
OLast One
In the United States as elsewhere, stopping the countdown 

to extinction means preserving healthy habitat—the aim of the
celebrated and scorned Endangered Species Act.

 ocelot

195
estimated u.s. population:  

fewer than 100 wild, 95 captive

Wild ocelots are gone from all U.S. 
states except Texas, driven out by 
human development. The elusive cats 
still roam the wilds of Central and 
South America, but there’s little 
reliable data on their true numbers.

Photographs by Joel Sartore
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pygmy rabbit

dusky seaside sparrow

left Slipping into extinction almost 
unnoticed, the dusky seaside sparrow— 
found mainly on Florida’s Merritt 
Island—declined from some 3,000 
pairs to none as its salt marsh habitat 
was sprayed with DDT and taken over 
for use by the space program. The last 
dusky died in 1987.

Bryn the pygmy rabbit died in 2008, 
months after this photograph was 
made. Though her species survives, 
the genetically distinct Columbia 
Basin population to which she 
belonged does not. Responsible for its 
downturn: conversion of sagebrush 
habitat to agriculture. Conservation-
ists hope a breeding program will 
salvage part of the genome. 
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a  puerto rican crested toad Peltophryne lemur; photographed  
at Sedgwick County Zoo, Wichita, Kansas
estimated 500 to 2,000 wild and 400 captive

b  fringed campion Silene polypetala; U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, Athens, Georgia
estimated 5,500 to 10,700 patches

c  masked bobwhite Colinus virginianus ridgwayi; Phoenix Zoo, 
Arizona
nearly extinct in the wild, some 700 captive

d  palos verdes blue butterfly Glaucopsyche lygdamus 
palosverdesensis; Florida Museum of Natural History, Gainesville
estimated 300 wild and 4,000 captive

e  santa catalina island fox Urocyon littoralis catalinae; 
Middle Ranch Veterinary Field Clinic, Santa Catalina, California

f  yellow-blotched map turtle Graptemys flavimaculata; 
Tennessee Aquarium
estimated 50,000

g  loggerhead sea turtle Caretta caretta; Riverbanks Zoo,  
Columbia, South Carolina
biologists tally nests, not individuals. some 47,000 to 90,000 nests 
were counted each year on the atlantic coast over the past decade.

h  texas blind salamander Eurycea rathbuni; Detroit Zoological 
Society, Michigan
150 captive, estimated 100 to 1,000 wild

i  boulder darter Etheostoma wapiti; Conservation Fisheries, 
Knoxville, Tennessee
estimated 3,500 wild and 600 captive

j  delhi sands flower-loving fly Rhaphiomidas terminatus 
abdominalis; Colton, California
fewer than 1,000

k  hawaiian goose Branta sandvicensis; Great Plains Zoo, 
Sioux Falls, South Dakota
estimated 2,000 wild and 100 captive

l  polar bear Ursus maritimus; Tulsa Zoo, Oklahoma
estimated 3,500 in alaska

m  red-cockaded woodpecker Picoides borealis; North Carolina Zoo
estimated 12,210 breeding birds

n  yellowfin madtom Noturus flavipinnis; Conservation Fisheries, 
Knoxville, Tennessee
estimated 5,000 wild and 800 captive

o  mexican spotted owl Strix occidentalis lucida; Wildlife Center, 
Española, New Mexico
estimated 1,000 to 2,000

p  wolverine Gulo gulo; New York State Zoo at Thompson Park
though not officially listed, some 300 wolverines remain in the lower 48 states.

q  chiricahua leopard frog Lithobates chiricahuensis;  
Phoenix Zoo, Arizona
estimated 5,000 adults

r  mount graham red squirrel Tamiasciurus hudsonicus 
grahamensis; Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum

s  pyne’s ground-plum Astragalus bibullatus; Flat Rock Cedar Glades 
and Barrens State Natural Area, Tennessee
estimated 2,500 to 3,000 plants

a

i

b

j

d

l

c

k

e

m

f

q

h

o

g

n

p sr

endangered species 89  88 national geo graphic •  january 2009



90 national geo graphic •  january 2009

the sparrows of merritt 
island are no more. 
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Gopher tortoises in the southeastern U.S. often end up as roadkill. Invasive fire ants and armadillos 
also prey on their eggs and young, while urban expansion, land conversion for pine plantations, and 
fire mismanagement degrade tortoise habitat, pushing these reptiles closer to the edge. 

