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Lawsuit challenges bighorn sheep habitat reduction 

Keith Matheny • The Desert Sun • October 7, 2009  

Environmental groups today filed a lawsuit against the federal government, alleging the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service's 
more than 55-percent reduction in protected habitat for the endangered Peninsular Bighorn Sheep was unsupported by the 
agency's own science and was done to accommodate urban sprawl. 

The suit, filed in U.S. District Court for Southern California, seeks to restore a protected critical habitat status of nearly 
845,000 acres for the sheep. The Fish and Wildlife Service is seeking to reduce protected sheep habitat to about 377,000 
acres. 

Plaintiffs in the lawsuit include the Center for Biological Diversity, the Sierra Club, Desert Protective Council, Desert 
Survivors and the San Bernardino Valley Audubon Society. 

Ileene Anderson, a biologist with the Center for Biological Diversity, called Fish and Wildlife's sheep habitat protection 
changes "scientifically flawed." 

"From 2001 to 2009 solid habitat protection was in place, and the sheep numbers were increasing," she said. "But to 
recover and thrive the sheep need that solid protection to continue." 

Essential migration corridors and other areas that scientific studies have determined are essential to the bighorn's survival 
and recovery were removed in the federal modifications, the environmental groups contend. 

The removed areas include alluvial terraces and canyon bottoms around the Coachella Valley that U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
itself has in the past contended are critical to the survival of the endangered Peninsular bighorn, the environmentalists said. 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife spokeswoman Stephanie Weagley said the agency has not seen the lawsuit complaint, and does not 
comment on pending litigation. 

Weagley said the protected habitat acreage reductions were "because of improved mapping techniques and more precise 
information about the habitat use by sheep, and new conservation planning efforts." 

But Joan Taylor, conservation chairwoman for the local Sierra Club, contested Weagley's assertion. Nothing is different 
about bighorn biology since the original 2001 habitat determination; only the politics have changed, Taylor said. 

"The Fish and Wildlife Service has caved to special-development interests, and the bighorn have gotten the shaft in the 
process," she said. 

Once the most numerous of desert bighorn, the U.S. population of Peninsular bighorn sheep dropped from 1,171 sheep in 
1974 to just 276 by 1996. The species was listed as an endangered population by the federal government in 1998. 

Since then, the sheep's population has rebounded to 800.  

According to biologists, dense chaparral that grows at higher elevations in the mountains restrict the sheep to lower slopes, 
forcing the species to live in the narrowing band between expanding urban areas in the Coachella Valley. 

 


