
Feds set aside land for Mexican
Spotted Owls
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The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service on
Tuesday designated 8.6 million acres of
federal land in the Southwest as critical
habitat for the threatened Mexican
spotted owl, a dramatic reduction from
its draft proposal.

The agency has been trying for about a
decade to get the designation right and
has proposed critical habitat ranging
from 4.6 million to 13.5 million acres.

But each time, the agency has wound
up back in court, sued by one side or
the other in the debatewhich is likely to
happen again.

Critical habitat is the geographic area
earmarked as essential for the conser-
vation of a threatened or endangered
species and can carry with it special
management requirements.

Last January, a federal judge sent the
Fish and Wildlife Service back to the
drawing board, calling its plan "nonsen-
sical." In November, the agency pro-
posed a 13.5-million-acre designation.

Since then, the agency cut about 5 mil-
lion acres, in part by removing tribal
lands, some national park and military
lands and 134,397 acres of "wildland-
urban interface" where forest thinning
projects are planned to reduce wildfire
risk.

Most of the change came about because
the Fish and Wildlife Service was bet-
ter able to define areas needed to pro-
tect the owls, shrinking the critical habi-
tat units in the process.

"When you're doing critical habitat for
the third time, you get better at it," said
spokeswoman Elizabeth Slown.

But the agency might not be out of the
woods yet.

Environmentalists are angry about the
reduction in acreage, so another law-
suit seems likely.

The latest proposal includes 2.1 million
acres in New Mexicomostly in the Gila
and Lincoln national forestsdown from
4.6 million acres in its November draft.

Kieran Suckling, executive director of
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the Center for Biological Diversity in
Tucson, said the latest designation gives
reasons for removing forest areas, in-
cluding places targeted for thinning and
all of the Carson National Forest.

 "They've gone out of their way to just
hand the forest over to the timber in-
dustry. They are excluding millions of
acres of mature and old growth forest
and leaving it open to logging."

Howard Hutchinson, executive direc-
tor of the Glenwood-based Coalition
of Arizona/New Mexico Counties, said
it makes sense to remove the areas
where thinning is planned because it's
good for people and will help protect
owl habitat from fire. But he said the
Fish and Wildlife Service didn't have
enough time to do adequate analyses.

"This is such a comedy of errors,"
Hutchinson said. "It really would be hu-
morous if the owls weren't suffering and
people weren't suffering at the same
time."


