
MESQUITE, NEV. -- Efforts to balance the protection of property with the preservation of endangered species came to a
head here in January when a rain-swelled Virgin River swamped 80 houses and a school and caused $2 million damage.

The city responded to rising waters by digging a new channel to steer away the river and bulldozing tamarisk trees -- habitat
for an endangered bird, the Southwestern willow flycatcher. Its emergency efforts -- undertaken without securing federal
permits -- drew fierce criticism from environmentalists and dismay from federal regulators.

City officials are now pledging to restore the damaged bird habitat, even as they struggled to restrain the river during what
they say could be a torrential spring runoff. The city has secured the proper federal permits to restore damaged bird habitat,
after the fact, and federal officials decided not to impose fines on the city for starting work without the permits.

The city is now working with federal agencies on a long-term plan intended to protect the city from floods while restoring and
preserving habitat for the flycatcher and federally protected fish, including the Virgin River chub and the woundfin. The first
meeting to hash out the plan is scheduled for this week.

"The idea was we'd come up with a long-term strategy so hopefully we can avoid this sort of reactive situation in the future,"
said Helen Hankin, who was acting manager of the Bureau of Land Management's Las Vegas field office during the flood.
She added the town "just freaked out" when the flood waters hit and were "just trying to help themselves."

But with snowpack on mountains upstream from Mesquite at more than 200 percent of normal, there is potential for a high
spring runoff and more flooding in the Virgin River watershed. So shoring up the river banks and improving habitat could be
a race against time, city and federal officials said.

The city is currently fortifying dikes, shoring up the riverbanks with rocks, and trying to steer the river back to its original
channel, which migrated as much as 700 feet toward the city in places, City Manager Bryan Montgomery said. The city also
hopes to replant the banks with vegetation, helping to re-establish habitat for the flycatcher carried away by the flood or by
bulldozers.

Michelle Harrington of the advocacy group, Center for Biological Diversity, said the group supports "site-specific" bank
stabilization and some flood barriers, but not increased channelization. Instead, the center would like more sinuosity -- more
meandering and slower river flows -- to improve habitat, she said.

The conservation group's vision contrasts with the city's. The city wants a faster-moving channel that would carry high flows
quickly past private property. "We're fine with sinuosity, but not if it will bring water into homes," Montgomery said.

The city has hired biologists and hydrologists to try to find a compromise, he said. "I have full confidence we'll get there,"
Montgomery said.

Bob Williams, supervisor of the Fish and Wildlife Service's Nevada field office, said he remains concerned about some of the
city's activities. He is worried, for example, about efforts to line washes that empty into the river with cement. The cement
would keep river-clogging debris out of the channel, but it would also prevent
gravel needed for fish habitat out of the river.
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But Williams is also optimistic the city's response to the flood could provide an opportunity for enhancing habitat for the
flycatcher. For example, tamarisk trees that were wiped out could be replaced with native willows, which the birds prefer.

"We're wanting to take this unfortunate event and do what we can with the city to turn it into restoration," Williams said. "We
could easily point fingers, but that doesn't go anywhere, so we might as well do what we can with what they have."

 "We hope that this is going to be a real stream restoration effort for the benefit of both the city and the endangered species,"
Harrington added. "We hope they treat the river as a resource and not a nuisance that they need to move away. The river is
just doing what it's supposed to do, which is to move water from high ground to low ground."

Whatever shape the long-term plan for the river takes, houses will stay along its banks, Montgomery said.

"Some say, 'people shouldn't have built homes there,'" he said. "Well, it's just too late now. We need to find a balance and
compromise of all interests."


