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Bipartisan effort to alter Endangered Species Act

DON THOMPSON
Associated Press

SACRAMENTO - A bipartisan pair of Central Valley congressmen is expected this week to propose changing an Endangered Species
Act they contend has become unwieldy and is thwarting development without doing wildlife much good.

House Resources Committee Chairman Richard Pombo, a Republican, and U.S. Rep. Dennis Cardoza, a Democrat, are allied on a bill
that has environmental groups alarmed.

Pombo has scheduled a hearing by his committee Wednesday on the bill he has yet to release, entitled the “Threatened and
Endangered Species Recovery Act of 2005.”

Environmental groups suspect he is trying to move the bill quickly to a House vote before opposition can build.

The environmental law firm Earthjustice and the Center for Biological Diversity said they obtained analyses of the pending bill, which
they say would eliminate major wildlife protections in the law that they contend has saved dozens of species since it was enacted in
1973.

The government would have to compensate property owners at fair market value for any loss that results from protecting endangered
species, or else it could not enforce the act, under the draft analysis.

The Center for Biological Diversity said the measure would not only be prohibitively expensive, but “would set a precedent to require
the government to pay industry for any profits lost to environmental protections, and it would reward developers who plan the
maximum and most potentially profitable projects for the most ecologically important habitat. In short, it begs developers to plan
projects that allow them to extort payment from the government.”

The draft bill also would eliminate the act’s requirements for critical habitat designations for endangered species.

Craig Manson, President Bush’s assistant Interior secretary for wildlife, has said that portion of the act is “broken,” and the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service contends it eats up valuable resources without providing much benefit to wildlife.

The Center for Biological Diversity counters that species are twice as likely to recover when there has been critical habitat designated.

The environmental groups contend other draft provisions would impose so many regulatory restrictions or loopholes that it would
shackle government biologists. They say those would make it difficult to block projects that would threaten protected wildlife, and
nearly impossible to add new species to the list of 1,370 plants and animals considered threatened or in danger of extinction.

The bill also would require the Interior secretary to define “best available scientific information,” which the environmental groups say
politicizes the process. Critics of the act have said protection decisions are often made based on questionable science.

Pombo’s committee earlier this year released a study contending that the act has largely failed to help endangered species recover.
His committee passed two bills last year to amend the law, but neither got a vote on the House floor. Earlier attempts to amend the law
also went nowhere, including a 1997 effort that cleared a Senate committee.
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