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Groups spar with feds over protection for spotted owl

Rebuffed by a federal wildlife agency last
year, environmental groups aren't giving
up on their fight to secure protection for
the mysterious, mottled-brown-and-white
California spotted owl, which lives in the
mountains of Riverside and San Diego
counties.

The groups are charging ahead with ef-
forts on two fronts. Led by the Arizona-
based Center for Biological Diversity,
which has a regional office in Riverside
County, environmentalists sued in May to
challenge the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service's 2003 decision not to place the
California spotted owl on the endangered
species list. That was in response to the
groups' 2000 petition, requesting such a
listing.

Then, earlier this month, environmental-
ists filed a second petition to ask the ser-
vice to again consider protecting the owl,
based on new concerns. Groups say the
fast-spreading death of evergreens in
Southern California mountains due to
flame, drought and beetle and the stepped-
up logging in the Sierra Nevada threaten
to knock the nocturnal bird off its pre-
carious perch.

Although many associate the bird with the
broad, majestic forests in cooler, wetter
Northern California, biologists say there
are about 400 California spotted owls liv-
ing in isolated pockets of Riverside, San
Diego, San Bernardino and other nearby
counties.

"We have these sort of island populations
in Southern California," said Monica Bond,
a biologist with the Center for Biological
Diversity in Idyllwild.

The biggest concentration south of the
Sierra is in the San Bernardino Mountains,
where 150 live. During the 1990s, scien-
tists also counted 50 spotted owls in the
San Gabriel Mountains northeast of Los
Angeles, 20 in the San Jacinto Mountains
around Idyllwild, 18 in the Palomar Moun-
tain area, 10 in the Laguna Mountains of
eastern San Diego County and a couple in
the Santa Ana Mountains of western Riv-
erside County.

The owls have even been spotted in hid-
den conifer groves of the Agua Tibia Wil-
derness southeast of Temecula, along the
Riverside-San Diego county line.

Magical and mysterious

According to the petition, there are 2,000
California spotted owls overall, most in
the Sierra Nevada, with healthiest popu-
lations in national parks such as Sequoia
and Kings Canyon.

The bird is closely related to the northern
spotted owl and shares some habitat.
Their territories cross in the Sierra, and
the northern owl ---- the focus of timber-
environmental battles in the Northwest --
-- ranges as far north as British Colum-
bia. The Mexican spotted owl lives in Ari-
zona, Utah, Colorado, New Mexico, Texas
and Mexico.

Only the northern and Mexican subspe-
cies are protected.

The California spotted owl stands 16 to
19 inches tall and boasts a wingspan of
42 to 45 inches. It has dark brown eyes
and is wrapped in mottled brown and
white feathers. "Light-colored 'eyebrows'
and 'whiskers' form a distinctive X be-
tween the eyes," the petition states.

Seeing a spotted owl in the wild is a
memorable experience, Bond said.

"They're really sort of magical," she said.
"They come out at night and they're mys-
terious. Their eyes are so huge that they
can take advantage of any little amount of
light. Their feathers are really soft and
furry. And they're very quiet ---- you can't
hear them when they fly."

Environmentalists, however, have been
anything but quiet about the need to pro-
tect the owls.

"They're kind of like a flagship species
for the old-growth forests of the West,
just like the bighorn sheep is a flagship
species for the desert," Bond said.

But federal officials say the California spot-
ted owl is doing reasonably well, when
compared to its northern and Mexican
cousins, and does not need help from fed-
eral environmental laws.

"We are where we were in 2003 when
we concluded that the California spotted
owl does not require protection under the
Endangered Species Act," said Al Donner,
a spokesman for the U.S. Fish and Wild-
life Service in Sacramento.

"Essentially that determination was based
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on the fact that it still occurs through all
or most of its historic range, and that there
were about 2,200 sites where it had been
observed. And there is no clear statistical
evidence that it is declining throughout its
range," Donner said.

Depends on big, old trees

But while proof may be lacking that it is
declining throughout its range, there are
signs spotted owl populations in the San
Bernardino and San Jacinto mountains are
falling sharply, the petition states.

And Noah Greenwald, a conservation bi-
ologist for the Center for Biological Di-
versity in Portland, Ore., said the bird's
historical range has been severely com-
promised in the Sierra, where just 20 per-
cent of original old-growth forests re-
main.

As for Southern California, the petition
states there are fewer old and big trees
than there were a century ago. And it is
those big pines and firs that the owl pre-
fers to build its nests in.

Richard Minnich, a UC Riverside profes-
sor and expert on local forests, said the
groups are correct in stating there are
fewer big trees. A century of aggressively
putting out fires has wrought forests with
three times as many trees as would be
expected under natural conditions, and
there are so many small ones that few have
the elbow room and water supply to grow
into giants, Minnich said.

"We have too many trees sucking the
ground dry," he said. "That's the bottom
line."

With so many more trees than normal, it
is no wonder the drought struck so hard
and opened a way for native bark beetles
to make a killing in the ravaged San Ber-
nardino National Forest around Idyllwild
and Big Bear, Minnich said.

"More trees have died in the past two years
than died in the combined previous 100,"
he said. "It's a rotten forest."

With so much dead wood, there is danger
that a monster wildfire will sweep through
it and other local national forests. And that
fire potential is one of the new threats
mentioned by the latest petition.

The petition states the spotted owl also
faces threats from West Nile virus, which
has been particularly hard on birds, and
the larger, more aggressive barred owl that
is pushing into its territory and taking over
its nests.

Whether the new threats warrant placing
the California spotted owl on the endan-
gered species list may not be determined
for some time, perhaps years.

"Unfortunately, with our workload and the
(limited) resources we have, that petition
will take its place in line with the many
other petitions we have to list other spe-
cies," Donner, of the wildlife service, said.


