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Critical habitat designated for Mexican spotted owl

By Greg Jones
Staff Writer

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
(USFWYS) designated four million acres
of federa land in Arizona -- one million
acresin Graham and Greenlee counties
-- as critical habitat for the threatened
Mexican spotted owl.

In Greenlee County, 862,344 acreshave
been designated in the Apache-
Sitgreaves National Forest. In Graham
County, 188,888 acres of the Coronado
Nationa Forest were designated aslands
that contain the physical and biologica
features essentia for the surviva of the
owl and are therefore considered criti-
ca habitat under the Endangered Spe-
ciesAct (ESA).

Added to the threatened species ligt in
1993 because of habitat loss, theowl lives
in geographically fragmented areaswith
forested mountains and canyons.

The designation isin response to alaw-
auit filed by the Center for Biological
Diversity (CBD).

In apressrelease, the USFWS saysre-
covery of theowl will comethrough vol-
untary actions, not regulatory measures.

"In 30 years of implementing the Endan-
gered SpeciesAct, the servicehasfound
that the designation of critical habitat
provides little additional protection to
most listed species, while preventing the
service from using scarce conservation
resourcesfor activitieswith greater con-
servation benefits,” the rel ease states.

Elizabeth Sown, a USFWS spokesper-
son for the southwest region, said an
assistant secretary with the service once
compared designating critical habitat to

eating chickenwings. "A lot of effort for
not much meat."

Sown said the designation will add an-
other layer of protection -- listing the owl
as threatened provides some protection
for its habitat -- but it is "not the magic
bullet."

Kiertn Suckling, policy director for the
Tucson-based CBD, said the statement
that critical habitat designation does not
benefit threatened or endangered spe-
ciesis not true.

"They track their species, and they know
which areimproving and declining, which
have critical habitat and which ones
don't," he said. "The agency has shown
that species with critical habitat desig-
nations are recovering twice as fast.

"It's frustrating to see them spew these
rhetorical statements with no evidence
at al and ignore dl the scientific data."

Suckling said the CBD s fairly happy
with the designationsin Arizona, but be-
lieves large tracts of land in Utah and
New Mexico were left out with no good
reason.

Sown said the decision to leave out more
than 100,000 acres -- mostly places
where the forest borders urban areas --
from the designated areas was neces-
sary for maintaining a healthy forest and
preventing wildfires.

"One of theworst possible thingsfor the
spotted owl iscatastrophic wildfires," she
said. "In order to have a hedlthy forest,
you have to do thinning."

Anne Casey, didtrict biologist with the
U.S. Forest Service Safford Ranger Dis-
trict said the designation will probably not
have alarge impact on Mount Graham.

She said the owls are actively monitored
and aretaken into congderation any time
activity is planned on the mountain.

Graham County Supervisor Mark
Herrington is not happy with the desig-
nation. He said genetic work has shown
the Cdifornia spotted owl is identica
genetically to the Mexican spotted owl.

"Why do wetie up al of thisground and
make all these restrictions on our land
use around here when there are plenty
of owlsthat exist?' he asked.

Herrington is aso concerned that too
much land is being designated without
the benefit of an economicimpact study.
Thefirg proposed designation of 13 mil-
lionacresof critical habitat was success-
fully chdlenged in court by counties in
Arizona and New Mexico. Herrington
predicted another lawsuit will be filed.

"Consdering the new information that
has come forward, how much they're
asking for and the fact that they won't
do theeconomic andysis, they'll be look-
ing a another lawsuit," he said. "They
keep saying they don't have the money
to do these things. Well, it might save
some money if they do it right the first
time"

Suckling said the CBD might dso filea
lawsuit asking for more areas to be in-
cluded in the designation.

"There's a very good chance we'll end
up hauling the agency back into court,"
he said.

Critical habitat designation does not af-
fect land ownership or establish a ref-
uge, wilderness, reserve of other con-
servation area It does not alow gov-
ernment or public access to private
lands.



