
TUESDAY, MARCH 18, 2008

Politics of protection
Wildlife groups, governments often disagree on whether to 

move species onto or off endangered, threatened lists

BY KEVIN MAYHOOD
THE COLUMBUS DISPATCH 

When the bald eagle was taken off 
the federal endangered-species list 
last year, environmental groups, 
birders and the government 
hailed the move as proof that the 
Endangered Species Act can work.

But not in Arizona. There, the 
governor, two members of Congress 
and 13 tribes argued that more than 
40 pairs of desert-nesting bald 
eagles should stay on the list. The 
desert eagles, they say, are smaller 
and probably don’t reproduce with 
their larger relatives.

But the federal government lumped 
them in with the rest. Environmental 
groups sued, and early this month 
a judge ordered the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service to place Arizona’s 
bald eagles back on the list.

“I don’t know why they wanted 
to delist them,” said Will Hodges, 
an advocate at the Center for 
Biological Diversity, based in 
Tucson, Ariz. “Scientists agreed the 
population needs protection some 
time longer under the Endangered 
Species Act.”

The federal lists -- endangered, 
threatened, etc. -- are not a perfect 

science, and critics say it’s hard to 
make them one-size-fi ts-all.

Take the polar bear, gray wolves 
and cerulean warbler, for example.

The Fish and Wildlife Service 
studies plants and animals to 
determine whether a species has 
recovered enough to be removed 
from one of the lists, or whether 
one is at risk and should be added.

The agency recommends action to 
the interior secretary, who has the 
fi nal say.

The threatened and endangered lists 
have 607 animals and 744 plants.

The most common cause of species 
decline has been human activity 
that destroyed or degraded natural 
habitats, scientists say. But more 
recently, more than 40 percent 
of species listed as threatened or 
endangered are at risk of becoming 
extinct because of non-native 
invasive species crowding or 
wiping them out, a 2004 Cornell 
University study said.

Listing plants or animals as 
threatened or endangered triggers 
protections aimed primarily at 
maintaining the prairies, woodlands 
or other habitats that the species 

Bald eagle
(Haliaeetus leucocephalus)

Population fell (largely because of 
DDT) to 487 nesting pairs by 1963. 
Now off endangered list, but is 
largely protected under other federal 
legislation.

Population: estimated 10,000 breeding 
pairs in the lower 48 states

Description: Dark brown, white head 
and tail, yellow bill, yellow eyes and 
feet

Size: 28 to 38 inches

Wingspan: 80 inches

Weight: 106 to 222 ounces

Habitat: Breeds in forests near water, 
and winters in coastal areas.

Typical diet: fi sh, large birds, mammals 
and carrion

Source: Cornell Lab of Ornithology, 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service



Gray wolf

(Canis lupus)

The wolf is the largest member of the 
canine family. The gray wolf once 
lived from coast to coast and from 
Mexico to Canada but was wiped out 
in most of the lower 48 states by the 
1930s.

Population: : an estimated 7,000 to 
11,200 in Alaska; more than 5,000 in 
lower 48 states

Description: Grizzled gray or black to 
all-white

Size: 26 to 32 inches at the shoulder, 
4.5 to 6.5 feet from nose to tip of tail

Weight: 55 to 130 pounds

Habitat: Woodlands in the northern 
Rockies and northern Great Lakes 
states

Typical diet: deer, elk, moose and 
caribou, less often beaver, rabbits and 
other small prey

Source: The U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, Defenders of Wildlife 

need to survive. Taking them off 
the list, called delisting, can open 
the door to development, mining or 
other activities.

Environmental groups complain 
that it has become more common 
for politics to interfere with 
science when moving plants and 
animals onto or off the endangered 
or threatened list would affect 
economic interests.

“This administration more than 
any other in history is hostile to 
protecting endangered species,” 
said John Kostyak, executive 
director of water conservation and 
global warming at the National 
Wildlife Federation.

In President Bush’s seven years in 
offi ce, 56 species have been listed 
-- the fewest since the act’s birth in 
1973, says the Center for Biological 
Diversity. Lawsuits forced the 
listing of all but 6 percent of those.

By comparison, 234 species gained 
protection in the four years that 
Bush’s father was in the White 
House, and 512 were placed on lists 
in President Clinton’s eight years. 
Lawsuits forced the listing of fewer 
than half of those.

The current Bush administration 
has added no species in nearly two 
years.

“A lot of discomfort has emerged 
over the past year because of 
efforts of a political appointee ... 
who was making recommendations 
opposite of scientists,” said Allen 
McReynolds, an endangered-
species expert with the Sierra 
Club.

Investigations found that former 
Deputy Assistant Secretary Julie 
MacDonald had badgered staff 

scientists to change reports that 
favored species protection and 
had leaked information to private 
organizations that had an interest in 
the outcome.

MacDonald resigned last year, and 
Fish and Wildlife has re-examined 
eight decisions that she made that 
affected 18 species.

Not every designation is 
controversial: The brown pelican 
was placed on the list and the 
American alligator was removed 
without an outcry.

But more frequently, “It’s a 
contentious point when you have 
human needs versus wildlife needs,” 
said Casey Tucker, an education 
specialist at Audubon Ohio.

Amanda D. Rodewald, a professor 
of wildlife ecology at Ohio State 
University, agrees.

