
  

 

 

 

Bighorn sheep's protected habitat to shrink 55%
By Mike Lee (Contact) Union-Tribune Staff Writer

2:00 a.m. April 14, 2009

Environmentalists plan to challenge a federal decision
to downsize the habitat of the bighorn sheep. (U-T
Archives) -

PENINSULAR BIGHORN SHEEP

Habitat: Steep slopes, canyons and washes in desert regions

Diet: Acacia, encelia, sweetbush and other desert plants

Range: Parts of Baja California and the Peninsular Ranges of San Diego, Imperial and Riverside counties,
including the San Jacinto, Santa Rosa, Vallecito and In-Ko-Pah mountains

Threats: Habitat loss, predators and diseases

Population in 1998: 280 in the United States



Population today: About 800 in the United States

Reasons for increase: Captive breeding program, fewer disease outbreaks and habitat protection

SOURCE: Bighorn Institute

The rebounding but still endangered Peninsular bighorn sheep will lose 55 percent of its federally protected
habitat, a development that will likely trigger a lawsuit from environmentalists.

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service officials will announce their downsizing strategy for the iconic animal today.

“We do plan to challenge this decision because it fails to provide sufficient habitat for recovery of the
species,” said Lisa Belenky, an attorney in San Francisco with the Center for Biological Diversity, a nonprofit
animal-advocacy group with a history of disputing the government's habitat decisions.

She said the new bighorn designation “provides no reasonable explanation” for cutting off critical corridors
that allow the sheep to move across different parts of their territory.

Bighorn sheep roam the backcountry mountains and deserts of San Diego, Riverside and Imperial counties.
Visitors to the Anza Borrego Desert State Park commonly see them in the spring.

During the 1980s and '90s, the sheep were devastated by disease, development and mountain lions. But
conservation efforts over the past decade have spurred a resurgence; the population has rebounded from 280
in the late 1990s to about 800 now.

In 2001, the Fish and Wildlife Service designated 844,897 acres as critical habitat – land considered essential
for protecting the sheep. The Agua Caliente tribe then sued the agency, saying it improperly restricted
development on tribal land.

Today, the service will publish the final habitat designation of 376,938 acres for the sheep. Its officials said
the smaller habitat area accounts for new research about bighorns since 2001, particularly improved maps
that identify the areas actually used by the animals.

“We have just gained a lot of new, accurate and more specific data that allowed us to hone in on” sheep
habitat factors such as water sources, elevation and plant species, said Stephanie Weagley, a spokeswoman
for the Fish and Wildlife Service in Carlsbad.

The agency acknowledges conservationists' concerns about the lack of corridors, but it also cites a lack of
evidence to show what areas the sheep use to move between major parcels of conserved land.

Excluded from the new habitat designation are 4,790 acres controlled by the Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla
Indians and nearly 39,000 acres of private property covered by a multiple-species conservation plan for the
Coachella Valley.

Environmentalists said they are galled by the downsizing, especially because they had protested the proposal
last year.

“Nothing is different about bighorn biology since the original 2001 critical habitat determination, but the
politics have changed,” said Joan Taylor, conservation chairwoman for the Sierra Club in the Coachella
Valley. “The Fish and Wildlife Service has caved to private developers.”
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