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For more than a century, America has protected endangered wildlife, with Congress first 
approving legislation in 1900. In 1973, President Nixon signed the Endangered Species 
Act, which Interior Department Assistant Secretary Nathaniel Reed helped convince 
Congress to approve. Mr. Reed went on to become a defender of Florida's environment. 
The legislation he influenced has protected more than 1,200 plants and animals listed as 
endangered or threatened and has sheltered thousands more as species of special concern. 

The act helped persuade President Nixon to ban DDT, Mr. Reed recalls, the pesticide that 
had endangered eagles, owls, pelicans and other birds. Under the act, federal officials 
must identify endangered species and restrict habitat use to help them recover. But 30 
years of good conservation that has brought the bald eagle, the grizzly bear, the southern 
sea otter and the whooping crane back from the brink of oblivion could be undone. 

Florida has a bigger stake than many states in keeping the Endangered Species Act intact. 
Florida has 111 endangered and threatened plants and animals, from the well-known 
manatee and Florida panther to the less-known four-petal paw-paw plant. U.S. Rep. 
Richard Pombo, R-Calif., persuaded the House to approve new legislation that puts 
private property rights above protecting wildlife and habitat. A companion bill hasn't 
appeared in the Senate, but one is expected to be filed. 

Some of the Pombo bill's provisions are shockingly irresponsible, such as repealing 
restrictions against the pesticide that once almost wiped out the bald eagle. His bill would 
limit the role of the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service as consultants. It would let political 
appointees make decisions that current law leaves to wildlife biologists. Another 
provision would gut the rules for designating critical habitat. Another would make 
government pay property owners money they supposedly lose by not developing 
endangered wildlife habitat — an unreasonable payoff to make them obey the law. 

The existing law has been modified to accommodate private property owners, and it 
prevents government from taking actions that could harm the environment. It is a success 
story that, as Mr. Reed put it, "protects the critters on this Earth and gives those in serious 
trouble a chance to recover." What worked in 1973 works today. 
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