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PD Editorial: To save a salamander 
Reason hasn't prevailed in effort to preserve tiger salamander habitat 

October 15, 2009 

The Endangered Species Act is one of the most vital environmental laws on the federal books. It also, in some 
respects, is one of the most flawed. 

These flaws have allowed it to be used more as a weapon of obstruction than as a tool for species recovery. Despite 
the laudable efforts of those involved in the now-defunct Santa Rosa Plain Conservation Strategy Team, this could 
be played out soon with the plight of the California tiger salamander in Sonoma County. 

This shy, nocturnal amphibian in our midst has been determined to be a distinct species and is endangered. So the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is preparing, as required under the Endangered Species Act, to designate the 
salamander’s “critical habitat” — which essentially is a designated area where development will be prohibited 
without costly mitigation. 

Why should Sonoma County be concerned? Two reasons. The Fish and Wildlife Service is preparing to draw the 
salamander’s habitat at 74,000 acres, which essentially encompasses the entire urbanized core of Sonoma Country, 
stretching from Windsor to Petaluma, with Sebastopol to the west and Petaluma Hill Road to the east. 

Rarely has critical habitat been established of this size for such an urbanized area. Therefore, it’s with good reason 
that the Sonoma County Board of Supervisors has raised strong reservations about such a broad-brush designation. 
They argue it should be no more than 17,000 acres covering roughly from Guerneville to Pepper roads and from 
Llano Road to Highway 101. (The deadline to comment on the habitat plan is Monday.) 

A far more reasonable plan was on the table at one time. Four years ago, the Santa Rosa Plain Conservation Strategy 
Team — a local group representing local government, builders and environmental groups — came up with a plan 
that suggested 4,000 acres of critical habitat for the salamander and streamlined efforts for landowners to get 
clearance on their projects. 

The plan called for the creation of “mitigation banks” — which property owners could pay into in order to receive 
the green light for their projects — and the creation of a fund to ensure the protection and recovery of tiger 
salamanders. The money would come primarily from fees paid by developers. 

But the plan was basically shelved as part of a settlement in a lawsuit filed by the Arizona-based Center for 
Biological Diversity. Why? Because essentially it didn’t abide by the bureaucracy and waste necessitated by the 
Endangered Species Act. 

This comes to the second reason Sonoma County should be concerned. If this 74,223 acres of “critical habitat” is 
established, it would have major impacts on the ability of landowners large and small — including those in areas 
where there’s no data to confirm the salamander has ever existed — to build. At one time, the estimated local cost of 
such a designation was $400 million. 



Some applaud this as a means to stop large development and prevent further growth. But that is not necessarily the 
case. Builders of large projects — if and when they are back in business in the North Bay — will have the means to 
pay for the studies and the expertise to work through the Byzantine approval process. These include, for example, 
buying two to three acres of land for salamander preservation for every one acre of land that is developed. These 
builders recover those costs through the sale of their units. 

Those who are most likely to be blocked are the small “developers” — e.g. Burbank Housing looking to build a low-
income apartment complex, a family seeking to build a cottage or barn, a school wanting to create a ball field, a 
congregation hoping to build a new church, a city looking to build a library or a new fire station. 

In other words, Sonoma County is about to be mired in a process that is complex, inflexible and, ultimately, leaves 
few assurances that the salamanders will benefit and recover in the long run. 

We don’t believe that’s worth $400 million. 

 


