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Thune Introduces Rancher Preservation Act

Legislation Requires Accurate Count of Prairie Dog Population,

 Involves Landowners in Process 

Washington, DC – Congressman John Thune introduced legislation this week that would require the US Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) to accurately count the black-tailed prairie dog population before a threatened or endangered species listing decision could be made.  The Rancher Preservation Act also works to give landowners a larger say in the Fish and Wildlife Service’s decision-making process on a possible listing.

“My bill prohibits the listing of the prairie dog until the Fish and Wildlife Service has collected accurate data on the population of prairie dogs in South Dakota.  We want to make sure we base our decisions on facts not estimates, because too many people’s livelihoods depend on this decision,” Thune said.  “The bill also requires that local landowners have an opportunity to provide their input.  The people closest to the land, closest to the prairie dogs should have a say in the process,” Thune said.  

Thune’s legislation is a result of concerns and input raised at a roundtable in Rapid City two weeks ago.  In February, Thune met with landowners, ranchers, and public officials about the FWS’s proposed listing of the prairie dog as a threatened species.

“One of the largest concerns I heard was the fact that there is no hard data about the population of prairie dogs in South Dakota.  My legislation aims to change this inadequacy by requiring the Fish and Wildlife Service to use sound science to count the prairie dogs before a possible listing.  We need to have accuracy before a decision that would have enormous impact on landowners and ranchers is made,” Thune said.  “Listing the prairie dog could end up putting South Dakota ranchers on the endangered species list as well.  That’s not acceptable, and it’s something I’ll fight,” Thune said.

Currently, prairie dogs are counted by statewide acreage estimates, which have been gathered from surveys or questionnaires circulated through different agencies and counties.

· Thune’s legislation would require the FWS to use scientific and commercial data that is empirical or has been field-tested.  Data used must include population numbers of the prairie dog, not just acres on which the count is now based.

· The bill would require that the data must be reviewed by independent scientists who have an expertise in prairie dogs and do not stand to gain financially by a potential listing. 

-MORE-

· Thune’s bill, the Rancher Preservation Act, ensures that ranchers and other landowners are involved in the listing process by requiring the FWS to accept, acknowledge and include in the formal rule-making process data from landowners.  Currently, landowners may submit comments but Thune’s bill would require the FWS to include those comments in their decision-making process.
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