Extinct is Forever

(adapted from Ch. 10, Pacheco & Gregg, The Powerful Reader)


Early in the nineteenth century, sixty million buffalo thundered across America’s plains. They provided American Indians with clothing, food, and shelter. At the century’s close, a few hundred buffalo remained. Like the bald eagle, American’s national symbol, the buffalo was on the brink of extinction. However, both species were saved just in time. They were more fortunate than the American passenger pigeon. The last one died alone in a cage in 1914.

Human greed for fur, feathers, and fun accounts for most species’ extinction. A century ago, the first American railroad companies gave passengers rifles to shoot buffalo from the windows of their transcontinental trains. Fortunately, some farsighted conservationists and even New York City’s American Museum of Natural History saved the species from extinction by protecting the few remaining buffalo on reservations and farms.

More recently, human greed almost wiped out South America’s giant otter, a sociable river mammal. The otter’s plight is due to its desirable glossy fur, which made hunters and traders rich. In 1973, this fur trade was outlawed. However, today it continues illegally; a single skin can earn a hunter two weeks’ pay. Moreover, otters’ aquatic homes are being polluted by industrial waste. The future survival of the giant otter is a big question mark.

Wildlife preservation often pits environmentalists against land developers. In California, for example, sage scrub is home to the gnatcatcher, a small, gray bird. Developers want to cut down the sage scrub to build highways, houses, and golf courses. Such projects would pollute the environment with pesticides, chemical fertilizers, and auto exhaust. The gnatcatcher would become homeless and possibly extinct. Under pressure, developers are compromising with environmentalists. The former will build fewer houses, setting aside some open space for the gnatcatchers. The golf course may never be built.

Competition between human beings and wildlife is also occurring across the Pacific. The pandas of China’s bamboo forests daily consume eighty pounds (36 kilograms) of bamboo shoots, stems, and leaves. However, the Chinese people also require bamboo—for fuel, food, and furniture. Consequently, panda territory has been halved. To save the panda, an international wildlife symbol, the Chinese government has a ten-year plan extending this unique creature’s sphere. The San Diego Zoo in California is helping China to save the panda with an annual donation of one million dollars.

Endangered species vitally need government protection. The Florida alligator, for example, was nearly exterminated because affluent consumers desired its skin for shoes, belts, and handbags. Today, laws protect the alligator, but the huge, friendly manatee of Florida’s waterways is endangered. Speedboats kill about fifty manatees a year and maim many more. Fewer than two thousand of these playful creatures exist. Strict regulations are needed to protect them.

Not everyone wants to protect wildlife. Montana ranchers, for example, claim that grizzly bears have more rights than they do. When rancher Dick Christy shot a grizzly that was killing his sheep, he was fined $2500. The rancher claims he can’t afford to raise sheep because of grizzly bear protectionism. Similarly, fishing industry spokespeople from Norway to Japan argue that the protection of whales and dolphins is destroying their livelihoods. 

Environmentalists are sensitive to economic issues. Nonetheless, they stress the long-term benefits of conservation. The plants and animals we save today will enrich our earth tomorrow. Environmentalists remind us of the American Indian saying: “We have not inherited the earth from our parents; we are borrowing it from our children.”
