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Introduction

Many of you will find this to be a rather unusual book to hold. For starters, this is a book about the U.S. Endangered Species Act, but the cover features a species that’s not actively protected by the Endangered Species Act, at least not directly. That’s on purpose, actually. Some of you will also find it rather peculiar to read, as well—many of the chapters run off topic and in strange tangents at times. That’s intentional, too.


The main theme and topics of this book may seem somewhat esoteric at first glance, but in fact this book is intended for a wide audience, crane fans or not, despite my dabbling in specialized language here and there. This book is narrative in many parts, analytical in others, and oddly autobiographical throughout, but it’s all very much intended. I could have written a drab technical treatise for college professors and wildlife management professionals, but that’s no fun, and that’s not what I’ve done here. There’s still plenty of forage for those professionals to graze on in these pages, though. I promise. But this book isn’t only for endangered species protection enthusiasts or conservation professionals—it’s for everyone, regardless of professional background or level of educational attainment.


But I’ll admit straightaway that this is an odd book considering the topic it tackles and the approach I took in analyzing it. Oftentimes while reading you may wonder, what is this guy going on about? But please soldier through these sections as best you can, because they do have a point. There’s ultimately a method to the madness, I promise, though it may take time to discern it.


And to the conservation professionals and journalists who may feel offended by much of what’s written in the following pages, I ask that you all soldier through those sections as well, bravely and without regret. We may have differences of opinion, but we can certainly disagree without being disagreeable. I can read news articles or books containing content that I vehemently disagree with without feeling personally offended or attacked by any of it. In parts of this book I criticize professional practices, but I never attack anyone personally. It’s a necessary balance that I take given the severity of the world’s extinction crisis.


Finally, a brief word of heartfelt thanks to the many colleagues, associates, friends, acquaintances, and loved ones who helped me get this book to print.


I couldn’t have written this book and the facts and figures contained within it were it not for the enormous well of support I was able to draw from. To my past and present graduate school advisers in Texas and Hokkaido, thank you for your support. Thank you to the professionals in Akan, Tsurui, Kushiro, Sapporo, Texas, Aransas, Colorado, and Washington, D.C., who were kind enough to share their time and expertise with me over the past several years in person, by phone, and via email. Most of the encounters and interviews retold in this book occurred in my beat reporting days. I gained more from these women and men than I could ever imagine, and I’m grateful that they agreed to lend their words and wisdom to my writing. Thank you all. Thank you to my colleagues at the small university in Tsukuba where I launched my academic career. Special thanks to Jake and everyone at Prometheus for waiting patiently for my first draft and for the subsequent aid they extended in seeing this book to print. Thank you to my copy editor for greatly improving this book. And a big thank-you is in order to my wife, who encouraged me to pursue my research and dreams, and to my family, who’ve been a solid wind at my back.


And thank you, reader, for finding this book intriguing enough to pick up and read. You’re the real power and passion behind A Tale of Two Cranes: Lessons Learned from 50 Years of the Endangered Species Act. You’re the reason why I wrote this book, my second to make it to print, and I sincerely hope you enjoy it.








CHAPTER ONE
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No Fish, No Fowl

Between December 1965 and August 1966, a Japanese science-fiction journal called SF Magazine published a serialized tale by the author Mitsuse Ryu. His story was titled 10 Billion Days and 100 Billion Nights, as translated to English, of course. The adventure Mitsuse delivered to the magazine’s audience of sci-fi enthusiasts that year later inspired a manga series and eventually made its way into published novel form. I happen to have both the Japanese and English versions of this fantastic novel in my possession.

I mention all this here because Mitsuse’s unique tale begins with a poem about the constant ebb and flow of subtle yet permanent changes that occur on Earth endlessly, unceasingly, for what seems to us like an eternity. The Japanese version of the poem is lovely in its own right, but it’s not quite as eloquent as the English translation, in my humble opinion.

One bit, as translated by Alexander O. Smith and Elye J. Alexander, stands out for me. Allow me to share that portion of Mitsuse’s translated poem with you here:


All are absorbed and reduced into individual molecules, tiny motes that show no hint of their vast history. In the bottomless sediments, only a vague memory remains.

The sea: it contains within itself the long, long story of time, a perpetual record of shapes that will never be seen again.



The second half, in particular, resonates for me: “a perpetual record of shapes that will never be seen again.” Just think about those words for a second and what they’re trying to convey. Let them resonate in your head for a little while.

In a nutshell, Mitsuse’s poem is about how the dust of everything in existence on Earth eventually ends up at the bottom of the ocean. You and I and all of us, that’s where we’re headed: the sea. It’s fitting, considering how science is strongly convinced that it was from the sea that all life on Earth emerged in the first place. Endlessly roiling and churning, never ceasing in its motion, gradually and relentlessly, the sea eats away at the coasts and mountains, valleys and continents, over long eons of time, swallowing the dust and ashes and molecules and fossils of countless millions of organisms large and small that once roamed this planet just as you and I do now. Only vague shadows of their former selves remain, no pictures or hard memories, and only if we’re lucky. It is exceedingly rare for any living creature to ever become a fossil. That we have so many fossils of long-extinct living things for us to research, marvel at, and display to the curious public in our museums speaks to the tremendous multitude of living creatures that have ever lived and walked on our world.

For the vast majority of formerly living things, their shapes will never be seen by anyone or anything ever again. Not even their footprints, nor the shadows of their skeletons. They will remain hidden from us permanently, for eternity, fantastic creatures whose remains never chanced to fossilize in any way whatsoever. The only memory of them left, if you can call it that, resides in the molecules of water that pass through our bodies or in the atoms of the dust that cling to our nostrils. All of it eventually finds its way to the sea, “time’s closest confidant” as Mitsuse so poetically puts it. He had it right: the ocean contains within its immense belly “a perpetual record of shapes that will never be seen again.”

The oceans are slowly but surely eating away at most of the Hawaiian Islands, England, North America, South America, Asia, Australia, New Zealand, and pretty much any bit of geology that isn’t currently being built or added to through uplift or volcanic activity or shored up (temporarily) by our clever human engineering. But that line in Mitsuse’s poem isn’t pointing only to geology—of the past mountains and valleys, canyons and glaciers, rivers and lakes, volcanoes and islands and more that will never be seen by us or any other living creature again, ever. His poem holds a deeper meaning, I like to think.

The Caribbean monk seal (2008). The Yangtze River dolphin (2007). Lienard’s giant gecko (1996). The Japanese river otter (2012). The Carolina parakeet (2016). The Pinta giant tortoise (2015). The Floreana giant tortoise (2017). The Navassa Island rhinoceros iguana (2010). Schomburgk’s deer (2014). The Utah Lake sculpin (2011). The Christmas Island pipistrelle (2016). The laughing owl (2016). The large sloth lemur (2008). The Charco azul pupfish (2018). The Guam flying fox (2019). These are some other shapes that neither you nor I nor anyone or anything else will ever chance to see again, if we were ever lucky enough to have caught glimpses of any of them at all before.

Sure, you may chance to witness these vanished animals in photographs or perhaps even view a long-dead and stuffed specimen in a museum or university lab somewhere sometime, should you seek to do so, but this is not what I mean. These animals were once moving, breathing, living creatures with which we shared this planet. Their shapes were endlessly changing, in terms of their morphology and in the motions and sounds they made or in the tracks and footprints they left in their wake. Perhaps even in the eggshells they left behind. They were born or hatched then grew. They moved, hunted or foraged, or did both. They slept when they were exhausted. They ran from threats and kept a wary distance from curious onlookers. They cried. Then they died. And then eventually all of them died, every last living member of their species. They’re now shapes you and I will never see again, invisible molecules either headed for the sea or already there.

