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May 19, 2025 

Mr. Paul Souza 

Acting Director 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

1849 C St., NW 

Washington, DC 20240  

Re: Rescinding the Definition of Harm under the Endangered Species Act  

Dear Mr. Souza, 

On behalf of the California-Nevada Chapter of the American Fisheries Society (AFS), we respectfully submit the 

following comments regarding the proposed rule to rescind the regulatory definition of “harm” under the 

Endangered Species Act (ESA). 

As a regional chapter of the world’s oldest and largest professional society of fishery and aquatic scientists, we 

represent professionals dedicated to the conservation and management of aquatic resources across California and 

Nevada. Our members work on the front lines of species recovery, habitat restoration, and ecosystem management 

in some of the most ecologically diverse and challenged watersheds in the nation.  

We strongly oppose the proposed rescission of the definition of “harm” that includes habitat modification. This 

definition is a cornerstone of science-based implementation of the ESA. In our region, habitat degradation, through 

altered flow regimes, water quality impairment, and physical habitat loss, is the primary driver of species decline. 

Excluding habitat modification from the definition of harm would severely limit our ability to protect and recover 

imperiled species such as the Delta Smelt, Lahontan Cutthroat Trout, and Central Valley Chinook Salmon. 

The benefits of habitat protections through the definition of harm extend to non-listed species that are culturally, 

recreationally, and economically important to the people of our states. Habitat loss is the leading threat to species 

and maintaining protections will prevent future listings of species. 

The ESA has proven to be an effective tool for species recovery, not through the prevention of direct killing alone, 

but through the protection and restoration of critical habitats. In California and Nevada, successful recovery efforts 

have relied on holistic watershed approaches and collaborative partnerships that prioritize habitat health. Removing 

habitat modification from the definition of harm would undermine these efforts and jeopardize the progress we have 

made. 

Habitat is not optional, it is essential. Without it, fish cannot spawn, rear, migrate, or survive. Science is clear: 

protecting habitat is protecting species. We urge the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to uphold the current definition 

of harm and maintain the integrity of the ESA as a science-based conservation law. 
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We appreciate the opportunity to comment and stand ready to provide further scientific expertise or regional case 

studies to support your decision-making. 

Sincerely, 

 

The Executive Committee of the California-Nevada Chapter of the American Fisheries Society 


