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The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
has proposed cutting more than half 
of the critical habitat land reserved for 
endangered Peninsular bighorn sheep 
- a move some environmentalists say 
leads the sheep “down the path to 
extinction.”

“They’re dooming them to being 
landlocked,” said Joan Taylor of the 
local Sierra Club chapter, explaining 
that under the new proposal the 
roughly 800 sheep would have 
fewer migratory passageways in 
their habitat that stretches from the 
Coachella Valley to Mexico. About 
30 sheep live in the wild in the 
valley.

In 2001, the federal service proposed 
setting aside 844,897 acres as critical 
habitat for the sheep, listed as 
endangered since 1996. A lawsuit by 
the Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla 
Indians challenged that designation, 
prompting a revised plan.

“It was not about the protection of 
the sheep so much as the manner 
in the way it was done,” said Tom 
Davis, the tribe’s chief planning and 
development offi cer.

Agua Caliente tribe spokeswoman 
Nancy Conrad said the court felt 
the draft of the tribe’s conservation 
plan, which is set for release 
Friday, provided sufficient sheep 
protection.

“Critical habitat is the last, desperate 
step for the federal government to 
protect a species ... and we didn’t think 
the critical habitat was necessary on 
the reservation because we had this 
plan,” Davis said.

“As far as we’re concerned, between 
the tribe’s conservation plan and (the 
Coachella Valley of Association’s) 
multi-species plan, there are adequate 
provisions to protect the sheep.”

Now years later, with new information, 
Fish and Wildlife has proposed 
trimming the habitat to 384,410 
acres, including about 90,000 in 
the valley, said spokeswoman Jane 
Hendron.

That number factors in the proposed 
exclusion of 4,512 acres of Agua 
Caliente land and about 19,211 acres 
of private land covered by CVAG’s 
Coachella Valley Multiple Species 
Habitat Conservation Plan, Hendron 
said.

The sheep are one of 27 species the 
nearly $2 billion multi-species plan 
would protect while allowing the 
Coachella Valley to build out over 
the next 75 years. The plan could 
take effect by January.

The sheep are endangered and, like 
California condors, are among the 
most intensely managed species 
of wildlife in the nation. Captive 
breeding and release programs have 
helped them rebound from the brink 
of extinction.

The sheep are unique in that they 
stick close to the desert fl oor and 
won’t trek higher than about 4,000 
feet in elevation.

“The reason why there is a signifi cant 
difference is that in the original 2001 
designation, we included a number of 
areas identifi ed from old, historical 
records,” Hendron said, noting that 
sheep haven’t been documented in 
those areas for more than 30 years. 
“Now what we have done is more 
specifi cally identifi ed valid, current, 
repeated record of bighorn sheep 
use.”

The Sierra Club and the Center 
for Biological Diversity said the 
service’s logic doesn’t pan out.
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“It’s essential to have land for sheep 
to expand to at normal levels,” Taylor 
said. “Obviously they’re not using all 
of that habitat now.”

Jim DeForge, executive director 
of the Palm Desert-based Bighorn 
Institute, said there are only 30 sheep 
- 12 of them ewes - populating the 
San Jacinto Mountain area from 
Blaisdell Canyon to Eagle Canyon.

The Bighorn Institute has released 
more than 100 sheep into the wild 
since 1985 and tracks the animals’ 
progress daily.

Up to 800 Peninsular bighorn sheep 
live throughout the San Jacinto 

Mountains down to the Mexican 
border, DeForge added, but it is still 
on the low side considering more 
than 1,000 populated the valley in 
the late 1970s.

“Their proposal fails to preserve 
the lower slopes,” Taylor said. “It 
pretends that the steepest hillsides are 
the only important land for the sheep, 
when the recovery plan is quite clear 
- they need other components.”Those 
components include canyon bottom 
habitat and passageways to other 
habitat that is vital to preventing 
inbreeding.

“There is a huge gap between the 
San Jacinto Mountains and the Santa 

Rosa Mountains - miles across,” 
she said. “Are the sheep supposed 
to fl y?”

The Fish and Wildlife Service will 
accept public comments on the 
proposal through Dec. 10.


