shift from past policy in which federal biologists said fluvial grayling were in danger of going extinct.
Biologists have said in a conservation proposal that low numbers and poor reproduction were to blame for the fish’s
woes.

But now federal officials say grayling’s abundance in northern parts of the continent makes extinction unlikely.

The decision makes it likely that ranchers in the Big Hole Valley will lose up to $1.7 million in federal funds that were
slated to help with stream restoration and irrigation improvement projects, officials said.

“I’d personally hate to see the riparian improvements that are being funded by that disappear,” said Garth Haugland,
Beaverhead County commissioner and a member of the Big Hole Watershed Committee. “Essentially all of that (money) is
going into restoration work along the upper river ... that’s going to benefit a lot more than the grayling … it was going to
make it a better flowing river.” The group has brought together ranchers, state and federal officials and sportsmen in an
effort to keep more water in the river to help the fish. Last year more than two dozen landowners in the Big Hole Valley
voluntarily proposed habitat projects on 130,000 acres of land to help improve conditions for grayling.

Ranchers pleased with decision But Big Hole ranchers are pleased with the federal decision, said Randy Smith,
committee president and a rancher near Glen. He said landowners feared the effect an endangered listing would have on
their ability to irrigate pastures and crops.

Smith said even without the federal funds, the group would like to move forward with some of those projects.

“If these projects are good for the grayling, they’re probably good for everything else, too,” he said.

And with listing no longer imminent, ranchers will have more time to evaluate projects to ensure they’re the best for
grayling, other fish and the river as a whole, Smith said.

Another committee member, however, said he sharply disagreed with the decision to end consideration of listing for
grayling.

Steve Luebeck, a committee member representing sportsmen, said not listing now may be defensible, given the
cooperative efforts that have taken place to help the fish on the Big Hole.

Decision said based on politics But the decision to end consideration of listing smacked more of politics than science.

“What they’re saying effectively is this fish isn’t even a candidate for future listing, it’s the same as rainbow trout, brown
trout or suckers for that matter,” he said. “Who thinks this is based on sound science — if the grayling doesn’t warrant



listing on the ESA, what species does?” Ultimately the river will suffer because needed projects won’t get done for the
lack of funding, Luebeck said. That will hurt the outfitting and tourism industries that depend on cold, clean water flowing
down the Big Hole to support its sport fishery.

Smith said some less expensive measures will be taken to continue to restore sections of the upper Big Hole. He said
ranchers not only want grayling to survive, they also expect a court challenge of the decision by environmental groups
pushing for listing.

That seems likely.

Noah Greenwald of The Center for Biological Diversity, which sued the federal government to try to force listing for
fluvial grayling, told the Associated Press it plans to fight the decision.

The status of grayling has been a contentious issue for years. Environmental groups pushed to have the species listed as far
back as 1991. The CBD sued in 2004 to force an emergency listing of grayling, which the FWS settled by agreeing to
decide by this month.

The decision was published Tuesday in the federal register.

Reporter Nick Gevock may be reached via e-mail at nick.gevock@mtstandard.com. 
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