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Eagles show problem with de-listing

One of the big risks in listing the polar bear as a threatened species is that almost nothing ever gets off the list, no matter
what happens to the creature. But sometimes it does happen.

The Bush administration made headlines last week when it announced that it plans to de-list the American bald eagle early
in 2007, just seven years after President Bill Clinton started the process in 1999.

Eagles always have been abundant in Alaska, but back in 1963 there were just 417 nesting pairs in the Lower 48.
Stringent measures were adopted to protect them - including restrictions on land use and banning of the pesticide DDT and
use of lead shot by duck hunters. (The lead was picked up by feeding ducks, which often were eaten by eagles.)

Today there are believed to be more than 7,000 nesting pairs in the Lower 48. Estimates of eagle numbers in Alaska range
from 25,000 to 50,000 birds. They are commonly seen swooping over Anchorage or perched in trees, watching intently
for unsuspecting prey to wander by.

The Wall Street Journal said of the long delay in de-listing: "Blame . . . is shared by environmentalists and the Bush
Administration. Many green activists care less about protecting creatures than they do about preserving the onerous
private land restrictions that accompany any endangered listing. The Bush Fish and Wildlife Service dragged its feet out
of political timidity."

The logjam finally was broken when the Pacific Legal Foundation sued on behalf of a Minnesota man and forced the
federal agency to move.

"The ESA has long needed reform," the Journal wrote, "with far too many listings (some 1,300) and a mere 10 or so
'recovered' in more than 30 years. Republicans failed to act when they ran Congress, and Democrats aren't likely to
challenge their green benefactors now that they're in charge."

The problem of de-listing the bald eagle demonstrates the likely difficulties ahead if the polar bear officially is designated
as threatened. Such a listing may have little justification, since the bears are already adequately protected, but it could
provide incalculable opportunities for environmentalist mischief and damage to the national economy.

An Arizona-based green group, the Center for Biological Diversity, already is jumping into the fray. Encouraged by the
success of efforts for the polar bear, it is seeking further protections for the right whale, which has been listed as
endangered since 1973.

Things promise to get worse before they get better.


