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Okaloosa Darter On the Road to Recovery 
 
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is reclassifying the Okaloosa darter (Etheostoma okaloosae) 
from the status of endangered to threatened under the Endangered Species Act, saying that the 
population is being managed so well, the small fish is making major strides in its fight for 
recovery.  The announcement was made today by Acting Director Rowan Gould at a ceremony 
at Eglin Air Force Base to celebrate the accomplishment and honor those involved. 
 
"With the help of our partners at Eglin Air Force Base, the Florida Fish and Wildlife 
Conservation Commission, U.S Geological Survey, Loyola University and so many others, I am 
thrilled to say the Okaloosa darter is no longer in danger of extinction," said Rowan Gould, 
acting director, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.  "The downlisting is a result of tireless work to 
restore the habitat, and a strong, successful partnership." 
 
Originally listed as endangered in 1973, the Okaloosa darter is a small, perch-like fish known to 
occur only in six clear stream systems draining into two Choctawhatchee Bay bayous in Walton 
and Okaloosa counties in northwest Florida. About 96 percent of this watershed drainage area is 
under the management of Eglin Air Force Base, as is most of the darter’s present range. The 
remainder of the watershed and the species’ range lies within the Niceville and Valparaiso urban 
areas. 
 
Working in partnership, the Service, the Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission (FWC), and 
Eglin Air Force Base have accomplished a significant number of recovery efforts for the darter.  
Eglin’s natural resource managers estimate that about 95 percent of the planned erosion control 
projects in darter watersheds were completed.  Over a period of 18 years, the base restored more 
than 534 acres on 356 clay pit sites that proved the primary action in achieving the downlisting.  
 
"We are dedicated to wildlife conservation at each of our installations,” said the Honorable Terry 
Yonkers, Assistant Secretary of the Air Force for Installations, Environment and Logistics.  
“More broadly, the United States Air Force understands the vital importance of environmental 
conservation. We must continue not only to preserve the Okaloosa darter but to advance our 
efforts to preserve all wildlife that exists on our Installations."  
  
Together with the FWC, Eglin AFB, Three Rivers Conservation and Development Council, the 
Service has removed or replaced many road crossing structures and manmade impoundments to 
allow for fish passage and proper stream function.  For example, a crucial project outlined in the 
Service’s Okaloosa Darter Recovery Plan, the Mill Creek stream restoration project, located on 
the Eglin Golf Course, has been completed.    During initial construction of the golf course, the 
stream was substantially altered by culverts and other man-made impoundments. The FWC 



provided $400,000 for the project, which was matched with funds from the Service’s fish 
passage program.   
 
Service biologists also worked with the City of Niceville to improve its wastewater collection 
system and install more appropriate culverts at a number of road crossings. 
 
Using innovative sampling and monitoring techniques, U.S. Geological Survey and Loyola 
University New Orleans researchers provided monitoring data that were used by the Service to 
support reclassifying the Okaloosa darter from endangered to threatened.  For the past 18 years, 
this research team has monitored the Okaloosa darter, and its efforts have shown that the average 
number of darters has almost tripled at monitoring locations.  Other partners in the restoration 
effort include the University of West Florida, University of Florida, and Florida Department of 
Environmental Protection. 
 
The final rule will be published in the Federal Register later this week.  Additional details and 
the rule can be found at http://www.fws.gov/panamacity/. 
 
The Okaloosa darter does not meet the definition of an endangered species. An endangered 
species is defined as being in danger of extinction throughout all or a significant portion of its 
range. A threatened species is likely to become endangered within the foreseeable future 
throughout all or a significant portion of its range. Reclassifying a species from endangered to a 
threatened designation is often reflective of recovery efforts reducing imminent threats and 
allowing populations to increase. The threatened status also offers additional flexibility in how 
the species is protected and managed for recovery.   
 
Although the status of this species is changed from endangered to threatened, section 7 of the 
Endangered Species Act and regulations codified at 50 CFR 402 will still require federal 
agencies to ensure that activities they authorize, fund, or carry out are not likely to jeopardize the 
continued existence of this species.  In addition, the species remains fully protected under the 
Act as a threatened species.  
 
The mission of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is working with others to conserve, protect 
and enhance fish, wildlife, plants and their habitats for the continuing benefit of the American 
people. 
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