The list of creatures I mentioned includes animals recently declared extinct by the International Union for Conservation of Nature, or IUCN, a global team of scientists and conservationists whose mission is to catalog and preserve what remains of Earth’s quickly vanishing biodiversity. The year each species was last assessed and either declared or confirmed as extinct by IUCN members is included in parentheses next to the species’ names. I failed to include a comprehensive list of all recently declared extinct animals and neglected to mention any recently declared extinct plants at all. The catalog of extinct plants is probably far larger. Extinct animals are more memorable, of course, because they move and leap and fly and do other fantastic things. Or at least, they used to, which is why there is so much more written about them. Though we shouldn’t forget about the plants, this book is mainly about the animals, as such books usually are. Apologies in advance for this.

The Carolina parakeet once flew over much of the U.S. Southeast and parts of the Midwest. It was probably poisonous; not via its bite or scratch but to anything that might consume one. But this evolved defensive mechanism apparently didn’t save it—this species hasn’t been seen for decades.

The two species of giant tortoise listed earlier recently disappeared from the Galapagos Islands in Ecuador. They’re gone for good, too, I’m afraid, and others may soon follow, since Galapagos tortoises generally are endemic only to certain islands in that archipelago. The Yangtze River dolphin was very recently declared extinct—try as they might, the few Chinese scientists who insist that this species is still probably around someplace haven’t managed to spot evidence of even a single surviving individual anywhere. I once traveled down a lengthy stretch of the Yangtze River myself, and I don’t recall seeing any animals in that waterway, let alone something the size of a dolphin. And that vanished species may soon have more company in its category: every remaining species of freshwater dolphin throughout the world is on the brink of extinction, unfortunately, according to a 2020 IUCN report.

This brings to my mind another cetacean, though not the freshwater kind.

The vaquita is a small mouse-faced species of porpoise that exists only in the northern stretches of the Sea of Cortez in western Mexico. Adult vaquitas grow to about the size of a large dog. There are fewer than a dozen of them left, if that, and there is a very high probability that this animal will soon cease to exist entirely, perhaps even by the time I finish writing this book. The vaquita is disappearing for the stupidest of reasons: Mexican fishermen casting huge gillnets wherever they please in the hopes of depleting another critically endangered species, a rare type of fish called the totoaba, all because far too many credulous consumers in East Asia have fooled themselves into believing that eating totoaba swim bladders will give them magical powers of longevity. Wayward vaquitas become entangled in these gillnets and drown. The vaquita is quite possibly the most critically endangered animal on the planet, and scientists don’t know if they’ll be able to save the species at all. The Mexican government has shown very little interest in rescuing and conserving this species until very recently, and past attempts by scientists to bring vaquitas into safe captivity for possible captive breeding ended in disaster.

How about some more famous examples?

The thylacine, otherwise known as the Tasmanian tiger, vanished from this planet in the early 1900s (though there have been some unconfirmed sightings, including a report given as recently as the 1980s, the species is almost certainly gone for good). Another famous namesake of that Australian island, the Tasmanian devil, may one day soon join the thylacine into oblivion, though a team of conservationists is determined not to let this happen. Tasmanian devils are being ravaged by a type of highly contagious face cancer of unknown origins (but probably somehow human caused, if we’re being honest with ourselves). One strategy proposed by conservationists to save this species is to actually allow the Tasmanian devil to become extinct in the wild while surviving only in zoos; it would be a desperate gambit, but it could end the contagion.

The passenger pigeon once swarmed the skies throughout eastern North America in the millions, in flocks large enough to blot out the sun. Our forebears killed them all, every single last one of them. The dodo, an awkward-looking flightless bird once native to the remote island of Mauritius, disappeared in probably less than 90 years from the time any human first laid eyes on one. You see, dodos were easy to kill, so early explorers decided to kill all of them. Then there’s the great auk, which suffered the same fate as the dodo. This beautiful flightless bird was a skilled swimmer that happily graced high ledges and bluffs of northern latitude islands. Unfortunately, I’ll never get to see one except in artists’ renderings or perhaps stuffed in a museum somewhere. The great auk went extinct sometime before the Crimean War, again, thanks to humans. These are all fascinating, inspiring shapes that none of us will ever chance to see again—past peoples have robbed you and me and everyone else alive today of that opportunity.

Do you like wolves? I love them, and the late American novelist Jack London apparently had a soft spot for them, as well. I once visited a wolf sanctuary in New Jersey, the Lakota Wolf Preserve near the town of Columbia and very close to the border with Pennsylvania. Sure, the Garden State seems like an odd place for a wolf sanctuary, but wolves once thrived throughout New Jersey, and I think this particular sanctuary is a must-see for anyone interested in experiencing these beautifully haunting creatures and their eerie howls up close. Not just in New Jersey—wolves were once ubiquitous throughout North America, after all, so it’s only at places like this where one can get the closest sense of what past evenings in the American wilderness might have sounded like. London would’ve loved this wolf sanctuary, but perhaps he and I are in the minority here.

Wolves are now far too rare in the United States, found only in sanctuaries like this one or in protected zones where federal officials can barely keep the locals from shooting them all. It’s much the same story elsewhere. A past Japanese government, with the help of an American consultant, of course, very deliberately and methodically orchestrated the total eradication of the Hokkaido wolf from our planet in the late 1800s. Why? To make room for cattle, naturally. There has been some talk of reintroducing rare wolf specimens from the Asian mainland back to Hokkaido, but this remains just talk; it hasn’t gone much of anywhere, since modern conservationists in Japan are only too acutely aware of the trial and error—often failing fits and starts—involved in reintroducing wolves to much of the U.S. Lower 48.

It’s not just Hokkaido where something special was lost. The midnight howling of wolves hasn’t been heard in any other part of Japan for more than 100 years. There are still rumors and even news reports of possible wolf sightings in rural parts of Honshu, the largest of the Japanese islands, but I liken these to Sasquatch sightings in the Pacific Northwest. Japan today is home to bears, monkeys, cranes, and something that looks like a cross between a deer and a goat—a wondrous variety of amazing wildlife. The nation is considered a biodiversity hot spot by the IUCN and rightly so—a host of oddities can be found on those islands, including one of the world’s largest salamander species (truly massive) and one of the world’s largest species of deer, the Ezo sika deer of Hokkaido. But not wolves. Not anymore.

In fact, today wolves are rarely encountered anywhere in the world where large human population centers are found. That’s because people living 100 to 200 years ago considered them to be useless pests, like rats or termites, only good when dead. Many still hold this attitude—if America’s cattle ranchers and their allies in Congress had their way, you and I would probably be unable to encounter wolves anywhere outside Alaska or perhaps Yellowstone National Park (if even in these places) or private sanctuaries like the one in New Jersey. Most of us have seen wolves only on television, and there are many powerful individuals in and out of the U.S. government who would like to keep it that way. Luckily, wolves likely won’t go completely extinct anytime soon, but they came pretty close.
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Let’s go even further back in time.

Giant sloths. Saber-toothed tigers. Woolly mammoths. Mammoths of all sorts, in fact, both woolly and decidedly less so. Cave bears. The long-horned giant bison. The moa of New Zealand, a massive flightless bird that could kill you easily with one kick. Haast’s eagle, the largest species of eagle to ever live, once hunted the massive moa and would’ve had little trouble lifting a human adolescent off the ground. Argentina was once home to a kind of giant armadillo that grew to the size of a Volkswagen Beetle or even larger. Chinese scientists very recently unearthed evidence of a species of hornless rhinoceros that grew to a size greater than that of elephants. They once roamed vast swaths of Asia before disappearing for good—the elephant-sized rhinos, that is, not the Chinese scientists, who are thankfully still with us. A long, long time ago, Australia was home to herds of massive snub-nosed kangaroos standing as tall as NBA basketball players. Shaquille O’Neal would feel intimidated if he ever met one, but he doesn’t have to worry, because this giant kangaroo species isn’t around anymore, anywhere.

Most of the animals mentioned in the prior paragraph were lost to something paleontologists call the Quaternary extinction event, a slow yet brutal cataclysm that occurred roughly between 130,000 and 8,000 years ago, coincidentally the same time period during which humans were busy spreading themselves far beyond our birthplace in Africa and colonizing the globe, robbing the world of a rich variety of biodiversity and megafauna in the process. It took guns to rid the world of passenger pigeons and thylacines. Our prehistoric ancestors exterminated some of the largest species of mammals to have ever walked Earth, using only clubs, sticks, and sharpened stones. Impressive? I suppose one could say that. But it’s also staggeringly depressing to think about, in my opinion.

