
8.6M acres designated critical
spotted-owl habitat

Federal wildlife officials have declared
8.6 million acres in the Southwest as
critical habitat for the Mexican spotted
owl, adding more regulatory oversight
to Southern Arizona's forested sky is-
land mountains.

But environmentalists unhappy with the
decision say they'll sue again to force
more lands to be covered.

The final map protects nearly 5 million
acres less than the Clinton administra-
tion proposed in 2000, but 4 million
acres more than initially proposed by
the Bush administration in 2001.

Critical habitat, a controversial part of
the Endangered Species Act, covers
areas biologists consider important to
the conservation of imperiled wildlife.
Mapping of critical habitat doesn't cre-
ate a park or refuge, but it may force
additional federal review of projects and
lead to land-use restrictions.

The Mexican spotted owl has figured
prominently in debates over forest thin-
ning in the Southwest.

While the new map includes all the
ranges managed by the Coronado Na-

tional Forest, fire officials have said it
won't be a burden as they try to remove
fuel from overgrown forests. In Arizona
and New Mexico, the new map spe-
cifically excludes 157 "wildland urban
interface" areas where wildfires threaten
to destroy homes, though activists say
such areas are defined too broadly.

Continuing a policy advocated by the
Clinton administration, President Bush's
Interior Department has argued critical
habitat "provides little additional pro-
tection to most listed species," but en-
vironmentalists argue critical habitat is
crucial for helping species recover.

Kieran Suckling, policy director for the
Tucson-based Center for Biological
Diversity, said his group will sue again
because the new map leaves too much
old-growth forest vulnerable to
chainsaws.

The Mexican spotted owl was listed as
threatened in 1993. In 2000, under the
Clinton administration, Fish and Wild-
life mapped habitat on 13.5 million
acres in the Southwest, including 4.9
million acres in Arizona.

A year later, the Bush administration
revised that to 4.6 million acres in the
region and 831,000 acres in Arizona.
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The much smaller habitat map prompted
a lawsuit from the Center for Biological
Diversity. In a harshly worded Jan. 13
ruling, U.S. District Judge David Bury
ordered a new map, calling the 4.6 mil-
lion-acre proposal "nonsensical."

Last November, Fish and Wildlife re-
stored the acreage proposed in 2000,
but Tuesday scaled that back. The final
map includes nearly 4 million acres in
Arizona, 2 million acres in New Mexico,
2.3 million acres in Utah and 322,326
acres in Colorado.


