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Endangered Species Act the saving grace for many animals
By Will Hodges 

Florida played a leading role in the bald eagle's recovery, with intensive aerial surveys and nest monitoring. The state
now has 1,166 breeding pairs, the most of any state in the contiguous United States. With its rich biological and ecological
diversity and rapid development, Florida has a high number of endangered species. As the nation celebrates the bald
eagle's success, it is worth reviewing other state species saved by the Endangered Species Act.

The American crocodile declined to 100 to 200 individuals and just 20 nesting females in Florida Bay. It was listed as
endangered in 1975. With hunting restrictions and habitat protections, its numbers increased to 1,000 in 2003 and
expanded to parts of Biscayne Bay, Key Largo, the southwestern coast and Marco Island. The American alligator also
suffered from hunting and habitat loss. Listed in 1967, it has been downlisted to "threatened" but remains protected from
shooting due to its resemblance to the crocodile. 

The Florida panther once roamed from east Texas into parts of Tennessee and Florida. Hunting, predator eradication
programs and habitat destruction cut their numbers to 30 to 50 cats in Hendry and Collier counties. Panthers joined the
first Endangered Species Act class of 1967. Intensive monitoring with radio collars began in 1981, and eight females from
Texas were imported to prevent inbreeding. The population grew to around 100 by 2007. Yet 14 panthers have been
killed by cars already this year, indicating that far more remains to be done. 

The Florida manatee was listed in 1967, threatened by boat collisions, water control structures and coastal development.
Recovery plans have implemented speed zones for motorcraft and limited protection and no-entry rules at manatee
high-use areas, though only one 24-square-kilometer area in upper Banana River prohibits motorized use. Though no one
would claim the mammal is out of harm's way, it has improved from 1,478 in 1991 to 2,812 in 2007. 

There are five endangered sea turtles that forage in Florida waters and nest on its beaches: the green, hawksbill, Kemps
Ridley, loggerhead and leatherback. Sea turtles are some of the most sensitive and threatened species in the world, with
naturally low rates of reproductive success, even without the loss of nesting beaches, egg poaching, water pollution and
fishing nets. Sea turtles continue to decline throughout the world's oceans, but all five are improving along the Atlantic
coast due to strong federal protection. Much is owed to the many volunteers who have worked to rescue, rehabilitate and
release turtles.

Of course, the brown pelican and arctic and American peregrine falcon all similarly recovered after the ban on DDT and
were delisted. Other species benefiting from the Endangered Species Act include: the Atlantic piping plover, Everglades
snail kite, key deer, whooping crane, red wolf, short-nosed sturgeon, fin whale, humpback whale, gray bat, red-cockaded
woodpecker and U.S. wood stork. 

A catalog of Florida's endangered species is like a walk through its diverse array of ecological communities. If the
landscapes go, so too will their inhabitants. As charismatic as the bald eagle and alligator are, every one of the species
discussed is as varied and unique as the landforms in which they are found. Each creature is a part of the whole. As in any
system, diversity preserves strength and resilience, whether it is a population, species, ecosystem or the biological web of
life intricately woven over the planet, irreducibly complex and evolved over millennia. Thanks to the Endangered Species
Act, these creatures may yet have a chance. 

Will Hodges is a biodiversity advocate with the Center for Biological Diversity, dedicated to protecting endangered
species and wild places. 


