
WALNUT CREEK, Calif. - (KRT) -
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
said Tuesday it would re-evaluate its
2003 decision to leave California
spotted owls off the list of threatened
or endangered species, in part
because of rule changes that allow
more logging in the Sierra's national
forests.

The agency said it would make a
determination by March 2006.

Both the subspecies cousins - the
northern spotted owl and the
Mexican spotted owl - are listed as
threatened species, designations that
engendered heated controversies
over logging and management of old-
growth forests in the Pacific
Northwest and the Southwest.

The California spotted owl, a resident
of old-growth forests, has never been
listed. In fact, attempts to keep it off
the list led the U.S. Forest Service in
the 1990s to embark on a series of
efforts that resulted in the creation
of a sweeping management plan for
11 million acres of Sierra national
forests.

That plan, which was adopted in the
final days of the Clinton
administration, would have halted
nearly all logging in Sierra national
forests. But the plan was
substantially revised last year to
allow more logging.

"Clearly, the changes to the Sierra
Nevada framework allowing more
than triple the logging is a serious
threat to the California spotted owl,"
said Noah Greenwald, a conservation
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biologist with the Center for
Biological Diversity, an
environmental group that petitioned
for the re-evaluation.

"I don't think they would be doing
this if it wasn't for the changes in
that framework," Greenwald added.

Spokesmen for the Fish and Wildlife
Service and the U.S. Forest Service
downplayed the importance of the
Forest Service's planning changes in
the decision to re-evaluate.

"It's one factor among many," said
Fish and Wildlife spokesman Jim
Nickles.

The service, which was sued over its
decision to deny endangered species
protection for the owl, said it would
re-evaluate the decision because of
new information brought to light in
the last two years.

In addition to the changes to the
Sierra national forest plans, state
forestry rules have changed, owl
habitat has been destroyed by large
forest fires and aggressive barred
owls have intruded deeper into
spotted owl territory. There is also
new scientific information available
about the trends in owl populations.

Referring to changes to the Sierra
plan and state forestry rules, the
service, in its still-unpublished
decision, said there is "substantial
scientific information that ... existing
regulatory mechanisms may be
inadequate to ensure the continued
existence of the California spotted
owl."

Those changes to the Sierra Nevada

plans were designed to reduce fire
danger by clearing wood out of
overly dense forests, and also to sell
trees to timber companies as a way
to pay for the fire prevention efforts.

Forest Service spokesman Matt
Mathes said one of the biggest
threats to spotted owls is forest fires.

"The entire focus of the 2004 decision
is to reduce fire danger," Mathes said.
"We aren't endangering owls in any
way. The thrust of it is to help owls
by reducing fire risk."

The owls live mostly on the west side
of the Sierra Nevada from Shasta
County to the Tehachapis and on a
few sites on the east side of the
mountain range. They also live in
Southern California mountains and
in the Coast Range as far north as
Monterey County.

There are no accurate estimates of
how many California spotted owls
are alive.


