https://www.nola.com/news/environment/article 3238139c-7¢63-11eb-904c-079e829163c2.html

To protect threatened bird that thrives in
Louisiana marsh, environment groups plan
to sue

They target Trump administration's failure to designate
‘critical habitat' for eastern black rail
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A rare and elusive bird recently found to thrive in a narrow strip of the Louisiana coast isn’t
getting the protections that should come with its new status under the Endangered Species Act,
according to a lawsuit that environmental groups plan to file against the federal government.

In a formal notice of intent to sue, the Center for Biological Diversity and Healthy Gulf on
Wednesday challenged a decision made in the final months of President Donald Trump’s
administration to block habitat protections for the eastern black rail, a small, red-eyed bird that
scientists are only now beginning to understand.

The Trump administration granted the black rail "threatened" status in October after a decade of
petitions and lawsuits from environmental groups. But the administration did not designate the
bird's "critical habitat," areas occupied by the species and deemed essential for its conservation.
The designation does not set up a preserve or refuge, nor does it prohibit most development, but
it can affect federal agency actions, including funding, permits and projects.

In an explanation that confounded many bird experts, federal wildlife officials said habitat
protections might actually harm the bird by disclosing its few places of refuge to overzealous
bird watchers, potentially frightening the birds and trampling nests that the birds hide in grasses
on the ground. Center for Biological Diversity attorney Kristine Akland called the justification
“absurd.”
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“If the eastern black rail is going to have any chance at recovery, coastal wetlands must be
protected from polluting industries, developers and sea-level rise,” she said. “The Trump
administration’s ridiculous refusal to identify critical habitat imperils these beautiful birds and
should be tossed into the dustbin of history, along with the rest of his wildlife-killing policies.”

The center hopes the threat of its lawsuit will spur President Joe Biden’s administration to
consider habitat protections.

The gray, apple-sized bird rarely flies, instead preferring to creep around remote wetlands at
night. It once ranged across salt and freshwater marshes along the Atlantic and Gulf coasts, but
these habitats have been disappearing under growing cities and farms. Black rail populations
have declined by as much as 90 percent in some coastal areas.

Rising seas and Louisiana’s coastal land loss crisis pose new challenges for the bird. With low
numbers and little habitat left, regional black rail populations could be crippled or wiped out by a
hurricane or flooding.

Since 2017, Audubon Louisiana has collected one of the North America's richest pools of data
on the bird. The research, focused in Cameron and Vermilion parishes, has more than quadrupled
the number of confirmed black rail sightings in Louisiana. It’s also producing new insights into
how the black rail feeds, migrates and breeds, all of which could guide new endangered species
protections.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service predicts the bird will likely be extinct within 50 years if
wetlands continue to be lost in coastal areas.
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