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The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service on Tuesday designated a little over 50
acres around four Edwards Aquifer springs as critical habitat for three
water bugs that live only there. 

The three creatures — the Comal Springs dryopid beetle, Comal Springs
riffle beetle and Peck's cave amphipod — were placed on the federal
endangered species list in 1997, bringing to eight the number of aquatic
species in Edwards springs that are on the list. 

But the wildlife service never designated any habitat that was critical for
the tiny species' survival, leading in 2003 to a lawsuit by the Arizona-based
Center for Biological Diversity seeking to force the service to declare
critical habitat. Officials at the wildlife service in recent years have
contended that designation of critical habitat has little effect on protecting
species. 

The wildlife service made the move as part of a settlement with the group. 

"We're glad to see that these endangered species have the habitat protection
that they need," said Noah Greenwald, conservation biologist with the
Center for Biological Diversity. "Habitat is the key to survival of the
species." 

The habitat designated for the three species is listed as 110 acres, but it
overlaps in many places and totals 50.4 acres. It consists of 38.1 acres at
Comal Springs, 10.5 acres at Texas State University-owned San Marcos
Springs, 1.4 acres at the privately owned Fern Bank Springs on the Blanco
River in Comal County and 0.4 acres at the privately owned Hueco Springs
in Hays County. About 20 acres at Comal Springs are state-owned, 7 acres
are city-owned and 11 acres are privately owned. 

Labeling critical habitat doesn't affect private landowners if their actions
don't require federal funding or permits. The designation comes into play
when a federal permit is required or federal funding is involved. 

The designation requires federal agencies to analyze activities they
undertake, fund or permit to determine if the activity may harm the species'
habitat. If so, the agency has to consult with the wildlife agency on how it
could eliminate or reduce impacts to an acceptable level. 

All three species are less than 1/8 inch long and depend on clean water. 

"Their ability to survive in this habitat is an indicator of good water
quality," Benjamin N. Tuggle, the service's southwest regional director,
said in a statement. "They simply can't survive in polluted waters. We all
have a vested interest in the present and future quality of the water in the
Edwards Aquifer." 

Robert Potts, general manager of the Edwards Aquifer Authority, said the
additional guidelines are helpful. 

"The more definition the Fish and Wildlife Service can give the region, the
more certainty that we'll have in developing our management program,"
Potts said. 
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