
[WA S H I N G TO N] The Cl i n ton ad m i n i s tra ti on
last week form a l i zed its con troversial ‘n o
su rpri s e s’ policy under wh i ch landown ers
who take steps to pre s erve natu ral habi t a t
a re guara n teed that they wi ll not incur ad d i-
ti onal ex pense or obl i ga ti ons under species 
pro tecti on laws. Scien tists, meanwhile, are
pre s su rizing lawm a kers to correct what they
s ee as flaws in the po l i c y.

The Endangered Species Act (ESA) all ows
l a n down ers to ‘t a ke’, or harm, some pro tected
animals or plants in exch a n ge for devel op i n g
Ha bitat Con s erva ti on Plans (HCPs) that
i m prove the spec i e s’ overa ll ch a n ce of su r-
vival. Abo ut 225 su ch plans are alre ady
a pproved and 200 more are planned .

The interi or sec ret a ry, Bru ce Ba bbitt, has
p u s h ed HCPs as a way of invo lving priva te
property own ers in species pro tecti on, as half
of the more than 1,000 species con s i dered at
risk of ex ti n cti on are exclu s ively on priva te
land. In 1994 he began promising landown-
ers that there would be “no su rpri s e s” on ce an
HCP was approved; the plans would be bi n d-
i n g, in some cases for as long as 100 ye a rs .

Last week the Dep a rtm ent of In teri or cod-
i f i ed ‘no su rpri s e s’ as a formal po l i c y. But the
policy has been cri ti c i zed (see Na tu re 3 8 6,
530; 1997) because it does not all ow for
ch a n ging circ u m s t a n ces or new scien ti f i c

i n form a ti on abo ut an en d a n gered spec i e s .
Last month, 17 leading eco l ogists re s t a ted

those and other worries in a let ter to four 
s en a tors who have introdu ced legi s l a ti on to
re a ut h ori ze the ESA. The aut h ors propose “a
few crucial amen d m ents to make the [bi ll ]
m ore scien ti f i c a lly cred i bl e”. Th ey ask for
a s su ra n ces on stable funding for landown er
i n cen tive programmes that may requ i re gov-
ern m ent spen d i n g, and for HCPs to be
ad ju s ted if they are not work i n g.  

Th ey also call for the rem oval of two pro-
vi s i ons from the bi ll: the requ i rem ent for
i n depen dent scien tific revi ew of all listi n g
dec i s i ons “even though many su ch dec i s i on s
gen era te little or no scien tific con trovers y ”,
and the requ i rem ent for a det a i l ed econ om i c

n ews
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a n a lysis of recovery measu re s .
The let ter ’s main aut h ors, Gary Mef fe of the

Un ivers i ty of Florida and Stu a rt Pimm of the
Un ivers i ty of Ten n e s s ee, were joi n ed by the
eco l ogists Edw a rd O. Wi l s on of Ha rva rd, Pa u l
E h rl i ch of Stanford, Th omas Ei s n er of Corn ell ,
Peter Raven, and two form er pre s i dents of the
E co l ogical Soc i ety of Am erica, Ronald Pu ll i a m
of the Un ivers i ty of Geor gia and Gordon 
O rians of the Un ivers i ty of Wa s h i n g ton. 

Several policy initi a tives announced wi t h
the ‘no su rpri s e s’ reg u l a ti on su ggest that the
In teri or Dep a rtm ent is taking the cri ti c i s m s
s eri o u s ly. The initi a tives call for “ex p a n ded
use of ad a ptive managem ent for all HCPs”,
the establ i s h m ent of clear bi o l ogical goals for
the plans, and improved scien tific mon i tor-
i n g. The dep a rtm ent is also to con s i der limit-
ing the du ra ti on of some HCPs. Draft guid-
a n ces for these initi a tives are ex pected to be
p u bl i s h ed within the next two wee k s .

If the new legi s l a ti on is to su cceed, the tri ck
wi ll be to make the ‘no su rpri s e s’ policy flex i-
ble while sti ll assu ring landown ers that they
wi ll not be su rpri s ed. Deb a te abo ut ESA re -
a ut h ori z a ti on is at pre s ent de adl ocked, wi t h
both property ri ghts advoc a tes and envi ron-
m entalists unhappy with the bi ll introdu ced
by Di rk Kem pt h orne (Rep u blican, Id a h o )
and three other sen a tors. To nyRe i c h h a rd t

The grey wolf: prominent on ‘endangered’ list.

