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Guest Commentary regarding the Fish and Wildlife Service’s proposal to designate critical habitat for the piping plover.

By: Ralph Morgenweck

      Mountain-Prairie Regional Director
      U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

The U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service is proposing to designate portions of Montana, North Dakota, South Dakota, Nebraska and Minnesota as critical habitat for the piping plover, an imperiled migratory shorebird.  I know the term “critical habitat” makes a lot of people nervous.  That’s why I’d like to take a minute to tell you about it.  What it is - what it isn’t - and what it means to you.


First , let me tell you what critical habitat is:  It is a term used in the Endangered Species Act and refers to specific geographic areas that are important to the survival and recovery of a threatened or endangered species. A critical habitat designation alerts the public as well as land managing agencies to the importance of these areas. We ask that they take the needs of the species into consideration when planning any projects.  


Federal agencies, however, are required to consult with the Service if actions they carry out, authorize, fund, or permit may affect critical habitat.  A critical habitat designation notifies federal agencies that these areas must be given special consideration when they plan activities. While this designation of critical habitat would not provide additional protection to piping plovers, it will help federal agencies determine when and where they must consult with the Service before implementing projects that could damage plover habitat.


Approximately 99.9% of all projects that require consultation proceed with little or no modification.  In most cases, remedies are identified that will avoid harm to species and their habitat and the projects proceed forward.  Because many federal agencies already take into account species’ needs, there should be little effect beyond that which is already being considered.


Although recovery of the piping plover will depend upon all of our coordinated efforts, it only imposes restrictions on actions or projects that are conducted or authorized by a federal agency.  For example, a landowner undertaking a project on private land that involves no federal funding or permit has no additional responsibilities if his property falls within critical habitat boundaries.


What is isn’t: An area designated as critical habitat is not a refuge or sanctuary for the species.  Listed species and their habitat are protected by the Act whether or not they are in an area designated as critical habitat. 


Furthermore, not all areas found within the boundaries designated as critical habitat are essential for the conservation of the species.  For example, human-made structures such as boat ramps, bank stabilization and breakwater structures, row-cropped or plowed agricultural areas, and roads will not be considered critical habitat for the plover even if they fall within critical habitat boundaries.


What it means to you: As I said before, a critical habitat designation does not affect private landowners undertaking a project on private land that does not involve federal funding or require a federal permit or authorization.  It does not modify nor nullify any existing state water laws, compacts, or treaties. Your land will not be condemned or taken from you. 


The Endangered Species Act  requires that the Fish and Wildlife Service evaluate the economic impacts of designating critical habitat before boundaries are made final.  Areas may be excluded from designation if the economic impacts would be too severe, as long as the exclusion will not lead to the extinction of the species.


A final decision on the proposed designation will be made only after considering the economic impacts and receiving input from the public.  A public informational meeting regarding this critical habitat proposal will be held in Glasgow, MT on July 10 (6-9 pm) at the Cottonwood Inn Convention Center, U.S. Highway 2E. For more information please visit our web site at http://mountain-prairie.fws.gov/pipingplover

You are also invited to provide written comments regarding this proposal until August 11.  You may send your comments to the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service, South Dakota Field Office, 420 South Garfield Avenue, Suite 400, Pierre, SD 57501-5408.


Please take the time to read the information on our web site, attend the public meetings or call our Billings field office at 406-247-7367 for further information.  

