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IN THE ANNALS of environmental warfare, 
the battle over Arizona's Mount Graham is 
as nasty as they come: an exercise in recrimi- 
nation and venom that ranks right up there 
with the st arter and the 
spotted ow 

The struggle, which began in the rnid- 
1980s, is reaching a critical point this sum- 
mer as the University of Arizona prepares to 
break ground on a $200-million astronomi- 
cal observatory in the middle of a mountain- 
top forest that also happens to be the sole 
habitat of an endangered subspecies known 
as the Mount Graham red squirrel. Environ- 
mental activists claiming that the observa- 
tory will destroy the squirrel have plastered 
the university campus in Tuc- 

ety: "Here are two groups that ought to be 
walking arm in arm with respect to protect- 
ing darkness, the night sky, and remote- 
ness." The same issue troubles Robert 
Smith, Sierra Club representative in Phoe- 
nix. 'These are not the enemies we would 
have chosen," he says. But then--couldn't 
this whole fight have been avoided? 

The short answer is No: when one side 
says "Scopes" and the other side says "No 
Scopes," there's not a lot of room for negoti- 
ation. However, things did not have to get 
this bad. The fact is that the Mount Graham 
affair has been a public relations disaster for 
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astronomer Koger Angel to producc 
pensive telescope mirrors as much as 
ters in diameter, or 60% larger th 
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Palomar. So if Arizona could develop a new 
site to host some of these telescopes, Stritt- 
matter reasoned, it stood to become a 
world-class power in astronomy. 

Mount Graham seemed the I 

choice. Although not the best astron 
site in the world-that honor goes to L V ~ ~ L U I ~  

Kea in Hawaii and to the Andean peaks in 
Chile-its atmospheric quality was more 
than adequate. It was not threatened by 

~t pollution. It was not 
ked away in a wilderness 
a or national park. And, 
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son with "NO ~ c o ~ e s "  stick- ~ u s t  important for keeping 
ers. The radical group Earth the construction costs down, 
First! has repeatedly hinted it was relatively accessible: It 
that the telescopes' mirrors was only a 3-hour drive from 
will be smashed if the obser- Tucson, and it already 
vatory is built. Last year, un- road to the summit. 
known vandals cut power In retrospect, it's iror 
lines to the nearby Kitt Peak the environmental impac~ UL 
National Observatory and the project seemed to be a 
mailed a dead ground squirrel minor concern at the time. As 
to the home of the university's part of the Coronado Nation- 
astronomy director, Peter 'orest, Mount Grah 
Stritanatter. And this past ~g since been given ( 

February, someone mailed a :ation cabins, loggir 
death threat to Arizona biolo- .? ~~~nting-including s 
gist Conrad Istock, who sup- .: hunting. If anything, 
ports the project. 3 tronomers felt that 
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committees have scheduled hearings for 26 
June on allegations that the permitting pro- 
cess for the observatory was politically fixed 
by the university. And more than a dozen 
environmental groups are lobbying and liti- 
gating, claiming that the university has un- 
dermined the National Environmental Poli- 
cy Act and the Endangered Species Act by 
getting a special exemption from Congress. 

To  universities and researchers facing ani- 
mal rights demonstrations and genetic engi- 
neering protests, this kind of imbroglio will 
seem all too familiar. But to the astronomi- 
cal community it just seems baffling. 

Astronomers and environmentalists aren't 
natural enemies, says Peter Boyce, executive 
director of the American Astronomical Soci- 
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pool ~ u ~ l ~ l ~ ~ ~ i c a t i o n ,  missed opportunities, 
and finally, desperation. 

To begin with, this was the first time that 
the university had ever had to cope with a 
major environmental controversy. So when 
the astronomers' plans began to take shape 
in the early 1980s, neither they nor the 
university administrators had any feel for the 
sensitivities involved. 

