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Interior announces $71 million in grants for habitat acquisition, planning
Tasha Eichenscher, Greenwire staff writer

Interior Secretary Gale Norton announced yesterday $71 million in grants to fund local conservation programs in 28 states,
including money to aid endangered species like the marbled murrelet, bull trout, sage grouse, Atlantic salmon and desert
tortoise. The money, authorized under Section 6 of the Endangered Species Act and funded through congressional appropriations,
will be administered under three grant programs and is earmarked for habitat conservation planning and land acquisition
projects on state, municipal and private land.

The grants also fit within the rubric of the Bush administration's philosophy on species protection because they rely on local
conservation partnerships rather than "command-and-control" approaches that favor strong federal regulation. "We believe
that partnerships with private land owners and citizens groups form a firm basis for moving forward with conservation," said
Norton of the programs.

Environmental groups who focus on species protection took a more measured view of the programs. "These grants are a rare
positive step in the Bush administration's otherwise dismal record on endangered species conservation," said Bob Irvin,
director of U.S. ecoregional conservation at the World Wildlife Fund.

Brian Nowicki, endangered species policy coordinator at the Center for Biological Diversity, said the program reflects the
continued shift in government resources away from mandatory protections under the Endangered Species Act in favor of
voluntary efforts that lack regulatory teeth and are not as well monitored.

FWS biologist Louise Clemency said that all programs funded by the federal grants follow a standard financial reporting
protocol and require performance reports.

Since 1997, the grants have fostered habitat improvements on more than 1.5 million acres of private land while allowing land
owners to maintain traditional land uses, said Norton. Half of the habitat required for endangered species protection is on
private land, she added.

The Habitat Conservation Plan Land Acquisition Grants Program, which provides money for land acquisitions associated
with approved habitat conservation plans (HCPs), doled out $49 million in grants this year, a $20 million increase from last
year. HCPs are formal agreements that allow landowners to kill, harm or harass protected species in the course of otherwise
lawful activities as long as the landowner agrees to minimize and mitigate the harmful effects of such activities.

Two other programs -- the Habitat Conservation Planning Assistance Grants Program and the Recovery Land Acquisition
Grants Program -- granted $8.6 million and $13.5 million, respectively. The former program is designed to help agencies and
landowners develop baseline surveys for species, while the latter allows states to acquire land to support approved recovery
plans. Both programs are in their third year of funding.

Preference was given to applications that included protections for multiple species or that involved multiple agencies or
states, according to Interior and FWS officials. Applications were assessed for species benefit and their impact on other
species.

Habitat Conservation Plan Land Acquisition Grants provided the bulk of the money, accounting for the three largest grants.


