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OTTER INTRODUCES CRITICAL HABITAT BILL

MEASURE SEEKS SOUND SCIENTIFIC BASIS FOR DESIGNATIONS UNDER ESA
       WASHINGTON, D.C. - Congressman C.L. “Butch” Otter introduced legislation on Wednesday to help ensure the Endangered Species Act is not used without sound scientific justification to restrict the use of the public lands that make up about two-thirds of Idaho.

       Otter’s bill, the Scientifically Identifying the Need for Critical Habitat (SINCH) Act, would give the secretary of Interior discretion in determining whether to designate critical habitat for species listed as threatened or endangered. The Endangered Species Act now mandates designation of critical habitat, which is defined as an area occupied by a listed species or areas the species needs in order to recover. 

       Federal agencies must consult with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service or the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration’s fisheries office about any federal action within designated critical habitat to ensure species are not harmed, or to determine how to mitigate the harm. However, agencies must consult with species protection regulators about any action that may affect a listed species regardless of whether critical habitat has been designated.

       The Fish and Wildlife Service is expected to fall at least $2 million short of the money it needs to meet court-ordered deadlines, generated by environmentalist lawsuits, for designating critical habitat for 32 species during the current budget year alone. The agency reportedly would need $120 million to $150 million to deal with the backlog of listings and critical habitat designations.

       As of April, the Fish and Wildlife Service was involved in 31 active lawsuits over critical habitat designations and was in the process of complying with 35 court orders. It also has received 36 notices of intent to sue.

       “From grizzly bears and lynx to bull trout and slick spot peppergrass, the list of species for which Idahoans have to make special allowances just keeps on growing. The West has become one big minefield of endangered species, with bureaucrats and environmental extremists burning through taxpayer money to tell us where it’s safe to step. Enough is enough,” Otter said. 

       “Give the people who live here and the local leaders responsible for complying with the law some credit for common sense and good intentions. And if you’re going to throw a blanket over big chunks of our land, you better make sure you have the solid evidence to back it up.

       “Too often, implementing the Endangered Species Act involves using advocacy science. When the Interior secretary determines whether a critical habitat designation is needed, the standard should be higher than ‘best available science.’ It ought to involve sound science that’s been peer reviewed, just as it should with listing of species in the first place.”
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