
ALBUQUERQUE, N.M. (AP) - The
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has des-
ignated 8.6 million acres of federal land
in Arizona and three other Western
states as critical habitat for the Mexi-
can spotted owl. The designation, pub-
lished Tuesday in the Federal Register,
includes 4 million acres in Arizona, 2.2
million acres in Utah, 2.1 million acres
in New Mexico and more than 322,00
acres in Colorado.

"Since the Mexican spotted owl was
listed (as threatened) in 1993, the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service and its part-
ners in other federal agencies have been
working to safeguard the species," said
Dale Hall, director of the agency's
southwest region.

The agency designated critical habitat
for the owl in 1995 and 2001, but a
lawsuit by environmentalists landed the
agency in federal court. The court called
the agency's plan "nonsensical" and or-
dered the agency to redo the designa-
tion in 2003.

The agency proposed a 13.5-million-
acre designation in November but later
trimmed about 4 million acres, in part
by removing tribal and military land as
well as wildland-urban interface where
thinning projects are planned to reduce
the threat of wildfire.

Most of the change came about because
the Fish and Wildlife Service was bet-
ter able to define areas needed to pro-
tect the owl.

"When you're doing critical habitat for
the third time, you get better at it," said
Elizabeth Slown, an agency spokes-
woman in Albuquerque.

But environmentalists are angry about
the reduction in acres from the agency's
proposal last fall.

Kieran Suckling, executive director of
the Center for Biological Diversity in
Tucson, Ariz., cited the removal of for-
est areas because of planned thinning
projects.

"They've gone out of their way to just
hand the forest over to the timber in-
dustry. They are excluding millions of
acres of mature and old growth forest
and leaving it open to logging," he said.

Howard Hutchinson, executive direc-
tor of the Glenwood-based Coalition
of Arizona/New Mexico Counties, said
it makes sense to remove the areas
where thinning is planned because it's
good for people and will help protect
the owl habitat from fire.

Hutchinson added that the agency didn't
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have enough time for an adequate analy-
sis.

"This is such a comedy of errors," he
said. "It really would be humorous if the
owls weren't suffering and people
weren't suffering at the same time."

Protection for the owl has long been a
contentious issue among environmen-
talists, federal officials and private de-
velopers.

The owl's habitat varies from canyons
to mountains and forests.

Critical habitat identifies areas contain-
ing features essential for a threatened
or endangered species. The designation
can require special management con-
siderations or protections but does not
affect the ownership of the land, nor
does it establish a refuge, wilderness or
other conservation area.