To chief astronomer Strimnattc 
team, Mount Graham was simply a golaen 
opportunity. Interest in 
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public access. 
What Strimnatter and company were not 

bargaining for, however, was an increasingly 
radicalized cadre of environmental activists, 
who were already incensed by the I 
Administration's extreme pro-develc 
stance and by the unrelenting develc 
pressures in the growing Sun Belt. 
are people who just feel Enough is 
Enough!" says Robert Tippeconic, who was 
chief forester for the Coronado National 
Forest during most of the controversy. To  
those people, the astronomers looked suspi- 
ciously like developers trying to lock up the 
last high mountain in southern Arm-- *'-A+ 
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didn't have telescopes on it already. 
Could the conflict have been headed off at 

this point? Possibly. Smmnatter says that he 
did try. In 1984 he put out feelers to several 
environmentalist and citizen's groups to join 
an external advisory committee on the pro- 
ject, with the express purpose of maintain- 
ing a dialogue. There was even a fik amount 
of interest, he recalls. However, any such 
committee had to be approved by the Coro- 
nado National Forest. And chief forester 
Tippcconic's response was that the Forest 
S e ~ c e  could handle public relations very 
nicely by itself, thank you. The National 
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) already 
allowed plenty of opportunity for public 
comment during the preparation of an envi- 
ronmental impact statement, he said. 

So Smmnatter let the matter drop. 
Whereupon, he and his colleagues got to 
learn the hard way that there is a world of 
difference between having a dialogue with 
people during a projtct's design, when con- 
cerns can be worked out quietly, and letting 
people see it only during-the NEPA public 
comment period a& it is designed-when it 
tends to look like a fhit accompli. 

In 1984, for example, the astronomers 
were told that the environmental impact 
statement would require a description of the 
maximum size their project could ever possi- 
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bly be. So, as the astronomers tell it, they 
innocently drew up a site design that 
crammed telescopes- onto every spot that 
could possibly take one. There were 18 in 
total, far more than anyone had definite 
plans for. But when the- environmentalists 
saw the design, they were outraged: they 
saw a total devastation of the mountaintop. 

Still, by 1986, Smttmatter's vision of 
Mount Graham as a new world center of 
astronomy seemed to be coming true be- 
yond all expectations. The Smithsonian As- 
trophysical Observatory, the Max Planck 
Institute in Germany, the Vatican Observa- 
t o r y 4  were either interested or commit- 
ted And Arizona itself was forming a con- 
somum with several other institutions to 
build the Columbus telescope, which would 
have two of Angel's &meter mirrors ar- 
ranged like a pairof binoculars. Indeed, the 
Mount Graham project had far outgrown 
Strimnatter's department; overall authority 
for the effort was now vested in Laurel 
Wilkening, then vice president for research 
at Arizona and now the provost of the 
University of Washington. 

However, by 1986 it was also dear to 
everyone on the project that the university 
had to get out in front on the environmental 
issues. ~ io lo~ica l  surveys conducted for the 
dnf? environmental impact statement had 
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wlmess the experience of Lome11 university in August IYVY, when ~t collaborated 
with the nearby Royce Thompson Institute for Plant Research and the New York 
State Agricultural Experiment Station to  spray a genetically-engineered virus, made as 
Dart of a program for desiping better viruses for oest control, onto a quarter-acre 

e field in New York. The ex might ha! 
1s nightma : was the first time 2 iant virus, 
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the spraying, and local and national media coverage was largely poslnve. 
So what went right? The answer, says John F. Bumess, vice president for university 

relations and the top public relations officer at Comell, is that a few administrators 
anticipated the concerns, both scientific and emotional, of a wary public, and acted to 
deflect them. 'We could no1 else controlled the story," he el 
'The story had to  be focus1 er then emotional innuendo." 

Thus, Comell/Boyce Th ued a series of news releases 
stages of the research project, such as the tlme of application to the Environmental 
Protection Agency for approval to do the experiments, and hosted a press conference 
at the field site on the day of the spraying. They also prepared faculty and staff for 
dealings with the media, and one Bovce Thompson administrator soent days speakine 

ors and other electe in and arc :PA, for i 
letailed presentation oject to ev ~d citizen's 
ght have any interes latter-inc qy Rifkin. 
god, says Ralph W. k .  Hardy, president ot the Boyce lhompson Institute, 
) operate in an ope1 and to make sure that the people in the local 
miry and in a broad1 re informed early and at each significant step." 
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undmcod  the fact that the spruce fir 
forest on the summit had been an isolated 
"sky island" for some 11,000 years, since the 
last ice age. "In just 6 weeks of research we 
found six new species of insects," says survey 
leader Peter Warshall of the university's arid 
lands department. There were also several 
unique species or subspecies of plants, 
snails, and rodents. And, of course, there 
was the the Mount Graham red squirrel, 
whose estimated population of 328-con- 
s i d e d  dangerously low by Warshall and 
other wildlife biologists-made it a prime 
candidate for listing under the Endangered 
species Act. 

