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Two environmental groups are challeng-
ing a recent decision by federal regula-
tors to weaken protections for Califor-
nia tiger salamanders in Sonoma and
Santa Barbara counties.

It is the latest in a series of legal battles
over an elusive animal that lives in areas
of central Sonoma County designated for
new homes and businesses.

The controversy has put the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service, which is respon-
sible for protecting the animal, in the
middle of a fierce legal and political tug-
of-war. On one side are environmental-
ists who want the amphibian protected.
On the other are developers, property
owners and local officials who fear re-
strictions on growth to protect the sala-
mander will devastate the economy by
delaying construction of new homes,
businesses and roads.

A July action by the U.S. Fish & Wild-
life Service to ease protections by re-
classifying California tiger salamanders
in both counties from ``endangered'' to
``threatened'' violated federal laws and
lacked scientific backing, according to a
lawsuit filed this week by the Tucson-
based Center for Biological Diversity
and the Santa Barbara-based Environ-
mental Defense Center.

``Biologically, the salamander in Sonoma

County is not threatened, it's critically
endangered,'' said Kassie Siegel, an at-
torney with the Center for Biological
Diversity. ``The service seems to think
it was politically expedient to classify it
as threatened.''

The lawsuit also alleges the agency failed
to promptly designate salamander habi-
tat in Sonoma County that needs to be
preserved for the species to survive, as
required by law.

The groups filed the lawsuit Wednesday
in U.S. District Court in San Francisco.

The Center For Biological Diversity has
proved its clout in the past, spearhead-
ing efforts that put the salamander un-
der federal protection two years ago.

The Sonoma County population of tiger
salamanders has been a candidate for
federal protections since 1985 because
urbanization and farming have largely
fragmented and destroyed its historic
habitat.

But federal officials let 17 years pass
without making a final decision, saying
they didn't have enough information and
it wasn't a high priority.

That changed when the Center for Bio-
logical Diversity filed a lawsuit three
years ago. In response, the agency im-
posed emergency protections for tiger
salamanders in Sonoma County in 2002
and declared it an endangered species
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the following year, as it had done previ-
ously in Santa Barbara County.

Even though tiger salamanders are found
throughout much of the state, federal
regulators declared populations in
Sonoma and Santa Barbara counties as
genetically distinct due to their geo-
graphic isolation and worthy of special
protections.

But the agency's legal problems didn't
end.

In February, an alliance of home build-
ers, trade groups, cities and nonprofit
groups affected by the new salamander
protections sued the Fish & Wildlife Ser-
vice, challenging its declaration of tiger
salamanders in Sonoma and Santa Bar-
bara counties as endangered.

The group dismissed its lawsuit after the
Fish & Wildlife Service declared the spe-
cies as threatened statewide, which low-
ered its protected status in Sonoma and
Santa Barbara counties. The sala-
manders are also found in Central Cali-
fornia, but were not a protected species
prior to July.

The practical effect of downgrading the
salamander's status in Sonoma County
remains to be seen. Threatened species
receive most of the same protections as
those deemed endangered under federal
law, but the threatened designation also
allows some loopholes.



The group's lawsuit could force the Fish
& Wildlife Service to explain why its
position on tiger salamanders in Sonoma
and Santa Barbara counties flip-flopped,
which some environmentalists charge
was a political response to pressure from
the development industry.

A Fish & Wildlife Service spokesman
would not address those allegations Fri-
day, saying he had not yet seen the law-
suit and the agency doesn't routinely dis-
cuss litigation.

But the agency has not designated es-
sential habitat areas for tiger sala-
manders in Sonoma County because a
coalition of federal and state regulators,
local government officials, landowners,
developers and environmentalists is
working to do just that, agency spokes-
man Jim Nickels said.

Called the Santa Rosa Plain Conserva-
tion Strategy Team, the panel has been
meeting since March to identify what
land needs to be preserved for sala-
manders to survive and to establish a
framework for where development can
occur. The group was created by Santa
Rosa, the Fish & Wildlife Service and
consultants representing landowners and
developers.

``As far as Sonoma County goes, we
have put off any action on critical habi-
tat because of the effort locally to come
up with a conservation strategy that will
work for property owners and the ser-
vice and the species,'' Nickels said. ̀ `We
felt moving ahead with critical habitat in
Sonoma County at this time would not
be a positive thing for that local conser-
vation effort.''

Rohnert Park City Manager Carl Leivo
said he fears the environmental groups'
lawsuit could disrupt the local effort to
find ways to protect the salamander and
allow projects to proceed.

``It would undercut our collaborative ef-
fort ... to come up with a conservation

strategy that has a true chance of being
implemented,'' Leivo said. ``There's the
bureaucratic procedures and there's re-
ally saving the tiger salamander. I think
the Conservation Strategy Team's work
will go a long way toward protecting the
salamander.''


