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The Tucson-based Center for 
Biological Diversity has filed a 
lawsuit in California, saying the 
government isn't doing enough to 
protect the endangered bighorn 
sheep living in the Sierra Nevada. 
 
Among the most pressing 
concerns is the proximity of 
domestic sheep to bighorn habitat, 
a situation biologists fear is 
spreading diseases between the 
two populations, according to the 
lawsuit filed Thursday in 
Sacramento.  
 
 
Daniel Patterson, ecology and 
deserts program director for the 
Center for Biological Diversity, said 
the Sierra Nevada case mirrors a 
situation that took place last year 
in Arizona. Developer George 
Johnson is being sued for 
violations on property he owned in 
southern Pinal County. Among 
those violations were the deaths of 
21 desert bighorn sheep from 
diseases they contracted from 
Johnson's goat herd.  
 
"That was a real tragedy," 
Patterson said. "It almost pushed 
that herd over the edge, and it is 
the last remaining viable herd in 
the Tucson basin. They are getting 
a new foothold, but they were 
knocked back big time by one 
incident." 
 
Patterson said desert bighorns are 
susceptible to diseases that 
domestic goats and sheep can 
resist. 
 
The wild sheep that are the subject 
of the suit live high in the Eastern 
Sierra, where they are threatened 
by mountain lions and genetic 
problems caused by inbreeding.  
 
The environmental group wants 
the court to order the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service to complete 
critical habitat and recovery plans.  
 

"We try to put as much of our 
resources as we can into recovery 
efforts, rather than into developing 
critical habitat designations that 
don't do a lot for a species," said Al 
Donner, a spokesman for the Fish 
and Wildlife Service. 
 
He said officials couldn't comment 
further because they hadn't seen 
the lawsuit. 
 
Before the turn of the century, 
there were thousands of wild 
bighorns in the Sierra. As recently 
as 1998, there were only about 
100 bighorns. The number has 
crept up to about 300 today. 
 
Patterson disagreed with Donner 
about critical habitat. He said a 
designation of critical habitat, 
which cuts off the possibility of 
grazing by domestic animals, is 
crucial in the recovery of an 
endangered species such as the 
bighorns.  
 
The lawsuit singled out as a 
problem the decision to allow 
ranchers to graze domesticated 
sheep and goats on public land 
that the environmental group says 
is crucial to the survival of the wild 
sheep. 
 
Domestic sheep not only compete 
for food but can spread diseases 
such as scabies and pneumonia to 
their wild cousins, which then 
spread the illnesses to other 
bighorns. State wildlife managers 
say they might have to kill bighorns 
that could be exposed to domestic 
flocks to protect the wild herd.  
 


