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October 5, 2007 

RE: Comments on the April 26, 2007 Draft Recovery Plan for the Northern Spotted Owl 
Dear Dr. Sousa,


The following comments are regarding the Fish and Wildlife Service’s Draft Recovery Plan for the Northern Spotted Owl, published on April 26, 2007 (72 FR 20865). This plan would abandon the system of fixed reserves that form the lynchpin of owl conservation in the Northwest Forest Plan, a system that prominent owl scientists agree is essential to the recovery of the species. We are concerned that the current plan, as well as the recent proposal to change the boundaries of designated critical habitat for the owl as set forth on June 12, 2007 (72 FR 32450), actually reduces protections for the owl at a time when the species is undergoing rapid decline at a rate that may exceed 3.7 percent annually. We also share the concern of the peer reviewers, independent scientists, and elected representatives who objected to the plan on the grounds that it is not based on the best available science. 

Members of the recovery team have complained, both in official comments and in testimony to the House Natural Resources Committee on May 9 and July 31, that their efforts to draft a scientifically credible plan were hamstrung by the influence of Interior and Agriculture Department officials with no expertise in the ecology or management of this species. Officials such as former timber industry lobbyist Mark Rey and Julie MacDonald, who resigned from her post in the Interior Department after it was found that she worked with industry lobbyists to undermine endangered species decisions, comprised an “oversight committee” that rejected the recovery team’s original recovery plan and directed the team to come up with a plan that would give local land managers more flexibility. The resulting draft plan flies in the face of the universally agreed-upon scientific consensus, which is that habitat loss remains a primary threat to the owl and that a system of fixed reserves of protected old growth habitat—such as the Late-Successional Reserves established under the Northwest Forest Plan—is the most scientifically defensible approach to recovering the species. 

The draft plan has been unanimously criticized by prominent owl scientists, including the independent scientists and professional societies asked by the Service to conduct peer reviews of the plan and the scientists whose work was cited in the plan itself. These scientists agree that the draft plan fails to make use of the best available science, and uses recent published research selectively so as to justify reduced habitat protections. Dr. Katie Dugger, one of the scientists whose work was cited in the draft plan, documents numerous instances in which her recommendations were ignored and her findings distorted to diminish the importance of intact old growth habitat for the owl. We would like to echo Dr. Dugger’s contention that “this kind of selective use of the scientific literature is inappropriate and puts the legitimacy of the entire plan in question.”


Based on the universal condemnation of the recovery plan by owl scientists and the known influence of political appointees with ties to extractive industries over its development, we ask that the plan be withdrawn and a new recovery team composed of independent scientists be convened to draft a scientifically defensible plan for the owl’s recovery. Given the failure of the recovery process to integrate the best available science regarding the habitat needs of the owl, we also request that the related proposal to exempt 1.5 million acres of spotted owl critical habitat be set aside until a new draft recovery plan has been developed and undergone full peer review by independent scientists. 
Sincerely,
Kirsten Stade  










   Program Manager, Integrity in Science Project

Center for Science in the Public Interest

1875 Connecticut Ave., NW, Suite 300, 

Washington, DC 20005. 

Tel: (202) 777-8348 
e-mail: kstade@cspinet.org
� Katie Dugger, “NSO Draft Recovery Plan Review,” accessed October 2, 2007 at � HYPERLINK "http://www.fws.gov/pacific/ecoservices/endangered/recovery/pdf/Dugger.pdf" ��http://www.fws.gov/pacific/ecoservices/endangered/recovery/pdf/Dugger.pdf�.
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