E c o l o g i sts seek flexible protection rules

[WA S H I N GTO N] B i o d i ve rsity re s e a rc h
in the United States should be
boosted because it will lead to a
healthier environment which will,
in turn, strengthen the nation’s
e c o n o my, an influential panel of
scientists says .

In a report re quested last ye a r
by President Bill Clinton — and to
be delive red next month — the
P re s i d e n t ’s Council of Advisors on
Science and Technology (PCA ST )
s ays that spending on biodive rs i t y
re s e a rch should grow from $460
million a year to $660 million ove r
the next three ye a rs. The re p o r t
was pre p a red for PCAST by a
panel chaired by Peter Raven, the
d i rector of the Missouri Botanical
G a rden in St Louis.

“I think that the logic of [the
report] is compelling,” says
M u r ray Gell-Mann of the Santa Fe
Institute in New Mexico, a
member of PCAST and of Rave n’s
panel. He adds that the re p o r t ’s
s u g gested “synergy” between the
e n v i ronment and the economy
“will resonate with people,
including members of Congre s s ” .

In the recent past, the
discipline has been attacked by
c o n s e r va t i ves in Congress, who
see the gathering of information
on biodive rsity as a threat to
l a n d o w n e rs’ property rights.

As a result of such attacks, for
example, the National Biological
S u r vey was disbanded by the
C o n gress in 1995, and the Senate
has declined to ratify the
international Convention on
Biological Dive rs i t y, the agre e m e n t
signed at the Earth Summit in Rio
de Janeiro in 1992, which 
has already been ratified by 161
other countries.

The report emphasizes the
relationships between biodive rs i t y
c o n s e r vation, a healthy
e n v i ronment and a stro n g
e c o n o my. It also calls for the
d evelopment of better computer
n e t w o r ks and databases for
information about plant and
animal species.

F i ve major funding pro p o s a l s
a re suggested by the panel for
c o n s i d e ration by the dozen or so
f e d e ral agencies invo l ved in

b i o d i ve rsity re s e a rch, over the
next three ye a rs. They are :
● an increase from $74 million to
$ 130 million a year in funding for
t a xonomists to discover and
describe new species;
● an increase from $300 million to
$355 million for re s e a rch and
monitoring of ecosys t e m s ;
● $24 million in new money for
social science re s e a rch, chiefly at
the National Science Foundation,
to improve estimates of the
economic value of sound
e n v i ronmental manage m e n t ;
● “a minimum of $40 million a
year” to develop a ‘next
ge n e ra t i o n’ National Biological
Information Infra s t r u c t u re on
which information about species
can be stored and accessed;
● spending on enviro n m e n t a l
education to rise from $72 million
to $87 million, mostly to tra i n
10,000 schoolteachers a ye a r
about environmental science.

The recommendations are
l a rgely based on discussions with
g overnment scientists about their
re s o u rce needs, and these

scientists are pleased about the
outcome. “For us, this is a bre a t h
of fresh air,” says Michael
R u g g i e ro, a senior ecologist at the
Biological Re s o u rces Division of
the United States Geological
S u r ve y, which has absorbed the
National Biological Surve y.

C o n s i d e ration by PCAST,
R u g g i e ro says, “may be the
highest level at which this issue
has ever been addressed”. 

If previous PCAST studies are
a ny guide, the Raven panel is
l i kely to have significant influence
on next ye a r ’s budget re qu e s t s
f rom the agencies invo l ved. But
changing Congre s s’s appro a c h
will be a larger challenge .

“ T h e re ’s a lack of ge n e ra l
a p p reciation of what scientists are
coming to understand about
connections between the loss of
b i o d i ve rsity and the things that
people care about,” concedes
Jane Lubchenco of Oregon State
Un i ve rs i t y, a panel member. The
report, she adds, is “just one
s t a ge” in changing that
a p p re c i a t i o n . Colin Macilwa i n

Boost to biodive rsity re s e a rch ‘would strengthen US economy ’


	Ecologists seek flexible protection rules

