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Butterfly stirs up controversy
by Michael Shinabery
Staff Writer

Otero County Commissioner
Michael Nivison wants a public
hearing on the Sacramento
Mountains checkerspot butterfly.

He will ask his fellow
commissioners Tuesday to set a
date to hear constituents’ feelings
on butterfly habitat. The county is
amending the subdivision ordinance
and habitat is a factor. The meeting
begins at 6 p.m. in the courthouse
second-floor commission
chambers. Nivison’s request is near
the end of the meeting.

All three commissioners have
expressed opinion the county must
be active in managing habitat.
Because 88 percent of land within
county boundaries is federally
controlled, past commissions have
not always had such input. When
the Mexican spotted owl was listed
as endangered in 1993 under the
Endangered Species Act, loggers
who worked the Lincoln National
Forest lost jobs. In a domino effect,
Alamogordo’s decades-old
sawmill shut down for two years.
At its peak the sawmill put $15-20
million annually into the economy.

County Commission Chair Clarissa
McGinn and Vice Chair Doug

Moore made their positions clear
on having input during a March 1
public hearing. They were
discussing a proposed ordinance to
preserve water quality during oil and
gas drilling on Otero Mesa. The
Bureau of Land Management
oversees such projects.

“I see it as assurance the county
officials know what’s going on,”
Moore said.

McGinn said, “I think the county
has to have some control over
what’s going on in the county.”

In recent years commissioners have
wrestled with federal agencies to
ensure citizens’ health, welfare and
safety. In August 2000, after a
16,000-acre wildland fire took
property and lives in the forest,
commissioners enacted an
ordinance allowing them to clean the
overgrown forest. Six months later
state Sen. Tim Jennings (D-
Roswell) introduced the reworked
ordinance in the Legislature as
Senate Bill 1. The law now
authorizes counties to reduce fire
hazards in national forests within its
boundaries.

The butterfly debate is more than
six years old.

On Jan. 28, 1999, the Southwest

Center for Biological Diversity, an
environmentalist organization,
petitioned the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service to “emergency list” the
insect. On Sept. 6, 2001, a 21-
page proposal was published in the
Federal Register. The document
concluded nearly every activity in
Cloudcroft’s tourist-based
economy infringed on butterfly
habitat.

Activities that might allegedly
damage eggs included mountain
biking, off-road vehicles and
camping.

Driving on paved highways was
blamed because vehicles hit
butterflies. Livestock grazing
allegedly damaged habitat, as did
“extreme weather” such as
“periodic droughts.”

Also cited as a “significant threat”
was “commercial and private
development,” including “heavy
clearing and mowing activities on
improved or unimproved private
lands, to reduce the threat of
wildfire or improve the residential
appearance.”

The Federal Register stated lack of
forest development from “100 years
of fire suppression” was a threat.
Such suppression, according to the
document, allowed “the



encroachment of conifers” which
destroy field and meadow habitats.
Ironically, it is environmentalists
who have sued the U.S. Forest
Service to stop tree harvesting.

The document stated if the butterfly
is listed as endangered, “grading,
leveling, plowing, mowing, burning,
herbicide or pesticide spraying”
and cattle grazing would be
prohibited. Violators could be fined
and jailed.

It was at that point the previous
county commission insisted federal
agencies include them in habitat
planning. How the butterfly affected
humans and the economy were
equal factors, they said.

An Oct. 18, 2001, butterfly public
hearing underscored such feelings.
Then-Commissioner Tim McGinn
called the FWS intent “the new
terrorism in the West.” Alamogordo
City Commissioner Don Cooper
said “homo sapiens (was) the
endangered species.” Cloudcroft
Mayor Dave Venable ridiculed a
comment by FWS Ecological
Services Field Supervisor Dr. Joy
Nicholopoulos. She suggested an
endangered listing “may actually
increase (tourist) visits” through
“endangered species festivals.”

The FWS made a decision in
December 2004. The agency
announced in the Federal Register
the butterfly would not be listed as
endangered. The FWS determined
threats to habitat had decreased,
and that private land development
is not a significant danger as the
majority of habitat is on the Lincoln.
Over the past four years the Lincoln
has spent more than $11 million to

reduce fire threats.

Along with the FWS, the county,
Cloudcroft and the Lincoln have
created a joint, cooperative plan to
alleviate habit threats. Otero
County also passed a resolution
protecting habitat.

Butterfly facts of life

• According to FWS, lives only in
and around Cloudcroft, on 6,000
acres between 8,000-9,000 feet
elevation.

• Occupies meadows/grasslands
with water drainage and tree canopy
less than 5 percent.

• Eggs laid in July.

• Caterpillars feed until late
September, emerge from leaf litter
in April.

• Adults fly, mate, June-July.

• Two weeks after laying eggs,
adults die.