The university originally agreed not to 
oppose the listing. But then Wilkening got 
in touch with CaMbrnia attorney Robert 
Thornton, who had fbrmerly worked on the 
Endangmd Species Act as a smffcounsel on 
Capitol Hill. "He advised us that listing the 
red squirrel and going through the entice 
process would likely tie the university up in 
litigation h r  a long time," says Wilkening. 
However, he also pointed out an alternative: 
protect the squirrel and its habitat so thor- 
oughly that it wouldn't need to be listed. 
(The Endangered Species Act allows the 
Smetaty of the Interior to consider existing 
conservation plans when deciding upon a 
listing.) That is, the university would imme- 
diately institute a Habitat Conservation Plan 
involving intense study and conservation of 
the en& mountaintop ecosystem, and 
would establish an ongoing dialogue with 
environmentalists and citizen's groups to - - 
monitor the plan while the observatory was 
under construction. 

Wilkening and her colleagues loved it. "It 
seemed like a logical, rational plan to achieve 
our goals and to preserve the habitat for the 
squirrel," she says. Contident that they 
would be greeted as heroes, she and Thorn- 
ton presenied the plan in a public hearing on 
26 August 1986. 

The next day, the headline in the Arizona 
Daily Star read "UA asks U.S. to drop rare 
squirrel fiom endangered list," and the out- 
raged activists were already dismissing 
Thornton's proposal as a hash of bizarre and 
cynical 1egaiG.s. 

"We thought we were trying to do the 
right thing," sighs W i n i n g .  "But to 
present the plan at a public hearing and 
expect people to say 'Oh, how wonderful,' 
was nave." Apparently it had never oc- 
curred to anyone to talk about the plan with 
the opposition groups beforehand, 

In any case, the issue was soon moot. The 
Forest Service's response to the university's 
proposal was that-its own land use 
would protect the squirrel. The red squirrel 
was duly listed as an endangered species on 
3 June 1987, and the protests started to 
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become venomous. 
By the summer of 1988, the university's 

Mount Graham team was frantic. After 2 
years of complex negotiations, a university 
task force had finally come up with a site 
plan that was acceptable to the Forest Ser- 
vice under the NEPA guidelines. In the 
process they had reduced the number of 
telescopes from 18 to the currently planned 
maximum of 7, with the total affected area- 
including a buffer zone as well as the actual 

"or we could cancel the project." In Wash- 
ington, he had the high-priced lobbying 
firm of Patton, Boggs, and Blow ask Con- 
gress to exempt the project from any further 
requirements under NEPA and the Endan- 
gered Species Act. Language to that effect 
was accordingly added to a collection of 
miscellaneous land use measures known as 
the Arizona-Idaho Conservation Act. And 
after a delay occasioned by House interior 
committee chairman Morris K. Udall (D- 

Fisheries and Wildlife and the National 
Parks and Public Lands subcommittees. 

Meanwhile, the university, which has 
completed the new road to Emerald Peak, is 
holding off on all further work until after 26 
June. What happens then depends on the 
GAO. If its report does identify serious 
irregularities, then it may well give Congress 
a compelling reason to rethink the Arizona- 
Idaho Conservation Act. On the other hand, 

to 38 acres out of a total squirrel habitat of 
some 11,000 acres. Declares astronomer 
Angel, 'The environmentalists won!"  

construction sites-to be no more than 24 

Yet the protests kept getting worse, with 
demonstrators roaming the campus in squir- 
rel suits and Earth First! talking eco-sabo- 

1 AZ), who insisted the measure ,... ~ _ _ _ _ _  

tage of the telescopes: to the activists, seven 
telescopes were still seven too many. 

To Strittmatter, the delays were not just 
annoying; they were potentially catastroph- 
ic. His coalitions were not going to hold 
together forever. The University of Texas 
had already pulled out, and the Germans 
were starting to grumble. The final straw 
came on 14 July 1988. As one of the last 
steps in the environmental review process, 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service formally 
issued a Biological Opinion containing three 
"reasonable and prudent alternatives" under 
which the university could build its tele- 
scopes without an intolerable jeopardy to 
the red squirrel. The third alternative in that 
list was one that Strittmatter and the astron- 
omers thought they could live with: first the 

be iddrafted to explicitly rule out 
any exemption from the Endan- 
gered species Act, the bill was 
passed and signed into law in 
November 1988. 

