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The Trump administration recently issued three final rules revising several key aspects of the Endangered 
Species Act ("ESA"), including: (1) listing species and designating critical habitat under § 4 of the ESA;[1] (2) 
prohibitions to threatened wildlife and plants under § 4(d);[2] and (3) the § 7 interagency consulting process.[3] 
The final rules largely mirror the proposed rules from July 2018 and became effective on September 26, 2019.

Democratic lawmakers, state attorneys general, and environmental groups are challenging the new rules. On 
September 25, 2019, seventeen states, along with Washington, D.C. and New York City, filed suit in the U.S. 
District Court for the Northern District of California,[4] and environmental groups filed suit on August 21, 2019.[5] 
Senator Tom Udall (D-NM) has threatened to invoke the Congressional Review Act ("CRA")[6] to kill the rules, 
although President Trump would have veto power over such a CRA resolution.[7] 

K&L Gates will continue to monitor and provide updates on the implementation and legal challenges of the new 
ESA rules.

I. SECTION 4 REVISIONS 
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service ("FWS") and the National Marine Fisheries Service ("NMFS") (collectively, the 
"Services") have made numerous changes to the regulations implementing § 4 of the ESA, specifically pertaining 
to the listing, delisting, or reclassifying of species and the designation of critical habitat. 
    a. Factors for Listing, Delisting, or Reclassifying Species

The Services made three changes to the factors for listing, delisting, or reclassifying species under § 4. First, the 
new rule removes the phrase "without reference to possible economic or other impacts of such determination" 
from the factors to consider for listing, delisting, or reclassifying species.[8] The Services acknowledged that the 
ESA prohibits listing agencies from considering economic factors in their listing decisions but asserts that the ESA 
"does not prohibit the Services from compiling economic information or presenting that information to the public, 
so long as such information does not influence the listing determination."[9] Thus, the Services found that it was 
"in the public interest and consistent with the statutory framework to delete the unnecessary language from our 
regulation while still affirming that we will not consider information on economic or other impacts in the course of 
listing determination."[10] 
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Second, the Services added a new paragraph to 50 C.F.R. § 424.11 defining how FWS will consider the 
"foreseeable future." The ESA defines a "threatened species" as "any species which is likely to become 
endangered within the foreseeable future throughout all or a significant portion of its range[,]"[11] but the term 
"foreseeable future" is not defined in the ESA or previous implementing regulations. Prior to the new rule, 
agencies relied on a 2009 opinion from the Department of the Interior, Office of the Solicitor.[12] The new rule is 
consistent with the 2009 opinion. 50 C.F.R. § 424.11(d) now defines "foreseeable future" accordingly: 
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In determining whether a species is a threatened species, the Services must analyze whether the species 
is likely to become an endangered species within the foreseeable future. The term foreseeable future 
extends only so far into the future as the Services can reasonably determine that both the future threats 
and the species’ responses to those threats are likely. The Services will describe the foreseeable future on 
a case-by-case basis, using the best available data and taking into account considerations such as the 
species’ life-history characteristics, threat-projection timeframes, and environmental variability. The 
Services need not identify the foreseeable future in terms of a specific period of time.[13]

Third, the Services revised the regulation governing the factors to be considered when delisting a species. The 
new rule clarifies that when considering whether to delist a species or not, the Services will consider the same 
standards for listing a species under 50 C.F.R. § 424.11(c).[14] While opponents to the final rule were concerned 
over the Services removal of the terms "recovery" and "error" from the regulatory text, the Services reasoned that 
they will "continue to explain in proposed and final delisting rules why the species is being removed from the lists 
— whether due to recovery, extinction, error, or other reasons. These revisions do not alter, in any way, the 
Services' continued goal of recovery for all listed species."[15] 