“When the issue is delisting, there 
is a lot of debate on at what point a 
population is viable and how likely 
the population is to persist in the 
future,” she said.

Location often is an issue.

For example, there was little 
resistance to listing the gray wolf 
in 1973. And there was little 
resistance to removing the animal 
from the list last year in Minnesota, 
Michigan and Wisconsin, where 
wolf populations have grown to 
about 4,000.

But the gray wolf was a lightning 
rod when it was protected and 
reintroduced into Wyoming, Idaho 
and Montana 12 years ago, and 
the government’s decision to take 
the wolves off the list by the end 
of March has stirred controversy 
again.



Ed Bangs, wolf-recovery 
coordinator for the federal agency, 
said the extermination of the wolf in 
the West was seen as a triumph that 
made the land safe for ranching.

About 1,500 gray wolves now are 
in the three states.

While removing them from 
the endangered list, the federal 
government will continue to 
manage wolves in Yellowstone 
National Park and other federal 
lands. Everywhere else, states will 
manage wolf populations and allow 
hunting.

Kostyak said Wyoming’s plan 
would allow wolves to be shot on 
sight. “That’s just unacceptable,” 
he said.

Bangs said Wyoming’s plan is 
scientifi cally sound. Wyoming will 
allow wolf hunting, even from the 
air, in all but the state’s northwest 
corner. There, he said, “They occupy 
about all of the suitable habitat, and 
there has been no outgrowth.”

Much of the rest of the state 
is covered with ranches and 
livestock.

“There’s so much confl ict with 
people and livestock, the wolves 
don’t have any chance of success,” 
Bangs said.

Michael Robinson, a conservation 
advocate with the Biological 
Diversity Center, disagrees with 
Bangs on whether the wolf packs 
will have enough genetic variety 
to be viable after hunting reduces 
their numbers. Unconvinced that 
the plans will protect a healthy 
wolf population, Robinson said the 
center soon will fi le a lawsuit to 
reverse the delisting.

Another predator, the polar bear, has 
gathered unprecedented attention 
after environmental groups 
petitioned the Fish and Wildlife 
Service to list it as an endangered 
species because of climate change.

“We had 670,000 comments during 
the public-comment period,” 
said Valerie Fellows, an agency 
spokeswoman. “There has been an 
unbelievable amount of interest.”

A decision by Interior Secretary 
Dirk Kempthorne is two months 
overdue, spurring the center, the 
Natural Resources Defense Council 
and Greenpeace to sue him last 
week.

“People who don’t believe in 
global warming don’t believe 
they (polar bears) need to be 
protected,” McReynolds said. “But 
scientifi c studies show the ice cap 
is melting.”

The bears rely on polar ice to hunt. 
Actions to protect the ice could 
include restrictions on oil drilling 
in northern Alaska. There is heated 
debate on whether protecting the 
habitat could require greenhouse-
gas controls.

Then there is the cerulean warbler. 
Attempts to list the bird as 
threatened were rejected by Fish 
and Wildlife in 2006. A lawsuit 
fi led by fi ve conservation groups is 
pending.

The migratory songbird used to be 
widespread in Appalachia, but its 
numbers have dropped by about 80 
percent during the past 40 years, 
birders estimate. They attribute 
much of the loss to logging practices 
and mountaintop strip-mining. The 
warbler now nests primarily in the 
hills of southern Ohio and adjoining 
West Virginia.

Polar bear

(Ursus maritimus)

By 2050, an estimated two-thirds 
of the bears will disappear. Climate 
change is shrinking sea ice habitat.

Population: 22,000 to 25,000

Description: White fur, small ears and 
tail, large powerful claws

Size: 6 to 10 feet tall

Weight: 200 to 1,700 pounds

Habitat: Around the North Pole in 
northern Alaska, Canada, Russia, 
Greenland and Norway

Typical diet: mostly seals, occasionally 
walrus and beluga whales

Source: Polar Bears International, 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration



Listing the bird probably would 
meet opposition, Rodewald said. “It 
could affect the management of all 
the oak-hickory habitat in the east -- 
habitat with a lot of socioeconomic 
interests.”

Kostyak, who has been working on 
endangered-species issues for 14 
years, said that no matter the policies 
of new administrations, adding and 
removing plants and animals from 
the endangered species list will be 
contentious.

“It’s a crowded world.”

By the numbers

The number of plants and animals 
on state and federal endangered-and 
threatened-species lists:

Ohio

24 Animals

5 Plants

U.S.

607 Animals

744 Plants

For more information about Ohio’s 
species, go to www.dnr.state.oh.us/
tabid/6005/default.aspx.

For more information about the 
federal program, go to www.fws.
gov/endangered/wildlife.html.

Sources: U.S. Fish and Wildlife, Ohio 
Department of Natural Resources

Cerulean warbler

(Dendroica cerulean)

Hard to see, the warbler lives in the 
treetops, nesting and foraging higher 
than most other warblers.

Description: Two broad white wing 
bars; solid-color back (sky blue in 
male, blue-green in female) with 
stripes of same color down sides of 
white chest

Size: 4 inches

Wingspan: 8 inches

Weight: 0.28 to 0.35 ounces

Sound: Buzzy notes ending in a higher 
pitched trill, “zee zee zee zizizizi 
eeet.”

Source: Cornell Lab of Ornithology


