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Abstract: Northern spotted owls {Strix occidentalis caurina) have been located at 1628 California sites in recent years, and their 
populations are believed to be declining. California spotted owls {S. o. occidenta/is) have been located at 1799 sites, and although 
their population trends are Wicertain, key habitat components are declining. Due to legal challenges and lengthy planning efforts, 
several important protective management strategies for the northern spotted owl have not been fully implemented. An interim 
management strategy for the California spotted owl recently was implemented. Significant challenges face agencies attempting to 
achieve stable management regimes. 

Controversy surrounding the biology and 
management of the spotted owl (Strix occidentalis) has 
resulted in unprecedented public attention on endangered 
wildlife and the U.S. Endangered Species Act. Over the 
last decade, attention primarily has focused on one 
subspecies, the northern spotted owl {S. o. caurina) 
(Thomas et al. 1990, Turner 1990, Lujan et al. 1992a). 
More recently, the spotlight has expanded to include the 
two other subspecies, the California spotted owl {S.o. 
occidentalis) (Verner et al. 1992) and the Mexican 
spotted owl {S. o. Iucida) (Turner 1993). This paper 
reports the most recent available data on the population 
status of the two subspecies that occur in California, 
summarizes related events in the management and 
political arenas over the past several years, and briefly 
discusses problems and opportunities expected to arise in 
the near future. 

Thenorthernspottedowl(NSO)rangesfromBritish 
Columbia southward through the Coast and Cascade 
ranges into California. In California, the range of the 
NSO extends south in the Coast Range into Marin 
County, and across the Cascade Mountains in Siskiyou 
and Shasta Counties intowesternModocCounty (Thomas 
et al. 1990). The range of the California spotted owl 
(CSO)extendsfromthe Mt. Lassen region in southeastern 
Shasta County southward through the Sierra Nevada 
mountains and into themountainsofsouthern California 
in San Diego County. Populations are also found scattered 
in the central Coast Ranges (Verner et al. 1992). 

The two subspecies' ranges meet in eastern Shasta 
County. Range maps in Grinnell and Miller (1944 :204) 
showed a gap between the two subspecies in the region 
between Mt. Shasta and Mt. Lassen in Siskiyou and 
Shasta Counties. In the 1980s, the U.S. Forest Service 
(USFS) found several breeding pairs scattered within 
this area. 

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) 
established the Pit River as the regulatory boundary of 
the range of the NSO (Turner 1990). The California 
Board of Forestry then established Highway 299 {a few 
miles south of the Pit River) and Highway 139 (which 
runs northward from 299 across the Modoc Plateau) as 
their regulatory boundary (Anon. 1990, l99la). Only a 
few breeding sites were known in this area, but the 
substantial extent of apparently-suitable dispersal habitat 
raised questions as to the actual degree of separation 
between the two subspecies. However, in August, 1992, 
the 70,000-acre Fountain Fire burned across the entire 
zone of contact straddling Highway 299, leaving a strip 
of unsuitable habitat several miles wide that may inhibit 
contact between the two subspecies for several decades to 
come. 

STATUS OF POPULATIONS 
Since the 1970s, the California Department ofFish 

andGame(CDFG)hasmaintainedadatabaseonspotted 
owl locations, soliciting data from various cooperating 
agencies, companies, and individuals. By 1986, the data 
base contained records of approximately 800 NSO sites 
and 700 CSO sites. Pairs had been confirmed at less than 
40 percent of these sites, and less than 15 percent of the 
total were on private lands. Following the 1989 USFWS 
proposal to list the NSO as threatened (Lamson 1989), 
the number of known spotted owl sites increased 
dramatically, especially on private lands. In recent 
years, the data base has been upgraded to keep pace with 
the burgeoning information on both subspecies (Tables 
1, 2, and 3). 

Comparisons among the pre-1987 and recent data 
show a great increase in the percentage of sites with 
confinned pairs (now 64 percent for NSO and 61 percent 
for CSO) and the percentage of the total NSO sites found 
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Table 2. California spotted owl sites (.S: o. occidentalis) 
in the Southern Cascades and Sierra Nevada Mountains, 
California', by ownership. 

