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FWS designates critical habitat for Calif. Tiger Salamander
Natalie M. Henry, Greenwire Northwest reporter

PORTLAND, Ore. -- California tiger salamanders in Southern California's Santa Barbara county may not have noticed yesterday
when the Fish and Wildlife Service designated 11,180 acres as critical habitat for the diminutive reptile. But environmental groups
did. Two organizations in particular were pushing for the designation, the Environmental Defense Center and Center for Biological
Diversity, who jointly filed a lawsuit under the Endangered Species Act to compel FWS to define key habitat for the species.
Karen Krause of EDC said, "We're very pleased that they have finally taken action to designate critical habitat. It's something that
has been delayed now about three or four years, so we see today's action as a very positive thing for the species."

In January, FWS proposed 13,920 acres as critical habitat for the salamanders in Santa Barbara County. In the final rule, the
agency omitted 2,740 acres of private land because the agency had worked cooperatively with landowners to develop conservation
strategies that will protect the salamander.

"Our work with landowners has helped to conserve habitat for this rare amphibian, and we're looking forward to continuing
these cooperative relationships," said Diane Noda, field supervisor for the Ventura Fish and Wildlife Service office.

But Krause said FWS has been vague about what those conservation strategies are. Furthermore, the areas FWS excluded
account for some of the salamanders' most valuable habitat in the county, she said. "So we hope that the strategies they're relying
on have some real teeth to them and that we see some actual improvements in tiger salamander populations," Krause said.

Noelle Cremers of the California Cattlemen's Association said while she could not yet comment on the final designation because
she had not seen the final maps, she has been pleased over the past year with the service's willingness to work with landowners
who agree to cooperative conservation plans in exchange for not having critical habitat designated on their land.

FWS maintains that critical habitat only affects federal land and actions on private land that require a federal permit. Cremers said
technically under ESA that is true, but in reality when critical habitat is designated on private ranch land it tends to lower its value.
While the rancher may not be performing an action that requires a federal permit, if the rancher wants to sell the land to someone
who does want to perform an action requiring a federal permit, the critical habitat designations can be significant problem.

Moreover, if ranchers apply for funding set in place by the 2002 farm bill-- perhaps for federal funds through the Environmental
Quality Incentives Program to build off-site watering structures or to try out different grazing management techniques -- they
will have to apply to the Agriculture Department and also to FWS for a permit to alter critical habitat. Cremers said seeking such
permits is expensive and time consuming.

While the service maintains that designating critical habitat is expensive and has little to no conservation benefit for threatened
and endangered species, the Center for Biological Diversity asserts that FWS's own data shows species with critical habitat are
twice as likely to be recovering as those without it.

California tiger salamanders are listed as threatened under ESA in Santa Barbara and Sonoma counties as well as in central
California. In August, the service proposed designating 382,000 acres in central California as critical habitat for the amphibian. In
Sonoma County, the service is not currently pursuing a critical habitat designation but, according to agency spokesman Jim
Nickles, is working cooperatively with local entities to protect habitat.


