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Strength in numbers
Endangered rabbits raised in pens released in wild
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One of several brush rabbits is released Thursday on the Faith Ranch property west of Modesto along the San Joaquin River. Officials hope to bolster the population of the endangered rabbitCredit: MICHAEL MCCOLLUM/The Record


MODESTO -- The paparazzi lined up for her big debut, but she didn't stop to pose.

Once the foot-long brush rabbit hit the dirt, she zigged, zagged and disappeared.

Officials hope the rabbit will one day disappear from the endangered species list, too. It became the first of 30 rabbits state and federal officials will release on 200 acres of ranchland west of Modesto over the next week.

"This is a big day," said Patrick Kelly, a California State University, Stanislaus, professor and director of the Endangered Species Recovery Program. "We should enjoy and savor this moment."

Thursday's event is part of a five-year, $2.6 million program to breed the rabbits in pens, place them in new habitats and build their numbers in the wild. While more than 100,000 of the rabbits once called the Central Valley home, only a few hundred are thought to exist today.

Before the program started, officials found only two populations of rabbits -- one at Caswell Memorial State Park near Ripon and another near Lathrop.

Born from the Lathrop rabbits, the rabbits released Thursday grew up in Lodi-based pens until they were ready for their new home. Another 21 rabbits will be released by next week, wildlife officials said.

The creatures live in the thick underbrush among the oak forests native to the Central Valley. But over the past 40 years, commercial and agricultural development took 90 percent of the rabbits' habitat away, and others are thought to have died in the 1997 flood. The rabbits were placed on the endangered species list in 2000.


Laurissa Hamilton, a wildlife biologist at California State University, Stanislaus, receives a riparian brush rabbit in an animal carrier from Patrick Kelly, a professor of biological sciences at the university, along the San Joaquin River west of Modesto on Thursday.Credit: MICHAEL MCCOLLUM/The Record


The first rabbits charged with repopulating the species were released three years ago in the San Joaquin River National Wildlife Refuge near Modesto. About 60 percent of the original 49 rabbits survived and began breeding, said Laurissa Hamilton, a biologist and University of California, Davis, graduate student studying the animals.

That's better than their normal survival rate of 20 percent, she said. If officials succeed at creating a third natural habitat, the riparian brush rabbit could hop off the endangered species list. It's called a riparian brush rabbit because of its fondness for riparian -- or riverside -- habitat.

Biologists planted electronic tags on half of the released rabbits so they can track the animals' progress.

Bob Gallo, a member of the Gallo wine family, donated the land for the rabbits.

Known as Faith Ranch, the property is already home to the protected Aleutian Canada goose.

Tim Byrd, a Gallo family attorney, released the first rabbit Thursday. His clients have earmarked Faith Ranch as habitat space and would continue to help other species "as the needs come up," he said.

The Gallo family had no obligation to provide the brush rabbits a home, said Kim Forrest, a U.S. Fish and Wildlife refuge manager.

"They're just outstanding land stewards," she said. "They have a big chunk that's perfect for rabbits."

Contact reporter Warren Lutz at 209 546-8295 or wlutz@recordnet.com
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Biologists say rabbits' release a step forward
New colony needed to get species off endangered list
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Kathy Wood, left, of the Bureau of Reclamation and Laurissa Hamilton, a Stan State biologist, release a riparian brush rabbit at Faith Ranch. The rabbit is one of nine that were released on Thursday. 
GEORGE SNYDER/THE BEE
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Hamilton and Holman King of the California Department of Fish and Game release a rabbit. Twenty more are scheduled to be released. 
GEORGE SNYDER/THE BEE
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SAN JOAQUIN NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE ​ Despite gloomy skies Thursday, state and federal wildlife biologists hope the release of nine, tiny riparian brush rabbits here will mark a bright spot in the endangered animal's otherwise dismal history.

"With this release, these animals are taking a quantum leap to get off the endangered species list," said Kim Forrest, project leader for the San Luis National Wildlife Refuge Complex, of which the San Joaquin Wildlife Refuge is a part.

Indeed, the small creatures leapt from the careful hands of their handlers into the thick cover of a temporary pen with an alacrity that surprised the small crowd of onlookers.

An additional 20 rabbits are scheduled to be released today and Monday here along the thickly wooded banks of the San Joaquin River.

One of eight subspecies of brush rabbits native to the state, the foot-long, 1-pound rabbit needs riparian oak forests with dense stands of wild rose, grapes and blackberries to survive and avoid predators.

Most ​ an estimated 90 percent ​ of that kind of habitat has been removed from the Central Valley because of agriculture and urban development.

Releasing the rabbits, half of which were outfitted with small tracking collars, is part of a plan to establish a new, second colony of the rare creatures on the refuge as a step toward delisting the endangered animals.

