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An Endangered Species Act

EDITORIAL

By any measure, the federal Endan-
gered Species Act is a remarkable 
piece of legislation. Signed by Pres-
ident Richard Nixon in December 
1973, it still ranks as the most pow-
erful law in the world for protecting 
plants and animals and for retrieving 
them from the brink of extinction.

In three decades, hundreds of plant 
and animal species have been given 
a fi ghting chance for survival. The 
California condor, once endan-
gered, has multiplied and expanded 
its range and today soars above the 
Grand Canyon. The gray wolf has 
returned to Yellowstone National 
Park. By the mid-1960s, the bald ea-
gle, our national symbol, had dwin-
dled to 417 pairs in the continental 
United States; today, the population 
stands at nearly 8,000 pairs - several 
are in Connecticut - and there’s talk 
of removing the bird from the list of 
threatened and endangered species.

That’s a proud record of accom-
plishment - one the Endangered 
Species Act should be permitted to 
build upon and improve.

Instead, revisions adopted by the 
House last year would gut the law. 

Written by Republican Rep. Rich-
ard Pombo of California, chairman 
of the Resources Committee, the 
changes would strip protections 
from 150 million acres of critical 
habitat. Pesticides would be ex-
empted, allowing the use of poisons 
in areas inhabited by endangered 
species. Decisions now made by sci-
entists about the kind of data used 
to list species under the law would 
instead be made by the secretary of 
the interior, putting politics ahead of 
science. Would-be developers who 
could claim their plans for land had 
been thwarted by the Endangered 
Species Act could seek compensa-
tion from the federal government - a 
system that seems ripe for fraud and 
abuse.

Now, the Senate’s Environment and 
Public Works Committee is getting 
its crack at rewriting the law. The 
chairman, Republican Sen. James 
Inhofe of Oklahoma, is trying for 
a bipartisan approach and hopes to 
have the proposal ready by late this 
month.

For all the successes, the work of 
the Endangered Species Act is not 
done. Currently, the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service lists 1,300 plant 
and animal species as threatened 
or endangered. Yet there are areas 

where the law can be streamlined. 
For almost seven years, offi cials 
have been seeking to remove the 
bald eagle from the list of threat-
ened and endangered species (it is 
amply protected under other federal 
and state laws). The effort remains 
snarled in red tape.

The law might also be improved 
by a shift in focus. Pollution and 
hunting no longer present the worst 
threats to endangered species. In-
stead, it’s development and loss of 
habitat. Much of that loss is occur-
ring on private lands. Environmental 
groups are suggesting an expanded 
role for the Endangered Species 
Act that would entail working with 
landowners to enhance habitat and 
restore wildlife.

The central legacy of the Endan-
gered Species Act is the preserva-
tion of plant and animal species. But 
the successes of this law affi rm what 
Americans can accomplish when 
they devote resources and commit-
ment to a problem. On that score, the 
cynical modifi cations to the Endan-
gered Species Act proposed by Mr. 
Pombo and approved by the House 
are a disservice to Americans, the 
environment and that legacy. Con-
gress must do a lot better.


