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Group sues U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
to increase habitat at Oceano Dunes for 
threatened shorebird

An environmental group has sued 
the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
in an attempt to increase the amount 
of critical habitat for the Western 
snowy plover at Oceano Dunes State 
Vehicular Recreation Area.

The lawsuit was one of fi ve fi led by 
the Center for Biological Diversity 
on Thursday, alleging that the 
Bush administration exerted unfair 
political pressure on the agency that 
resulted in reduced protection for six 
endangered species in the western 
United States.

The lawsuit specifically cites the 
fact that off-highway-vehicle riding 
areas in Oceano Dunes are not 
listed as critical habitat for the tiny 
shorebird.

Andrew Orahoske, an attorney with 
the Portland, Ore.- based group, 
said he hopes the lawsuit will force 
the state parks department, which 
man-ages the Dunes park, to make a 
300-acre seasonal closure area a year-
round sanctuary for the birds.

The park is one of the most important 
breeding areas for the bird on the 
West Coast, with nearly 100 birds 
nesting there every year, and deserves 

greater protection for that reason, 
Orahoske said.

From April 1 to the end of September, 
a mile-and-a-half-long swath of 
beach is cordoned off by a 6-foot-tall 
fence that protects plovers and least 
terns during their breeding season by 
preventing people and vehicles from 
entering.

Once the fences are taken down, dune 
buggies and other vehicles driven 
in the area disturb dune structure, 
seaweed patches and other features 
of the beach that the birds use to 
camouflage their nests, Orahoske 
said.

Park Superintendent Andy Zilke said 
it will be up to the Fish and Wildlife 
Service to determine how use within 
the riding area would change if the 
lawsuit were successful.

“It’s too early to say at this point 
what adjustments they would make,” 
he said.

Any re-evaluation the agency would 
make would take place after the Bush 
administration has left offi ce, and the 
environmental group hopes it will get 
a more sympathetic hearing because 
it perceives the agency will not be 
subject to politicization.

The group recently forced the agency 
to quadruple the amount of critical 
habitat for the California red-legged 
frog, another rare species endemic to 
San Luis Obispo County.

Snowy plovers are a perpetual 
fl ashpoint between environmentalists, 
on the one hand, who oppose off-
highway riding in the Dunes, and 
riding enthusiasts and the parks 
department on the other.

A lawsuit by the Sierra Club several 
years ago forced parks offi cials to 
create the seasonal closure area. The 
park employs a dozen monitors to 
keep an eye on the plovers and terns 
during the nesting season.

Other endangered species that are the 
subject of lawsuits by the Center for 
Biological Diversity include Kern 
County’s Buena Vista Lake shrew, the 
California tiger salamander, Southern 
California’s southwestern willow 
fl ycatcher, and the San Jacinto Valley 
crown-scale, a plant.
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