Protecting
Our Birds

Federal law provides
new hope for many
of North America’s
endangered bird
species.

BY DAVID SHAW, FAIRBANKS, ALASKA
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Wood stork

The brown pelican was recently removed

from the endangered list, while the
wood stork is still on it,

Brown pelican

alist of current endangered bird, animal and plant
species, go to www.fws.gov/endangered.

:{ccording to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, there are 90 threatened or endangered birds
in the nation. To put that in perspective, officials have recorded about 925 species, which
means almost 10 percent of all bird species in our country are slipping toward extinction

Of course, that statistic isn’t actually
that simple. The Endangered Species
Act (ESA) of 19

genetically distinct populations
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Making the List

sult, some listed species are recoyering
to the point of security, while others
not hsted at all are at greater risk.

Like any major piece of legislation,
the ESA is big and cumbersome. But
at the same time, it’s probably one of
the most important pieces of environ-
mental legislation ever passed. Thanks
to the protection of the act and associ-
ated funding, we have watched iconic
American bird species pulled back
from the brink of extinction

HOW CAN YOU HELP? Create a wildlife
www.nwi.org/backyard to learn more,

Our national symbol, the bald ea
gle, was nearly wiped out by the pesti
cide DDT, as were the peregrine falcon
and the brown pelican. Now, all three
are classified as “recovered,” though
the bald eagle is still listed as threat
ened in parts of the country

Another bird that has been helped
‘b\ the ESA is the California condor
The condor was down to a mere 23 In
dividuals in 1981. Now, after years of
captive breeding and wild releases

habitat in your backyard. Log on to

ROAD TO RECOVERY. According to the US. Fish and Wildlife
Service, the spotted owl is currently listed as “threatened
rodpecker and golden-cheeked

hile the red-cockaded we
are listed as endangered

irbler

condors are once again breeding suc-
cessfully in the wild.

Too Little, Too Late

Let’s look at one species for which the
act could have been important—the
ivory-billed woodpecker. The vory-
billed was last undisputedly seen in the
U.S. in 1944, nearly 30 years before the
act. Had the ESA been enacted, the re
maining tracts of mature swamp
forests in the Southeast could have
been preserved, likely protecting the
few remaiming birds. But without the

egislation, the last piece of forest
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billeds was cut down,

For many years, it appeared the
ivory-billed woodpecker was gone. [n
1997, when no confirmed sightings
emerged from the species’ former
range in the U.S. or Cuba, a motion
was put forward to declare the ivory
billed woodpecker extinct

But in 2004 in the Cache River area
of Arkansas, someone claimed to have
spotted a single vory-billed wood-
pecker. A year later, more sightings
were reported near the Choctawhatch-
ee River in Florida’s panhandle
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SPECIES ACT FACTS

® Enacted In 1973

® Some 1,321 populations of U
plants and animals are listed &
endangered or threatened
Including 90 birds and 85
mammals

® There are active recovery plans
for 86 percent of listed species

@ Hawali has 330 listed popula
tions of plants and animals, the
most of any state

® 336 additional species have
been proposed for listing

® 20 species have been removed
from the list after recovery.

# Nine species have been
declared extinct after listing

A Second Chance

If officials had declared the wvory
billed extinct in 1997, the species
would have had no legal protection

upon rediscovery. Thanks in part
to the ESA, a major effort
was begun to protect
habitat and determine
how many ory-
billeds remained
This hasn’t been
without contro-
versy, though. A
P few prominent
biologists have ex-

warl T

pressed skepticism
and even outright
doubt about the validi-
ty of the sightings. But
let’s put those doubts aside
for a moment and imagine that the
great ivory-billed woodpecker still
does exist in the Southern swamps,
as [ believe it does
Here we have an opportunity to
help a remarkable species resurrect
itself. The ESA gives us the legal and
financial framework to work toward
that end. And if the ivory-billed is
indeed gone from the earth, the
Endangered Species Act still provides
us with hope—the hope that next
time we'll have the tools we need to
protect our country’s wildlife.
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