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2. ENDANGERED SPECIES:
Interior report says ESA overhaul will have scant environmental impact 
(10/28/2008)

Allison Winter, Greenwire reporter

An Interior Department proposal for scaling back some Endangered Species Act protections would have little impact on the 
environment, according to the department's new assessment of the proposal.

The 26-page report, which was released yesterday, concludes that the proposed regulatory changes would not change the 
standards for protected species.

The report is one of the last remaining bureaucratic hurdles for the regulations, which Interior intends to make final before 
President Bush leaves office in January. The administration is rushing to complete the document and finalize the rules, allowing 
the minimum of 10 days for public comment on the draft environmental assessment.

Environmentalists decried the report as a rush job by political appointees that does not assess the full range of possible harm to 
species or court rulings on previous ESA decisions.

"The analysis in the assessment utterly fails to disclose the environmental impacts of the proposed regulatory changes, which 
would exempt thousands of federal projects from scientific review of their impacts on endangered species every year, exempts 
all consideration of greenhouse gas emissions and limits analysis of cumulative effects to only the footprint of the project," said 
Noah Greenwald of the Center for Biological Diversity.

The administration in August proposed ESA regulations that would fundamentally change how agencies consider threats to 
protected species by federal projects.

Current law requires agencies to consult with the Fish and Wildlife Service on projects that might threaten species. The new 
regulations would allow agencies to skip that wildlife consultation process if they believe there would be little harm to a species.

The new environmental assessment acknowledges that the regulations would reduce the number of consultations with federal 
scientists, but the report portrays that as positive, saying it would allow the Fish and Wildlife Service to focus on cases that pose 
the greatest danger to species.

The report says the agency cannot keep up with the workload increases and costs associated with the regulations.

"And while some may believe that one or more of the proposed regulatory changes will somehow result in substantive changes 
in the level of species protection, the services do not believe this is the case," the report says.

Federal agencies have called on FWS biologists to complete a steadily increasing number of consultations since the 
requirement was added 22 years ago. The agency completed twice as many consultations in 2002 as in 1996, the report says. In
2006, the service received 26,762 requests for informal consultations and 1,936 formal consultation requests.

Interior is taking public comment on the draft assessment through Nov. 7.
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