
The future of three species of exotic
animals bought, sold and sometimes
hunted in Central Texas, and the inter-
pretation of the Endangered Species Act
by the Bush administration, is the sub-
ject of a suit filed last week in federal
court in Washington.

The suit, filed by the Tucson, Ariz.-based
Center for Biological Diversity, accuses
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service of
failing to decide whether the scimitar-
horned oryx, dama gazelle and addax
should be listed as endangered. The wild-
life service in 1991 proposed to list the
three North African antelope under the
Endangered Species Act, according to
the center. By law, the species' status
must be made public within a year of
the proposal. The final rule still has not
been published.

There are about 2,000 scimitar-horned
oryx, 2,000 addax and 400 dama gazelle
in Texas, said Elizabeth Mungall, who is
writing a field guide on exotics.

The oryx, with its delicately thin, long
arching horns, is thought to be the inspi-
ration for unicorn lore. Oryx are nearly
extinct in Africa. In Texas, the animals
are trophy hunted or kept for viewing
safaris on private ranches.

"Essentially, it's the new wild," Mungall
said.

Hunting groups in Texas and elsewhere
oppose the rule. They say that any regu-
lation of the exotic animal trade will de-
stroy the value of animals for hunters,
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and ranches will have little incentive to
care for the animals.

"SCI does not support the listing of spe-
cies other than in their home range,"
Mike Schweibert, a spokesman for Sa-
fari Club International, a hunters' lobby
group, said. "Restrictions elsewhere on
these species would harm rather than
promote their conservation."

(A former lobbyist for the group, Matt
Hogan, is deputy director of the Fish and
Wildlife Service.)

The Exotic Wildlife Association, based
in Kerrville, also opposes the proposed
rule.

The comment period on the rule closed
in January, and a decision is expected in
February, officials said. The agency does
not comment about ongoing litigation.

"It's winding its way up through the Fish
and Wildlife Service authorities," said Pat
Fisher, a spokeswoman for the agency.
"We're taking into account that these
animals are successfully captive bred."

But that's not soon enough, said Peter
Galvin, a conservation biologist at the
Center for Biological Diversity.

"They won't stick to time lines," Galvin
said.

The rule has had a long history. A lack
of fish and wildlife funding, lobbying in-
fluence and moratoriums on designating
new endangered species have combined
to keep the antelope rule from becom-
ing official.

"The whole (endangered species) law
has never been followed, as far as the
addition of species to the list," said Ronald
Nowak, a listing zoologist with the
agency from 1974 to 1997 who wrote
the proposed rule. "It was a joke. They're
good at taking things off the list. . . . But
to add something, even as fairly innocu-
ous as this in a foreign country, requires
the moving of the Earth and moon."

Conservationists say President Bush has
disregarded the Endangered Species Act,
and the antelope rule has become a sort
of line in the sand.

"All animals that have been added (to
the endangered species rolls) under this
president have been by court order,"
Galvin said. "None has been added vol-
untarily by Bush."


