
Groups sue to force government plan to protect
endangered plant

SALT LAKE CITY (AP) -
Conservation groups on Tuesday
sued the federal government to
force protection for a once-extinct
plant found only in Utah County.

The entire population of Deseret
milkvetch plants, between 5,000 and
10,000, survive on 300 acres about
1,000 feet from a two-lane highway
near Thistle in Spanish Fork Canyon.

''Since that area is experiencing
more development, we're concerned
some day that there will be a push
to widen the highway,'' said Erin
Robertson, a staff biologist with the
Center for Native Ecosystems.

The center, along with the Utah
Native Plant Society and the Forest
Guardians, filed the civil lawsuit
against the U.S. Interior
Department in federal court in
Washington, D.C., to force the
service to designate critical habitat
for the plant.

''We're also asking the service to
write a recovery plan for the
species,'' she said. ''Since it's only
found in this one site, it shouldn't be
hard for them to sit down with the
landowners and come up with a
recovery plan.''
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A message left Tuesday with Henry
Maddux, head of the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service's Utah office, was
not immediately returned.

The perennial herb - a member of
the bean family - has grayish leaves
and pink petals. It was first found in
1893 and seen again in 1909, but then
it was thought to have gone extinct.
However, it was rediscovered in the
canyon about 60 miles south of Salt
Lake City 72 years later.

''When it was found in 1981, it was
a big deal,'' she said.

The plant was added to the
endangered list in 1999, and
Robertson said the groups were
driven to file a lawsuit, forcing the
service to preserve the species.

''We're after real protection,'' she
said.

The Center for Biological Diversity
and the Utah Native Plant Society
in May agreed to settle a lawsuit they
filed last September against the
service seeking critical habitat for
two similar plants in southern Utah
that also are on the endangered list.

The Holmgren milkvetch and the
Shivwits milkvetch are rare
wildflowers found only in the desert
near the Utah-Arizona border where
are nearing extinction.

The Fish and Wildlife Service has
agreed to publish a critical habitat
proposal by March 17 and finalize it
by Dec. 16, 2006, said Daniel
Patterson, desert ecologist for the
Center for Biological Diversity.
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