
Political Interference in Endangered Species Science 
A Systemic Problem at the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

 
U.S. Department of the Interior Deputy Assistant Secretary Julie MacDonald and other Interior Department 
officials have systematically distorted scientific findings to prevent the protection of a number of highly 
imperiled species under the Endangered Species Act (ESA). The ESA requires species listing decisions to be 
based only on the best available science. This is one of several case studies of political interference by the 
current Administration in scientific decisionmaking available at www.ucsusa.org/scientific_integrity.   
 

Case: Gunnison Sage-grouse 
 
After exhaustive scientific study, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) biologists and regional and field staff were 
prepared to publish a draft rule to list Gunnison sage-grouse as “endangered” under the ESA and recommend designation 
of critical habitat for the species in September 2005. The agency even drafted media releases to announce the proposed 
listing rule. However, the listing decision for Gunnison sage-grouse was delayed and then reversed by Julie MacDonald 
and other Department of the Interior (DOI) officials in Washington, DC.  
 
1. MacDonald delayed listing for Gunnison sage-grouse by challenging its 
designation as a unique species  
 
MacDonald first delayed the proposed listing by questioning the science used to designate Gunnison sage-grouse as a 
separate species from greater sage-grouse. At her prompting, DOI ordered a FWS expert to review the data that 
distinguishes the Gunnison sage-grouse as a unique species.  

 

The FWS expert reported that “the Gunnison sage-grouse is a listable entity in the sense that it meets the definition of 
‘species’ under the Endangered Species Act.” 
 
MacDonald was not satisfied with the expert’s review and continued to question the species’ validity throughout the 
listing decisionmaking process. 



A FWS staffer opposed MacDonald’s questioning of Gunnison sage-grouse taxonomy. 

 
However, MacDonald ensured that the final “not warranted” listing determination for Gunnison sage-grouse stated that 
“there are questions regarding the validity of this taxon” (71 Fed. Reg. 19955), a statement that one FWS official called 
“disturbing.”  

 
 

 
 
 

 

2. MacDonald and other DOI officials reversed FWS’s decision to protect 
Gunnison sage-grouse under the ESA  
 
After delaying the proposed listing decision, MacDonald and other DOI officials in Washington, DC proceeded to reverse 
the recommendation by agency biologists and field staff to list Gunnison sage-grouse as “endangered” under the ESA. 
FWS headquarters required Region 6 (which submitted the listing proposal) to reduce the substantial draft listing rule to a 
mere outline of information concerning Gunnison sage-grouse—resulting in the removal of much of the information that 
supported listing the species.  

 
Based on the outline, and contrary to the recommendations of FWS biologists, sage grouse experts, and field staff (and 
after the agency invested eight months of work preparing to list the grouse), FWS headquarters decided not to list the 
species. 
 



 
 
Documents show that the Washington office was extensively involved in drafting 
the new “not warranted” listing determination, demanding extensive edits to the 
former listing proposal. In the final days before FWS published the not warranted 
listing determination on April 18, 2006, FWS biologists refuted significant 
comments and edits by MacDonald and Tom Graf (DOI attorney, Denver) to the 
draft “not warranted” determination that were intended to build the case against 
listing. A FWS sage grouse expert opposed MacDonald’s removal of the species 
description from the draft determination (1); MacDonald’s editing and removal of 
text describing the historic range of Gunnison sage-grouse (2); MacDonald’s 
challenges to the veracity and accuracy of certain literature cited; and 
MacDonald’s removal of text describing habitat loss and threats to Gunnison 
sage-grouse (3). Most of the text questioned by MacDonald was removed from 
the final not warranted listing determination. 
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MacDonald Edits (2)
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MacDonald Edits (3)



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

MacDonald Edits (3)
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The Gunnison sage-grouse is a distinct species from Greater sage-grouse and occurs in eight isolated populations in 
southwestern Colorado and southeastern Utah. Gunnison sage-grouse have experienced significant population declines 
from historic numbers and only about 4,000 breeding individuals remain. 

 

Additional information on Gunnison sage-grouse and Deputy Assistant Secretary MacDonald and other DOI officials’ 
manipulation of the species listing is available on the Sagebrush Sea Campaign website at 
www.sagebrushsea.org/sp_gunnison_grouse.htm and www.sagebrushsea.org/sp_gunn_grouse_interference.htm, 
respectively. 
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