
Global warming is such a threat 
to species habitat preservation-
and other ecology issues that the 
Center for Biological Diversity 
(CBD) is creating a $17 million 
Climate Law Institute to take it 
on as a major issue.

CBD has moved its staff of 15 
into new California headquarters 
in San Francisco. There it will 
use grant money to add staff to 
support the new institute. So far, 
CBD has raised $6.5 million. Its 
board of directors includes legal 
experts and an Arizona congress-
man, Rep. Raul Grijalva.

CBD has sued the federal gov-
ernment many times in its 20-
year history, often over a per-
ceived lack of federal protection 
for endangered species habitat. 
Some of the suits have involved-
protection of species found in 
the Valley, such as the California 
tiger salamander, the California 
red-legged frog, and the Alameda 
whipsnake.

CBD also won significant victo-
ries in court on the topic of global 
warming. Now, the organization 
is taking the division that won 
those suits, and is elevatingit 
above all other divisions, which 
deal with biodiversity, oceans, 
public lands, urban wildlands, 
and international programs.

The reason for the change is that 
all of the other topics depend on 
the success of combatting global 
warming, said CBD executive 
director Kieran Suckling. “Like 
most groups, we treated global 
warming as one threat with oth-
ers. We recognize now that it is 
an overarching threat,” he said.
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Global warming interacts with 
all of CBD’s issues. “Logging 
is a global warming issue. So 
is building dams and roads. By 
separating global warming as a 
special program, we replicated 
the same problem as the U.S. 
government. You can’t grab hold 
of this thing, if it’s not the central 
focus,” said Suckling.

By escalating the threat to spe-
cies habitat and survival, global 
warming has an impact on such 
Valley issues as restoration of 
steelhead to Alameda Creek, or 
allowing the taking of habitat 
for building subdivisions, said 
Suckling. It’s one thing to look 
at the degradation of Alameda 
Creek and its impact on steel-
head. However, when global 
warming is brought into the pic-
ture, it makes dealing with that 
environment much more critical, 
said Suckling.

The same is true for construc-
tion of homes that involve de-
struction of critical habitat. “If 
development were the only thing 
happening, it might be OK to 
allow that damage. If I look at 
the threat from warming, then I 
need to look at habitat as it will 
be 20 years down the road,” said 
Suckling.

Scientists have observed that 
global warming has had an im-
pact on species migration, with 
some species of birds moving 
northward. Plants have also been 
migrating as the Earth warms, 
and the area of deserts and other 
dry lands has spread.

The urgency of trying to reverse 
global warming makes it impera-
tive to focus on the subject, said 
Suckling. “If we don’t solve it 

inthe next decade, it will be too 
late. It’s not a problem our chil-
dren can solve. If it’s not solved 
when my daughter is grown up, 
it will be too late,” he said.

In as few as 10 years, the Earth is 
expected to reach a tipping point 
on production of global warming 
gases, said Suckling. “By then, 
we will have altered the (climate) 
system so badly, that the Earth 
will be the primary producer of 
greenhouse gases. When that 
happens, you can shut off all the 
electricity in the world. It won’t 
matter,” said Suckling.

Suckling referred an article 
by James Hansen, who heads 
NASA’s Goddard Institute for 
Space Studies and teaches at 
Columbia University, for specific 
information about accumula-
tedlevels of greenhouse gases. 
It discusses how cutting down 
forests and releasing more car-
bon into the air with air pollution 
have brought the tipping point 
closer.(Hansen’s article is avail-
able on-line at www.columbia.
edu/~jeh1/2008/ StateOfWild_
20080428.pdf.)

The director of the institute will 
be Kassie Siegel, the current di-
rector of the center’s climate, air, 
and energy program. Siegal and 
CBD have a significant record 
of high profile cases that have 
pushed for change on the issue 
of global warming. One suit won 
Endangered Species Act (ESA) 
protection for the polar bear in 
2008. The species’ decreasing 
population is seen as a direct re-
sult of the polar ice cap melting, 
a result of global warming.

Siegal, teaming up with institute 
advisory board member Deborah 
Sivas, won the California Lawyer 
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of the Year award for successfully 
arguing a case in 2007 that over-
turned federal fuel-economy stan-
dards. The court agreed with CBD 
that the creation of the standards 
failed to consider their impact on 
global warming.

Siegel and CBD successfully sued 
the Bush administration in 2006 
for its suppression of studies that 
documented the ecological, eco-
nomic, and human health impacts 
of global warming. As a result, 
“Bush said that global warming 
is for real,” said Suckling. Bush 
had been saying, “Don’t worry 
about it, we have it under control,” 
he added.

Founded 20 years ago in New 
Mexico, CBD has its headquarters 
in Arizona. The non-profit orga-
nization operates in eight other 
states and in Washington, D.C.

Jeff Miller has been CBD’s local 
face on habitat preservation, serv-
ing as conservation advocate in 
northern California.

Miller is also active with a sepa-
rate organization, the Alameda 
Creek Alliance.


