
Interior aide bars grouse's protection
The state is being asked to protect some of New Mexico's cleanest waters in areas of national forests that have no roads. 
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U.S. Department of Interior officials reversed a Fish and Wildlife Service recommendation that the Gunnison sage
grouse be declared an endangered species, according to documents released Monday by four Western environmental
groups. 

Documents obtained through the Freedom of Information Act show U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service officials thought
endangered-species protection should be extended to the grouse and several other species. 

Among the other species considered for protection were the roundtail cub, Gunnison's prairie dog, the white-tailed prairie
dog and the Mexican garter snake. 

In each of those cases, Interior officials ordered the agency to reverse its findings, the documents show. 

"Endangered plants and wildlife have a tough enough time without politicians manipulating the science," said Erin
Roberton, a Denver-based staff biologist with the Center for Native Ecosystems. 

Much of the criticism of the listing decisions was directed at Interior Deputy Assistant Secretary Julie MacDonald, who
the environmental groups say reversed several scientific findings without any biological justification. 

MacDonald said in an interview she does not make decisions whether to grant federal protection to a species. That
responsibility, she said, belongs to the head of the Fish and Wildlife Service. 

She did say it is her job to protect "the public face of the Fish and Wildlife Service" by carefully scrutinizing listing
documents. 

In April, the Fish and Wildlife Service announced it would not add the Gunnison sage grouse to the endangered-species
list based on the population trends and because the agency could find no significant threats to the bird. 

A spokeswoman for the regional office said she could not confirm whether Denver-based wildlife managers initially
recommended that the grouse be declared an endangered species. 

The documents were obtained by the Center for Native Ecosystems, the Center for Biological Diversity, the Sagebrush
Sea Campaign and Forest Guardians. 

The Associated Press contributed to this report. 
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