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Act's revision would further endanger species 
 
 
In the 1990 movie "The Freshman," Matthew Broderick is stunned to discover that his girlfriend's 
father is trafficking in endangered species.  

"They cook these animals. ... The more endangered the species, the higher the price tag," the 
young man is told in a pivotal scene. Unscrupulous diners were saving endangered species — in 
doggie bags. 

Republican Rep. Richard Pombo and his Democratic co-star, Dennis Cardoza, went before the 
cameras Monday to announce their rewrite of the Endangered Species Act — which for 32 years 
has sought to save animals such as the caribou and grizzly bear from being figuratively devoured 
by rampant development and loss or degradation of their habitat. Pombo hopes the House 
Resources Committee, which he chairs, will rush his proposal to the full House. The Senate 
would have to agree with the rewrite before it could go to President Bush. 

The existing act, say Pombo and Cardoza, isn't working — an argument Pombo's been making 
since being elected to Congress in 1993. As proof, they point out that only nine of roughly 1,250 
species have been "delisted." Pombo and Cardoza say restrictions in the act serve as 
disincentives for landowners to protect rare animals, essentially saying it would be in a 
landowner's best interest to kill a San Joaquin kit fox rather than to plow around its den. 

We think farmers would do the right thing in such situations. In fact, most humans who cohabitate 
with endangered species already are doing much to preserve habitat, and the Endangered 
Species Act had great impact on their awareness and in improving the status of many species. A 
statistical analysis by Environmental Defense shows the act has been working as intended, with 
more than half of endangered species holding steady or improving. 

But the act should be revised to reflect science and solutions that didn't exist when it was signed 
into law by President Nixon. Providing some incentives to private landowners to voluntarily 
protect habitat makes sense. And the existing process of identifying "critical habitat" is largely 
meaningless because the boundaries aren't deterrents to development. Other ideas, however, 
are outrageous. The worst is to waive the act altogether if the government takes 91 days or 
longer to respond to a development proposal. 

Improving the Endangered Species Act will require compromise and real concern for endangered 
plants and animals — and that is not the primary aim of Pombo's proposal. The scion of a Tracy 
ranching family with strong connections to land development, Pombo has come up with a version 
that best serves those who want to change the habitat — not protect it. His proposal would reject 
guaranteeing enough space for species to exist and rely on an undefined "best science" 
approach — meaning more land would be available for development. 

In "The Freshman," diners weren't really eating endangered animals, but were being served meat 
from the supermarket; the meals weren't what they seemed. This proposal isn't what it seems, 
either; it will do more harm than good to endangered species. 


