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The arid desert home for a tiny fish may now play a much bigger role in whether the Southern Nevada
Water Authority will some day be allowed to pump vast amounts of water from beneath the 
Utah/Nevada border for piping to an increasingly thirsty Las Vegas.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service said Wednesday that it plans to take the next 12 months to
examine a petition by the Center for Biological Diversity to protect the least chub with federal listing as 
an endangered species.

The agency agreed with the petitioners' findings that taking all that water — between 25,000 and
50,000 acre-feet per year — may hurt the least chub population in three specific areas within the
Snake Valley in Utah.

But even if the least chub does get federal protection as an endangered species, Water Authority
spokesman J.C. Davis doesn't think it will be a deal-killer for his group's proposal.

"Everybody's goal, and we support that goal, is that the habitat is protected," he said.

On Oct. 1, the Center for Biological Diversity and two other groups filed a notice of intent to sue Interior
Secretary Dirk Kempthorne for what they said was a failure to respond to a petition to federally list the 
least chub as threatened or endangered.

The center's biodiversity program director Noah Greenwald said he doesn't anticipate his group will
need to follow through on the lawsuit because of the Fish and Wildlife Service's finding.

At the end of the agency's 12-month review, a decision will be made on whether to list the fish as
threatened or endangered.

The least chub has been around for 15,000 years and grows to be less than three inches long.
Recorded declines in its numbers began in the 1940s and 1950s. Three of the six remaining 
populations of least chub make their home in the Leland Harris Spring complex, Gandy Salt Marsh and
Bishop Spring in the Snake Valley region of Utah's west desert.

Critics of the Southern Nevada Water Authority's proposal to take water from aquifers in the Snake
Valley along the border say it would dry up the habitat for three populations of the least chub and 
possibly create a dust-bowl environment, prompting fears it could lead to air-quality problems all the 
way east to the Wasatch Front.

The federal agency's decision Wednesday "highlights the disastrous consequences on people and
wildlife of pumping groundwater to feed Las Vegas' insatiable growth," Greenwald said in a statement.

A battle that includes multiple state and local agencies from both sides of the border is ongoing in the
courts and before the Nevada state engineer.

Davis said it's "fair" to look at the impact that pumping water will have, so long as all other existing
threats are considered along with the complex geological nuances that affect what happens to 
groundwater supplies as a whole when pumping begins. Users on the Utah side also impact the Snake
Valley groundwater supplies, he said.

If the least chub is federally listed, he added, it will become part of his agency's
environmental-compliance process.
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In September 1995, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service proposed listing the least chub as "endangered
with critical habitat." But that same year, Congress put a moratorium on federally listing species as 
endangered or threatened.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and six other federal, state and American Indian agencies then
came up with the "Least Chub Conservation Agreement and Strategy," which was revised in 2005. The
agreement's goal is for long-term survival of the least chub in its historic habitat and to implement 
conservation efforts toward that goal.

Fish and Wildlife Service officials say the fish's habitat already faces several threats, including
competition with the mosquitofish; livestock grazing; mining, oil and gas exploration; pollution from 
urban and suburban development; and diverting or withdrawing water supplies from the habitat area.
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