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New plan for endangered Bay Area 
butterfly
Jane Kay, Chronicle Environment Writer
Wednesday, August 27, 2008

The federal government has designated thousands of 

acres in California as essential to the resurgence of a 

rare butterfly, but environmentalists say the Bush 

administration has once again fallen short of sufficiently protecting a threatened species.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service on Tuesday selected 18,293 acres for protection in Santa Clara and San 

Mateo counties. The Peninsula is the remaining home to the bay checkerspot, a 2-inch red-and-black 

butterfly that scientists say is threatened by global warming and suffers from loss of habitat.

Representatives of the Center for Biological Diversity, a nonprofit that has filed dozens of lawsuits 

challenging the government's record on saving wildlife, say the designation leaves out Contra Costa and 

Alameda counties and doesn't offer corridors that connect butterflies to food plants. 

The butterfly was listed as threatened under the Endangered Species Act in 1987. Under the law, the Fish 

and Wildlife Service designated acreage critical to the butterfly's recovery in 2001, and it was sued by the 

Home Builders Association of Northern California. Fish and Wildlife agreed to settle the suit by preparing 

a new designation, which was released Tuesday. 

The designated land, which is nearly 25 percent smaller than in the original decision, isn't protected like a 

national park. Instead, it carries certain restrictions on development.

Jeff Miller, a spokesman for the Center for Biological Diversity, said his group is reviewing the designation 

and might take legal action "if it's an extinction plan instead of an aid-to-recovery plan."

Al Donner, a spokesman for Fish and Wildlife Service, said the final acreage is smaller because some of the 

land originally designated in 2001 had been built over, and some was forestland where the butterfly 

wouldn't live. 

One area that was dropped was Communications Hill, 440 acres in south San Jose, which was developed 

while the home builders' association was fighting the designation. The agency added 197 acres in the 

Pulgas Ridge area to provide a connection between Edgewood Natural Preserve and San Bruno Mountain.

Environmentalists are concerned because the bay checkerspot's case is one of the first in which the land 

selected as critical for a species' recovery lies within two "habitat conservation plans" that haven't yet been 

approved.
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Such plans are voluntary partnerships among public agencies, cities and private landowners. They are 

difficult to complete, and many are never approved.

Scott Black, an executive director of the Xerces Society for Invertebrate Conservation in Portland, Ore., 

who testified in Congress on the Bush administration's handling of butterfly species, noted that habitat 

conservation plans are important to provide incentives to landowners. But few of the plans have been 

finalized, he said. "At the end of the day, it's very hard through voluntary incentives to truly protect the 

species."

Black said the acreage chosen by the agency isn't enough to protect and restore a species to previous levels.

"The act is designed not to just stave off extinction but to recover species. Often times with this 

administration, that has not been their goal."

Parties are working cooperatively to complete the 520,000-acre Santa Clara habitat conservation plan, 

said Donner of the Fish and Wildlife Service. The plan is designed to help not only the bay checkerspot but 

also 14 other animals and 15 plants.

Eminent Stanford University conservation biologist Paul Ehrlich began studying the bay checkerspot in 

the 1960s. In 2001, doctoral students working with him found that climate change played a role in the 

butterfly's die-off. As temperatures climbed and the frequency and severity of extremely wet and dry years 

increased, the Bay Area's annual browning of terrain occurred earlier in many years, killing off plantains, 

the favorite plant food of the bay checkerspot caterpillar. The bay checkerspot couldn't find food by moving

because neighboring habitat had been covered by houses and highways.

For more information on the bay checkerspot, go to: sfgate.com/ZEQO and links.sfgate.com/ZEQR

E-mail Jane Kay at jkay@sfchronicle.com.
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