
9. ENDANGERED SPECIES: FWS reopens critical habitat consideration for Calif. 
shrew (07/16/2009) 

April Reese, E&E reporter 

The Fish and Wildlife Service announced last week that it will re-examine a highly controversial critical habitat designation issued four 
years ago for a tiny endangered mammal that inhabits wetlands in California's San Joaquin Valley. 

The move stems from a settlement with the Center for Biological Diversity, which filed a lawsuit over the agency's 2005 decision to 
delineate 84 acres of habitat for the Buena Vista lake shrew, 4,649 fewer acres than the agency originally proposed. 

The decision was one of five critical habitat designations issued by the Bush administration that environmental groups believe were 
clouded by political tampering by former Interior Deputy Assistant Secretary Julie MacDonald (Land Letter, Oct. 9, 2008), and CBD's 
lawsuit was part of a broader legal campaign challenging undue political interference in 55 endangered species decisions rendered by 
the Bush administration nationwide. 

In the latest settlement, filed July 9 with the U.S. District Court in Fresno, Calif., FWS will re-propose the same 4,649 acres in five 
areas of Kern County that it had initially sought as shrew critical habitat in 2004. But Steve Martarano, a spokesman for the agency's 
Sacramento office, said that does not mean all of the proposed acres will be included in the final designation. 

"The settlement only requires the service to re-propose the original acreage, it doesn't specify how much land the final rule must 
designate," he said. 

The agency must issue the new proposal within the next 90 days, and issue a final designation on or before March 22, 2012. Until that 
date, the current designation of 84 acres will remain. 

Dramatic habitat losses 

According to FWS, the diminutive shrew, which averages 5 inches in length and weighs less than one-seventh of an ounce -- about 
the same as a quarter -- has lost 95 percent of its historic habitat, primarily due to the draining of marshes to create farmland and also 
because of water diversions for irrigation and other uses. A more recent threat is selenium poisoning, and recent droughts have also 
taken a toll on the species. Surveys have found 50 of the animals in five locations, all along a 70-mile stretch of western Kern County. 

Ileene Anderson, a biologist with the center, said she is hopeful FWS will greatly expand the shrew's critical habitat. "We're 
anticipating that they'll need to take a hard look at their previous critical habitat, and increase that," she said, adding that FWS should 
try to create connectivity among the five remaining locations for the shrew. 

"If any of those populations had blinked out, we would have lost quite a bit of genetic material for the species," Anderson said. 

Robert Kunde, who serves on the board of directors for the Kern County Farm Bureau, which unsuccessfully sued FWS over its 2002 
listing of the shrew as endangered, said he had not seen the notice but expressed chagrin that FWS may expand the critical habitat 
designation. 

"To say I'm not happy would be correct," said Kunde, who also manages the Wheeler Ridge-Maricopa Water Storage District. 

While Kunde maintains the species did not warrant the endangered listing, he said the bureau can accept the 84-acre critical habitat 
designation, which he says made more sense than the larger one. "FWS's exclusion of the four areas that weren't included [in the final 
designation] was actually based on a rational explanation," he said. 

That explanation was that private landowners and the city of Bakersfield were taking steps to protect the shrew, and therefore there 
was no need to include those units in the critical habitat designation. 

FWS's Martarano said that at least one private landowner, in the Goose Lake unit, has restored habitat for the shrew, building water 
control structures to deliver flood and irrigation water to 1,483 acres of restored wetlands. And Mark Lambert, water resources 
superintendent for the city of Bakersfield, said the city manages its 2,682-acre Kern Fan Recharge Area, where it diverts water to 
store for use during drought times, to protect the shrew under a plan crafted with the help of FWS. 

Since the city has such a plan, Lambert said he doubts FWS will include city acreage in any new critical habitat designation. "We 
maximize wetted areas and we leave certain areas alone," he said, adding that the city submits an annual monitoring report to FWS
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as well. "We're actually doing more than just designating the area critical habitat would do," he said. 

April Reese writes from Santa Fe, N.M. 
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