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September 1, 2011

Steve Spangle, Field Supervisor, Arizona Ecological Services Office

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

2321 West Royal Palm Road

Phoenix, Arizona 85021–4951 

Re: Draft Recovery Plan for the Mexican Spotted Owl; First Revision
Dear Mr. Spangle: 

On March 16, 1993, the FWS listed the Mexican spotted owl as a threatened species under the Endangered Species Act, and designated critical habitat on August 31, 2004.  The FWS originally completed and announced a recovery plan for the Mexican spotted owl on October 16, 1995. However, updates on status information and experience in implementing the original recovery plan led to the FWS’s determination that revision is warranted, and in June 2011 released the Draft Recovery Plan which focuses on protecting existing populations, managing threats, monitoring population trends and habitat, and building partnerships to facilitate recovery.

On behalf of the Cochise County Public Lands Advisory Committee (PLAC), the Cochise County Board of Supervisors (Board) submits these comments to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) regarding its proposed Draft Recovery Plan for the Mexican Spotted Owl; First Revision. Cochise County contains designated critical habitat for the species, so the Board recognizes and supports the FWS’s efforts to include the voices of local government in the recovery plan process. 
According to the Draft Recovery Plan, a landscape-level approach that emphasizes coordinated projects is required because the species has a disjunct distribution in mountainous and canyon habitats across a large portion of the Southwest, primarily on Federal lands. The Draft Recovery Plan emphasizes two main strategies for enhancing the Mexican spotted owl population: habitat restoration through more intense forest management and improved population monitoring. Habitat restoration, including forest fuel reduction and expanded thinning, are identified as key strategies for the recovery of the species. 
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The Draft Recovery Plan recognizes the need to better manage forest landscapes to minimize the effects of large, stand-replacing wildfires which are now believed to be the greatest current threat to the species; this relatively new threat is cited as the primary reason necessitating plan revision. The Draft Recovery Plan indicates that restoring Southwestern forests through stepped-up fuel treatment and thinning regimes will achieve the dual objectives of improved habitat and reduced wildfire risk by making habitat more resilient to stand-replacing fires. Improved forest management will have the effect of improving the species’ chance for recovery by minimizing large-scale habitat loss. This approach would ultimately benefit Mexican spotted owls, as well as many other forest species. 

The Draft Recovery Plan also calls for "vigilant monitoring" to track population distribution and status and the species’ response to fuel reductions.  The FWS will consider the Mexican spotted owl recovered -- and eligible for delisting – when owl occupancy rates are shown to be stable or increasing after 10 years of monitoring, and when roosting and nesting habitat has improved. 

Cochise County is supportive of recovery policies that would ultimately prove beneficial to overall forest health, including fuel load reduction.  The Draft Recovery Plan does not propose any expansion of designated critical habitat.  If, however, expansion of critical habitat is proposed in the future, the FWS should publish a supplement that examines the potential economic and social impacts on Cochise County.  Furthermore, we continue to have concerns about FWS policies that potentially result in deleterious and restrictive effects on agricultural activities in Cochise County, including grazing.
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Draft Recovery Plan for the Mexican spotted owl. 
Sincerely, 
Patrick G. Call

Chairman, Cochise County Board of Supervisors
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