
The U.S. Senate will soon be 
rewriting the Endangered Species 
Recovery Act of 1973. A bitter 
battle looms.

The House has approved a dread-
ful bill authored by Rep. Richard 
Pombo of California, chair of the 
House Resources Committee. It 
would emasculate the ESA and 
would surely let dozens of species 
drift toward extinction.

Indeed, it has been said that if the 
bald eagle had to claw through the 
layers of costs and consultations 
that the Pombo bill prescribes, its 
numbers would still hover below 
the 500 pairs of the 1960s instead 
of the 9,000 pairs now estimated.

The Senate rewrite, fashioned by a 
subcommittee led by Sen. Lincoln 
Chafee of Rhode Island, is expect-
ed to be a more honest attempt to 
augment the good and fi x the bad 
of the 1973 act. The problem will 
come when lawmakers of the two 
houses clash in conference commit-
tee, a venue in which House leaders 
often have White House backing.

Some of the criticism of the exist-

ing program is warranted. It has 
proven easier to list an endangered 
species than to designate its critical 
habitat; almost 1,300 species are 
listed but only about 400 habitats 
have been defi ned, a necessary 
step for survival. The science of 
fashioning recovery programs has 
proven surprisingly diffi cult. It has 
taken years for the feds and the 
locals to recognize the value of 
ground-level partnerships.

But the main diffi culty is that the 
program is not adequately funded. 
The administration whines that it 
lacks funds to do what needs to be 
done, but its budget requests fall far 
below the acknowledged need.

The Pombo-alikes clamor about 
meager results - only 14 species 
have been declared out of danger, a 
dismal 1 percent success rate, they 
say.

Well, do they expect that decades 
of degradation can be reversed in a 
heartbeat?

The goal of ESA is to prevent ex-
tinction; the take-home fact is that 
only 1 percent of the listed species 
have disappeared. The rest survive 
and, for the most part, are gaining 

ground. How can you argue with a 
99 percent success rate?

A recent Center for Biological Di-
versity report brings the discussion 
closer to home. In the Northeast, 93 
percent of the enlisted species are 
stable or increasing.

There were only 550 pairs of pip-
ing plovers in 1986; now Massa-
chusetts alone has some 625 pairs. 
The pretty little sandplain gerardia, 
thought extinct until 1980, now 
blooms in Sandwich, Falmouth and 
Martha’s Vineyard, profuse one 
year, struggling the next. Massa-
chusetts had fi ve pair of bald eagles 
in 1986, 19 now. American burying 
beetles from Block Island, the only 
eastern colony, have been planted 
in Nantucket. And so it goes, inch 
by inch.

The Endangered Species Act can 
certainly be fi ne-tuned, but effec-
tive protection of all species must 
remain a national policy. Horseshoe 
crab blood, enzymes from the hot 
springs of Yellowstone, these and 
hundreds of other species contrib-
ute to our well-being. Their loss 
would be our loss.

Back from the brink 

March 15, 2006

For endangered species, not losing ground is the same as gaining.


