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In a striking reversal, the U.S. Fish &
Wildlife Service agreed Tuesday to allow
the Bellevue school district to build a new
campus in southeast Santa Rosa without
spending $900,000 on a preserve for a
threatened salamander.

The federal agency sent officials of the
1,650-student school district a letter that
permits construction of the school
without the need to buy nine acres
elsewhere as part of efforts to save the
California tiger salamander.

Less than two weeks ago, Fish &
Wildlife staff members had told school
district representatives that the land
preserve was a key condition for the
school project to move forward.

After receiving the agency’s letter, a
grateful Bellevue school board Tuesday
night awarded a $10.2 million
construction contract for Taylor
Mountain School. That action was
necessary to secure $4.8 million in state
aid that would have become unavailable
at the end of the month.

But the letter left many to wonder why
Fish & Wildlife had relented from its
previous demands for the purchase of
the preservation land.

“The thing that stands out here is that
the Fish & Wildlife Service did a

complete about-face in the course of a
week,” said Kassie Siegel, an attorney
for the Tucson-based Center for
Biological Diversity.

Siegel, whose group has filed lawsuits
seeking to force the agency to step up
protection of the salamander, said
federal officials appeared once more to
be bowing to political pressure.

Fish & Wildlife spokesman Al Donner
denied any such pressure and said the
regulators’ reasoning came “under the
heading of reasonable and prudent.”

While declining to characterize the
difference between the agency’s
positions during the past month, he said
federal officials recognized the urgency
of the school district’s efforts to avoid
losing the state aid.

“We came to appreciate the seriousness
of the situation they were in,” Donner
said.

Bellevue School Board President Carol
Montoya said board members were
grateful Fish & Wildlife was “willing to
revisit and reconsider the unique
situation we are in.

“This was an occasion for great
rejoicing,” she said.

Last month, school officials said they had
until Feb. 25 to resolve the salamander
issue or lose the state aid. The district
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District won’t have to spend $900,000 to buy land to help preserve salamander

has spent six years preparing to build
the school, which will serve projected
development in the southern half of the
city.

The 11-acre campus will include more
than two acres of wetlands for
preservation of endangered plants.

District officials for months had hoped
to persuade Fish & Wildlife that no
salamanders lived on the proposed
campus, located off Santa Rosa Avenue
at the east end of Bellevue Avenue. That
effort failed due to an apparent
misunderstanding over the number of
neighborhood ponds where the creatures
might be breeding.

Environmentalists argued that the
agency was correct to require the school
to either conduct studies of whether
salamanders live on the school site or to
buy land for preserves. Bellevue officials
said they didn’t have the time for the
two-year studies.

Some argued the district might have to
forego building a multi-purpose room for
the new campus to provide a
salamander preserve. They noted the
district has many students from
economically disadvantaged homes and
said their educations shouldn’t be short-
changed.

The contract issued by the school board
Tuesday didn’t include a multi-purpose



room, but Superintendent Armando
Flores said he was optimistic one could
be added soon.

Representatives of the building industry,
meanwhile, argued that Fish & Wildlife
was overreaching its authority because
it had no scientific evidence that the
salamanders still live east of Highway
101 in Santa Rosa.

The resolution of the school project
comes as a broad-based “conservation
strategy team” is devising an area-wide
plan to save the salamander. One recent
analysis by a private consultant put the
tentative cost of setting aside 4,000
acres in preserves at $400 million.

Tuesday’s letter emphasized that Fish &
Wildlife’s determination “only applies to
this particular site and this specific set
of circumstances.”

It also said the school’s construction
“will not foreclose the ability to establish
a strategy for the southeast area” once
the strategy team completes its work.


