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Environmental groups today filed 
notice of intent to sue the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service for reducing 
critical habitat for the endangered 
Peninsular Bighorn Sheep by 55 
percent.

In April, Fish and Wildlife reduced 
the 2001 designated critical habitat 
for the sheep from nearly 845,000 
acres to about 377,000 acres. The 
habitat is in portions of Riverside, 
San Diego and Imperial counties, 
including in the Santa Rosa and 
San Jacinto mountains bordering 
the Coachella Valley.

Today’s notice was sent by the 
Center for Biological Diversity, the 
Sierra Club, the Desert Protective 
Council, Desert Survivors and the 
San Bernardino Valley Audubon 
Society. It gives Fish and Wildlife 
60 days to change what the groups 
perceive as flaws in the habitat 
designation or be sued.

“This designation is a blueprint 
for sprawl-induced extinction, not 
recovery,” said Ileene Anderson, 
a biologist with the Center for 
Biological Diversity.

The designation reduces protections 
for migration corridors, steep 
slopes, alluvial terraces and 
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canyon bottoms – all critical to the 
bighorn’s survival and recovery, the 
environmentalists said. They added 
that the removal of such areas is not 
supported by Fish and Wildlife’s 
own science and was made to 
accommodate urban sprawl.

“Nothing is different about bighorn 
biology since the original 2001 
critical habitat determination, but 
the politics have changed,” said 
Joan Taylor, conservation chair for 
the Coachella Valley branch of the 
Sierra Club. 

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

Fish and Wildlife spokeswoman 
Stephanie Weagley declined 
comment, citing that the issue 
has now become “litigation-
sensitive.”

Weagley told The Desert Sun in April 
that the revised habitat designation 
reflects new information about 
the bighorn sheep and its habitat, 
including more accurate mapping of 
where the sheep live and the areas 
they need for survival.

A Bighorn sheep walks around the pen at the 
Living Desert in palm Desert, Calif. (The Desert 
Sun file photo)

“Since 2001, we just have a much 
larger set of current data that more 
accurately hones in on our specific 
habitat components needed for 
critical habitat,” she said.