    b. Critical Habitat

The Services made two changes to the critical habitat rule. First, the Services expanded the situations in which a 
designation of critical habitat may not be "prudent." The prior regulation set forth two situations in which 
designation of critical habitat would not be prudent,[16] but the new regulation specifies five circumstances in 
which a critical habitat designation would not be prudent: 
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(i) The species is threatened by taking or other human activity and identification of critical habitat can be 
expected to increase the degree of such threat to the species; (ii) The present or threatened destruction, 
modification, or curtailment of a species’ habitat or range is not a threat to the species, or threats to the 
species’ habitat stem solely from causes that cannot be addressed through management actions resulting 
from consultations under section 7(a)(2) of the Act; (iii) Areas within the jurisdiction of the United States 
provide no more than negligible conservation value, if any, for a species occurring primarily outside the 
jurisdiction of the United States; (iv) No areas meet the definition of critical habitat; or (v) The Secretary 
otherwise determines that designation of critical habitat would not be prudent based on the best scientific 
data available.[17]
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Second, the new rule requires the "areas where threatened or endangered species are present at the time of 
listing to be evaluated first before unoccupied areas are considered" and imposes a "heightened standard for 
unoccupied areas to be designated as critical habitat."[18] The new rule responds to the U.S. Supreme Court's 
recent holding in Weyerhaeuser Co. v. U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service[19] that "an area must be habitat before that 
area could meet the narrower category of 'critical habitat,' regardless of whether that area is occupied or 
unoccupied."[20]

Pursuant to the new rule,[21] unoccupied critical habitat will be designated only "upon a determination that such 
areas are essential for the conservation of the species" if the "geographical areas occupied would be inadequate 
to ensure the conservation of the species." Additionally, for an unoccupied area to be considered essential, there 
must be "reasonable certainty both that the area will contribute to the conservation of the species and that the 
area contains one or more of those physical or biological features essential to the conservation of the 
species."[22] 

II. FWS RESCINDS § 4(D) BLANKET RULE FOR THREATENED SPECIES
Next, the FWS rescinded its § 4(d) "blanket rule" to better align FWS's regulatory approach for threatened species 
with NMFS's approach. Section 9 of the ESA prohibits the "take" (e.g., action that would harass, harm, capture, or 
kill) of any endangered species, but the ESA does not explicitly prohibit the take of threatened species. Instead, § 
4(d) of the ESA instructs agencies to issue regulations as deemed "necessary and advisable to provide for the 
conservation of [threatened] species."[23] Commonly referred to as the "blanket rule," FWS regulations[24] extend 
most of the prohibitions for endangered species to threatened species. 

NMFS does not have a § 4(d) blanket rule like the FWS. Instead, NMFS promulgates species-specific § 4(d) 
protections on a case-by-case basis, if warranted, at the time of listing. Under the new rule, FWS adopts NMFS' 
approach, and will promulgate a species-specific § 4(d) protections on a case-by-case basis, if warranted, at the 
time of listing. 

III. SECTION 7 INTERAGENCY CONSULTATION REVISIONS 
The Services made several changes to the regulations governing the interagency consulting process required by 
the ESA. Section 7 requires federal agencies to consult with the Services to insure that any federal action "is not 
likely to jeopardize the continued existence" of any endangered or threatened species or result in the destruction 
or adverse modification of critical habitat.[25] 

    a. Revised § 7 Definitions

The new § 7 Rule revises definitions of several key terms, which has ramifications for the § 7 process. For 
example, the new rule revises the definition of "destruction or adverse modification" of critical habitat in the 
jeopardy context by adding the phrase, "as a whole." The intent of this revision is to clarify that the "final 
destruction or adverse modification determination is made at the scale of the entire critical habitat 
designation."[26] The Services explained, "[s]maller scales can be very important analysis tools in determining 
how the impacts may translate to the entire designated critical habitat, but the final determination is not made at 
the action area, critical habitat unit, or other less extensive scale."[27] 
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The new rule also revised the definition of "effects of the action"[28] "by collapsing the terms 'direct,' 'indirect,' 
'interrelated,' and 'interdependent' and by applying a two-part test of 'but for' and 'reasonably certain to occur.'"[29] 
The new definition reads: '
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Effects of the action are all consequences to listed species or critical habitat that are caused by the 
proposed action, including the consequences of other activities that are caused by the proposed action. A 
consequence is caused by the proposed action if it would not occur but for  the proposed action and it is 
reasonably certain to occur. Effects of the action may occur later in time and may include consequences 
occurring outside the immediate area involved in the action. 

