Endangered Species

The Endangered Species Act was conceived in 1973 as a fire wall to keep politics and money from deciding the fate of America’s threatened animal and plant species. But with the act facing renewal in 1992, it seems clear that its reauthorization will depend almost completely on politics and money: the politics of an election year and the economic imponderables of the recession. The Endangered Species Act is among the most popular and best-known laws. The recovery of the bald eagle, a symbol of America, and the stabilization of the grizzly bear population are just two of its success stories. But, fueled by the recession, an anti-environmental backlash has made the act a highly divisive issue in several states, most notably Oregon, California, and Washington. (Phillip A. Davis, in Rocky Mountain News, January 29, 1992)

Marjorie Courtenay-Latimer, a curator at the East London Museum in South Africa, spied an unusual fish when combing trawler captain Hendrick Goosen’s catch for specimens December 22, 1938. Five-feet long, 127 pounds, with fins that look like limbs, the find is determined to be a coelacanth, a fish previously known only from fossils and presumed extinct for 65 million years. Coelacanths have a hinged skull and an electrosensory organ unknown in other living fish. Now endangered, they are most often found in the Indian Ocean at depths of more than 300 feet. (Alison McLean, in Smithsonian magazine)

Washington: The House passed legislation Thursday that could greatly expand private property rights under the Endangered Species Act, which is credited with helping keep the bald eagle from extinction but also has provoked bitter fights over land use. By a vote of 229-193, lawmakers approved a top-to-bottom overhaul of the 1973 act, perhaps the nation’s most powerful environmental law. The law has led to contentious battles over species such as the northern spotted owl, the snail darter and the red-legged frog. The rewrite faces an uncertain future in the Senate, where Republican Sen. Lincoln Chafee of Rhode Island, head of the panel that oversees the law, has expressed concerns about the House bill. (Erica Werner, in Boulder Daily Camera, September 30, 2005)

Of all the life forms that have ever existed on earth, 99 percent are now extinct. (Noel Botham, in The World’s Greatest Book of Useless Information, p. 111)

Preble’s meadow jumping mouse: “I believe they put the cost of protecting the mouse between $74 million to $171 million every 10 years,” Kent Holsinger said. He said that a report by the nonprofit Property and Environmental Research Center in Montana put the price of protecting all endangered species at $3.5 billion. (John Rebchook, in Rocky Mountain News, April 30, 2004)

The ancestor of today’s pelican appeared 30 million to 40 million years ago. Out of the more than 1.5 million birds that have existed throughout time, the pelican is one of about 9000 species that remain. (Jack Denton Scott, in Reader’s Digest)

Another plant or animal life form is said to become extinct every 10 minutes. (Boyd’s Curiosity Shop, p. 20)
With 4,669 species judged to be threatened to one degree or another, the United States ranked first, by far, among the nations of the world in total number of plants at risk. That is 29 percent of the country’s 16,108 plant species. (William K. Stevens, in The New York Times, as it appeared in Rocky Mountain News, April 9, 1998)

The Fish and Wildlife Service says there are 1,268 threatened and endangered plants and animals in the United States. About a dozen have gone off the list over the years after they were determined to have recovered; nine have become extinct. (Erica Werner, in Boulder Daily Camera, September 30, 2005)

Visiting a meat market in Laos last year, scientists came across a strange bushy-tailed rodent that they thought was a new species. But now paleontologists at the Carnegie Museum of Natural History in Pittsburgh say the truth is even stranger: the nocturnal animal known to Laotians as the kha-nyou is a type of rodent that scientists thought had been extinct for 11 million years. (Mark A. Klinger, in Smithsonian, 2006)

In Washington state, attempts to save several species of endangered salmon could raise the state’s electric rates by $200 million. (Phillip A. Davis, in Rocky Mountain News, January 29, 1992)

With three species in the rain forest going extinct each hour, we are in the midst of one of the great extinction spasms of geologic history. (Discover magazine, 1992)

90 million years: The age of a species of tree, thought to have been extinct, that was found growing in Australia in 1994. A young specimen of the Wollemi (WALL-um-eye) Pine is being housed in the U.S. Botanic Garden in Washington, D.C., in an effort to preserve the species. 

100: The approximate number of adult trees that exist in the wild, all of them in Wollemi National Park in Australia’s Blue Mountains. The trees’ exact location has been kept secret to protect them. (Scripps Howard News Service, as it appeared in the Rocky Mountain News, February 14, 2005)
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