
Msnbc.com staff and News Service 
reports

WASHINGTON - President Barack 
Obama on Tuesday shelved a Bush-
era rule that critics say weakened 
protections for animals and plants 
protected by the Endangered 
Species Act.

“We should be looking for ways to 
improve it, not weaken it,” Obama 
said of the Endangered Species Act. 
He spoke at an Interior Department 
ceremony to mark the department’s 
160th anniversary.

I n  D e c e m b e r ,  t h e  B u s h 
administration finalized regulations 
that allow agencies to decide for 
themselves whether highways, 
dams, mines and other construction 
projects might harm animals and 
plants listed under the Endangered 
Species Act.

The Bush-era rule reduces the 
mandatory, independent reviews 
government  sc ient is ts  have 
performed for 35 years. It also 
prohibits federal agencies from 
assessing a project’s contribution to 
global warming when they evaluate 
its effect on species.

The Bush administration argued its 
rule would streamline development 
requests without harming wildlife.
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Presidential memorandum

Obama signed a presidential 
memorandum to put on hold the 
regulation until the Interior and 
Commerce departments complete 
a review of it. 

At least for now, the two agencies 
will resume full scientific reviews of 
projects that might harm endangered 
wildlife and plants.

A conservation group that had 
sued to overturn the Bush-era rule 
welcomed the news. 

“Obama has swiftly delivered on 
his campaign promise to reverse 
Bush’s anti-endangered species 
regulations,” Kieran Suckling, 
director of the Center for Biological 
Diversity, told msnbc.com. “He 
has restored independent, scientific 
oversight to the heart of the 
Endangered Species Act.”

Other  ac t iv is t s  pra ised  the 
move as well. “Undoing the last 
administration’s damage to the 
Endangered Species Act will enable 
scientists to work with federal 
agencies and ensure that new 
projects do not harm threatened 
wildlife,” said Andrew Wetzler, 
director of the Natural Resources 
Defense Council’s endangered 
species program.

Those threats extend offshore, 
noted Vicki Cornish of Ocean 

Conservancy. “Dozens of marine 
animals are on the brink of 
extinction,” she said. “Only about 
400 North Atlantic right whales, 
350 Cook Inlet beluga whales and 
1200 Hawaiian monk seals remain, 
and there is a severe decline in 
numbers of nesting leatherbacks in 
the Pacific.”

Species like the spotted owl are at the center of a 
battle over a Bush-era wildlife rule. The spotted 
owl was declared a threatened species in 1990 
due primarily to logging in old growth forests 
across the Northwest. Tom Gallagher / AP 


