
MESQUITE, Nev. (AP) - A national
environmental group has threatened
legal action to block the re-channeling
of the Virgin River, but city officials
said the work is needed to protect public
infrastructure and private property fol-
lowing damaging floods earlier this
month.

Daniel Patterson, an ecologist with
the Denver-based Center for Biologi-
cal Research, said Mesquite officials
are doing work beyond what is neces-
sary and could affect habitats along the
river.

"They need to slow down and talk
to some biologists and everyone else
with an interest in the river," Patterson
said, adding that federal law should
require the halt to the re-channeling
efforts.

"It would be a real disgrace if we
had to go to court to get the law en-
forced," Patterson said. "Clearly the
Fish and Wildlife Service, the BLM and
the U.S. Corps of Engineers need to
enforce the law. It's really up to the
government."

Work on public land was tempo-
rarily halted Tuesday after federal of-
ficials questioned the scope of flood-
response activity in Mesquite.

The officials, while affirming
Mesquite's right to do emergency work
in response to the flooding, have
warned the city that attempting to move

the river channel could be a violation
of the environmental laws.

At least five species federally listed
as endangered, including the willow fly-
catcher and the Virgin River chub,
which are native to the Virgin River and
Mesquite area.

Surging river waters earlier this
month caused more than $1 million in
damage to public infrastructure, ac-
cording to Mesquite officials. About 80
homes also suffered damage, includ-
ing some that were completely lost.

Helen Hankins, interim field man-
ager for the Bureau of Land
Management's Las Vegas office, said
she was concerned that city officials
have remove native species near the
former river bed and planned to
straighten the old channel to avoid the
kind of flooding that affected Mesquite.

"Where you don't have any vegeta-
tion in a watershed, you have nothing
to slow down the flow," said Hankins
said. "I'm very concerned from both
the endangered species standpoint and
hydrologic standpoint that in their ef-
forts to address the flood threat, they
may have exacerbated the situation,"
she said.
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