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Conservation groups reached a settlement agreement this week requiring the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) to consult with the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) on the 
impacts of pesticide use, particularly the controversial pesticide atrazine, on the endangered 
Barton Springs salamander in Texas.  The agreement resulted from a lawsuit filed against the 
EPA under the Endangered Species Act (ESA) in January of 2004 by the Center for Biological 
Diversity (CBD) and Save Our Springs Alliance (SOSA), for failure to consider the effects of 
EPA-registered pesticides on the salamander. The consultation and an EPA effects determination 
must be completed within 1 year for atrazine and within 25 months for five additional pesticides. 
 
The EPA, which authorizes pesticide use throughout the U. S., is required to consult with the 
FWS to ensure pesticide use does not jeopardize the existence of species listed under the ESA.  
The EPA has shown an ongoing recalcitrance to address the impacts of authorized pesticide use 
on federally listed species.  The Barton Springs salamander (Eurycea sosorum) is found only in 
Barton Springs, in Austin, Texas.  The U. S. Geological Survey (USGS) has found 6 pesticides in 
the Barton Springs aquifer of concern to human health and to salamanders, since amphibians are 
particularly sensitive to contaminants. 
 
“The science is clear and consultation by the EPA should result in federal restrictions on the use 
of atrazine in particular and other pesticides harmful to Barton Springs salamanders,” said Jeff 
Miller, wildlife advocate with the CBD. 
 
Water quality at Barton Springs, an important tourist attraction near downtown Austin, is a 
critical issue for the City of Austin, which relies on the springs for part of its municipal water 
supply.  Barton Springs is the largest spring-fed, natural bottom swimming hole in the country, 
and is enjoyed by over 340,000 people every year.   
 
“Barton Springs is a source of life for people, salamanders and other wildlife in Austin.  The 
Barton Springs salamander is our “canary in the coal mine’ - as goes the salamander, so goes 
human health.  It is imperative that atrazine be banned in the Barton Springs watershed and that 
other pesticide use is also re-examined,” said John Fritschie, attorney for SOSA. “Atrazine has 
been found in Barton Springs at levels known to be toxic to the salamander's prey species.  We 
ask that distributors, retailers, and local governments take initiative in eliminating the use of 
atrazine, found in Vigaro and Scotts Weed and Feed, in the Barton Springs watershed, where 
recreational and ecological resources are particularly vulnerable.” 
 
In 2002, the FWS requested that the EPA enter into consultation under the ESA regarding the 
impact of atrazine on the Barton Springs salamander.  Atrazine has been documented in Barton 
Springs at levels that warrant concern for the survival of the Barton Springs salamander and 



possibly public health.  The FWS also cited concern about diazinon, prometon, metolachlor, 
carbaryl, and simazine, pesticides which the USGS found in the Barton Springs watershed in 
2000 and 2001.  Atrazine and carbaryl have been found to impact amphibians, including 
salamanders, at very low concentrations.  The USGS found atrazine at levels 5-10 times greater 
than concentrations shown to cause disruption of sexual development in frogs. 
 
Although numerous scientific studies have definitively linked pesticide use with significant 
developmental, neurological and reproductive effects on amphibians, the EPA had refused to 
consult with the FWS regarding the impact of pesticides on the Barton Springs salamander.  
Studies by Dr. Tyrone Hayes at the University of California have strengthened the case for 
banning atrazine, the most common contaminant of ground, surface, and drinking water.  Dr. 
Hayes demonstrated that atrazine is an endocrine disruptor that chemically castrates and 
feminizes male amphibians.  Atrazine has also been linked to increased prostate cancer and 
decreased sperm count in men, as well as higher risk of breast cancer in women. 
 
Dr. Hayes first conducted his studies showing atrazine is an endocrine disruptor while employed 
by pharmaceutical giant Syngenta, maker of atrazine.  Syngenta subsequently halted his research 
and paid for other studies that supposedly contradict his results.  In the December 2004 issue of 
the professional journal BioScience, Dr. Hayes examined 16 studies on the endocrine disrupting 
effects of atrazine.  Dr. Hayes found that 100 percent of the 7 negative studies were funded by 
Syngenta whereas the 9 studies that determined atrazine had measurable harmful effects on 
various species of wildlife were funded by governmental agencies or independent sources.  Dr. 
Hayes documented glaring deficiencies in industry funded studies that further account for their 
negative findings beyond the influence of corporate funding, ranging from the negligent 
(contamination of control groups with atrazine at similar levels to the study groups) to the 
comical (failure to consider that frogs in adjacent uncovered tanks could hop between the atrazine 
contaminated tanks and the ostensibly clean control tanks). 
 
The EPA recently banned residential use of diazinon (not in direct response to any single lawsuit 
but because of the growing nationwide protest against its use from environmentalists and public 
health advocates), but atrazine remains available for both agricultural and residential use.  Several 
European countries, including Switzerland, home of Syngenta, have banned atrazine. 
 
“It is time for the EPA to acknowledge the overwhelming science regarding impacts of pesticides 
on amphibians.  Their consultation process must ensure that the use of pesticides does not 
jeopardize the survival of listed species,” said Brian Litmans, attorney for the CBD and SOSA.  

The decline of the Barton Springs salamander mirrors a disturbing trend of global amphibian 
decline linked to human causes including deforestation, ozone depletion, draining of wetlands, 
pollution, increased UV-B radiation, acid rain, and disease. 

The CBD is a science-based environmental advocacy organization that works to protect 
endangered species and wild places throughout the world through science, policy, education, 
citizen activism and environmental law.  The CBD has many members in Texas and is 
headquartered in Tucson, Arizona. The CBD web site is www.biologicaldiversity.org.  

 
SOSA is non-profit organization that seeks to protect the Edwards Aquifer, its springs and 
contributing streams, and the natural and cultural heritage of its Hill Country watersheds, with 
special emphasis on the Barton Springs segment of the Edwards Aquifer.  SOSA is headquartered 
in Austin, Texas.  The SOSA web site is www.sosalliance.org. 