There’s a common denominator to extinctions that occurred in the Quaternary and in our more modern times: humans.

That’s right: us. Do you want to know why we can see glimpses of these fantastic creatures only in books or museums? Go look in the mirror, and you’ll have your answer. All the animals mentioned here are but a small sampling of a multitude of different kinds of animals and plants that are now gone for good, a perpetual record of shapes that will never be seen again, and we’re mostly to blame.

Yes, extinction is natural, indeed, inevitable. Millions of past species have been driven to extinction without our input whatsoever, and this process will continue long after we are gone. That’s right—humans will become extinct one day, too. It’s inevitable, I believe. But the rate of extinctions occurring on Earth since humans entered the picture has become rapid, expansive, and unprecedented.

Today in our modern times, that rate of extinctions is now accelerating, running at least 1,000 times faster than nature would have it, according to IUCN. This means that there are scores of creatures alive today that will cease to exist entirely within our lifetimes. The vaquita is but one probable example. I could write a separate book describing all the other species likely to vanish within a generation or two.

There already have been at least five past mass-extinction events recorded in the fossil record. We now appear to be amid a sixth such cataclysm. And though there is some debate about what led to the prior five mass-extinction events, it is all too obvious what is to blame for the sixth.

Us.

In Colorado, the Denver Museum of Natural History was a favorite school field trip destination of mine and my classmates back when I was a kid. I probably visited that museum on several school field trips. The museum later changed its name to the Denver Museum of Nature and Science, a new name that I don’t particularly care for, but then again, I don’t get to make these decisions. I hope not too much else has changed there. I haven’t been to this museum in something like forever, but I still remember it well from past visits during my childhood. It of course housed the obligatory dinosaur bones and fossils, but I also remember displays of more normal-looking mammals alongside representations of pre-Neolithic hunters stalking them. I didn’t recognize any of the animals on display because they no longer exist, but these renderings were instantly recognizable to me as animals of Earth and not of life on some fictional alien world. They were quite obviously real animals that once roamed the plains of eastern Colorado a long, long time ago. I remember thinking how wonderful it would have been to see these creatures alive and in person, instead of immobile as stuffed dolls. I’ll never have a chance because of those pre-Neolithic hunters represented alongside them.

When it comes to our relations with our cousins in the animal kingdom, we modern humans are different from our hunter-gatherer ancestors in one very important way.

Prehistoric hunter-gatherers never once concerned themselves with the continued existence of their prey nor of the possibility that future generations may wish to experience and enjoy these animals as they did. The very concept of sustainability was alien to those people. They hunted with abandon, and when they couldn’t find their favorite prey one day, they simply moved on to some other hapless species. Quite frankly, the earliest humans didn’t care a whit about the continued existence of the other members of the animal kingdom with whom they shared the planet. This was true anywhere in the world. Wherever you are now reading this, know that your part of the world once crawled with a wide variety of amazing animals, often massive, many of which were eventually hunted to utter and complete nonexistence. Those ancient hunters spent no time whatsoever concerning themselves with what you and I might one day think about all this or how we might view their past actions in our present.

But something has changed only very recently, at least in terms of the span of human history.

For sure, the human ancestors who sent the mastodons and saber-toothed tigers and other fantastic beasts into oblivion didn’t care at all about what they were doing. None of them spent any time debating how to sustainably harvest New Zealand’s moa to ensure future generations had access to these giant flightless birds or whether the rate of human culling of giant sloths was a tad excessive and needed to be dialed back a bit. After the last woolly mammoth was slaughtered, do you think the hunters responsible for that milestone paused to mourn and reflect on this sad fact, lamenting what have we done? and deeply remorseful for completely ending the existence of another form or life on Earth? Of course not. Like other animals, our ancestors paid zero attention to the potential extinction of other organisms. They were completely unaware that their actions were causing scores of fantastic animals to vanish from the planet entirely. Things went on like this until around the early 1900s. That’s when something changed in us—within our species.

That’s about the time when people like you and I began to take notice of how quickly many of our neighbors in the animal kingdom seemed to be disappearing all around us and that we were to blame for these disappearances. Then they envisioned ways to legislate changes and to take other actions that might help prevent the complete human-driven annihilation of plants and animals, large and small.

That’s the key difference today. We care. Humans care. When the vaquita is gone, we will mourn. Some of us working desperately to save the species may even cry.

Human-driven extinctions continue, for sure, but now at least attempts are made to stop this process. Today humans continually debate how best to protect other animals from extinction, even though these other animals undoubtedly don’t care at all about what happens to us. We write books, like this one. Others read books like this and ponder these questions or comb through the academic literature on endangered species management in search of ideas or inspiration about how best to defend their own favorite plants or animals. Legislation is passed. Hell, entire international treaties are drafted, signed, and ratified by dozens of nations. And, of course, courts everywhere hear cases concerning the necessity of respecting the right of continued existence of other life-forms. When other life is made extinct—or threatened with extinction—we now care. We pause to think of ways to prevent these extinctions. That’s the difference today.

A student of mine once asked me an interesting question: if a species is going extinct and we know that species isn’t particularly central or critical to the health of an ecosystem, then why go to all the trouble of trying to save that species in the first place? This was his challenge to me. “Extinction is inevitable, right?” he said. Millions of species have come and gone, and the planet is still spinning. Considering this, why try to rescue a particular species from oblivion if we know that an ecosystem doesn’t really need that species to continue thriving? This was essentially his question to me.

I first tried to answer him by explaining how we often don’t know all the functions and benefits a particular species provides to an ecosystem, but this answer didn’t satisfy him.

I then later suggested that protecting a species is often a good excuse for us to protect an ecosystem in tandem. Although perhaps some habitat could continue as it was without that species, that species certainly cannot survive without its habitat, so endangered species conservation becomes a good excuse to preserve and rehabilitate nature in general. Again, I received a look of dissatisfaction on his face.

After a night of reflection, I finally gave him a more honest answer: we seek to protect endangered species because we care about and like these animals (and plants), and we would feel guilty and sad if we failed to do so, especially with the knowledge that we are the cause of their extinction. In other words, we value biodiversity for its own sake, and we look back in horror at the mass slaughter inflicted by our ancestors and aspire to be better than them. My nieces may spend their adult lives in a world where the vaquita is but a memory. This fact bothers me greatly, so I would like someone to prevent this from happening, even though I may never see a vaquita in person myself whether they survive or not.

That’s the honest answer. Why do we try to save species from oblivion? Because now, we care. We give a damn. It’s a start.
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Allow me a brief introduction and a disclaimer.

I’m not a professional ecologist or wildlife rehabilitation expert, though I am trained academically in environmental studies and ecosystem management.

I lecture at a university. My specialties are journalism, international affairs, and environmental studies. I explore how global society tries to manage its environment and the natural resources bestowed by it, either through the United Nations and its treaties and institutions or through unilateral vehicles like the Endangered Species Act. I’ve taught courses on the United Nations, global environmental management, ecosystem science fundamentals, and geography. By the time you read this, I will have obtained my PhD in environmental science with a focus on global environmental management, and my role in academia will have shifted to journalism instruction. Many moons ago, I worked as a private contractor in Tokyo handling media and communications work for the Japanese government. For most of my career, I’ve been a journalist with an emphasis on environmental and energy matters. I’ve spent more than seven years reporting from UN headquarters in New York. I used to cover the oil and gas industry from Texas. I closed my time as a full-time staff reporter covering the Asia-Pacific.

I’m still a journalist. I’m now the editor-in-chief of PublicParks.org, a new site launching shortly before or after this book makes print. PublicParks.org aims to be a center for news and conversations regarding the science, ecology, public policy, and management of the world’s public lands and waters—national, state, and provincial parks, wildlife refuges, management zones, preserves, and protected public areas of all sorts. This includes, of course, the plants and animals that survive on these protected public parcels.