Back in Tucson, the Mount 
Graham team was (and is) exul- 
tant. "At the very least, we kept 
the project going," says Stritt- 
matter. And indeed, maybe they 
did. But virmallv evewone else 
contacted by Science considers it a 
Pyhrric victory. Many of the Ari- 
zona faculty were outraged. "The 
university was saying, If you 
don't like a law, buy yourself a 
new one," says biologist War- 

Squirrel turf. R e d  
squirrel cone caches, or 
middens ,  are s h o w n  as 
dots w i t h i n  t h e  m o u n -  . \ 2 
tain's total squirrel habitat  (dashed I./-- 
line).  A t  this scale, the  pvoposed obsev- >-,' ' $, 

vatory site o n  Emevald  Peak  is sl ightly \ ,- 

l a r g e ~  than  one  dot.  
shall. 

Meanwhile, what had largely been a local if the GAO finds nothing amiss, the univer- 
environmental issue became a national issue sity is free to go ahead with construction- 
overnight: the Arizona-Idaho Conservation 
Act, whatever its disclaimers, was widely 
viewed as a horrible precedent undermining 
the Endangered Species Act itself. In Tuc- 

assuming that-the lawsuit doesn't force an- 
other delay. But the astronomers can expect 
demonstrations, protests, and fresh litiga- 
tion at every step of the way. 

ing road to the summit, which mostly runs 
through prime squirrel habitat. And then it 
would cut a new and much shorter road, 
running mostly through mediocre squirrel 
habitat, to a wide crag of the mountain 
known as Emerald Peak; there they could 

universitv would close and reforest the exist- I 
the'fray. In Washington, lobbyists for the 
major environmental groups started pound- 
ing down congressional doors on the issue. 
A consortium of many of those same 
groups, with the Sierra Club Legal Defense 
Fund in the lead, filed suit in federal court to 

built as now planned, the university's agree- 
ment with the Forest Service does call for a 
10-year program of squirrel research and 
habitat conservation on the mountain, at the 
rate of $200,000 per year. But the creature 
will undeniably suffer some marginally re- 

son. a whole newwave of activists entered I And the red ssuirrel? If the observatow is 

L ,  

possibly to come later once the impact of the 
first three on the squirrel was known. 

At the Forest Service, however, Tippe- 

build three telesco~es. with the other four I 

conic ruled that because the road was some- 
thing new in the plan, NEPA would require 
a new round of public comment. Strittmat- 
ter and his colleagues erupted. Officially, the 
comment period was 60 days. But unoffi- 
cially, he says, Forest Service insiders esti- 
mated that there could be another 2 to 4 

force the Fish and Wildlife Service to redo 

years of litigation and appeals. "And what 
certainty did we have that there wouldn't be 
another 4 years after that?" he exclaims. 

To Michael Cusanovich, who succeeded 
Wilkening as vice president for research in 
August 1988, there was only one course to 
take: go to Congress, where the Arizona 
delegation had long since declared its sup- 
port for the observatory. "Either we could 
exercise our constitutional rights," he says, 

- .  
I duced chance of survival in the near term- 

its Biological Opinion on the grounds that 
the red squirrel population has drastically 
declined since 1988 and now stands at 
roughly 139 individuals. (The government's 
position is that population fluctuations of 
this magnitude are within the range antici- 
pated by the Biological Opinion.) The hear- 
ing is scheduled in Tucson for 16 July. 

As if that weren't enough, Congress' Gen- 
eral Accounting Office (GAO) is investigat- 
ing statementi by two Fish and wildlife 
Service biologists that they were ordered by 
their superiors-allegedly under political 
pressure from the university through the 
Arizona congressmen-to write the "reason- 
able and prudent" alternatives that would 
allow the observatory to be built, even 
though they did not believe those alterna- 
tives were valid. The GAO will give its 
report on 26 June in a hearing before the 

although how much is a matter of endless 
debate. "The squirrel will not die from the 
telescopes alone," says biologist Warshall. 
"The squirrel will die becauseof a catastro- 
phe such as a fire or a spruce bud worm 
infestationy'-with the habitat lost to the 
observatory perhaps making the critical dif- 
ference. But against that chance has to be 
counted what the American Astronomical 
Society, in a statement issued 10 June, called 
"an outstanding new site . . . important to 
American astronomy." 

Either way, the Mount Graham affair 
seems destined to go on record as one 
environmental conflict that passed beyond 
all reach of goodwill and reason-unneces- 
sarily. "People will look back," says the 
Forest Service's Tippeconic ruefully, "and 
cite this as one of the classics of the genre." 
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