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The Endangered Species Act is an abysmal failure - because only 1 percent of 1,300 species ever listed 
have recovered. Or it's a smashing success - because only nine species have gone extinct since President 
Nixon signed the law in 1973. That's the dichotomy raging in Washington as the House prepares to debate 
an overhaul of the landmark protection of plants and animals on the verge of extinction. 

In fact, both perspectives are arguable. The law has brought many species back from the brink - whooping 
cranes, wolves, manatees, grizzlies, to name a few. But other species are recovering at a snail's pace, 
despite great expense and excess bureaucracy. 

Environmental threats have changed over the last 32 years, and so have the science and the tools to help 
species rebound. The law should evolve, as well. 

But legislation proposed by Rep. Richard Pombo (R., Calif.), who says he wants to bring the act out of the 
age of "leisure suits, mood rings and pet rocks," isn't the answer. Initially, Pombo planned to phase out 
protections altogether by 2015. His latest rewrite, though tamer, will benefit Homo sapiens more than any 
plant or animal. The House is expected to vote tomorrow on his sweeping revisions. 

Pombo has been itching to rewrite the Endangered Species Act since 1996, when he coauthored a book 
called This Land is Our Land: How to End the War on Private Property. It contends that the act and other 
environmental laws interfere with property rights. But that rarely happens. 

Pombo's fix overcompensates in favor of people by eliminating key habitat, science and oversight provisions 
that have saved plants and animals for three decades. 

Without the Endangered Species Act, for example, bald eagles couldn't have made a comeback in 
Pennsylvania. By the 1970s, hunting, habitat loss and pesticide poisoning had nearly forced bald eagles into 
extinction. Pennsylvania had only two or three pairs left. But thanks to recovery efforts, the Pennsylvania 
Game Commission now reports 94 nesting pairs in 25 of the state's 67 counties. 

Nationally, 6,000 pairs are thriving in the lower 48 states. In 1995, the bald eagle was reclassified as 
"threatened" from "endangered," and now is being considered for delisting altogether. 

That's the goal of the Endangered Species Act, but it takes time, effort and adequate funding. Congress has 
frequently left the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service short of resources. 

Pombo's bill enlarges that mission without expanding the agency's manpower. One provision, for example, 
requires Fish and Wildlife to evaluate all development plans within an extraordinarily tight 180 days. Another 
would make almost anyone whose property is affected by the Endangered Species Act eligible for land 
compensation - a potential budget-buster. 

If Pombo wanted "real cooperative conservation" or "honest debate," as he claims, he wouldn't have rushed 
the bill through committee in two days and scheduled a floor vote a week later. 

Birders at this time of the year flock to places such as Hawk Mountain Sanctuary in east-central 
Pennsylvania to see raptors that might be near extinction had it not been for the Endangered Species Act. 
Pombo's bill would do more harm than good to that good law 

 
 


