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Enviros, feds reach compromise on poisoning plan

Federal regulators and environmentalists reached an agreement yesterday that will allow the Department of Agriculture to
start poisoning black-tailed prairie dogs next week on a limited number of acres in South Dakota's Buffalo Gap National
Grasslands. The Forest Service, the Fish and Wildlife Service and the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service had
proposed to poison and shoot prairie dogs on 8,000 acres to address concerns about damage to federal and private grazing
lands. In September, a coalition of eight environmental and animal rights groups, including the Biodiversity Conservation
Alliance, Center for Biological Diversity and the Humane Society of the United States, filed a lawsuit against the agencies for
allegedly violating federal law.

The environmental groups said the original plan would have put the endangered black-footed ferret, which depends on prairie
dogs as a food source, at risk. The control plan was made without public input or an environmental impact analysis, therefore
violating the National Environmental Policy Act, according to the plaintiff's attorney, Jay Tutchton.

At a federal court hearing earlier this month, Judge Phillip Figa of U.S. District Court for the District of Colorado said both
the government and advocacy groups have similar concerns and should be able to reach an agreement (Greenwire, Oct. 1).

The settlement between the agencies and environmentalists allows for poisoning on 5,000 acres and excludes land where
wildlife regulators have seen endangered black-footed ferrets. It also reduces the zones in which federal officials will spread
poisoned oats from one-mile to a half-mile, or a quarter-mile if ranchers agree to keep grasses tall to deter prairie dogs.

The federal agencies agreed to conduct an environmental impact assessment of the first round of poisoning, consider non-
lethal population control methods in the future and reimburse the environmental groups $8,000 in legal fees.

Environmentalists said they were encouraged by the attention given to nonlethal methods. "We hope to replicate those
(solutions) in the future once we can show here how they work," said Jonathan Proctor of the Predator Conservation
Alliance, one of the plaintiffs (Colleen Slevin, AP/San Francisco Chronicle online, Oct. 6).

Ranchers expressed satisfaction with the agreement. "As long as they're starting to control prairie dogs in Conata Basin,
we're moving in the right direction," said Ken Knuppe, president of the South Dakota Stockgrowers Association. "Two years
ago, the Forest Service was telling us that the cattle would leave before they start poisoning prairie dogs on federal land"
(Steve Miller, Rapid City [S.D.] Journal, Oct. 7). -- TE


