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Fish and Wildlife Service: Polar bears may be threatened

By DAN JOLING
Associated Press Writer

ANCHORAGE, Alaska (AP) - The federal
government on Tuesday took the first step
toward listing the polar bear as a threat-
ened species.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service said
protection may be warranted under the En-
dangered Species Act, triggering a review
process that could lead to its listing.

The service acted on a petition filed by the
Center for Biological Diversity of Joshua
Tree, Calif., which said polar bears could
become extinct by the end of the century
because their sea ice habitat is melting

away due to global warming.

The Fish and Wildlife Service concluded
that the center’s petition “presents sub-
stantial scientific and commercial infor-
mation indicating that listing the polar
bear may be warranted.”

The agency will begin a status review of
the polar bear.

Fish and Wildlife Service spokesman
Bruce Woods downplayed the significance
of the decision. It merely asks for more
information, Woods said.

“We judged that the petition to list con-
tains sufficient information to convince
us that we need to do a more thorough
analysis of the polar bear population
worldwide,” he said.

Kassie Siegel, lead author of the 154-page

petition, welcomed the decision.

“I think it’s a very important acknowledg-
ment that global warming is transforming
the Arctic and threatening polar bears with
extinction,” Siegel said in Anchorage,
where she is attending the Alaska Forum
on the Environment. “We’re pleased that
the listing process has now been jump-
started.”

Greenhouse gases such as carbon dioxide
occur naturally and retain heat that other-
wise would be reflected out of the atmo-
sphere. Conservation groups say the effect
is accelerated by humans burning carbon-
based fuels in cars and industry, leading
to dangerous warming that shows up most
obviously near the planet’s poles.

The United States is blamed for 20 percent
of the world’s emissions, more than any
other country.

Polar bears under U.S. jurisdiction are
found only in Alaska. They feed primarily
onringed seals and use sea ice for feeding,
mating and maternity denning. Polar bears
wait out the summer on land, using stored
fat until they can return to the ice.

Federal wildlife officials report healthy
populations of polar bears, and is working
on a count. However, the University of
Colorado’s National Snow and Ice Data
Center, NASA and the University of
Washington last fall declared a “stunning
reduction in Arctic sea ice at the end of
the northern summer.”

The center concluded that if current rates

of decline in sea ice continue, the summer-
time Arctic could be completely ice-free
well before the end of the century.

Siegel hailed the decision Tuesday as an
important precedent on the science of
global warming. If'the polar bear ultimate-
ly is listed as threatened, it will make a
strong statement that the effects of climate

change are no longer uncertain.

“We don’t have uncertainty in the science
any more. That’s a precedent we need for

federal decision-making,” she said.

The listing could have implications else-
where in the United States, she said.

Federal regulatory agencies elsewhere
would be required to consider how their
decisions affect polar bears. A listing
could affect industries seeking permission
to release greenhouse gases or decisions
such as setting fuel economy standards for
vehicles, she said.

The center filed the petition in February

2005. Under the Endangered Species

Act, the Fish and Wildlife Service was

supposed to render its initial finding of

the merits of the petition within 90 days,

but the federal agency responded after a
ear.

“We didn’t have the money to do the find-
ing,” Woods said. The agency had to wait
until budget money was available in the
fiscal year 2006 budget and acted when it
was available, he said.

When the agency had not acted by Decem-



ber, the center and two other groups, the
Natural Resources Defense Council and
Greenpeace, sued in federal District Court
in San Francisco to protect polar bears.

The agency said it will open a 60-day pub-
lic comment period for collecting informa-
tion on the status of the polar bear.

It will seek comment on population distri-
bution, habitat, effects of climate change
on the bears and their prey, potential
threats from development, contaminants
and poaching, and other information.