According to Forrest, a self-sustaining colony has been established on the refuge's Chrisman Island.

The only other known riparian brush rabbit habitat is at Caswell State Park along the Stanislaus River in San Joaquin County, but the population is feared to have been decimated as the result of heavy floods in 1997.

Efforts to trap Caswell State Park rabbits in order to ascertain their numbers has proved largely unsuccessful.

"What we need is a third, self-sustaining colony to completely delist the rabbit," Forrest said. "These are perhaps California's most endangered mammal."

The rabbits were released in riparian habitat on the 2,000 acre Faith Ranch, about 12 miles west of Modesto, owned by the Bob Gallo family.

The ranch is under conservation easement to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service as part of the refuge and contains about 200 acres of Central Valley riparian habitat, a scarce wildlife commodity but one essential to the endangered rabbit's future.

"We really have to recognize the contribution being made by the Gallo family," Forrest said. "To be able to place an endangered species on private property is huge. Even under the conservation easement, they didn't have to do it."

According to Laurissa Hamilton, a biologist with the Endangered Species Recovery Program at California State University, Stanislaus, no one knows how many riparian brush rabbits exist in the wild.

"Judging from records and other information taken during the 1930s, we estimate there were about 100,000 of the animals at the time," she said. "Nobody really knows how many there are now, but their numbers are believed to be really low."

The rabbits released Thursday were taken from a group being bred from captive stock at a location near Lodi.

"You might wonder why we place so much importance on such a small animal," she added. "But the riparian brush rabbit is considered an "umbrella" species. That means that if the rabbit can survive, so can other endangered animals, like the least Bell's vireo and other songbirds, that need the same habitat."

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, along with the California Department of Fish and Game, the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation and the Endangered Species Recovery Program at Stanislaus State, were partners in Thursday's release.

Bee staff writer George Snyder can be reached at 536-9005 or gsnyder@modbee.com.

Endangered Rabbits Returned to Wild
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/12/10/AR2005121000329.html
By JULIANA BARBASSA
The Associated Press
Saturday, December 10, 2005; 4:16 AM
VERNALIS, Calif. -- A canvas sack was rolled back to reveal a tiny, quivering rabbit that blinked twice in the daylight, then bolted into a tangle of blackberry bushes.

"It's like being plunked down in a big city you've never seen before," said wildlife biologist Laurissa Hamilton as she released the riparian brush rabbit into dense vegetation alongside the San Joaquin River.

The one-pound animal was one of seven released Friday on the privately owned Faith Ranch as part of a five year, $2.6 million effort to restore one of California's most endangered mammals.

By the end of next week, researchers will have released 30 animals _ enough to start a population experts hope will become self-sustaining and help the rabbit hop off federal and state endangered species lists.

The animal, smaller than the dwarf rabbits commonly kept as pets, once thrived along the Central Valley's meandering rivers, but its population dwindled as the region was plowed and paved to accommodate farms and cities.

Only about 10 percent of the original riparian vegetation remains, Hamilton said. Without the thick growth, the rabbit is exposed to predators _ raccoons, coyotes and birds of prey.

When the species was listed as endangered five years ago, biologists were only aware of one small population living in a state park, which was nearly wiped out by a flood in 1997.

Since then, a partnership of academic researchers, private landowners and government agencies have established a rabbit community a few miles down river.

They hope animals just released will form the second of three strong populations needed to take the animal off the protected species list.

"Tremendous strides have been made in a short time, and it's looking very promising," said program coordinator Patrick Kelly. "This is going to be one of the success stories of the Endangered Species Act."

The bunnies' reproductive habits certainly helped. Half a dozen rabbits put in a protected, one-acre enclosure can become a thriving community a year later with 65 to 80 animals, Hamilton said.

But another key to the success was the cooperation of private landowners, experts said.

The parents of the animals released this week were found on a large farm that will soon be surrounded by suburban development. The owner helped researchers capture the animals, which were then taken to pens near Lodi for reproduction.

Faith Ranch, the 2,000-acre property that welcomed the rabbits into its stands of century-old oaks, cottonwoods and lush undergrowth, belongs to the wine-making Gallo family. The property became part of the San Joaquin River National Wildlife Refuge when the Gallo family entered into a conservation easement agreement that allows the Fish and Wildlife Service to manage some areas to support wildlife.

"Our family was thrilled about the idea of helping out something that's going extinct," Tom Gallo said.

The preservation of rabbit habitat could bode well for other threatened species.

In June, another endangered riparian animal, a chatty songbird called the least Bell's vireo, was spotted in the area after a 60-year absence.

___
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San Luis National Wildlife Refuge Complex: http://www.fws.gov/sanluis/refuges.htm
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service: http://www.fws.gov/
