April 6, 2022

Martha Williams

Director

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
1849 C Street, NW
Washington, DC 20240

Re: Reforming the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Listing Program
Dear Director Williams,

On behalf of our organizations and our millions of members and supporters, we urge you to take
immediate action to reform the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s listing program to ensure that
our nation’s most imperiled species get the timely protections they so desperately need to avoid
extinction and start their journey towards recovery.

The Endangered Species Act has been incredibly successful at saving animals and plants from
extinction, but the Act’s strong protections are only provided to species if, and only if, they are
formally listed as threatened or endangered under the law. In many cases, this often means that
the decision to list an animal or plant is literally a matter of life or death. Yet for too long, the
Service has been reticent to list species and fully implement the law in the face of improper
political interference and opposition from powerful special interests. As a result, the agency has
failed to protect species for years, even decades—making extinction much more likely and
recovery much more difficult and expensive.

Currently, more than 400 animals and plants are still awaiting protection decisions and hundreds
more imperiled species are not even under consideration. On average, the agency has taken 12
years to protect species even though under the Act it should take no more than two. These delays
have had devastating consequences. The Service recently removed 22 animals and one plant
from the endangered species list due to extinction—the largest set of delistings in the agency’s
history and a stark reminder that the Service is not doing enough to stem the loss of our nation’s
biodiversity and halt the global extinction crisis. Many of these 23 species went extinct during a
delay in the listing process, including the Guam bridled white-eye and the flat pigtoe, southern
acornshell, stirrupshell, and upland combshell mussels. In total, nearly 50 unlisted species have
gone extinct waiting for protection. This is an unforgiveable moral failure.

The Service badly needs to reform its process for protecting species, otherwise we’re at risk of
losing hundreds of more irreplaceable animals and plants to extinction. If trends hold, one
species will be declared extinct every year in the United States while waiting for protection
under the Act. While lack of funding for the listing program has contributed to delays in
protection, funding shortfalls from Congress represent only part of the problem. The Service has
suffered from years of overt political and industry pressure designed to weaken the Act, and as a
result, the Service’s implementation of the Act is no longer primarily driven by the best available
science. In particular, the agency’s process for listing decisions involves multiple layers of
bureaucracy and upwards of 20 people who only vet listing decisions based on political



concerns. While expert biologists draft listing proposals, these proposals can be overturned at
any point during this cumbersome review process by regional directors, the head of the listing
division, the Assistant Director for Ecological Services, or high-level political appointees who
often have no relevant, specific scientific background. In fact, it is frequently the case—
especially with politically controversial species—that listing decisions are made in Washington,
DC, including reversing the original listing recommendations of the Services’ own scientists.

Sadly, the majority of extinctions are entirely preventable, so when we lose a species to
extinction it is really a political choice. The Service is empowered to implement the strong
provisions of the Endangered Species Act, and if it did so boldly and in accordance with the best
available science, there is no question that the agency could protect and recover species more
quickly. It just needs to muster the political will to do so.

There is no longer any time to waste. We have already lost hundreds of species to extinction in
the United States, and now one million animal and plant species here and around the world face
extinction in the coming decades if urgent action isn’t taken. If the Service truly wants to reverse
species extinctions, stem the loss of global biodiversity, and restore the United States as a leader
in conservation, it must take transformative action to reform the listing process, restore its moral
compass and revitalize its commitment to its core wildlife conservation mission.

Sincerely,
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