The final resting place of the last dusky seaside sparrow is a glass bottle  
in the Ornithology Collection at the Florida Museum of Natural History. 
The bird’s eyes are heavily mantled, and its feathers have been ruffled by 
the alcohol that nearly fills the bottle. A paper tag states that the bird, an 
old male, died on June 16, 1987. Three and a half years after that sparrow’s 
death, a terse entry appeared in the Federal Register announcing that the 
dusky seaside sparrow was now extinct and had been removed from  
the federal government’s list of endangered and threatened wildlife. Neither 
the bird nor its critical habitat—the salt marshes of Florida’s Merritt 

Is the urgency any less today? There were 
nearly 100 million fewer Americans in 1973, 
and some 2.8 billion fewer people on the planet. 
Scientists were just beginning to imagine cli-
mate change of the order now being projected, 
and its effect on wildlife and plants. Report after 
report—on habitat loss, deforestation, the pil-
laging of ocean fishing stocks, the plummeting 
of migratory bird populations—clearly indicates 
that the picture for many species, perhaps most, 
is far worse now than it was 35 years ago.

And yet in that time, the act has become a 
battleground. In part this is because it has cre-
ated an ongoing conflict between the right to 
manage and develop property as an owner sees 
fit and the need to protect habitat critical to 
any endangered species that live on it. There’s 
no mistaking the sober intent of the act. It pro-
hibits the “taking” of any endangered species, 
and makes it illegal to destroy critical habitat, 

even on private land. Some landowners feel 
this provision violates their legal rights. They’ve 
taken their argument all the way to the Supreme 
Court, and mostly lost. Some landowners who 
feared the possible impact of the Endangered 
Species Act have even rushed ahead to exploit 
their property preemptively—by logging it, for 
instance—while a species is being considered 
for listing. To prevent this, and to create a safety 
valve in the law, the federal government has cre-
ated programs like Safe Harbor. Participating 
landowners agree to protect habitat in exchange 
for assurances that more restrictive limits will 
not be imposed on their property. 

But the act remains on life support. It has not 
been reauthorized—given multiyear funding—
since the late 1980s, subsisting instead on an-
nual appropriations requested by the Interior 
Department. The Bush Administration has 
done nearly everything it could to endanger 

Island, which is also the home of the John F. 
Kennedy Space Center—would be protected 
any longer by the Endangered Species Act. 

What killed the sparrows of Merritt Island? 
In a word, improvements. No one ate the dusky 
seaside sparrow or hunted it for sport. Its nests 
weren’t vandalized, nor was it suddenly preyed 
upon by a newly introduced predator. But by 
spraying with DDT to control mosquitoes and 
building impoundments that allowed freshwater 
vegetation to take over the salt marshes, humans 
adjusted the ecosystem—hoping to improve their 
own lives—and discovered, too late, how finely 
attuned to its home in the cordgrass the dusky 
seaside sparrow really was. That last bottled spar-
row is what a species looks like when its habitat 
has vanished for good.

For 35 years, ever since Richard Nixon signed 
it into law in December 1973, the Endangered 
Species Act has served as a biological half- 
way house, a kind of protective legal custody 
for life-forms at risk of disappearing. It would 
be more accurate, in a way, to call it the Endan-
gered Species and Habitat Act, since the purpose 
of the law is to protect species by identifying 
and then protecting their critical habitat— 
old-growth forest for the northern spotted owl, 

the Little Tennessee River for the snail darter. 
The act has been controversial ever since it was 
signed, not because it tries to save plants and 
wildlife but because it tries to save the habi-
tat they need to survive. Usually—and here is 
where the trouble arises—this means prevent-
ing humans from altering those ecosystems in 
any way. 

What passed in 1973 was a lean, tough act. 
It called upon every department and agency 
in the federal government to work explicitly 
toward protecting endangered and threatened 
species. It required the federal government to 
cooperate with state governments in doing so, 
and it pledged the United States to live up to 
several international treaties whose purpose is 
to conserve species facing extinction. It was, in 
a sense, a bill of rights for the rest of creation.

There was a sense of urgency in the act—an 
urgency it shared with the Clean Air and Clean 
Water Acts of 1970 and 1972. What inspired 
them all was a groundswell of environmental 
awareness rising from many sources—includ-
ing Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, published in 
1962—and the sudden, painful realization that 
many species, whales and whooping cranes 
alike, were collapsing in numbers. 

Essay by Verlyn Klinkenborg
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the act itself by decreasing funding and politi-
cizing the scientific evaluations that determine 
the status of species at risk. As this article goes 
to press, only 64 species have been listed in the 
almost eight years George W. Bush has been in 
the White House. During his father’s four years, 
the total was 235. 

