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Habitat proposal deemed critical for bird’s survival

Federal wildlife officials on Tuesday pro-
posed to designate more than 100 miles
of creek-side forests in San Bernardino
County as land critical for the survival of
an endangered bird.

Such a critical habitat designation, if fi-
nalized, could restrict activities on the
heavily used waterways, which include
the Santa Ana River, to protect nesting and
breeding grounds for the southwestern
willow flycatcher.

"When a designation like this is made, we
have to take a little extra care around our
projects and to get the permits to do the
work," said Patrick Mead, public works
director for San Bernardino County.

He said in this case, flood control, bridge
and road projects could be affected.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service said it
excluded stretches of the Santa Ana River,
and Yucaipa and Temecula creeks in west-
ern Riverside County known to support
flycatcher habitat because the bird is one
of several imperiled species already pro-
tected under the county's federally ap-
proved habitat conservation plan.

The migratory, insect-eating bird, which

lives in the U.S. from April into Septem-
ber, was given protection under the fed-
eral Endangered Species Act in 1995. The
Inland habitat was included in a broader
proposal of 1,556 river miles across the
Southwest, including parts of the Colo-
rado River and the Mojave River in north
San Bernardino County.
The amount is triple the size of a 1997
proposal, which was halted by legal
battles.

"We've learned a lot more about the fly-
catchers, where it is, what its needs are
and what it takes to maintain the popula-
tion," said Greg Beatty, a wildlife service
biologist in Phoenix.

Flycatchers have dwindled because their
habitat-willow and cottonwood forests-
has been damaged by activities that change
the natural characteristics of rivers, the
wildlife agency said.

They include diversions for tap water or
crops, flood control projects, recreation,
livestock grazing, fire and urbanization.

Brian Nowicki, with the Center for Bio-
logical Diversity in Tucson, which has
sued to get protections for the bird, said
despite a tripling of habitat, he was not
satisfied with the proposal.

Nowicki said the wildlife agency's own
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recovery plan for the bird maps even more
habitat.

"This critical habitat proposal ignores
whole sections of the recovery plan," he
said.

There are very few flycatchers left, he
said. He called the birds "a very unique
piece in the diversity of dry river ecosys-
tems."


