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Bush still has time to foul nest of our wildlife
Linda Valdez

Beware the Lame Duck Boogie. 

Daniel Patterson, Tucson director of Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility, says the last two years of the
Bush administration could prove a "dangerous time" for environmental causes.

He should know. Patterson obtained a copy of a draft Interior Department rule change that would gut the Endangered
Species Act. The plan wasn't supposed to be made public, but somebody slipped copies to Patterson and the
Tucson-based Center for Biological Diversity. They made sure it got plenty of press. 

If these rules had been in place years ago, the Mexican gray wolf, the black-footed ferret and the California condor would
never have been reintroduced to Arizona. In fact, says Kieran Suckling of the Center for Biological Diversity, the wolf
never would have been named an endangered species at all. When it was listed, the only wild Mexican wolves were in
Mexico. If President Bush's proposal had been in effect, the wolf couldn't have been listed as endangered in Arizona
because it didn't live in Arizona at the time. The fact that this state was part of the wolves' historic range wouldn't have
mattered.

Not only do the Bush plans make it harder to list a species, they eliminate recovery of a species as a goal of the law.
There would be no reintroductions.

These proposals are not minor changes designed to provide guidance to the bureaucrats who administer the law. They are
deep, slashing cuts meant to bring the beast down and keep it down.

This is something some industry groups have wanted for a long, long time. It's something their Republican pals in
Congress failed to deliver.

Richard Pombo, formerly a member of Congress from California, tried to rewrite the Endangered Species Act into
submission. He couldn't even get a Republican-controlled Congress to go along.

When the public is watching, this law is safe.

People understand that plants and animals have irreplaceable value to their ecosystem and that intact ecosystems have
irreplaceable value to our nation.

Arizona will grow and urbanize very differently if we are sensitive to the value of nature and accommodate its needs. The
Endangered Species Act is not an urban planning tool but a strong national law that establishes plant and wildlife
protection as a national value that can make a huge difference in how local governments approach planning decisions. 

It says there are some things more important than making a buck. It says our grandchildren have a right to inherit more than
just stories about condors soaring over the Grand Canyon. They have a right to see the majesty for themselves. We have a
duty to protect it.

Pombo lost his seat in Congress last year when the Democrats took power. But he wasn't the only one out to get the
Endangered Species Act. Another former member of Congress sponsored legislation to defang and declaw this powerful
law. His name is Dirk Kempthorne. 

The name may not be as familiar as James Watt, but give him time. Kempthorne is the guy Bush named as Interior
secretary after Gale Norton's purported ties to Jack Abramoff became too embarrassing.



Kempthorne led this unpopular administration in an attack against one of the nation's most popular environmental laws.
The Democratic Congress slapped back. 

Arizona's Rep. Raul Grijalva said Bush's proposed ESA rule was "not scientifically defensible." Other Democrats also
vowed to protect the law.

Since the proposal became public, the spinners at Interior have been saying this was either (a) a very preliminary
document that is likely to be changed, or (b) an old draft that nobody should worry about.

Patterson disagrees. He got the document from a government official who had it as part of an interagency governmental
review. Such reviews happen at an advanced stage of the rulemaking process, he says.

Now that it's public, Bush may back off. But he won't give up.

This lame duck still has time to make quite a mess.
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