
It seems like every time you turn around these
days, there is an assault on science in
America.

It's not good for the country, its people, its
political system or its economy.

Still, from school boards trying to install re-
ligious creationism as science in public
school classrooms, to the Oval Office ignor-
ing the overwhelming scientific consensus
on global warming, political institutions are
side-stepping science and compromising
public policy, based on political ideology,
religious preference, commercial favoritism
and plain, old prejudice.

The latest attack is right here in Albuquer-
que, where the Southwest Region director
of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has ar-
bitrarily decided to limit the use of genetics
in making official decisions on protecting
endangered animals and plants.

Fortunately, scientists and other Fish and
Wildlife officials are not taking Director Dale
Hall's anti-science, pro-development edict
lying down. They are complaining - and well
they should. So are environmental and con-
servation organizations, which at the first
opportunity should challenge Hall's decision
legally.

In essence, he announced that advances in
conservation biology and scientific under-
standing and classification of species and
sub-species should be ignored, in favor of
only what was known at the time a species
was listed as endangered or threatened.

That's like stopping the clock on science and
assuming what has never been assumable -
at least since Galileo looked through his tele-
scope and challenged theology with the
facts - that science is static or established.
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It's not. Science grows as scientists test the
bounds of their knowledge, understanding
and assumptions against highly critical and
intense reviews by their colleagues.

Human understanding of species, genetics
and evolution has grown dramatically since
the Endangered Species Act was adopted.
The enforcement of this law should not be
limited to some artificial point three decades
ago, when science has advanced our under-
standing and knowledge exponentially since
then - and continues to do so.

Science, which is based not on belief or de-
sire but on factual, repeatable and sustain-
able evidence, should be the rock-solid foun-
dation for environmental and conservation
laws and regulations.

Otherwise, the political, economic or com-
mercial whims of those in power can corrupt
the intent of those laws, which were enacted
to protect our natural resources from the
abuse of powerful people - for the benefit of
all people, as well as for intrinsic natural val-
ues.

Critics of Hall's ruling include retired South-
west regional Fish and Wildlife biologist Sally
Stefferud, who suggests that it is less about
what science should apply and more about
making it "easier to take away a species en-
dangered status."

Such rulings make it a lot easier to approve
commercial use of public natural resources,
such as timber, water, minerals, fossil fuels
and fisheries.

Hall's counterpart in Denver, Mountain-Prai-
rie Region Director Ralph Morgenweck, also
challenged Hall, citing the need to broadly
apply genetics to species at risk of extinc-
tion. To do otherwise, he says, "could run
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counter to the purpose" of the law and ap-
pears to contradict the agency's long-stand-
ing policy of applying "the best available
science."

Philip Hedrick, a professor of population
genetics at Arizona State University, said,
"They talk about using the best science, but
that's clearly not what they're trying to do
here."

Hall's ruling fits nicely into the Bush
administration's repeated rejection of science
that is at odds with its ideologically driven
policies - an approach to governing that had
drawn sharp criticism from scientists and
some of their professional organizations. So
don't hold your breath expecting the head-
quarters of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice in Washington, D.C., to overrule Hall.

More likely, it will take the grit and determi-
nation of genetic, population, wildlife and
ecological biologists and their professional
organizations, as well as environmental and
conservation groups to overturn the deci-
sion.

Support such efforts to ensure that America's
premier conservation law is applied and en-
forced based on science, not convenience,
economics or politics.


