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The effort to build a new elementary
school in southeast Santa Rosa is back
on track, but it will cost the Bellevue
school district nearly $1 million toward
preserving the threatened California
tiger salamander.

The 1,650-student district and the U.S.
Fish & Wildlife Service have reached a
preliminary agreement over the
proposed Taylor Mountain School, to be
built about three miles south of
downtown Santa Rosa, near Santa Rosa
Avenue.

The district has agreed to buy about nine
acres of land to preserve tiger
salamander habitat, at a cost of $100,000
an acre. Fish & Wildlife then will give
its environmental approval for the school
to build on nine acres of its 11-acre site.
The district plans to set aside two acres
for permanent wetlands.

By buying the additional land, the district
will avoid conducting a two-year study
to determine if salamanders are present
on the school site. That frees the district
to award a construction contract in time
to receive $4.8 million in building funds
that the state has allocated for the
project.

If the bid failed to go out before Feb.
25, the $4.8 million would go to a
different project elsewhere in the state.

“In a sense we’re spending $900,000"
to be able to get the state funds, Bellevue
superintendent Armando Flores said.

District officials and their environmental
consultants had hoped for months that
they could persuade the federal agency
that the school site contained no
salamanders. They noted a survey found
no salamanders at what they considered
to be the area’s only likely breeding site,
a pond to the south of the school.

But Fish & Wildlife officials said they
wrote the district in January 2004
concerned about the school site because
there is a potential breeding pond to the
north of the area.

Last month when Flores learned that the
federal officials believed there could be
other breeding areas near the school site,
the district dropped its contention there
were no salamanders on the property
and instead sought a meeting to resolve
the matter.

Flores met Friday in Sacramento with
representatives of Fish & Wildlife and
Rep. Lynn Woolsey, D-Petaluma.

The wildlife officials said the district
either could buy land or conduct the two-
year study.

Marco Waaland, the district’s consultant,
defended his work on the project, saying
he had tried since September to arrange
a meeting with federal biologists over
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the breeding pond issues and their
importance for several possible projects
in the area.

In response, Fish & Wildlife
representative Al Donner disputed any
suggestion that the agency’s staff was
slow to meet to resolve issues
concerning the school project.

The federal protection of the salamander
two years ago has meant delay for a
number of construction projects in
southern Santa Rosa. Both
environmentalists and the construction
industry have debated, at times in court,
whether the federal government has
provided too much or too little protection
for the creatures.

Marc Kelley, a planning consultant
representing home builders, said
Monday the school site agreement could
prove a costly precedent for other
projects. In Santa Rosa, he said,
salamanders have been found only west
of Highway 101 and there are no ponds
on the east side where breeding can take
place.

“I think the service has overreached its
authority,” Kelley said.

But Donner and Kassie Siegel, an
attorney for the environmental group
Center for Biological Diversity, argued
there have been too few studies in
southeastern Santa Rosa to know



whether any salamanders still live there.

“It sounds to me like a reasonable
proposal,” said Siegel, whose group
previously sued Fish & Wildlife when
the agency changed the salamander’s
listing status to “threatened” from
“endangered.”


