I was asked what the Big Hole River Foundation’s (Foundation) position is regarding the US Fish and Wildlife Service’s (Service) recent decision to not list the fluvial Arctic grayling as threatened or endangered.  
Our mission is to understand, preserve, and enhance the free flowing character of the Big Hole River and to protect its watershed, culture, community, and excellent wild trout fishery.  
The listing history of the fluvial Arctic grayling is wrought with politics, court battles, and some science.  Few realize that the Service initiated a review for the fluvial Arctic grayling in December 1982.  Since 1982 the grayling has been a candidate species.  Until 2007 – 25 years - we waited for a decision.  Last month the Service announced “After a review of the best available scientific and commercial information, we find that fluvial Arctic grayling of the upper Missouri River does not constitute a species, subspecies, or distinct population segment under the Act … we withdraw the fluvial Arctic grayling from the candidate list.”

What?  2006 surveys conducted by Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife, and Parks revealed less than 1,500 adults remain in the Big Hole River.  Grayling in the Big Hole River have declined precipitously.  How could the Service arrive at this decision?  
Simply, the Service used clever policy interpretation – politics – reversed their previous findings and combined fluvial (river-dwelling) grayling with the more widespread adfluvial (lake-dwelling) grayling in Montana.  

The Service decided that because Arctic grayling exist in other and different drainages, it did not constitute evidence of a unique ecological setting.  Doesn’t the only naturally occurring population of fluvial Arctic grayling in the lower 48 in itself make the Big Hole River a unique ecological setting?
The Service again reversed previous findings and decided that the loss of the fluvial Arctic grayling would not result in a significant gap in the range of the species.  
The question clearly became what, if anything, do we do now?  Ironically, the Service provided the answer in their decision.  The original petition asked to list the fluvial Arctic grayling in the US as an endangered species; it did not ask that the grayling be listed as threatened or endangered in a significant portion of its range.  
One choice was non-action.  Simply continue our work through habitat enhancement, restoration, and protection regardless of the grayling listing.  Many ranchers believed that not listing was a good thing; without a listing there would be no federal threats to the management of their property.  But, landowner protections are already in place.   An existing Candidate Conservation Agreement with Assurances (CCAA) would protect enrolled landowners from the repercussions of listing.  This agreement between the Service and private landowners would prevent additional regulatory requirements should listing occur.  The CCAA for the Fluvial Arctic Grayling in the Big Hole River has over 20 landowners enrolled representing over 75,000 acres.
Another choice was to participate in or support a protest.  Advocates believed this action would clearly bring attention to the issue, but at what cost to the Foundation?  Protest had great potential to make us look like activists, resulting in potential loss of respect around the community.  Does protesting put more grayling in the river?  

The last choice was to pursue legal action.  Cost to pursue a suit of this nature is at least $75,000.  This is the entire annual budget of our Research and Conservation Initiative.
On May 15th, everybody found out The Center for Biological Diversity, along with others, announced their intention to file suit.  
The Foundation supports that there is sufficient scientific evidence to warrant the listing of the fluvial Arctic grayling.  We further support that the fluvial Arctic grayling is clearly a Distinct Population Segment of the Arctic grayling, and previously provided our position on this issue to the Service.  Because CCAA’s can be written and used to remove federal management threats from any species – candidate or not; the Foundation fully endorses the efforts of private landowners, non-profit groups, and agencies through the CCAA.  We think the efforts of the CCAA will continue to conserve and recover grayling and improve the watershed of the Big Hole River regardless of listing.  Lastly, we support the right of individuals and groups to pursue legal action when they believe it’s necessary.
The Big Hole River Foundation is facing the important conservation challenges in the Big Hole River valley by working to develop science-based conservation strategies that will protect this magnificent resource, and enhance critical habitat for native trout, grayling, and other species. 
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