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The U.S. House is set to pass an ill-advised rewrite of the Endangered Species Act today that 
pits property rights advocates against environmentalists. Rep. Richard Pombo, R-Calif., the 
bill's sponsor, thinks the 1973 law has been ineffective and unfairly burdens property owners 
with the cost of protecting endangered species. 
 
Although he might have an arguable point about the burden to property owners, he is dead 
wrong about the law's effectiveness. Environmental activists and wildlife biologists meeting at 
the Hawk Mountain Sanctuary in Berks County Monday pointed to the national symbol, the 
bald eagle, as a indisputable evidence that the law has worked. Once, these regal raptors were 
hardly ever seen in Pennsylvania. Today, there are almost 100 nesting pairs, and state and 
federal officials are considering taking the bird off the endangered species list. 
 
Rep. Pombo concedes the success of reviving the nation's bald eagle population. But he argues 
that the law has failed because only 16 species have fully recovered in the law's 32 years. 
That's less than 1 percent of the species listed for protection. He also points out that 21 
percent of the listed species are classified as ''declining.'' 
 
But that's not proof of the law's failure. It's simplistic reasoning that overlooks the extent of 
environmental damage done before the Endangered Species Act went into effect. It dismisses 
the difficult challenges of protecting and reviving species on the verge of extinction. And, it 
completely ignores a more significant statistic: Of the more than 1,200 species that have been 
listed for protection, only nine have become extinct. By that reckoning, the Endangered 
Species Act works 99.25 percent of the time and there's nothing in government close to that 
level of efficiency. 
 
Perhaps the most senseless aspect of Rep. Pombo's bill, though, is that it would gut the 
government's authority to protect critical habitats. Sen. Lincoln Chafee, R-R.I., chairman of 
the Senate's subcommittee on Fisheries, Wildlife and Water, observed, ''If you gut the habitat, 
you're really gutting the bill.'' 
 
This is where the property rights folks to whom Rep. Pombo caters jump in. They claim that 
the law has forced them to bear its costs, resulting in depreciation of property values. They 
consider it a government taking of their land, and Rep. Pombo wants them to be compensated 
if they suffer financial consequences. He also wants to give them grants as an incentive to 
voluntarily protect endangered species. But the shortened timelines and reduced oversight he 
proposes for coming to decisions would put dollars before environmental protection. 
 
If protecting endangered species is a national priority, Congress should adequately fund the 
effort. But we hope the Lehigh Valley's Rep. Charlie Dent and other Pennsylvania congressmen 
vote for protection, and not this irresponsible bill. 
 