Ownership 
Confirmed Resident Other Total 

Pairs Singles2 Sites3 Sites 

US Forest Service 713 
USBLM 3 
National Parks 61 
Sub-total Federal 777 

State 2 
County 0 
Municipal 0 
Sub-total Other Govt 2 

Conservation Org. 0 
Other Private 67 
Sub-total Private 67 

Totals 846 

308 
0 

27 
335 

2 
0 
0 
2 

0 
29 
29 

366 

174 ll95 
0 3 

33 121 
207 1319 

1 5 
0 0 
0 0 
1 5 

0 0 
24 120 
24 120 

232 1444 

1 Owls and sites recorded 1987-1992 on all ownerships. 
2 Single owls found repeatedly at same site with no mate 

located. 
3 Other discrete sites where owls have been located 

without resolution of status. 

recreation, and water development. Mean reproductive 
output by CSO from five National Forests ranged from 
0.48 to 1.02 young per pair (Verner et al. 1992). 

STATUS OF MANAGEMENT EFFORTS 
Throughout the 1980's, concern for the spotted 

owl's biological status increased. along with political 
pressure supporting protection for the species. The 
evolution of protective strategies employed by land 
management agencies for the NSO and CSO was well 
descnbed by Thomas et al. (1990) and Verner et al. 
(1992),respectively. Recenteffortstoprotectandmanage 
thespeciesatthegroundlevelhavebeenheavilyinfluenced 
by political decisions and litigation. 

NSO Management 
In 1987, the environmental group Greenworld 

petitioned the USFWS to list the NSO as endangered. 
FolJowinga status review, the USFWS declined to list the 
subspecies (Reece 1987). The U.S. District Court found 
this decision to be aibitraiy and capricious and ordered 
the Service to review its decision [Northern Spotted Owl 
v. Hodel, No. C88-573Z, W.D. Wash. 1988]. A 
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Table 3. California spotted owl sites (S. o. occidentalis) 
in southern California and central Coast Ranges, 
California', by ownership. 

Confirmed Resident Other Total 
Ownership Pairs Singles2 Sitesl Sites 

US Forest Service 228 
USBLM 0 
National Parks 0 
Sub-total Federal 228 

State 1 
County 0 
Municipal 0 
Sub-total Other Govt 1 

Conservation Org. 0 
Other Private 30 
Sub-total Private 30 

Totals 259 

67 
1 
0 

68 

6 
0 
0 
6 

0 
7 
7 

81 

10 
0 
0 

10 

0 
0 
0 
0 

0 
5 
5 

15 

305 
1 
0 

306 

7 
0 
0 
7 

0 
42 
42 

355 

1 Owls and sites recorded 1987-1992 on all ownerships. 
2 Single owls found repeatedly at same site with no mate 

located. 
3 Other discrete sites where owls have been located 

without resolution of status. 

subsequent investigation by the General Accounting 
Office determined that USFWS management officials 
had altered the scientific evidence and improperly used 
non-biological factors in the decision not to list (Anon. 
1989). As a result, protection under ESA was delayed for 
several years. 

In June, 1989, the USFWS proposed to list the NSO 
as threatened (Lamson 1989). In October, 1989, Congress 
directed the USFS, the USFWS, the U.S. Bureau ofLand 
Management (BLM), and the National Park Service to 
prepare a strategy for conservation of the northern 
spotted owl. In response to that mandate, the agencies 
prepared the ISC's Conservation Strategy (Thomas et al. 
1990) in April, 1990. This document stated that the 
existing USFS management system was "a prescription 
for extinction'', and recommended a system of large 
reserves (Habitat Conservation Areas, or HCAs) located 
in a matrix of habitat suitable for dispersal. 

In 1989, several large California timber companies 
began surveying their property for NSO. Their initial 
surveys found an unexpected number of owls in managed 
timber stands. Though these early results were greeted 
with some skepticism, the companies' continued work 
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eventually changed the wide-spread notion that the NSO 
was confined to old-growth timber throughout its range. 

In June, 1990, the USFWS announced that the NSO 
would be listed as threatened (furner 1990), and 
immediately limited authorization of take on public 
lands to areas outside of the HCAs described by the 
Conservation Strategy. The CaliforniaBoardofForestry 
quickly implemented new regulations requiring that all 
private timber harvest plans be reviewed by the CDFG to 
ensure protection of nest sites and maintenance of over 
1300 acres of foraging habitat surrounding each pair site, 
thusavoidingtakingofNSO(Anon.l990, 199la). Since 
that time, the concepts embodied in the Conservation 
Strategy and the Board of Forestry rules, combined with 
a USFWS-endorsed survey protocol (Anon. 1992a), 
have formed the basis for ESA protection of NSO in 
California. 