There’s nothing easy about adding a creature 
to the list. Sometimes a species is proposed by 
the Fish and Wildlife Service or the National 
Marine Fisheries Service. Sometimes it’s pro-
posed by the public or a conser vation group. 
A candidate for listing must undergo a scien-
tific review and a public comment period. One 
of the most recent additions—the polar bear, 
which was given threatened status last May—

suggests some of the inherent difficulties. Polar 
bear habitat is dwindling due to climate change, 
but it’s also being compromised by the rush to 
exploit the Arctic for minerals and petroleum. 
Dirk Kempthorne, the Secretary of the Interi-
or, listed the polar bear only after being forced  
to by a federal court, and only after calling the 
Endangered Species Act “perhaps the least flex-
ible law Congress has ever enacted.” In its wan-
ing months the Bush Administration pro posed 
regulatory changes that would gut the act by  
allowing federal agencies, not scientists, to  
decide whether to protect a species.

At present 1,050 species in the United States 
and its neighboring waters are listed as en-
dangered—at risk of extinction. Another 309 
are listed as threatened, or likely to become  
endangered in the foreseeable future. There are 
recovery plans—strategies for restoring dwin-
dling populations—for most of them, including 

measures like acquiring critical nesting beaches 
for Atlantic loggerhead sea turtles or restoring 
wetland habitat for the copperbelly water snake. 
But critical habitat has been designated for only 
520 species. And when it comes to actual re-
covery, the numbers are not encouraging. Since 
1973, only 39 U.S. species have been removed 
from the endangered and threatened list. Nine 
of those went extinct, and 16 were removed 
when evidence emerged that a listed species 
was not, in fact, imperiled. Only 14 have recov-
ered enough to be delisted. Meanwhile, listing 
is pending for nearly 300 official candidates, 
everything from Las Vegas buckwheat to the 
Miami blue butterfly. 

Critics say those numbers show how ineffec-
tive the Endangered Species Act really is. But 
the numbers may instead show just how much 
economic and political inertia the act has faced. 
And there are other ways to measure its suc-
cess. How many species might have vanished 
without it? Perhaps the best measure of the 
act’s value is the very contention it causes, the 
fact that it gives endangered species a day in 
court and helps us see the unintended conse-
quences of our actions. It reminds us that what 
look like simple economic decisions—to build 
a subdivision or auction new drilling leases or 
plant more corn for ethanol production—have 
to be considered within the greater economy of  
nature, where many lives are in the balance.

Some creatures are so iconic that it’s easy to 
see why we take the trouble to save them. The 
bald eagle was removed from the list in 2007 
because its numbers in the lower 48 states have 
been successfully restored—from fewer than 
500 nesting pairs in 1963 to some 10,000 pairs 
in 2007. One population of the grizzly bear—in 
Yellowstone National Park—has graduated from 
the list. So have such impressive species as the 
peregrine falcon and the American alligator.

But what about the Delhi Sands flower-loving 
fly, an inch-long insect that now lives in only 
a few locations in southern California’s River-
side and San Bernardino Counties? Or the 165  
remaining Salt Creek tiger beetles, which dwell 
in a few surviving patches of saline marsh near 

Lincoln, Nebraska? What about Mississippi 
sandhill cranes, which are down to about 25 
breeding pairs? Or the once widespread Hig-
gins’ eye pearly mussel, whose range has shrunk 
to a few pools in the Mississippi River and its 
tributaries? What about a shorebird like the red 
knot, which is not federally listed but is in steep 
decline from the overharvesting of its predomi-
nant food source, horseshoe crabs? 

Most people have never heard of, much less 
seen, these creatures. They have no immediate 
appeal except their own intrinsic beauty. They 
stand for nothing except their own way of life, 
which has been hindered by development, pol-
lution, or the spread of invasive species. 

After 35 years it has become clear that the 
Endangered Species Act is really a test—and not 
just to see whether we can do the scientific and 
bureaucratic and legal legwork quickly enough 
to make a difference for the thousands of spe-
cies at risk. The act is a test of priorities—a test 
the just elected President and his administration 
will face anew. After all the politically delicate 
lessons we’ve learned about protecting species at 
risk, will the country recommit itself to the task 
with the directness and the idealism of 1973? 

Again and again, the battle over listing  
a species—giving it the protection of the law—
boils down to the choices we make in our ordi-
nary lives. Listing the greater sage grouse, for 
instance, would hamper natural gas and coal 
development in Wyoming. But we could offset 
those losses in production by conserving en-
ergy, something we ought to be doing anyway 
to slow climate change. It seems like a paradox. 
Adding species to the endangered list takes the 
concerted effort of scientists, legislators, con-
servationists, and ordinary citizens. But what 
saves species, in the end, is human restraint, the 
ability to balance our needs against the needs of 
the rest of the lives on this planet.

