
GRANTS PASS, Ore.--Environmental-
ists filed a lawsuit Thursday demanding
the federal government give Endangered
Species Act protection to coastal cutthroat
trout in the lower Columbia River in Or-
egon and Washington.

Filed in U.S. District Court in Portland,
the lawsuit argues that when the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service denied protection in
2002, the agency ignored the conclusions
of government scientists. They said the
coastal cutthroat from the lower Colum-
bia River basin, which spend part of their
lives at sea, were in danger of extinction.

"In our opinion that was essentially a
political decision," said Noah Greenwald,
a biologist for the Center for Biological
Diversity, one of the groups that filed the
lawsuit. "The Bush administration denied
coastal cutthroat trout protection, not be-
cause the species doesn't need to be pro-
tected, but because of hostility to the En-
dangered Species Act."

Sport fishing catches of coastal cut-
throat declined more than 90 percent from
the 1980s to the 1990s, due to loss of
habitat in rivers and estuaries, a lack of
food in the ocean, and dilution of the gene
pool from hatchery operations, accord-
ing to the Oregon Department of Fish and
Wildlife website.

Oregon made coastal cutthroat trout a
sensitive species, restricted fishing in
some areas, and stopped introducing
hatchery stock in areas where native fish
were in decline.

A NOAA Fisheries review of coastal cut-
throat in 1999 concluded that those in the
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lower Columbia River region including
southwestern Washington and the lower
Willamette basin in Oregon were likely to
become endangered in the near future,
while five other populations in Oregon and
Washington were not. The review noted
that hard population data were scarce.

The agency proposed declaring lower
Columbia coastal cutthroat a threatened
species, but the Bush administration re-
versed course and denied protection, the
lawsuit said.

Fish and Wildlife spokeswoman Joan
Jewett said between 1999 when the gov-
ernment proposed coastal cutthroat in the
lower Columbia for threatened species list-
ing and the 2002 decision not to grant
protection, new information came to light
indicating the fish were very adaptable to
changing conditions and in no danger of
extinction.

"It really shouldn't have been proposed
in the first place," Jewett said.

Marked by a red or orange slash under
the lower jaw, cutthroat trout have three
life histories. Some stay essentially in the
same area. Some migrate up and down a
river system. And some migrate to the
ocean and back.

The lawsuit argues that state programs
in Oregon and Washington are inadequate
for preserving and rebuilding habitat, habi-
tat protections on national forest land have
been severely weakened by steps to in-
crease logging, and Army Corps of Engi-
neers plans to dredge the Columbia will
harm habitat.
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