
 

SOS Alliance sues to protect salamander 

Environmental group says new policy threatens endangered Barton 
Springs species. 
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An Austin environmental group has sued the federal government, alleging that officials are not 
doing enough to protect the endangered Barton Springs salamander. 

The lawsuit, filed by the Save Our Springs Alliance in U.S. District Court in Austin, takes aim at a 
six-month-old agreement between the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the Texas Commission 
on Environmental Quality. The deal established state standards that could guide development in 
much of the Barton Springs watershed. 

The state's so-called optional standards do not include limitations on pavement, buildings and 
other forms of impervious cover. Such restrictions have been at the center of past efforts to 
protect the environmentally sensitive watershed. 

The new policy "abandons a long-standing recognition that limits on impervious cover, at least in 
some circumstances, are necessary to avoid harmful effects to aquatic species such as the 
Barton Springs salamander," the lawsuit says. "This reversal of position is unsupported by any 
scientific analysis, let alone the best scientific and commercial data available, and (the Fish and 
Wildlife Service) has failed to provide any reasoned explanation for the new position." 

The language echoes complaints that environmentalists have hurled at the Fish and Wildlife 
Service since February, when the agency in charge of protecting endangered species announced 
its conclusion that developers who meet the optional standards will not harm the salamander. In 
the past, the service has said much stricter limits were required to protect the species. 

Development in the watershed can affect quality of water in the northern part of the Edwards 
Aquifer, which holds water for tens of thousands of well-dependent residents, feeds the iconic 
Barton Springs Pool and provides the salamander's only habitat. 

Bob Pine, supervisor of the Fish and Wildlife Service's Austin office, reiterated the government's 
findings that developers who follow the optional standards will not extinguish the salamander. He 
also emphasized that federal officials will continue to monitor water quality in the watershed. 



"If it turns out we need to make changes, we'll make the changes," Pine said. "But you have to 
start someplace." 

The lawsuit alleges that water quality has already deteriorated to a point that it threatens the 
salamander. It says Fish and Wildlife Service documents, obtained under open records laws, are 
"utterly devoid of scientific or technical information or analyses" to indicate the change would not 
harm the salamander. And it indicates that officials should have allowed the public to review and 
comment on the proposed change. 

Pine said his agency did not draft the state rules; it merely concurred that the rules would not 
harm the salamander. As such, he said, extensive public input was not required. 

He also said that a recovery plan to bolster the species has been written and should be public by 
the end of September. The lawsuit alleges that the service "has unreasonably delayed" 
completing the plan. 

Pine emphasized that even the final recovery plan will require partners, some of whom might 
themselves limit impervious cover. 

"It recognizes the fact that you have to have voluntary involvement from stakeholders to recover a 
species," Pine said. "The federal government is not going to be able to recover (a species) on its 
own."  