The Services do not intend this new definition to alter how they analyze the effects of a proposed action and 
assert that they will continue to review all effects (direct, indirect, and the effects from interrelated and 
interdependent activities) under the revised definition.[30] 

Additionally, the new rule created a new, stand-alone definition of "environmental baseline" to make it clear that 
"'environmental baseline' is a separate consideration from the effects of the action."[31] The definition features a 
sentence "to clarify that the consequences of ongoing agency activities or existing agency facilities that are not 
within the agency's discretion to modify are included in the environmental baseline."[32] The Services believe this 
sentence was necessary to clarify what impacts should be incorporated into the environmental baseline and 
assert that the change is supported by the Supreme Court's conclusion in National Association of Home Builders 
v. Defenders of Wildlife.[33] 

Lastly, the new rule adds a definition of "programmatic consultation" to codify a consultation technique that has 
been successfully used for several years to improve efficiency and conservation in consultations.[34] 

    b. Changes to the § 7 Consultation Processes 

The Services made several amendments regarding the formal consultation process. First, the Services clarified 
what is necessary to initiate the formal consultation process by explicitly describing the type of information the 
agency needs to provide to the Services with its "initiation package." Moreover, an agency may now submit 
National Environmental Policy Act ("NEPA") analyses or other reports as a substitute for the "initiation 
package."[35] Second, the new rule allows the Services to adopt all or part of an agency's initiation package — 
which can now include NEPA analyses — in its biological opinions. Third, the Services also added a new 
provision allowing "expedited consultations" for actions that have "minimal adverse effects or predictable effects 
based on previous consultation experience."[36] 

The Services also modified the formal consultation process by inserting a new provision, 50 C.F.R. § 
402.14(g)(8), which will allow the Services to rely on an agency's assertion that it will mitigate incidental take 
without requiring "specific" or binding plans from that agency.[37] Section 7(a)(2) of the ESA requires federal 
agencies to "insure" that any action does not jeopardize endangered or threatened species or cause the 
destruction or adverse modification of critical habitat. To satisfy this charge, the Services' regulation (specifically 
50 C.F.R. § 402.14(g)(8)) details whether and how the Services should consider measures in a proposed action 
intended to avoid, minimize, or offset adverse effects to listed species or critical habitat. Courts have held "that 
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even an expressed sincere commitment by a Federal agency or applicant to implement future improvements to 
benefit a species must be rejected absent 'specific and binding plans' with 'a clear, definite, commitment of 
resources for future improvements.'"[38] In the new rule, however, the Services make it clear that "[m]easures 
included in the proposed action or a reasonable and prudent alternative that are intended to avoid, minimize, or 
offset the effects of an action are considered like other portions of the action and do not require any additional 
demonstration of binding plans."[39] The Services disagree that the statute requires a "heightened standard of 
documentation … before the Services can consider the effects of measures included in a proposed action to 
avoid, minimize, or offset adverse effects."[40] The Services explain: 
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Section 7 of the Act places obligations on Federal agencies to insure that any action they authorize, fund, 
or carry out is not likely to jeopardize the continued existence of a listed species or result in the destruction 
or adverse modification of critical habitat. A Federal agency fulfils this substantive obligation “in 
consultation with” and “with the assistance of” the Services. In situations where an adverse effect to listed 
species or critical habitat is likely, the consultation with the Services results in a biological opinion that sets 
forth the Services’ opinion detailing how the agency action affects the species or its critical habitat. 
Ultimately, after the Services render an opinion, the Federal agency must still determine how to proceed 
with its action in a manner that is consistent with avoiding jeopardy and destruction or adverse 
modification. Thus, the Act leaves the final responsibility for compliance with section 7(a)(2)’s substantive 
requirements with the Federal action agencies, not the Services.[41] 

The Services also revised the rules related to the reinitiation of consultations to clarify that reinitiation applies to all 
consultations[42] not just formal consultations. The new rule also exempted existing programmatic land plans 
prepared under the Federal Land Policy and Management Act or the National Forest Management Act from the 
duty to reinitiate when a new species is listed or when new critical habitat is designated.[43] 

For informal consultation, the Services instituted a 60-day deadline, subject to extension by mutual consent of up 
to 120 days.[44] In one departure from the proposed rule, the Services declined to revise 50 C.F.R. § 402.03 for 
circumstances in which consultation was not required. 
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