There’s a reason why I’m sharing all of this. I’m good at gathering information, analyzing it, comparing facts and figures critically side by side, and then sharing my findings and some new insights in an informative but digestible manner to a broader audience of hopefully interested readers. But I’m not necessarily an expert on endangered species management. Many of you reading this are, so try keeping that in mind as you read further, since I’ll probably make points or express opinions with which you vehemently disagree. It’s important that these readers know where I’m coming from.

This book is about the Endangered Species Act: how it changed the world and, to some degree, how it hasn’t. This book is analytical, critical, and academic. But you’ll also find this read to be strangely autobiographical in parts.

This book is one outcome of an ongoing transition in my life. I hope you enjoy this part of the ride. Though I’m teaching at a university while researching environmental policy and diplomacy, I’m also writing books for readers like you. This is my most challenging writing project to date. I didn’t set out on this task intending to write a bland, technocratic subject textbook that would make your eyes glaze over as you struggle to keep your head up. Nor does this book read like an extended version of an academic research paper appearing in a journal, though it does feature original peer-reviewed research I’ve undertaken and published elsewhere. In fact, my doctoral dissertation is contained in these pages, though hopefully you won’t notice. However, parts of this book do get technical and a few chapters may be difficult for the average reader to slog through, but please slog through them anyway. You may even find some sections needlessly detailed and even repetitive. It’s all intentional, just as I intended to illustrate the cover of a book on the Endangered Species Act with a species that’s not actually protected by the act (at least not directly). There’s a point to it all. As I take you through this story of two crane species, I am building up to a grand idea or proposal that could be considered controversial. Still, I’ve tried to make this exercise informative, educational, hopefully inspiring, accessible to a wide swath of readers, and entertaining at the same time. That’s a tall order for a book of this sort. Let’s hope I didn’t screw it up, because the subject is of the utmost importance.

Earth’s species, their potential extinctions, and how best to prevent said extinctions are topics that thousands of researchers far more experienced and knowledgeable than I have wrestled with for years, and no clear, definitive answers have yet to emerge. There are generally agreed-upon best practices, favored conservation policies, and fairly well-laid-out methods for assessing the relative health of a species and any risk of extinction it faces or lack thereof. Yet there is no clear road map for saving a species from oblivion. “Do A, B, and C, and your species will survive”—sorry, no such instructional manual exists, and I make no attempt to provide you with one in these pages. I do, however, offer up more interesting questions and valuable food for thought as we explore the U.S. Endangered Species Act (ESA) and endangered species management in general and consider the ESA’s profound legacy. In the process, we look at where the field of endangered species protection stands today throughout the world.

As I write this, I’m sitting in my office at a university in Japan pondering how best to begin this exploration of the ESA and 50 years’ worth of concerted and focused government attempts—through policies, pronouncements, executive orders, legal wrangling, fines, jail terms, and international treaties—to slow and hopefully halt the quickening rate of species’ extinctions on Earth, possibly putting the brakes on the sixth mass extinction that is now underway, an extension of the Quaternary extinction event. Endangered Species Management: How Are Things Going? could easily be the title of this book. That line actually sums up these pages quite nicely, I think. Here’s another alternative title—The ESA at 50: What Do We Think, Folks? Is all well and good on this much messier, more crowded, and far more confusing real-life version of Noah’s Ark? Or could we change things up a bit, hopefully for the better?

Let’s find out.

Yup, just 50 or so years of this going on in any serious, focused way—that’s it.

Though our kind has been roaming this sphere for at least 300,000 years or so, killing and eating pretty much every kind of animal and edible plant possible in the interim, modern Homo sapiens have been taking concerted, well-organized, and deliberate cracks at preserving biodiversity only for the past 50 or 60 or so years of our entire long, long story. Yes, wildlife laws and treaties existed far earlier than this, but it was in 1973 when lawmakers in the United States gathered together and endeavored to craft a powerful piece of legislation that would end up changing the world, though at the time all they were aiming to do was ensure animals like the bald eagle, California condor, whooping crane, grizzly bear, Florida panther, manatee, and more didn’t end up as mere fables in children’s fantasy stories, like dragons or Sasquatch or Japan’s wolves.

They achieved far more than that, I believe.

The U.S. Endangered Species Act was a pathbreaker. Other nations quickly followed the trail it blazed. In fact, the Endangered Species Act today serves as a template for a host of other similar conservation acts adopted by governments everywhere, as I later discuss in these pages.

This all comes too late for the passenger pigeon, Tasmanian tiger, great auk, and Hokkaido wolf, of course, but perhaps it isn’t too late to save endangered cranes, beautiful birds of prey, whales, and much more; at least, that’s the idea. Not all of these efforts were or are successful, mind you, and indeed some have proven to be colossal failures, but a wave of new species-centered legislation and international agreements were enacted in the wake of the 1973 Endangered Species Act, arguably marking the height of the worldwide environmental movement.

All this legislative, legal, scientific, and conservation activity represents a significant turning point in the history of the relationship between humans and the other living organisms on Earth, plants and animals.

For millennia, humans valued other animals only as sources of food and resources: hides for clothing, bones for tools and weapons, and other such uses. Animals were things to be captured or killed as quickly as possible and then exploited, of value only for what they could offer us in terms of immediate human welfare, living or—most of the time—dead. But that was then.

Today, we humans value wildlife far differently than in the past. Too often we still place ourselves at the top or center of a values hierarchy, but I think most of us today would agree that the animals and plants we share this planet with are valuable in their own right and that it’s worthwhile to ensure that they continue to exist, even if that might seem a hopeless task at times. The enactment of the 1973 Endangered Species Act sort of clinches that moment in history when humanity finally accepted that various forms of wildlife hold intrinsic value beyond what we ascribe to them. It marked an important turning point in human history.

This makes for a terrible segue. I’m sorry, but as I noted earlier, I’m finding myself at my own turning point in my life at the moment.

As I write these words, it’s been almost two years since I left a long career in international journalism for the greener acres of academia. Well, I haven’t left the field completely, as I noted earlier. I still edit and report for nonprofits while leading PublicParks.org, for example. And to be a good educator, I try my best to keep up with the latest developments in the media industry, as depressing as those details can too often be. Prior to donning these new hats, I was a beat reporter for almost two decades. I truly enjoyed the vast majority of those years—it was an amazing time. I treasure each and every moment, never regretting the experience, and I’m genuinely grateful for the opportunities afforded to me during my reporting career and to the people who gifted me with the opportunities I’ve had. If any of them are reading these words now, I’d like to say to them thank you so much for all you’ve done for me.

My successes in the field were not destined nor guaranteed, and I had plenty of help along the way. I skipped journalism school entirely and taught myself the craft, ultimately reporting from ten countries on five continents and winning seven writing awards and honors, more than any other single employee in any news organization I’ve written for. They may not be major awards, true, but I’m rather proud of them still. I’ve enjoyed loads of memorable, exciting, educational, and sometimes hair-raising experiences to reflect on, far too many to mention all of them here, certainly. Along the way, I’ve met and spoken with scores of interesting and amazing individuals and took something with me from each and every one of these encounters. Indeed, those years I will treasure for the rest of my days.

And what of those final years? Well, quite frankly, I’d like to forget my final two years as a beat reporter ever happened.

Though it may seem cliché to say by the time you read this, Trump derangement syndrome is real and unfortunately infects countless journalists, newspaper, television, and online media professionals alike, women and men whom I once admired and looked up to. It was a sad thing to witness in real time. Some of you out there might know what I’m talking about, but many of you don’t, I’m sure.

Long story short, the outcome of the 2016 U.S. presidential election took a serious psychological toll on most American reporters. Not all of them, of course, but certainly a majority. Though I long suspected that the celebrity real estate tycoon could pull off a November win that year and argued with plenty of my colleagues and friends regarding this possibility, almost no one else employed in the media industry in the United States ever considered this a real possibility. So, naturally, the news came as a profound shock to all of them. Which normally would be fine. I take no side in this political debate, but I can imagine how Hillary Clinton’s defeat must have come as a terrible disappointment to her most fervent supporters.

