
Federal protection comes to three
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Two rare snails and a freshwater
shrimp that are found nowhere in
the world but Chaves County
have been given federal
Endangered Species Act
protection, along with a snail that
lives both in Chaves County and
in a part of Texas.

The creatures were placed on the
endangered species list because
an environmental protection
group, the Center for Biological
Diversity, forced the federal
government to do so with a April
2004 lawsuit.

Michael Robinson, a New
Mexico spokesman for the
center, said the successful lawsuit
was the culmination of a 20-year
struggle to get federal protection
for the invertebrates.

“We are delighted that after 20
years, these anonymous spring-
dwellers have finally gotten the
Endangered Species Act
protection they desperately
need,” Robinson said in a news
release that followed Tuesday’s
announcement by the
government.

The New Mexico Department of
Game and Fish first petitioned the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to put
the four species on the federal
endangered species list in 1985.

The Roswell springsnail, Koster’s
springsnail and the Noel’s
amphipod, a freshwater shrimp, are
known to reside only at the Bitter
Lake National Wildlife Refuge near
Roswell, and maybe in a few other
locations in Chaves County
according to Brian Lang, a state
Game and Fish biologist who
specializes in invertebrates.

The Pecos assiminea, a snail, is
found at Bitter Lakes and on land
owned by the Nature Conservancy,
an environmentalist organization, in
the Texas counties of Pecos and
Reeves.

Lang said the tiny invertebrates, all
shorter than 5 millimeters (0.2 inch)
except for the Noel’s amphipod
shrimp, which can grow to 14.8
millimeters (0.59 inch), are
important in that by their presence,
the sensitive creatures indicate that
the quality of the water in the area
is good.

“If they are there, and then suddenly
they disappear, something with the
system has gone wrong,” he said in

a Friday telephone interview.

Elizabeth Slown, a spokeswoman
for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service, agreed, and said during a
Wednesday telephone interview
that the creatures can act as a “red-
flag” warning that something is
wrong in the water supply.

“Which, in turn, will some time
affect larger creatures such as
humans,” she added.

Lang said the creatures have come
so close to extinction because of
several factors but primarily
because of naturally occurring
climate change and overpumping of
groundwater by humans.

He said there was no evidence that
contamination had played a role,
but because the creatures live in
just two locations, contamination
could easily wipe them out.

Robinson said that although he was
happy to see the four invertebrates
finally receive federal protection,
he was unhappy that his
organization had to spend so much
time on legal rather than scientific
efforts.

“It’s a very unfortunate situation,”
he said during a Wednesday
telephone interview. “We would
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much rather be spending our re-
sources on field conservation and
research, and it’s really a distraction
to us to have to go to court to get
the (U.S.) Fish and Wildlife Service
and the secretary of the interior to
do what Congress mandated (in the
Endangered Species Act).”

Slown said the four creatures did
deserve protection, but because they
were on land that was protected by
the Fish and Wildlife Service and the
Nature Conservancy, they were sim-
ply a lower priority for endangered
species status.

“We didn’t prioritize them as highly
as the Center for Biological Diver-
sity did,” she said.

Robinson also charged that the Bush
administration had only given endan-
gered species protection when
forced to do so by a lawsuit.

Slown said 34 species have been
placed on the protection list since
January 2001 but only 18 because
of lawsuits. The other 16 were
placed on the list because of Fish
and Wildlife Service initiatives, she
said.

Now that the four invertebrates are
on the list, Lang said, state and fed-
eral agencies must continue to moni-
tor the populations and work with
private landowners to find habitats
in which to reintroduce the species.

Possible introduction locations in-
clude the north Spring River, south
Spring River, Berrendo Creek and
the Roswell Country Club, he said.


