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Proposed changes to protected 
habitat for the endangered Peninsular 
bighorn sheep could doom the 
species, environmentalists warn.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
proposes to modify designated 
critical habitat areas for the sheep, 
about 800 of which exist in the 
mountains above the Coachella 
Valley and into areas of San Diego 
and Imperial counties.

The proposal adds about 36,000 
acres of protected habitat, mostly 
in lower elevations. It includes 
areas of the Santa Rosa Mountains 
along the southern Coachella Valley 
running east to near the Salton Sea, 
and portions of the San Ysidro, 
Pinyon, Vallecito and Jacumba 
mountain ranges.

B u t  o f f i c i a l s  w i t h  s o m e 
environmental groups noted that 
the 384,000 acres of protected 
sheep range is less than half of the 
845,000 acres originally protected 
in the federal government’s 2001 
critical habitat designation.

“(The) revised proposal is a blueprint 
for extinction, not recovery,” said 
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A bighorn sheep grazes on the grass on 
the 16th hole at PGA West in this fi le 
photo. (Jay Calderon, The Desert Sun)

Lisa Belenky, senior attorney for the 
Center for Biological Diversity.

Added Joan Taylor, conservation 
chair for the local Sierra Club, “They 
can’t get rid of the Endangered 
Species Act, so they’re trying to get 
rid of the species.”

Jane Hendron, spokeswoman for 
Fish and Wildlife’s regional offi ce, 
said the agency was forced to 
develop a new habitat protection 
proposal after being sued following 
release of its 2001 plan.

“We have further refi ned our criteria 
of what constitutes essential habitat 
for Peninsular bighorn sheep to 
really hone in on those areas that 
are essential to the species, meaning 
without which you can’t have 
recovery,” she said.

“Critical habitat is not meant 
to include the entire range of a 
species, except in extraordinary 
circumstances.”

Belenky said the changes exclude 
alluvial fan and canyon bottomlands 
essential for sheep calving and 
create a lack of connectivity between 
protected areas.

“They’re cutting out large areas, 
so they are creating a fragmented 

habitat,” she said. “The bighorn 
need these movement corridors.”

The proposed critical habitat 
changes also include excluding more 
than 88,000 acres that fall within the 
boundaries of the Coachella Valley 
Multi-Species Habitat Conservation 
Plan and a similar plan in the works 
by the Agua Caliente Band of 
Cahuilla Indians.

The federal government can’t 
abdicate its responsibilities to 
enforce federal environmental 
protections on endangered species 



to local protection plans, Belenky 
said.

“There is no scientific basis for 
them not to continue to include 
those areas in the critical habitat,” 
she said.

The federal government has and 
will continue to protect the sheep, 
Hendron said.

“Even absent critical habitat 
designation, because this is a 
federally protected species, it’s still 
a requirement not to take activities 
that would produce harm to the 
species,” she said.

Taylor said the Bush administration’s 
lack of adherence to the Endangered 
Species Act is  undermining 
protection of the sheep.

“Originally, they did designate 
800,000-plus acres” for habitat 
protection, she said. “Are they 
claiming the law has changed? I 
don’t think so. I think the politics 
have changed.”