We have no way of guessing how long our 
own kind will survive, but one thing is certain. 
The better the chances of survival for the plants 
and animals and insects you see in these photo-
graphs—and for all their endangered kin—the 
better our own chances will be. j 

The Alabama beach mouse ekes out a living on a 14-mile stretch of the state’s Fort Morgan Peninsula, 
where its dune habitat is fragmented by construction and lit up at night. Habitat saved under the 
Endangered Species Act (ESA) prevented these nocturnal mice from going the way of the dodo. 

Verlyn Klinkenborg chronicles the natural world for 
many publications. Joel Sartore has photographed 25 
Geographic stories, six on endangered species.



336
156 wild, 180 captive

california condor

94  

They survived the Ice Age, but 
condors barely held out against 
Homo sapiens. Many of these 
scavengers were shot or poisoned 
by fragments of lead left behind by 
hunters. In 1985 just nine wild 
birds remained. Captive breeding 
and reduced use of lead ammuni-
tion have brought the species back.

following pages American burying 
beetles like dark, undisturbed areas 
rich in carrion. Nature’s undertak-
ers, they bury dead animals to feed 
their young. Their range is down 
from 35 states to 9; numbers are 
falling too.



25,OOO
estimates range from 2,500 to 25,000

american 
burying beetle
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4O
in the lower 48 states

woodland caribou

 538    
 387 wild, 151 captive

Captive breeding, migration 
training, and the ESA have saved 
the whooping crane. Still troubling: 
development along migration 
routes and reduced genetic diversity 
from earlier population crashes.

left Reliant on now scant old-
growth forest, woodland caribou
are nearly absent from the lower 48 
states. Just a few holdouts still cross 
from Canada into northern Idaho 
and Washington. whooping crane



1,5OO
 in the lower 48 states

grizzly bear

Shielded by the ESA, grizzlies 
are returning to old haunts while 
conservationists work to reconnect 
remaining habitat blocks in the 
northern Rockies. Humans nearly 
felled these bears: Montana grizzly 
expert Chris Servheen reckons that 
between 1920 and 1940 fewer than 
300 existed in the lower 48 states.
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mexican gray wolf  

32O
 60 wild, 260 captive

18,1OO
estimates range from 14,500 to 18,100

bog turtle

The palm-size bog turtle, smallest 
in the country, now survives mostly 
on private lands. Adapted to soggy 
soils, the species suffers where 
wetlands are filled or groundwater 
is diverted.

Still on shaky ground, the 
Mexican gray wolf, an endangered  
sub species, is slowly increasing  
in number in Arizona and New 
Mexico thanks to captive breeding.
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6,OOO
 estimates range from 3,500 to 6,000 

st. andrew beach mouse 

“The world wouldn’t crumble 
without them,” says biologist Sandra 
Sneckenberger, “but they’re indica-
tors of ecosystem health.” In faltering 
numbers, St. Andrew beach mice 
survive in Florida on dune habitat 
in public and private hands. If both 
sides can work together, Snecken-
berger says, the mice just might 
beat the odds.

special thanks san diego zoo (ocelot, Leopardus pardaLis, pages 83-84); 
florida museum of natural history (dusky seaside sparrow, ammodramus 
maritimus nigrescens, 85); oregon zoo (pygmy rabbit, BrachyLagus idahoensis, 
86-87); mississippi museum of natural science (gopher tortoise, gopherus 
poLyphemus, 91); u.s. fish and wildlife service (alabama beach mouse, 
peromyscus poLionotus ammoBates, 92); phoenix zoo (california condor, 
gymnogyps caLifornianus, 94-95); st. louis zoo (american burying beetle, 
nicrophorus americanus, 96-97); new york state zoo (woodland caribou, 
rangifer tarandus cariBou, 98); audubon center for research of endangered 
species, new orleans (whooping crane, grus americana, 99); sedgwick county 
zoo, wichita, kansas (grizzly bear, ursus arctos horriBiLis, 100-101); zoo 
atlanta (bog turtle, cLemmys muhLenBergii, 102-103); wild canid survival and 
research center, eureka, missouri (mexican gray wolf, canis Lupus BaiLeyi, 
103); u.s. fish and wildlife service (st. andrew beach mouse, peromyscus 
poLionotus peninsuLaris, 104-105)
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1,359 points of life 
each solid dot in these icons stands for a species protected by the esa as 
endangered (at risk of extinction) or threatened (likely to become endangered). 
nearly 300 more animals and plants have been identified as candidates. for 
the bald eagle and 13 other species, the protection of the 1973 act raised their 
numbers enough to remove them from the list. for others, attempts to save 
their habitat came too late: the dusky seaside sparrow, the blue pike, and 
seven other animals left the list because they no longer exist. 

alejandro tumas, ng staff. source: u.s. fish and wildlife service (data as of october 2008)


