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Settlement Reached Over Bitter Lake Critical Habitat 
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The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and two environmental groups have reached a settlement that 
requires the agency to consider designating critical habitat for four endangered species found in 
southeastern New Mexico and Texas.  
 
A federal judge approved the settlement Tuesday. It gives the agency until March 11 to propose the 
designation of critical habitat in the Bitter Lake National Wildlife Refuge near Roswell.  
 
Three of the species — the Roswell springsnail, Koster's springsnail and Noel's amphipod — are found 
only at the refuge. The fourth species, the Pecos assiminea snail, is found at the refuge and two spots in 
Texas.  
 
Under the settlement, the Fish and Wildlife Service will have to make a final decision on whether to 
set aside critical habitat at the refuge and in Texas by July 2010.  
 
"Time is of the essence and we've lost a lot of time already," Michael Robinson of the Center for 
Biological Diversity said, referring to the legal battle that resulted in the settlement.  
 
The Fish and Wildlife Service initially proposed designating more than 1,500 acres of critical habitat 
for the Pecos assiminea snail and just over 1,100 for the other three in 2002. A final decision released 
in 2005 trimmed the Pecos snail's critical habitat to nearly 400 acres in Texas and did not designate any 
critical habitat for the other species.  
 
The action prompted the center and WildEarth Guardians to sue. The groups argued that without 
critical habitat, the four species would be vulnerable to oil and gas development and other threats.  
 
The groups said Bitter Lake is managed for wildlife, and managers have no control over subsurface 
minerals. They said there are at least seven oil and gas wells in the refuge.  
 
The groups contend that a critical habitat designation at Bitter Lake would afford the species additional 
protection by prohibiting federal actions that adversely modify the area's aquatic habitats.  
 
"Because three of these species are found nowhere else in the world, protection of their sole habitat in 
the Bitter Lake refuge is absolutely critical to their survival," said Andrea Zaccardi, an attorney with 
Earthjustice, which filed the lawsuit on behalf of the center and WildEarth Guardians.  
 
There are other threats facing the species besides oil and gas. Robinson noted that Noel's amphipod, a 
freshwater shrimp, was reduced to just four individuals after a 2002 fire at the refuge resulted in less 
vegetation and ash and sediment in the water.  
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The scientific name for the shrimp — Gammarus desperatus — indicates its imperiled status, he said.  
 
The three snails and the freshwater shrimp all require habitats with pristine water.  
 
“Once upon a time, the Pecos River had all of these wetlands that were associated with it," Robinson 
said, "and what we're talking about now is sort of the last spots where these pure waters and the critters 
that evolved in them remain. That's something precious."  
 
Robinson added that the four species, while insignificant in size, can serve as key indicators of water 
quality.  
 
"Obviously, humans depend on pure water as well and as go these tiny animals so may be the fate of 
human civilization in the region," he said. "If we don't protect the waters, our own tenure on the 
landscape will not necessarily be long."  
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