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Fix species act, don't kill it
Post Register editorial board members
are Roger Plothow, publisher; J. Robb
Brady, publisher emeritus; Marty
Trillhaase, Opinions page editor; and
Dean Miller, managing editor.

When California Republican Richard
Pombo first entered Congress in 1992,
he declared his personal agenda would
be to rewrite the Endangered Species
Act.

Now chairman of the House Resources
Committee, Pombo is taking aim at the
law.

Clearly, the ESA needs some work. But
Pombo isn't merely rewriting the law.
He seems determined to repeal it some-
time in the next decade.

Pombo says the law is ineffective be-
cause only 1 percent of the listed spe-
cies have been saved.

What Pombo ignores is the fact that 99
percent of the species ever listed under
the act remain on the planet today. Of
the animals listed as endangered, the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service says 68
percent are stable and 32 percent are
declining.

Imagine how much more the agency
could do with the right resources and
approach.

Fish and Wildlife gets $15 million a year
-- about 10 percent of what it needs --
to deal with a backlog of species pro-
posed for protection and securing habi-
tat for those species already listed.

At the same time, the 30-year-old
law often applies too much stick and
too little carrot in dealing with pri-
vate land owners. What this law
needs is a series of workable incen-
tives for those land owners.

Instead, Pombo is reported to be
preparing legislation that would:

• Limit the kinds of information used
to define threatened or endangered
species.

• Change the law so that merely stav-
ing off extinction -- rather than re-
covery -- becomes the goal. That's
the same approach the Bush admin-
istration wants to pursue with the
Northwest's salmon.

• Potentially repeal the ESA law no
later than 2015.

• Allow federal agencies to choose
what scientific findings they want
to follow. Allowing these agencies,
such as the Department of the Inte-
rior, for instance, to pick the most
"relevant" science would politicize
research decisions.

• Provide more financial incentives
and independence to private land
owners. While that's certainly laud-
able, Pombo's bill would not hold
those landowners accountable.

There's general agreement from
property advocates and environmen-
talists about the need to preserve tax
breaks and incentives for involved
landowners as they cooperate with
federal and state efforts to keep

plants and animals from becoming ex-
tinct. But these landowners ought to set
reasonably attainable goals. They ought
to get adequate funding to accomplish
them. And landowners ought to be will-
ing to be monitored to make certain the
goals are being achieved.

Idaho's senators are in the middle of this
legislative fray.

Earlier this year, Sen. Mike Crapo an-
nounced he was joining with Pombo,
Rep. Greg Walden, R-Ore., and Sen.
Lincoln Chafee, R-R.I., "to improve and
update the Endangered Species Act."

Sen. Larry Craig, a senior member of
the Senate Energy and Natural Re-
sources Committee, also will have a say
over any Endangered Species Act revi-
sion.

As they proceed, they should remem-
ber the impetus for passing the act more
than 30 years ago. Conditions that un-
dermine the survival of plants and ani-
mals ultimately can forecast problems
for people as well.

Scientists have underscored the neces-
sity of saving obscure plants, for ex-
ample, for their proven medical values
for a variety of prescriptions. As more
than one scientist has said: Who knows
what now unknown plant could hold the
cure to cancer?

Update and improve the Endangered
Species Act. It needs a mainstream so-
lution. But don't erase 30 years of
progress.

J. Robb Brady


