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U.S.: legal war rages over 3-foot-long, spitting worm

Described in 1897 by a taxonomist as "very abundant" a now rarely-found 3-foot-long worm
that spits and smells like lilies is at the center of a legal dispute between conservationists
and the U.S. government.

When Frank Smith discovered the giant Palouse earthworm (Driloleirus americanus) in
1897, he described it as "very abundant." Nowadays, however, sightings of the worm are
rare. 

The only recent confirmed worm sighting was made in 2005 by a University of Idaho
researcher. Before that, the giant worm had not been spotted in 17 years, since 1988.

It reportedly grows up to three feet long and has a peculiar flowery smell (Driloleirus is
Latin for "lily-like worm"). The cream-colored or pinkish-white worm lived in permanent
burrows as deep as 15 feet and spat at attackers.

"This worm is the stuff that legends and fairy tales are made of. A pity we're losing it," said
Steve Paulson, a board member of Friends of the Clearwater, a conservation group based in
Moscow, Idaho.

Unlike the European earthworms now common across the United States, the giant Palouse
earthworm is native to the Americas. Specifically, the giant worm dwelled in the prairies of
the Palouse, the area of the northwest United States. The Palouse has been dramatically
altered by farming practices, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service noted.

"The giant Palouse earthworm is extremely rare and faces substantial risk of extinction," said
Noah Greenwald, a conservation biologist with the Center for Biological Diversity, a
conservation group based in Tucson, Ariz.

Conservation groups had petitioned the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service in 2006 to protect the
worm as an endangered species. The World Conservation Union currently ranks the worm as
"vulnerable" — one step away from "endangered" in terms of conservation status.

Last October, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service decided the worm did not warrant
protection as an endangered species. Still, "we share the petitioners' concern for the
species," said Susan Martin, supervisor for the Upper Columbia Fish and Wildlife Office in
Spokane, Washington, in a press release.

Now conservation groups have filed suit to overturn the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service's
decision with the U.S. District Court for the Eastern District of Washington. "The earthworm
needs the protection of the Endangered Species Act to survive," Paulson said.
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