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Sixty days to save the ESA

One of George W. Bush’s last 
acts in office was to greatly 
weaken the Endangered Species 
Act, our nation’s safety net for 
plants and animals on the brink of 
extinction. By issuing far-reaching 
regulations in December of 2008, 
Bush substantially reduced the 
protections that endangered 
species receive under the act. On 
March 11, Congress passed an 
Omnibus Appropriations Bill that 
gives President Barack Obama’s 
Secretary of Interior Ken Salazar 
a precious 60-day window of 
opportunity to permanently 
revoke these regulations with the 
stroke of a pen. Salazar should 
act immediately to rescind these 
regulations, which are among the 
most illogical and damaging of the 
Bush environmental rollbacks. 

The Endangered Species Act has 
been overwhelmingly successful at 
protecting species, preventing the 
extinction of 98 percent of all species 
listed to date. From gray whales to 
bald eagles, marbled murrelets and 
spotted owls that live in our ancient 
forests, the Endangered Species Act 
has been protecting and recovering 
the Pacific Northwest’s natural 
treasures for over three decades.

One of the law’s most effective 
provisions is the requirement that 
all federal agencies ensure, through 
consultation with the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service and National 
Marine Fisheries Service, that their 
actions do not jeopardize protected 
species or degrade their critical 
habitat. The Bush regulation guts 
this common-sense procedure 
by allowing federal agencies, 
often with a mission that directly 
conflicts with species conservation, 
to decide for themselves whether 
their actions will harm protected 
species, much like the proverbial 
fox guarding the henhouse. 

The regulation further 
reduces protection through 
broad exemptions, aimed at 
greenhouse gases, but potentially 
encompassing other pollutants as 
well, from consideration during 
the consultation process. There is 
absolutely no reason why federal 
agencies should not look at ways 
to reduce their greenhouse gas 
emissions just as they look at ways 
to reduce pesticides that harm 
salmon, logging that harms owls, 
or any other threat to protected 
species. There can be no reasonable 
objection to a process in which 
agencies approving sources of 
greenhouse gas emissions, from 
fossil fuel development to fuel 
economy regulations, will look for 
ways to reduce those emissions.

Doing so would be complementary 
and in addition to other greenhouse 
gas emissions reductions that 
the Obama administration must 
implement under the Clean Air Act 
and other laws. 

For eight years the Bush 
administration systematically 
dismantled our tried-and-true 
regulatory tools for protecting the air 
we breathe, the water we drink, and 
the plants, animals and ecosystems 
on which we both depend and 
enjoy. The midnight regulations 
weakening the Endangered Species 
Act are among the worst of Bush’s 
actions.

Salazar should seize the golden 
opportunity provided by Congress 
to instantly revoke them. By doing 
so he will show commitment to 
scientific integrity, upholding our 
flagship environmental protections, 
and addressing the greatest 
environmental threat the world has 
ever known. 
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