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ENDANGERED SPECIES: Bush admin to 
designate habitat for corals, fi sh

Allison Winter, E&ENews PM reporter

The Bush administration has agreed 
to designate critical habitat next year 
for four endangered marine species, 
including two corals in Florida and 
the Caribbean that were protected 
due to threats from climate change.

Under a settlement with 
environmentalists Friday, the 
National Marine Fisheries Service 
will map critical habitat for four 
listed species: elkhorn and staghorn 
corals, smalltooth sawfi sh and green 
sturgeon.

The Center for Biological Diversity 
had sued the administration for 
failing to designate habitat for the 
species, which were placed on the 
endangered species list in 2003 and 
2006.

The Endangered Species Act 
requires the government to designate 
habitat within one year of a species’ 
listing, but the administration rarely 
does so. The settlement, fi led in the 
U.S. District Court for the District 
of Columbia, says NMFS must 
propose critical habitat in early 2008 
and fi nalize it one year later.

Once critical habitat is designated, 
agencies or developers seeking 
federal permits must consult with 
Fish and Wildlife Service offi cials 

before undertaking activities that 
might harm the species or its 
habitat.

NMFS listed elkhorn and staghorn 
corals as threatened last year due 
to 97 percent declines across their 
range from disease, rising sea 
surface temperatures and damage 
from hurricanes. The smalltooth 
sawfi sh, which suffers from habitat 
loss in the Florida Everglades, was 
protected under ESA in 2003. NMFS 
last year listed the green sturgeon, a 
large fi sh in the Sacramento River 
Basin.

ESA lawsuit

The center also announced its 
intention last week to sue the Bush 
administration for alleged political 
interference with 55 endangered 
species decisions, one of the largest 
ESA lawsuits in the 34-year history 
of the act.

The group fi led a formal notice of 
intent to fi le a lawsuit to challenge 
critical habitat, delisting and 
downlisting proposals during the 
tenures of Julie MacDonald, the 
former Interior Department deputy 
assistant secretary for fi sh, wildlife 
and parks or former Assistant 
Secretary Craig Manson.

MacDonald resigned in May after a 
scathing Interior inspector general’s 
report said she had violated ethics 
rules, edited scientifi c decisions 
on endangered species issues and 
passed internal agency information 
to outside parties. Fish and Wildlife 
Service Director Dale Hall said 
this summer that his agency would 
review eight species decisions that 
had her “blemish.”

The center’s policy director, Kieran 
Suckling, said political interference 
in ESA decisions at the department 
goes further than those eight species 
or MacDonald. He said the lawsuit 
“puts the Bush administration on 
trial” for political interference in 
ESA decisions.

The challenged decisions encompass 
55 species in 28 states, including 
the marbeled murrelet, the West 
Virginia northern fl ying squirrel, the 
brown pelican, and the California 
red-legged frog.


