
Guest Opinion: A planet on the brink

For 30 years, the
Endangered Species Act has
proved to be a valuable tool
in protecting numerous
species from extinction.
Now, the act itself is
endangered, as Congress
and the White House seek to
chip away at its protections
- even as a cataclysmic

Humanity stands at the
threshold of great loss - an
extinction crisis so severe
that biologists are calling it the
"Sixth Great Planetary
Extinction."

The difference with this one
is that it is entirely caused by
humans.

With all of our technological
advances, why is this
happening? We can splice
together DNA, land intelligent
probes on Saturn and even
create life in a test tube. Why
can't we protect and restore
the wildlife that already
shares this Earth with us?

We are losing 30,000 species
a year - a sobering three
species per species per hour,
Harvard biologist E.O.
Wilson estimated in 1993.

In Arizona, 70 species are
listed as endangered, and
more are on the waiting list.
This loss has profound moral,
ethical and practical
implications for the

ecosystem in which we all
live.

Thirty years ago, the United
States awakened to this
extinction crisis and passed
the Endangered Species Act
with overwhelming bipartisan
majorities.

This law was the beginning
of a nationwide commitment
to preventing extinction. It
serves as an alarm system -
warning us when extinction is
imminent so we can do
something about it. And it has
been very successful,
protecting creatures great
and small.

Of more than 1,800 species
protected by the Act, only
nine have gone extinct. That's
an astonishing 99 percent
success rate.

Our national emblem, the
bald eagle; the majestic
condor and the grizzly bear
are three better-known
successes of the Endangered
Species Act.

In Arizona, the jaguar is
returning because of the Act.
The Sonoran pronghorn,
with fewer than 19 individuals
left, probably would be gone
forever if not for the Act.

Similarly protected are the
Chiricahua leopard frog, the
Arizona agave, the tiny Gila
chub and many more.

Unfortunately, the
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Endangered Species Act is
itself endangered, as short-
sighted special interests and
their friends in Washington
move to weaken its
protections.

The Bush administration has
set a record for the fewest
new species listed by a
president.

Only weeks ago, Bush
added insult to injury by
naming a lobbyist for Safari
Club International - a group
known for advocating the
trophy hunting of rare
animals - as interim director
of the U.S. Fish & Wildlife
Service, the federal agency
charged with the protection
of our rare animals.

Some in Congress are
moving swiftly to undermine
the Act.

A bill by U.S. Rep. Dennis
Cardoza, D-Calif., would
dramatically weaken habitat
protections for endangered
species.

Several members of
Arizona's delegation, led by
Republican Rep. Jeff Flake,
have proposed a sweeping
exemption to prohibit habitat
protections along rivers,
streams and lakes affected
by dams or waterways.

These proposals make no
sense when you consider that
clearly the best way to
protect species on the brink

is to protect the places they
call home.

In Arizona's hot deserts,
waterways are lifelines for
endangered species.
Fortunately, similar bills are
not pending in the Senate.

These misguided House
legislators are swimming
against the 86 percent of the
public that supports the Act.

Citizens recognize species
protection is a "responsibility
to future generations." This
support springs from diverse
quarters.

Here, ranchers join hands
with conservationists to form
local partnerships that meet
the needs of all stakeholders,
people and species alike.

And the religious community
has weighed in as well. The
National Council of
Churches, an ecumenical
Christian organization
representing 36 faiths and 45
million people in 100,000
congregations, passed a
resolution on Valentine's Day
2005, saying that to "walk
the current path of ecological
destruction is not only folly;
it is sin."

It added that "addressing the
degradation of God's sacred
Earth is the moral assignment
of our time comparable to
the Civil Rights struggles of
the 1960s."
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Unfortunately, we have not
always succeeded in living up
to that moral imperative.
Often we have sacrificed
tomorrow's bounty for
today's gains.

Some of these failings are
reversible; others are not.
The most permanent is
extinction. It is this finiteness
that causes even the most
cold-hearted to stop and
think.

The Endangered Species Act
is one of our nation's most
critical and essential
environmental laws. Its basic
premise and intent remain as
sound today as when it first
was crafted.

And now, more than ever, our
nation needs a strong
Endangered Species Act.
Stopping extinction and
protecting our ecosystems is
what future generations will
most thank us for.

Scotty Johnson is senior
outreach representative for
Defenders of Wildlife.

Were it not for the Endangered
Species Act, the condor (top),
pygmy owl (below left), Sonoran
pronghorn and (below right) jag-
uar likely would be extinct.


