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Federal policy dating back to President Nixon designed to protect endangered species now itself is 
endangered by a reckless measure passed recently in the House of Representatives. We hope the damage 
can be undone in the Senate.  

The Endangered Species Act was passed three decades ago to protect plants and animals on the brink of 
extinction. The measure always has been a balancing act between the interests of the environment vs. the 
interests of property owners and developers. But, by and large, the government has succeeded in 
maintaining that balance and protecting hundreds of species in the process.  

Some, however, would disagree with that assessment, including some who have had the Endangered 
Species Act in their sights for years. Last week, the House passed the so-called Pombo bill, sponsored by 
Rep. Richard Pombo of California, that makes sweeping changes in the law, nearly all of them benefiting 
private property owners.  

Perhaps the most alarming aspect of the bill is a requirement that landowners be compensated at fair market 
value for property designated as wildlife habitat. While some plans to create more reasonable cooperation 
between the government and property owners may be worth considering, this bill amounts to federal 
giveaway.  

Under the act's provisions, property owners could be compensated repeatedly for the same property. And 
owners could use their own appraisers to determine what they should be compensated for blocked 
development.  

In the past, the government has negotiated with landowners, giving them a pass to develop parts of their 
property if they are willing to set aside other parts as habitat. That is a more reasonable approach. If 
taxpayers are forced to pay exorbitant prices for land set aside as habitat, that could spell the end of the 
protections altogether -- which may be what supporters of this bill have in mind.  

Unfortunately, the rationale behind this bill is faulty to start with. Sponsors claim that the Endangered 
Species Act has been ineffective because nearly 1,300 species on the list have not recovered despite 30 
years of protection.  

A better measurement is that those species have not become extinct largely because the government has 
prevented destruction of their habitat. Hundreds of species on the list, though still in need of protection, 
have significantly improved their numbers over the years. And, in fact, 16 species have recovered to the 
extent that they were removed from the list.  

Reasonable people can work together to help meet the needs of both property owners and endangered 
species. For example, one provision in the Pombo bill requires speedier decision from the government as to 
whether development would harm protected species. Under current regulations, hundreds of such decisions 
have been backlogged. Property owners are entitled to a timely response.  

But the Pombo bill is not a reasonable response to the problems of landowners. It is the gutting of a policy 
that has helped prevent the disappearance of hundreds of plant and animal species from the face of the 
earth.  

We hope the Senate, if it produces a companion to this bill, will take a more balanced approach and delete 
the most egregious provisions of the House bill.  


