
A swath of Sonoma County from 
Windsor to northern Petaluma would 
be designated critical habitat for the 
California tiger salamander under a 
proposal that federal officials opened 
for public comment today.

In identifying 74,223 acres of the 
Santa Rosa Plain as critical for the 
endangered amphibian to live and 
breed, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service has gone back to a proposal 
first put forward four years ago. The 
move settled a lawsuit brought by 
the Center for Biological Diversity 
that challenged a federal proposal 
to limit the habitat designation to 
21,000 acres.

“This commits us to re-proposing 
it, but it doesn’t specify what our 
final action will be. We think we’ve 
captured pretty much all of the area 
where you find these salamanders,” 
said Al Donner, a spokesman for the 
fish and wildlife agency’s Sacramento 
office.

The area’s extent could be reduced 
based on what federal officials hear 
during the two month public comment 
period. The agency also must complete 
a study assessing economic impacts 
on industries including construction 
and agriculture.

“Right now, the original proposal 
seems like it would be adequate 
to protect the species,” said Jeff 
Miller, a spokesman for the Center 
for Biological Diversity. “The fear is 
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they’ll get some heat from industries 
and they’ll go ahead and cut the 
critical habitat severely and the final 
designation of habitat would be 
inadequate to recover the species.”

Federal officials have until July 
2011 to complete their work. In 
the meantime, the fish and wildlife 
agency will review development 
proposals based on an existing 
conservation program adopted nearly 
two years ago.

Building industry leaders have 
criticized the 74,000 acre proposal. 
Their contention is that lengthy, costly 
studies and protection efforts would 
be a crippling blow to developers in 
Sonoma County.

A critical habitat designation requires 
developers to determine if California 
tiger salamanders are present and to 
propose ways to prevent construction 
from adversely impacting the 
creatures.

Developers who have been getting 
projects approved have put money 
into land purchases that increase the 
extent of salamander habitat.

Tiger salamanders spend most of 
their lives in burrows. In winter, they 
move down into seasonal pools and 
artificial ponds where they lay eggs 
that produce young that return to 
burrows during the dry season.

Proposed critical habitat includes 
upland burrow sites, seasonal pools 
and ponds and additional accessible 
areas.

The fish and wildlife service originally 
proposed the 74,223-acre area in 
2005 after the center filed a lawsuit. 
But the agency ultimately did not 
designate any critical habitat.

Instead, the agency relied on a 
conservation strategy backed by 
developers and local governments. 
But that effort foundered a year ago 
when Sonoma County supervisors 
and Santa Rosa council members said 
they could no longer fund it.

Last year the center, based in Tucson, 
Ariz., filed suit to force the fish and 
wildlife agency to restore the original 
critical habitat proposal. The two 
sides reached a settlement that was 
approved by the 9th U.S. Circuit 
Court of Appeals in San Francisco 
in April.

The agency must come up with a 
plan that puts the California tiger 
salamander on a path to recovery in 
Sonoma County so it can be removed 
from the endangered species list.

Two other California tiger salamander 
populations are imperiled. The one in 
Santa Barbara is listed as endangered, 
and the Central Coast population is 
threatened.

You  can  reach  S ta f f  Wr i t e r 
Michael Coit at 521-5470 or mike.
coit@pressdemocrat.com.
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