
LAST YEAR, the House gutted 
important provisions of the En-
dangered Species Act, benefi ting 
developers and drillers who do 
not want their projects slowed by 
concerns for plants and animals 
facing extinction. Now it is up to 
the Senate to defend a law that has 
kept the nation’s symbol, the bald 
eagle, from disappearing from the 
lower 48 states.

As chairman of the Environment 
committee’s Fish, Wildlife, and 
Water subcommittee, Senator Lin-
coln Chafee, Republican of Rhode 
Island, is in a position to ensure that 
any changes to the law are improve-
ments, not loopholes. The House 
bill would change the law’s very 
purpose by limiting designation of 
protected habitats to areas needed 
to save a species from imminent 
extinction, rather than the current 
standard of recovery.

The House bill also would require 
federal agencies to ignore species 
protection if it interferes with their 
mission. The Defense Department 
already has this authority, which 

Flora, fauna, and folly

would now be extended to agen-
cies overseeing oil and gas drilling, 
mining, and timbering. Scientists, 
in making judgments about species 
survivability, would be forbidden in 
the House bill from using models, ge-
netic studies, or population surveys. 
The bill would shift the decision 
of what constitutes ‘’best available 
science” from scientists to political 
appointees in the Department of the 
Interior.

Last week, more than 5,700 biolo-
gists wrote senators warning against 
weakening the scientific basis of 
a law that they describe as ‘’well-
functioning.” The biologists write: 
“Losing a species means losing the 
potential to solve some of humanity’s 
most intractable problems, including 
hunger and disease.”

Thanks to the 1973 law, fewer than 
1 percent of listed species have gone 
extinct. But the law is not perfect. 
Since it was enacted with a unani-
mous vote in the Senate and just fi ve 
nays in the House, scientists have 
learned about the threat to species 
of global warming. Any reform bill 
should force the country to address 
the greenhouse gases that cause cli-
mate change. The agencies that work 

to enforce the law need more fund-
ing to ensure that species in need of 
protection become listed in a timely 
manner. Nearly one-third of native 
US species are at risk of vanishing.

Chafee said Friday that he and other 
environmentalists in the Senate worry 
that any bill the Senate passes would 
lead to the conference committee 
producing a bill closer to the House’s, 
which Chafee called a ‘’detriment to 
progress on reform.” No bill is bet-
ter than a bad bill. Chafee and others 
who care about conservation must 
ensure that the endangered species 
law -- and the species it protects -- 
do not fall victim to proponents of 
heedless exploitation of the country’s 
resources. 
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