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WASHINGTON -- Cindy Schulz says
she doesn't mind the work it will take to
get a better sense of how many endan-
gered Cape Sable seaside sparrows are
fluttering around Florida.

After all, says the endangered-species
supervisor for the U.S. Fish and Wild-
life Service covering South Florida, "Sci-
entists love data."

But industry groups hope to give envi-
ronmental managers too much of a good
thing.

They have forced the government in
recent months to launch status reviews
of all federally protected plants and ani-
mals, ranging from California's Delhi
Sands flower-loving fly to manatees and
sea turtles.

The reviews may allow critics of the
Endangered Species Act to offer evi-
dence for any of 1,264 listed species that
federal protections are unwarranted or
too strong.

These forces also acknowledge the ex-
ercise could divert funding and man-
power from other conservation efforts.

"It's really a matter of self-preservation,"
said Rob Rivett, a principal attorney for
the organization leading the charge, the
Pacific Legal Foundation. "You've got a
lot of landowners out there that are
pretty darn certain there are a lot of spe-
cies out there that shouldn't be listed,
and their land shouldn't be regulated."
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This is the latest battleground over the
science behind protection of rare spe-
cies. Although the skirmishes often are
fought over seemingly bureaucratic mi-
nutiae such as "five-year reviews" and
designation of "critical habitat," they
can mean a shot at life or extinction for
species believed to be on the edge.

For residents, they can determine if
homes are built or how fish may be
caught.

The foundation prompted the nation-
wide reviews with a lawsuit in March
demanding reviews for all 193 listed spe-
cies in California on behalf of ranchers
and loggers. The group also is review-
ing the sum of knowledge about listed
species in Florida for possible action
there.

The Interior Department has no choice,
because status reviews are required for
each species every five years under the
1973 law. The rule has been ignored, so
the department has decided to comply.

Critics of the act triggered the rule to
counter very similar tactics in recent
years by environmentalists, who have
sued repeatedly to force the government
to declare "critical habitat" for listed
species, adding layers of federal pro-
tection.

That's another requirement the govern-
ment has been loath to follow, and the
Bush administration has complained it
spends almost its entire meager budget
for listing new species on compliance
with court orders. Environmentalists say
they worry the same now could be true
for dollars devoted to recovery efforts
which will be diverted to conduct a mas-
sive paper chase.

Reviews have been announced for more
than 100 species so far, mostly within
the last six months. They include vari-
ous rodents, plants and birds that have
stymied development in the West; all
six threatened and endangered sea
turtles, which restrict beach activity and
fishing gear; the Florida manatee, the
subject of boating restrictions; and the
Florida panther, source of frustration for
developers in a fast-growing state.

Environmental groups say they don't
expect status changes for most species,
especially well-known ones such as
panthers and manatees, but they might
have trouble defending everything.

"It's really a mess. ... They're knowingly
allowing this process to devolve into
chaos," said Kieran Suckling, executive
director of the Center for Biological Di-
versity, who complains the reviews are
being announced haphazardly and with-
out standards.

The review process also could play into
a move in Congress to rewrite the En-
dangered Species Act, facing com-
plaints that it has become a legal and
bureaucratic quagmire. Rep. Richard
Pombo, the California Republican who
chairs the House Resources Committee,
is expected to soon introduce legisla-
tion that his foes say would gut the
Endangered Species Act.

Brian Kennedy, spokesman for Pombo,
said it's common sense to keep track of
progress or setbacks for listed species.
Pombo, who says the act is ineffective,
is a critic of the science used to back up
petitions to list species and protect
them.



"More surveys, status reviews etcetera
will ultimately result in the conclusion
that original data was wrong; a number
of these species probably should never
have been listed in the first place,"
Kennedy said.

Environmentalists acknowledge the re-
views could prove useful if well-con-
ducted, but could also force them to
spend time and money rebutting anti-
protection arguments all over the coun-
try.

The reviews involve soliciting new in-
formation from the public -- pro and con
-- and possibly agency research before
updating the status of each species.

It is unclear why this requirement has
slipped past agency officials for de-
cades, but the reviews could be time-
consuming, expensive and controver-
sial. By one estimate, population data is
more than five years old for about 1,000
listed species.

The property-rights oriented Pacific
Legal Foundation, a nonprofit group
based in Sacramento with offices in
Florida, Hawaii and Washington state,
is dissatisfied with the pace of the re-
views so far. It vows to forge ahead with
its suit and possibly others.

Rivett argues any lack of money to con-
duct these reviews while keeping up with
other duties is the Interior Department's
and Congress's problem, not property
owners.

Hugh Vickery, the Interior spokesman,
scoffed at complaints from environmen-
tal groups about gathering more data.

"They have complained that we haven't
obeyed the statute for years and sued
us," he said, "and now they are com-
plaining that we are following the stat-
ute."

Environmentalists say they distrust the
methods being used, the money it will
take and the motives of an administra-
tion that has not been friendly to their
causes.

Andrew Wetzler, a senior attorney for
the Natural Resources Defense Coun-
cil, said the reviews open doors he
would prefer remain closed.

"It's mostly an opportunity for mis-
chief," he said.