But journalists are supposed to be capable of removing themselves from all that and simply serve the public as they’re supposed to, by keeping the public informed of facts and events in as fair and accurate a manner as possible. The trouble is, the vast majority of news writers and reporters coped with Trump’s unexpected victory in the worst possible way imaginable. They became embroiled in a mass delusion, collectively building within their minds an alternate reality that, to them, was the only one possible that could explain what had happened and why they never saw it coming.

You will recall, dear reader, that prior to all this, the voting public of the United States happily elected Barack Hussein Obama to the presidency twice, with sizable majority support from a diverse electorate both times. That same electorate later gave the job to reality TV star Trump. That’s just the way it is. There is no contradiction here whatsoever. This was the same country, but for far too many American journalists, U.S. history began in November 2016, and all prior years no longer exist. The TV celeb won, and suddenly the Nazis were back and the Russians controlled the U.S. government, according to the U.S. media. Conspiracy theories thrived—they imagined secret hand signals being flashed on television game shows and interpreted other innocent gestures or turns of phrase as hiding ulterior, darker meanings. Half the country was written off by reporters as irredeemable and unworthy of any degree of empathy, while the news media threw fairness and accuracy out the window.

We were (are?) treated to a constant deluge of headlines that would embarrass the Weekly World News tabloid or even the Onion; only now they emblazon the pages of the most widely read newspapers and websites in the country. Once-venerated institutions like the Washington Post were transformed into partisan-politics-driven clickbait factories. The line between opinion and fact was largely erased and the industry’s “fact checking” morphed into highly opinionated hectoring riddled with factual errors of its own. Top editors and publishers of the largest circulating coastal dailies embraced this madness and never once raised objections to any of it. All this over one election that didn’t go quite as they’d hoped. The human mind truly is a fragile thing.

This seismic attitude shift in U.S. mass media essentially ripped the nation in half, forming two opposing factions or tribes. Attitudes hardened, and every minor dispute or difference of opinion became inflated into a life-and-death struggle for the soul of the country. Nothing could get done in Washington, at least not in a bipartisan way. Legislation stopped fixing America’s most vexing problems, especially global warming but including its struggling biodiversity. I doubt much has improved by the time you read this. Hopefully, I’m proven wrong here.

For a time, I managed to keep my head down and avoided the worst of all this, but of course, that didn’t last. The 2016 election transformed the American press corps into something more closely resembling the Borg, that relentless, all-consuming groupthink colony of cyborgs from the Star Trek science-fiction television series. On the TV series, the Borg colony demands complete conformity and is utterly inhospitable to independent thought or dissenting perspectives of any sort. In our reality—and during my final months as a beat reporter—the media insisted that virtually any and all reporting must tie directly to their ultimate nemesis and show him in the worst possible light imaginable. The world changed in November 2016, I was told, and I had to change with it—those were my precise orders. I’m not exaggerating, unfortunately.* The Columbia Journalism Review, for instance, couldn’t help but notice all of this as it was occurring, and that outlet stands out as one of the few media institutions brave enough to highlight the press corps’ scientifically proven obsession with this single individual and to point out how problematic it is. “Members of the press need to rethink their instinct to write endless Trump stories,” CJR strongly advised in November 2019.1 Of course, my former colleagues didn’t take this advice.

At any rate, I went from honest admiration to feeling sorry for once-serious, formerly curious, previously competent media professionals as I was treated to daily lectures on the virtues of clickbait, rage-porn, and pandering to the audience, or on the inherent civil duty reporters had to fight the “other side” and not simply report the news, even if it meant lying to our readers and viewers. I’m venting here, of course, and I’m perhaps being too harsh on the news media. That industry still contains scores of competent professionals who know precisely what they’re doing and how to best earn audience trust. But as I write these words, I can honestly say that the competent news reporters are unfortunately not a majority today, and they certainly weren’t back when I began to make my career shift.

Here’s a tip from a former award-winning industry pro to any current or aspiring journos who may be reading this now: when every story is about Trump, really none of them are. Rather, they become about you, the writer. Or, to put it more precisely, these obsessive reports become not about the subject of your internal angst and frustration but rather about your dangerous infatuation with this single individual, one whose story ultimately will register as just another blip in American history, a future Warren Harding.

There are other even bigger stories to cover and care about, stories with far greater and more significant lasting consequences. Climate change, for example. When the Copenhagen conference collapsed in failure in 2009, the press corps’ interest in covering global warming collapsed with it. Figuratively fell off a cliff. The New York Times actually shut down its standalone environment and energy news section after that event, and that’s just one expression of this industry’s ongoing attention deficit disorder. This is all well documented. The world’s extinction crisis is another example of a far more consequential story worthy of intensive and ongoing coverage, of daily headlines, even. But that’s not happening. The political saga that started in the United States in 2016 is a massive ongoing distraction.

“Give the audience what it wants” was something I heard a lot toward the end of my beat reporting career, a clarion call from multiple media corners. This is catastrophically incorrect, short-term thinking. This is how to alienate people and lose their trust and why the audience you do manage to keep eventually loses all respect for you and your institution and starts drifting away. I’ve promised myself to not repeat these mistakes.

In my experience, to be a competent, respected journalist, you don’t give your audience what it wants. That’s infotainment, not information. Maintain proper consideration for who your readers or viewers are, of course, but aspire to give them what they need, not what they want. That’s my advice: give your audience what it needs. And what might that be? Well, I don’t know—that’s left for serious, curious journalists to discover for themselves. But I definitely know what they don’t need: readers can absolutely, positively do without the 11 billionth report about how you-know-who embodies all that is evil and wrong with the world. Give your readers, viewers, and listeners what they need, not what they want, and you will go far in journalism—I hope.

And one more minor recommendation, if I may, for you aspiring reporters out there: lay off Twitter. Like, way off. Immediately. Moving forward, use it judiciously only if you must, especially for news alerts and press releases. Twitter is great for announcing things that are happening or will happen or for drawing attention to new reports or research recently published and of possible interest to a wider audience. But never, ever again run a report about something some strangers said somewhere on Twitter—you know, the “Twitter blows up about…” clickbait. Ninety-eight percent of Twitter’s brain farts are written by less than 2 percent of the U.S. adult population—it’s not representative of mainstream society. Maintain a healthy distance from social media and you will instantaneously become a better journalist for it, I promise you. It’s unfortunate, but in my experience the least informed reporters and editors that I have ever met were the most prolific “tweeters.”*

End rant.

Thank you very much for your patience; I appreciate it. That was all very long-winded and terribly cranky, I know, but there is a point embedded there, believe it or not.

Aside from their therapeutic value to me, these ramblings and gripes really do have a place in this book. Yes, the topic of the book is the Endangered Species Act, endangered species, cranes, extinction, and the global biodiversity crisis. Press criticism is very relevant to this discussion, I firmly believe, because how the world views and pursues protections for endangered species—how we choose to face and fight the biodiversity crisis—depends a lot on how the public perceives (or is aware of) the severity of the problems facing the planet’s biodiversity today. Public perception matters greatly, and public perception is largely shaped by what the media chooses to—or chooses not to—focus on.

In other words, the attitudes and attention spans of the press corps have enormous influence on what the public pays attention to and what it doesn’t (or what it can’t or won’t pay attention to) and on how politicians and policymakers react. The media also has a very big role to play in setting and maintaining the overarching political mood or atmosphere of a voting public and body politic, the very background reality in which conservation legislation is drafted and implemented in the first place. After all, the U.S. Endangered Species Act was not created in a vacuum, and the state of American and world media in 1973 was far different from what it is in 2023. In other words, I am going somewhere with all this ranting, so bear with me for a bit longer, if you please.

