
The Fish and Wildlife Service must take greater steps 
to recover and protect the endangered jaguar in the 
Southwest, a federal district court judge ruled today.

Judge John Roll of the U.S. District Court for the District 
of Arizona ruled the agency erred in not preparing a 
recovery plan or designating critical habitat for the rare 
cat. His ruling orders federal officials to issue a new 
recovery plan and critical habitat decisions by January 
2010.

The service listed the jaguar under the Endangered 
Species Act in 1997 but did not protect habitat for the 
cat or write a recovery plan -- both required by law.

Initially, FWS officials said that since human takes 
of the jaguars were one of the chief threats, a habitat 
map could do more harm than good for the animal. The 
agency eventually dropped that argument after other 
jaguar recovery programs in the Southwest published 
maps. Agency officials then argued that the recovery 
efforts were not needed because the jaguar’s range in 
the United States was “insignificant.”

Roll ruled that the FWS findings were inconsistent with 
federal law and the best available science.

“Based upon a comprehensive review of the 
administrative record ... and because the FWS 
determination does not appear to be based upon the 
best scientific evidence available, and because it is 
inconsistent with the statutory mandate of the ESA, its 
own regulations, and relevant case law, it must be set 
aside,” Roll wrote in his 33-page opinion.
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The decision is a victory for environmentalists, who 
sued the government six years ago in an effort to 
force greater protection for the jaguar -- the largest 
species of cat native to the Western Hemisphere.

“Judge Roll has thrown a lifeline to one of North 
America’s most endangered animals,” said Michael 
Robinson, conservation advocate for the Center 
for Biological Diversity. “The court today roundly 
rejected the Bush administration’s refusal to protect 
and restore jaguars to the United States.”

The jaguar once occupied portions of California, 
Arizona, New Mexico, Texas and possibly Louisiana, 
according to historical scientific research. There is 
no longer any known population of jaguars in the 
United States.

From 1996 to 2007, four male jaguars were 
documented in the United States, mainly along the 
international boundary of the United States and 
Mexico. The range of the species stretches south 
from southernmost Arizona and New Mexico. 
The United States’ only known living jaguar was 
euthanized by Arizona wildlife regulators earlier 
this month after it was discovered that the 118-
pound cat was suffering from kidney failure.

The Center for Biological Diversity has argued 
the agency’s inaction is an abrogation of its 
responsibilities under ESA and have charged the 
agency with kowtowing to the Department of 
Homeland Security. That agency is overseeing 
construction of a 670-mile-long vehicle and 
pedestrian security fence along the border that 
could be an impediment to jaguar migration across 
the border.


