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PROTECTING THE ENDANGERED SPECIES ACT

WHAT DO WE HAVE TO LOSE?

Every species of plant and 
animal on this planet is unique 
and irreplaceable—and together 
they hold the key to our own 
survival.  No one knows just 
how many unidentifi ed plants 
and animals exist in unexplored 
ocean depths, or in teeming 
tropical rainforests. Scientists 
have cataloged about 1.7 million 
unique species on Earth today, 
but by some recent estimates there 
are at least 20 times that number.  

What has taken billions 
of years to develop is now 
disappearing at a startling rate.  
Human destruction of habitat, 
direct persecution, pollution, 

climate change, and damage 
by invasive non-native species 
are taking their toll.  While it is 
natural to lose about one species 
every 100 years to extinction, we 
are now losing an estimated 20-
40 species every day.   

THE ENDANGERED 
SPECIES ACT

On December 28, 1973, 
President Nixon signed the 
Endangered Species Act into 
law.  The landmark bipartisan 
eff ort had passed both houses of 
Congress, and has enjoyed broad 
public support from the vast 
majority of Americans ever since.

Number of species protected under 
the Endangered Species Act: 1264 

Once a plant or animal 
is listed as “threatened” or 
“endangered” under the Act, 
it is legally protected against 
any action, such as harassment, 
hunting or destruction of 
habitat, that would harm the 
survival of that species.  The 
leading cause of extinction is 
the loss of natural habitat—
plants and animals evolve to 
thrive in specifi c conditions 
and places, and without them 
they can’t survive.  One of the 
most eff ective ways to protect 
endangered species is to protect 
their habitat: this simple fact is 
central to the goals of the Act.

F    or 15 years the Center for Biological Diversity has fought to protect imperiled plants and 
animals from the threat of extinction. But now we are fi ghting to save the most important 

environmental law in history, the Endangered Species Act.

Amount Congress designated in 2005 for implementation 
of the Endangered Species Act:   $143 million  

Approximate cost of building 18 miles of 
federal highway:   $143 million

Percentage of U.S. voters who support 
the Endangered Species Act: 86% *

  © 2003 William Singleton

* Data from Decision Research poll conducted February 2004



PROTECTING HABITAT  

The Endangered Species Act 
requires that specifi c “critical 
habitat” areas be mapped out 
for most endangered species, 
and prohibits federal agencies 
from funding or approving 
detrimental activities within these 
areas.  In addition, Congress 
originally intended and courts 
have recently affi  rmed that 
critical habitat should achieve the 
goal of recovering species until 
they no longer require protection 
by the Act, not just ensure their 
survival.  Studies confi rm that 
critical habitat works: species 
with it are twice as likely to be 
recovering than those without.

ON THE ROAD TO 
RECOVERY

Over the past three decades, 
the Endangered Species Act has 
been a safety net for America’s 
most imperiled plants and 
animals, resulting in signifi cant 
recovery of species such as the 
bald eagle, green sea turtle, and 
grizzly bear.  It has also prevented 
the extinction of hundreds 
of other plants and animals, 
including smaller and unsung 
species such as the California 
red-legged frog, silvery minnow, 
and Pecos sunfl ower—all 
important pieces of the puzzle 
that is “biodiversity.” 

As of March 2005, 1,264 
species were listed as threatened 
or endangered under the Act.  
In just 15 years, the Center’s  

actions have led to 
Endangered Species 
Act protections for 
more than a quarter 
of those—335 plants 
and animals.  And 
we have protected 
over 43 million 
acres of critical 
habitat—curbing threats to those 
areas such as old-growth logging, 
unregulated off -road vehicle 
driving, and poorly planned 
urban sprawl.

AN IMPERILED ACT

The very strength and success 
of the Act has made it a prime 
target for politicians who answer 
to powerful industry interests.  
The Bush administration has 
listed fewer species under the 
Endangered Species Act than 
any other administration, has 
used executive rule changes 
to undermine the authority 
of federal agencies to protect 
endangered wildlife on public 
lands, and has drastically and 
consistently under-funded the 
Act’s implementation.  At least 
83 species have become extinct 
since 1973 because they were not 
placed on the endangered species 
list when they should have been, 
largely due to political pressure.  

To make matters worse, the 
Act is under attack in Congress as 
well.  These eff orts to “reform” 
the Act actually seek to weaken the 
law through a variety of tactics: 
increasing political interference 
in decisions that should be 

made by biologists in federal 
wildlife agencies, eliminating 
hard timelines to protect species 
and habitat, changing the 
management standard for critical 
habitat from recovery to mere 
survival, and trying to entirely 
remove the critical habitat 
requirement from the law. 

YOU CAN HELP

Whether or not the 
Endangered Species Act 
remains our nation’s strongest 
environmental law depends on 
our response to these attacks.  
The Center is fi ghting for the 
Act in Washington D.C. and 
compelling Congress to fully 
fund the law’s enforcement.  
And in May 2004, the Center 
launched an historic campaign 
to secure protection under the 
Act for 225 plants and animals 
that have languished on a 
government waiting list for as 
long as 30 years.  You can help 
support these eff orts to defend 
the Endangered Species Act by 
becoming one of our 12,000 
members today.  Add your voice 
to ours.

“Nothing is more priceless and more 
worthy of preservation than the rich array 
of animal life with which our country 
has been blessed.  It is a many faceted 
treasure, of value to scholars, scientists, 
and nature lovers alike, and it forms a 
vital part of the heritage we all share as 
Americans.”      

~ President Richard Nixon, on   
signing the Endangered Species Act 
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