Once I was no longer able to keep off the Borg’s radar, it quickly dawned on me that it might be best (and wise) for me to begin closing out my beat reporting days and pursue my long-held plans for a career shift. I was and am still grateful to all the folks in the media world who took a chance on me in the first place and let me report for them for so long, but by mid-2019, I had become thoroughly fed up with the industry’s one-track mind. So I made plans, and in relatively short order, I extricated myself from that field and latched onto a newer, even better road ahead. I’m now determined to slake my thirst for new knowledge, new insights, and new adventures, even in subjects and fields beyond my comfort zone. Sure, many other industries or parts of the economy have far too often failed to keep things in perspective these past few years as well, but mainstream U.S. journalism is arguably in worse shape.

Hopefully, things have turned around for the media by the time this book makes print. I’m actually quite hopeful it will, eventually. But looking back, I don’t regret any of the time I spent as a reporter. I don’t put myself on the same pedestal with the heroic journalists who lost their lives or very nearly did so delivering the stories of the oppressed or distressed to the rest of us, and I never will. But my newswriting career had plenty of interesting up-and-down moments. It was a fun roller coaster ride for sure.

In northeastern Colombia, I was provided a military escort to a contested conflict zone that the Colombian army was occupying at the time, a region that had for a long time been under the firm control of the FARC, the Spanish acronym for the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia. FARC was really just a sophisticated drug trafficking organization masquerading as freedom fighters (pronouncing the acronym as “farce” is appropriate). The stretch of territory along the border with Venezuela that I visited in the rainy and sweltering Catatumbo was still under constant attack by FARC guerrillas at the time, and the soldiers I rode along with even took me to a river crossing to show me what was left of a wrecked bridge the narcos had destroyed with a car bomb two weeks before my visit. I was ushered from location to location in the back seat of an armored pickup truck, sandwiched between two heavily armored soldiers wielding enormous automatic rifles. Three more heavily armed and armored soldiers sat in the truck bed just behind us. Ours was just one in a convoy of about ten vehicles moving from site to site. Whenever we would stop to stretch our legs, sentries jumped out and positioned themselves around our perimeter, scanning the jungle for any signs of movement.

Why on Earth would I deliberately put myself in such a situation? To produce a report on biofuels, of course.

At the time, Colombia’s government was encouraging the cultivation of oil palm as feedstock for a national biodiesel program partly inspired by Brazil’s massive government-initiated biofuels industry. Colombia also saw biofuels crops as potentially viable and even powerful alternatives to illicit crops like coca, the main ingredient for cocaine. So I traveled to the Catatumbo to interview Colombian farmers who previously grew coca for FARC. When I visited the region in 2011, they were growing oil palm instead for Colombia’s nascent but expanding biodiesel industry, so I wanted to see what this all looked like and ask these farmers what they made of this activity. I also had the pleasure of interviewing the general in charge of the Colombian military’s Catatumbo division, as well as the nation’s minister of defense in Bogota. Of course, the rising popularity of palm oil threatened sizable portions of Colombian rain forest, as well, thereby threatening Colombia’s already teetering biodiversity. The authorities I spoke with at the time insisted that oil palm cultivation would be expanded only to lands already under cultivation, ideally replacing illicit crops. I wanted to believe them, but that’s what oil palm enthusiasts in Malaysia and Indonesia say as well, and environmentalists very publicly accuse the oil palm industry in those nations of fueling deforestation.

Regardless, I very much enjoyed my time in Colombia. I found the people there to be very intelligent, friendly, and hard working, a nation with an industrious, ambitious population that will one day become an economic force to be reckoned with.

On another foreign reporting trip, I arranged to accompany U.S. Army and Air Force relief flights into northern Pakistan following a series of devastating flash floods that wiped out dozens of bridges in the mountains, leaving several northern communities cut off from the rest of the country. A U.S. Blackhawk helicopter crew, some Pakistani rangers, my interpreter, and I flew into some of the remotest corners of Kohistan to deliver desperately needed supplies to some of these cut-off communities. These relief flights were scheduled to continue for about another month or so, until some of the roads into the area could be reopened and normal commerce resumed.

I was always the first to hop out of the chopper so I could take photographs of all the action. Most of the time locals rushed past me to help the soldiers unload supplies, smiling gratefully but otherwise ignoring me entirely. So I was surprised when during one stop a man with a long red beard and shaved head interrupted me as I snapped another set of relief action shots (I’m actually a terrible photographer but needed some pictures to illustrate my reports, however poorly). He was quite animated, I recall, shouting excitedly and pointing to my left, past a hill, toward the outskirts of town. The noise of the helicopter rotor made it hard to hear, but I wouldn’t have understood a thing he had to say anyway because I don’t speak his language. So I ushered this gentleman instead to a Pakistani soldier and waited. The two conversed very briefly, and then the soldier’s face turned to stone. He looked in the direction that the man pointed. The soldier then gave me a hard stare and gestured to me with his thumb that I had better strap myself back into the Blackhawk helicopter as quickly as possible. I did as I was told. A few more hand signals and some shouting later, and we were all back in the air, without dropping off any of the goods those villagers were waiting for.

I learned what that was all about only after we had returned to a military base just south of Tarbela Dam. Red beard was apparently a Kohistan village elder. He was trying to warn us that a group of armed and aggressive men were lying in wait for us to begin offloading our cargo, aiming to take advantage of that vulnerable moment to likely launch an attack. This village elder apparently objected to this, since it could have resulted in innocents dying in the crossfire while putting an end to deliveries of outside assistance for his community, so this man decided to risk his life for the sake of ours. Since I was useless, he relayed this information to the Pakistani soldier instead, thus our hasty retreat. I don’t know if the group lying in wait was Taliban insurgents, some other armed government opposition group, or simply bandits, but I am grateful for that gentleman’s intervention. And I honestly don’t know what happened afterward, but the Pakistani soldiers assured me that they had every intention of returning to that same village, but next time with better security and only after ensuring that that particular drop site was free of potential threats.

But what was the point of all this? I was dispatched to northern Pakistan by a brilliant editor and former Wall Street Journal reporter to put together a story on climate change.

By some estimates, 20 percent of the country had been hit by devastating floods that year, the worst flooding episode in Pakistan’s history, and at the time scientists were growing confident that they could tie such a violent meteorological phenomenon to rising global temperatures. The U.S. military agreed—prior to my trip, the Pentagon had issued a report predicting that U.S. troops most likely would find themselves increasingly deployed to weather disaster zones of the sort that had occurred in Pakistan that year. So the editor I wrote for at the time—a man with true imagination, a sense of adventure, and a proper appreciation for what’s important (all qualities increasingly rare in journalism)—sent me over there to see what this type of military-led disaster relief work looks like and to hopefully get a glimpse of the U.S. military’s future.

The timing wasn’t great—that same week, some nut job in Florida was making news by threatening to burn a copy of Islam’s holy book in front of any camera-wielding reporter stupid enough to give this insignificant individual free airtime. But that media sideshow didn’t matter to my editor; he and I sought to give our readers what they needed, not necessarily what they wanted, so off to Pakistan I went. There I learned that the Pakistanis had more than climate change to blame for the flooding. Decades of uncontrolled, mostly illegal tree felling have left vast swaths of northern Pakistan badly deforested, the hills and mountainsides shaved bare as if by a giant Norelco. Countless species were likely lost to this process, as well. It also left the downstream cities and towns vulnerable to massive flash flooding. At the time of my visit, it was estimated that up to a third of Pakistan was flooded at some point. This disaster was unprecedented when I visited the country in 2010, but it was later sadly repeated in 2022. In addition to the Army Blackhawk helicopter operation, I also was hosted by the U.S. Air Force on a relief flight from Islamabad to Gilgit. Aside from the hairy landing, that part of the trip wasn’t very memorable since we never even left the Gilgit airport, which is a shame because northern Pakistan is beautiful, as are its people. I met some of the most brilliant, warm-hearted folks there during my all-too-brief stay. I’d love to return someday, hopefully seeing far more forest and wildlife than I did on my first trip.

Before those two overseas assignments, there was Haiti. Pakistan’s bald mountainsides reminded me of Haiti quite a lot.

