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Governors unsure of how to fix aging Endangered Species Act

SAN DIEGO The decades-old federal
Endangered Species Act is in need of re-
pair, but how much retooling is required
remains at issue, speakers told those gath-
ered Friday for a summit of governors
from across the Western states.

"The Endangered Species Act was born
broken," Randy Simmons, a Utah State
University political science professor, told
the 18-member Western Governors' As-
sociation. Nearly 70 percent of the nation's
endangered species are located in the
West, according to the association.

Simmons said it is impractical if not un-
natural to try to save all threatened spe-
cies and sub-species from extinction. In-
stead, Simmons said, federal wildlife agen-
cies should focus on preventing the
worldwide extinction of plants and ani-
mals while states should weigh local
threats.

The two-day summit comes as the 30-
year-old act faces increasing fire from
Congress. The summit is aimed at devis-
ing a strategy to convince federal lawmak-
ers to reform the law.

But environmentalists fear legislators in-
tend to gut the act, which they credit with
saving species like the bald eagle, grizzly
bear and California condor from extinc-
tion, and with protecting threatened habi-
tats.

David Hogan of the Arizona-based Center
for Biological Diversity, an environmental
advocacy group, said most of the West-
ern governors want to gut the act.

"I don't believe you need a major over-
haul," said New Mexico Gov. Bill
Richardson, one of six Democrats in the
governors' association. "We need some
tinkering. We need some readjustments."

Republican Colorado Gov. Bill Owens,
who has criticized the act, said that of
1,300 to 1,400 species that have been on
the endangered list, only 13 or 14 have
been deemed "recovered."

"Let's not use the act to try to manage
private and public properties," said Owens,
the association's chairman. "Let's use the
act to try to recover species."

David Hayes, former deputy secretary of
the Department of Interior, told the gov-
ernors that replenishing a species so that
it can be removed from the list is a poor
yardstick for grading the act's success.

"The reason they are on there is habitat
destruction," said Hayes, now a Washing-
ton, D.C., attorney. "They can't come
back."

Hayes cited Riverside County's $30 mil-
lion multispecies growth plan as he ar-
gued that one of the act's needed fixes is
a clear "no surprises" policy. Such a policy
would assure developers that once they
comply with a habitat plan they won't face
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further building restrictions or fees even
as new species or habitats are deemed
threatened.

Riverside County has been working for
five years on a plan that sets aside space
in the western part of the county for new
development, roads and threatened wild-
life.

Hayes also noted how efforts to protect
an endangered fly have undermined some
Inland building projects, saying that more
public money should be available to assist
landowners whose plans run afoul of the
act.

The act protects 56 plants and animals in
Riverside and San Bernardino counties.


