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TROUT: Judge orders FWS to consider Colo. River cutthroat petition

April Reese, Land Letter Western reporter

The Fish and Wildlife Service will take a second look at protecting the Colorado River cutthroat trout
under the Endangered Species Act, after a federal judge last week ordered the agency to undertake a
status review of the species.

FWS rejected a petition from environmental groups seeking such an analysis in 2004, concluding that
there was not enough biological information presented in the petition to warrant a review.

Environmental groups -- including the Center for Biological Diversity, Center for Native Ecosystems,
Biodiversity Conservation Alliance and Colorado Wild -- filed suit, arguing that there was clear
evidence that the fish is imperiled.

In overturning the administration's decision, the court determined that FWS had depended too much
on information from state agencies, without giving the public a chance to comment.

The court ordered FWS to complete a status review of the imperiled trout within nine months.

Noah Greenwald, a conservation biologist with the Center for Biological Diversity, said he was pleased
that FWS will now consider listing the fish but questioned whether the status review would lead to
federal protection.

"It definitely warrants listing," Greenwald said. "But unfortunately, this administration has listed the
fewest number of species of any administration past. We think that once they do the status review,
they'll make a determination that it should not be listed."

Diane Katzenberger, a spokeswoman with FWS's Mountain Prairie regional office in Colorado, said
she still believes the agency made the right decision in issuing a negative finding on the petition.

"At that time, if we thought the threats were imminent, we probably would have proceeded with
emergency listing," Katzenberger said. "We actually thought the populations were well distributed and
viable."

Patty Schrader Gelatt, a biologist in FWS's Grand Junction, Colo., office, said that while there are
threats to the species, the fish appears to be doing well in some areas. "There are lots of populations
right now," she said.

For several years, an interagency task force formed by federal and state agencies has been
undertaking conservation efforts in Colorado, Utah and Wyoming, including the removal of non-native
trout that compete with Colorado River cutthroat trout for food, and those measures may be helping
the fish, Gelatt said.

But Greenwald said the interagency conservation effort is not enough to keep the fish from declining
toward extinction.

"We appreciate the efforts of the states to protect native trout from non-native trout," Greenwald said.
"However, these efforts are not alleviating threats to the majority of the Colorado cutthroat trout."

According to FWS, the trout can be found in portions of the Colorado River drainage in Colorado,
southern Wyoming and eastern Utah and may still occur in small numbers in New Mexico and Arizona.

"It's hard to say without doing our full status assessment, but if you look at the data from the states, it
does show more populations than we had before," Gelatt said.

Colorado cutthroat trout is on the Bureau of Land Management's sensitive species list and has been
designated as a "species of special concern" in Colorado.

Western reporter April Reese is based in Santa Fe, N.M.
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