Prior to the devastating 2010 earthquake, Haiti was known best for suffering through centuries of poverty, political instability, and ecological devastation. This unfortunate history ultimately resulted in Haiti becoming the first and only nation in the Western Hemisphere to host a United Nations peacekeeping mission. That mission, which went by the French acronym MINUSTAH, had a mandate to quell and disarm violent gangs threatening the peace, to train and build an effective and competent national police force (Haiti had dissolved its military by this time), and to support the government in any other functions deemed necessary. It’s no exaggeration that the UN really did run the place during those years. A former boss of mine hated the UN and did his best to avoid covering anything happening at UN headquarters in New York, leaving that all to me, but when I organized his reporting trip to Jacmel in southern Haiti in 2005, he called me up one day to check in and express how surprised and impressed he was. “The UN is king here!” he exclaimed during one of our calls. A few years later I would discover the same thing during my own extended travels in that country.

So why Haiti? Again, the story was environmental in scope.

Whereas other nations fuel themselves with gas and electricity, Haiti powers itself mainly with charcoal, thus the nation’s ecological devastation: most of the native forests there have been destroyed, and its wildlife was apparently destroyed with it. A flight over the countryside in a UN helicopter revealed to me row after row of bald hills and mountainsides and the consequent erosion and soil degradation that came with this deforestation and resultant flash floods, repeating disasters becoming commonplace in Haiti as in Pakistan.

Haiti’s dependence on charcoal was beginning to have international consequences at the time of my visit. Increasingly, bald spots in the middle of once-forested lands appeared in neighboring Dominican Republic as a thriving and illicit trade in Dominican charcoal took hold, straining relations between the two countries. Shortly before my visit, a Dominican landowner fatally shot three Haitians caught felling his trees and making charcoal in a makeshift kiln they’d built. The local police found some of their bodies charred in that same kiln. Violence became more common along the Haiti–Dominican Republic border, and the UN tried to find ways to put a stop to it. One idea involved a “sustainable charcoal forest” run by the UN Food and Agriculture Organization in Haiti’s northeast. Another peacebuilding contingent of MINUSTAH organized a way to recycle paper and cardboard waste into hockey-puck-sized briquettes that could be burned for cooking in lieu of charcoal. Neither project exists now.

Elsewhere, MINUSTAH struggled to stop devastating urban flash floods, which had become routine due to the destruction of surrounding forests. In Gonaives, the peacekeepers hired locals to build water breaks and channels on hillsides surrounding the city in the hope of slowing down future floodwaters. In the city itself, millions in foreign aid dollars were spent on a major infrastructure project, a new floodwater channel to run underneath a main city street. The new concrete tube was supposed to carry flash floods safely under Gonaives, rather than over it, giving the water a route to the sea without taking any unfortunate residents with it. I don’t know if that project was ever completed or not. It wouldn’t surprise me one bit to learn that construction was ultimately called off entirely. The recycled paper briquette project was turned over to the Haitian government when MINUSTAH eventually left, and the initiative was abandoned shortly afterward. Reforestation efforts in Haiti have come and gone. Mostly gone, I’m afraid. There have even been efforts to promote ecotourism in some remaining pristine spots of the country, most under the sea, but these efforts were dealt setbacks in the form of deadly earthquakes and political strife.

So why am I wasting your time with all these tales? To illustrate something important, something very important to the main theme of this book, in fact.

This book you now hold is about species and biodiversity, the abundance and variety of life on Earth, and human efforts to save other species from destruction, namely from extinctions caused by us. And in all my travels overseas, throughout my years of real reporting, I almost never encountered any wildlife during my time spent outside in the field. Anywhere. No single majestic nonhuman living thing that could linger on in my memories long after I returned home from Haiti, Pakistan, or Colombia. Not even a squirrel.

The only exception to this pattern was in Kenya, where a colleague and I were sent to report on happenings in a southern Kenya national park famous for abundant biodiversity: Amboseli National Park. There I saw elephants, lions, zebras, giraffes, and more. I saw other amazing animals during a tour of the much smaller Nairobi National Park—rhinos, baboons, and hyenas even. But this was an exception because the Kenyan authorities make a point of protecting these lands and their wildlife from hunting and other human disturbances. Another key lesson of this text is the importance of policy, policy decisions, and carefully maintained habitat protections.

Everywhere else I went? Nothing. I never encountered a single other living creature that wasn’t human during my explorations of various rural corners of the Caribbean, South America, and South Asia. I walked through remote corners of the Colombia–Venezuela border region and can’t recall ever coming across even birds, let alone some crawling critter like a tapir, capybara, or other native fauna. I was eaten alive by plenty of nasty and potent mosquitos, however, and still have marks on my ankles to show for it.

I flew high over vast portions of wild spaces in northern Pakistan, areas far removed from civilization, and never saw so much as a single deer. Drive through the Rocky Mountains in Colorado, and you’ll witness all sorts of beautiful and majestic creatures—bighorn sheep, elk, moose, and if you’re really lucky an occasional bear or mountain lion. Not so much in the rugged mountains of Pakistan, apparently, which closely resemble the Rocky Mountains at higher reaches where the tree fellers had yet to arrive.

The same was true during both of my trips to Haiti. At remote corners of the border with the Dominican Republic? Nope. Flying over land in a UN helicopter to Gonaives? Nothing. In the fields surrounding the small rural village of Thomonde? Sorry. I saw nothing in or around that village, either, except goats and chickens, all domesticated livestock, naturally. I even stopped along the route to Thomonde to tramp through the bush for a bit so I could take a picture of a dam, an old World Bank–sponsored project built to power Port-au-Prince. I didn’t notice anything then, either, not even the chirp of a sparrow. This was all rather eerie for me, having grown up in the U.S. Mountain West. Well, I should mention that, outside Kenya, I’ve never encountered examples of wildlife from my reporting trips conducted on dry land.

My first Haiti journey in 2009 involved a scuba diving excursion off the coast of the island of La Gonave, a bit northwest of Port-au-Prince. The point of this investigation was to witness firsthand the relative health of Haiti’s coral reefs and to determine whether this part of the country might one day see a revitalization of the tourism industry (the country’s north is already home to a popular privately owned cruise ship stopover). So during my first visit to the country, a local dive master, my driver, a few friends, and I drove beyond Port-au-Prince, past a former Club Med that then served as a weekend retreat for Brazilian peacekeepers, to a point near the community of Arcahaie. From there, we set off on a boat for La Gonave. Three of us later donned scuba gear and jumped into the water. Only two of our dive team knew what to expect. I quickly caught on.

The underwater world of Haiti is beautiful, for sure. The coral reefs are not in the best shape, at least not where we dove, but they are not completely lost, either. But what really struck me was the relative lack of fish. There were fish, of course, but mostly smaller specimens, few and far between and nothing like the bounty of aquatic species I encountered at Saba, the Dutch Caribbean Island where I earned my open-water scuba diving certification. Elsewhere in the Caribbean, divers routinely encounter sharks, rays, groupers, parrotfish, and more. Those species were absent entirely off the coast of La Gonave when I investigated.

I do recall seeing a single lobster; the abandoned, busted lobster trap next to it suggested that these waters once hosted a far greater abundance of these crustaceans than at the time of my visit. The biggest aquatic specimen we encountered was a lonely lionfish looking for something to eat. Many of you reading this now understand that this was a bad sign. That lionfish species is native to the Pacific and in fact is considered a devastating invasive species in the Western Hemisphere, wreaking havoc on other reef communities throughout the Caribbean, Gulf of Mexico, and, increasingly, the waters of South America, including Colombia’s coastline and reefs. The lionfish invasion has gotten so bad that every year U.S. government officials temporarily waive a ban on fishing in the Flower Garden Banks National Marine Sanctuary off Texas (run by the U.S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, or NOAA) for the sole purpose of allowing spear fishers to kill as many lionfish as possible within a week. They call it the Lionfish Invitational. I was actually looking forward to joining one of these trips as the first journalist to ride along and capture lionfish alongside NOAA-approved divers, but I had to depart Texas before experiencing this opportunity.