In October, 1990, the USFS announced that it would 
manage its lands in a manner "not inconsistent" with 
the ISC' s Conservation Strategy (Evans 1990). In May, 
1991, the U.S. District Court ruled that the USFS had 
violated the National Forest Management Act (NFMA) 
by adopting the Conservation Strategy without completing 
an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) [Seattle 
Audubonv. Evans, No. C89-160WD, W.D. Wash.1991). 
This ruling includedJudgeDwyer's remarkable statement 
that ''The most recent violation ofNFMA exemplifies a 
d~liberate and systematic refusal by the Forest Service 
andtheFishandWildlifeServicetocomplywiththelaws 
protecting wildlife. This is not the doing of the scientists, 
foresters, rangers, and others at the working levels of 
these agencies. It reflects decisions made by higher 
authorities in the executive branch of government.'' 

In late 1991, the USFWS determined that USFS's 
implementation of the Conservation Strategy complied 
with the Endangered Species Act (Plenert 1991), and in 
January, 1992, the USFS issued an EISon the adoption 
of the Conservation Strategy (Anon. 1992b ). But in July, 
1992, Judge Dwyer found the EIS inadequate because it 
did not incorporate more recent demographic information 
on NSO and did not consider effects on other wildlife 
species [Seattle Audubon v. Moseley, No. C92-479WD, 
W.D. Wash., 1992]. As a result of Judge Dwyer's 
rulings, no timber has been sold in USFS NSO habitat 
inside or outside the HCAs since early 1991. All USFS 
NSO habitat remains under the protection of the judicial 
system pending development of an acceptable 
management strategy. 

Section 4 of the Endangered Species Act specifies 
that the USFWS shall designate critical habitat for listed 
species. In February, 1991, the U.S. District Court found 
the USFWS in violation of this provision [Northern 
Spotted Owl v. Lujan, No. C88-573Z, W.D. Wash. 
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1991]. In January, 1992, critical habitat was designated 
on 2.8 million ha (6.9 million acres) of public land, of 
which 0.56 million ha ( 1.4 million acres) are in California 
(fumer 1992). Although early proposals included private 
lands, no private lands were included in the final 
designation. Most of the lands designated were within 
the HCAs proposed by the Conservation Strategy. 
Designation of critical habitat gives the USFWS 
considerable authority in the protection of those lands for 
the benefit of the subspecies. However, in December, 
1992, the U.S. District Court found that the designation 
of critical habitat must be accompanied by analysis 
pursuant to the National Environmental Policy Act 
[DouglasCountyv. Lujan, No. 91-6423-HO,D. Oregon], 
casting doubt on the standing of designated critical 
habitat. This case remains unresolved. 

Section 10 of the Endangered Species Act directs the 
USFWS to issue take permits to private individuals and 
state and local governments when listed species will be 
taken incidentally to otherwise legal actions, when that 
taking will not appreciably reduce the likelihood of the 
survival and recovery of the species. To receive such a 
permit, the applicant must prepare a conservation plan 
(the so-called "HCP" or habitat conservation plan). 
Following the listing of the NSO, the California Board 
ofForestry directed the CaliforniaDepartmentofForestry 
and Fire Protection (CDF) to prepare an HCP that would 
cover all private timber harvest permitted by the Board. 
This HCP is the largest ever attempted, covering over 4 
million ha (10 million acres) of private lands owned by 
over30,000owners. InJune, 1993,areviewdraft(Anon. 
1993) was submitted to the Board by the Steering 
Committee (comprised of representatives of various 
Federal, State, and County agencies, as well as 
environmental and industry groups). Despite significant 
progress, substantial issues remain to be resolved by the 
Board, most notably the funding mechanism. The draft 
plan incorporates a strategy based on the concepts of the 
ISC Conservation Strategy. If accepted by the USFWS, 
the plan would diminish harvest restrictions on a large 
portion of the landscape, and also would allow some 
timber management inside the reserve areas. 

In September, 1992, the Simpson Timber Company 
completed the first HCP for the NSO and received an 
incidental take permit covering activities on their 
383,000-acre property in the north coastal region of 
California (O'Dell et al. 1992). This plan is described 
elsewhere in these proceedings. 

Two other large California timber companies, Sierra 
Pacific Industries and Pacific Lumber Company, have 
submitted timber management plans to the USFWS that 
are based on their stated intention to completely avoid 
take ofNSO during timber harvest activities (Nelson et 
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the CSO will require active research and management; 
whether agencies will be able to R.'SJX)nd to these challenges 
remains to be seen. 
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