These species weren’t the examples of biodiversity that I was hoping to encounter in Haitian waters, but it’s what we found: a few tiny fish, one lonely surviving small lobster, and an invasive lionfish covered in poisonous barbs, a species no fisherman wanted to have anything to do with at the time. The coral reefs were decidedly lacking in larger native fish species, thus it’s safe to assume that this corner of Haiti will not become a hub for scuba diving tourism anytime soon. What this area needs most is government control and protection over the species that remain, how few and far between they may be. The same goes for anywhere else you and I may travel where we find plenty of people but barely any wildlife to speak of.

That I haven’t encountered even traces of wild animals in most of my past reporting trips serves to illustrate the severity of our current biodiversity crisis.

Though we are accustomed to reading depressing conservation news, the reality of the situation is far worse, considering that it’s possible to visit a remote corner of the extremely rainy Catatumbo in northeast Colombia and not even remember hearing birds in the trees or to fly over the most inaccessible parts of mountainous northern Pakistan without seeing any four-legged animals taking advantage of the aquamarine rivers draining the meltwaters of the nearby Himalayan glaciers. As mentioned, Haiti once had a Club Med and an active scuba diving and snorkeling scene. In fact, didn’t Bill and Hillary Clinton spend their honeymoon there? I think that’s the case. You can still scuba dive in Haiti, of course, and even get certified there, but you won’t find the kind of rich underwater biodiversity that you would encounter only a few hundred miles away on other Caribbean islands. That’s because the Haitian government—to the extent that it exists—simply cannot or will not do what it takes to ensure sustainability in these coastal regions. I have a sense that Haiti’s economy will rebound when its ecology starts to do so—that’s one lesson I took from my back-to-back trips there (the second time I arrived by hitching a ride on a UN plane flying out of Santo Domingo following the terrible January 2010 quake, where I failed to encounter any biodiversity during my travels in and around Thomonde).

We are amid the sixth great mass extinction event. It’s correctly characterized as a crisis. Laws and policies like the Endangered Species Act help us turn a corner on this crisis in large parts of the world. The whooping crane and the red-crowned crane are still alive and doing much better than they were in the past thanks to laws and policy choices. But most of our planet remains hostile territory to endangered plants and animals. Even in the United States, once ubiquitous species like oak trees are deemed increasingly threatened by human-driven ecological and climatic changes.

Are we too late? I don’t believe so. I certainly hope not. But first, it’s important that we comprehend the scale of the problem, a disaster so massive that I easily stumbled upon it during my various travels without intending to.

Just how bad is the global biodiversity crisis? The word “crisis” probably doesn’t do it justice. By all accounts, it’s a rolling catastrophe. And the American press corps doesn’t spend nearly enough time drawing attention to it, in my opinion. Even today, you-know-who dominates the headlines, while recently published and troubling reports about the worsening condition of the planet’s biodiversity go largely unnoticed.

Extinction is natural and inevitable. Our kind will also become extinct one day—that’s right, we will all someday end up tossed back into the sea, reduced to tiny motes and molecules, forgotten shapes never to be seen again. Most traces of our civilization will become buried and lost within 1,000 or so years following our exit from reality. Yes, extinction is inevitable, but most of the time, extinction is imperceptibly slow, so slow that evolution, which is slow and imperceptible in its own right, usually out-paces extinction to win the race: the tortoise beating the slower tortoise. That’s why the fossil record generally shows past biodiversity increasing over time, at least until a major extinction event occurs. But extinction is ever present.

As evolution and biodiversity expansion press forward, extinction comes along for the ride; except in more natural circumstances, species generally aren’t driven to extinction at rates that threaten overall ecosystem health and function. But that’s no longer true. In fact, there’s broad scientific consensus that the current rate of species extinction that we are witnessing today is at least 1,000 to 10,000 times faster than any natural background level, or at a rate that could be expected if only nature was the driving force and not humans.

A current rate of species loss running 1,000 to 10,000 times faster than normal, natural background rates—that’s the recent estimate put forth by the IUCN. They should know; they compile and monitor the famous Red List of global plant and animal species declared threatened or endangered.

According to an IUCN 2017 brief, at least 16,900 known species of animals and plants today face the prospect of annihilation, possibly ceasing to exist entirely within our lifetime. This is likely a gross underestimate because IUCN simply doesn’t have a complete accounting of all species in existence—not even close. In some places, assessments simply aren’t allowed—in North Korea, for example, where a starving population quite possibly has already eaten every variety of fish and fowl within reach. But we do know enough to understand with increasing confidence that you and I now find ourselves in the midst of a sixth mass extinction. Future paleontologists may ultimately name it the Anthropocene mass extinction event, because there is no doubt that we now exist in a human-dominated epoch and that humans are the driving force behind the alarming rate of species losses now being witnessed across the globe.

Here are some rather depressing facts contained in that dated yet still very relevant IUCN report, one of those reports that goes ignored or unnoticed by the mainstream press corps:


	We know for a fact that humans have driven at least 870 species into oblivion during the past 500 years. Many of these were iconic animals like the great auk, Tasmanian tiger, and Caribbean monk seal. This figure will probably hit 900 to 1,000 species soon. Hopefully the vaquita won’t join this list, but I’m afraid it will. Many species that we don’t yet even know exist almost certainly will, as well. For the IUCN and others, the most worrying aspect of our current extinction crisis is the thousands of extinctions that might occur without us ever becoming aware of them.

	In just ten years, IUCN added more than 3,200 species to its Red List of endangered and threatened species.

	One in four known mammal species are at risk of extinction.

	One in six known bird species are at risk of extinction. Many species of birds that were endemic to specific islands have already been lost, including, most famously, the dodo, but also several species of birds once endemic only to the Hawaiian Islands.

	One-third of all known species of amphibians are facing probable extinction.

	Though it’s fashionable to blame climate change for everything these days, there is overwhelming evidence that current rapid rates of extinction are being driven first and foremost by habitat loss—humans converting previously wild lands into farms and urban spaces. Though climate change is a massive and exacerbating threat, habitat loss is overwhelmingly to blame, not global warming. My students get this one wrong constantly, another failure of the news media perhaps.

	It must be said that global biodiversity faces pressure from multiple fronts, all human caused. Habitat loss is the biggest driver for certain. But the world is still plagued by overhunting and overfishing, wildlife trafficking, pollution, alien species threatening native flora and fauna (like the lionfish), and, yes, global warming.

	The extinction crisis is being felt worst in places like Brazil, still-developing China, India, and Southeast Asia. Some academics are fond of blaming the Global North for the problem, but these days the crisis is felt most acutely in the Global South. What these places have in common are very large human populations, high rates of economic development and land-use changes, and previously impressive levels of biodiversity now under constant assault by economic growth. They also have very weak species protection laws or governments that overwhelmingly prioritize development over all other considerations. You can’t blame colonialism for all this, though a finger of blame can be pointed at capitalism and Western economists’ obsession with growth over everything else.

	There are very strong correlations between human population growth, rapid rates of development, and species loss. And in this case, correlation is causation.2




So things are really bad out there for sure. Much of the above goes a long way toward explaining why I never happened upon any wild animals during any of my treks through rural Colombia, Haiti, or Pakistan, while encountering abundant if occasionally mismanaged biodiversity at Kenya’s protected public parks.

That’s where this conversation turns more hopeful—appreciating the scale of the disaster while also appreciating how some extinctions were averted entirely and what we can learn from these case studies.




* By some estimates, Trump received triple the news coverage of any sitting U.S. president in history during his time in office; not 30 percent more, but three times more stories written about him compared to Obama, Bush, and the others. This was the picture when I was told “we need more stories about Trump.” I only wish I were kidding.



* My favorite example is the junior editor and Twitter addict who told me in early 2020 that I shouldn’t cover COVID-19 too heavily because it was never going to be a big story. That person confidently said this to me because Twitter said it first. Thus the danger in becoming too hooked on social media—you become less informed, not more so.




OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png
@ Prometheus Books





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
NATHANIAL GRONEWOLD

,A TALE
4 oF TWO }
CRANES

Lessons Learned

¢ from 50 Years of

the Endangered
Species Act





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png





