
 

Obama won't fight global warming with bear
rules

May 8 2009, By H. JOSEF HEBERT , Associated Press Writer

  
 

  

FILE -- In this Nov. 6, 2007 file photo, a polar bear mother stands with her two
cubs in Wapusk National Park on the shore of Hudson Bay near Churchill,
Manitoba, Canada. (AP Photo/The Canadian Press, Jonathan Hayward, File)

(AP) -- The Obama administration, which promised a sharp break from
the Bush White House on global warming, declared Friday it would stick
with a Bush-era policy against expanding protection for climate-
threatened polar bears and ruled out a broad new attack on greenhouse
gases.

To the dismay of environmentalists, Interior Secretary Ken Salazar
refused to rescind a Bush administration rule that says actions that
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threaten the polar bear's survival cannot be considered when
safeguarding the iconic mammal if they occur outside the bear's Arctic
home.

The rule was aimed at heading off the possibility that the bear's survival
could be cited by opponents of power plants and other facilities that
produce carbon dioxide, a leading pollutant blamed for global warming.

The Endangered Species Act requires that a threatened or endangered
species must have its habitat protected. Environmentalists say that in the
case of the polar bear, the biggest threat comes from pollution - mainly
carbon dioxide from faraway power plants, factories and cars - that is
warming the Earth and melting Arctic sea ice.

Salazar agreed that global warming was "the single greatest threat" to the
bear's survival, but disagreed that the federal law protecting animals,
plants and fish should be used to address climate change.

"The Endangered Species Act is not the appropriate tool for us to deal
with what is a global issue, and that is the issue of global warming," said
Salazar, echoing much the same view of his Republican predecessor,
Dirk Kempthorne, who had declared the polar bear officially threatened
and in need of protection under the federal species law.

Kempthorne at the same time issued the "special rule" that limited the
scope of the bear's protection to actions within its Arctic home.

The iconic polar bear - some 25,000 of the mammals can be found
across the Arctic region from Alaska to Greenland - has become a
symbol of the potential ravages of climate change. Scientists say while
the bear population has more than doubled since the 1960s, as many as
15,000 could be lost in the coming decades because of the loss of Arctic
sea ice, a key element of its habitat.
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Environmentalists and some members of Congress had strongly urged
Salazar to rescind the Bush regulation, arguing the bear is not being
given the full protection required under the species law.

Others, including most of the business community, argue that making the
bear a reason for curtailing greenhouse gases thousands of miles from its
home would cause economic chaos.

Reaction to Salazar's decision Friday was sharply divided.

Alaska Gov. Sarah Palin hailed the decision as a "clear victory for
Alaska" because it removes the link between bear protection and climate
change and should help North Slope oil and gas development. Both of
Alaska's senators and its only House member also praised the decision
and rejected claims the bear won't be protected.

Sen. James Inhofe of Oklahoma, a global warming skeptic and the
ranking Republican on the Senate Environment Committee, applauded
Salazar "for making the right call and applying a commonsense approach
to the Endangered Species Act" and climate.

But environmentalists and some of their leading advocates in Congress
were disappointed.

"The polar bear is threatened, and we need to act," said Sen. Barbara
Boxer, D-Calif., who chairs the environment panel, adding that she
disagreed with Salazar's decision not to revoke the Bush regulation.

Andrew Wetzler, director of wildlife conservation at the Natural
Resources Defense Council, said the Endangered Species Act should be
part of the government's arsenal in fighting climate change "and it
shouldn't be unilaterally disarming itself for no reason."
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"For Salazar to adopt Bush's polar bear extinction plan is confirming the
worst fears of his tenure as secretary of interior," said Noah Greenwald,
of the Center for Biological Diversity, which along with the NRDC and
Greenpeace has a lawsuit pending challenging the bear rule.

Salazar noted that he has overturned a string of Bush-era regulations,
including last week restoring a requirement that agencies consult with
the government's most knowledgeable biologists when taking actions that
could harm species. "We must do all we can to protect the polar bear,"
he said, but that using the species protection law "is not the right way to
go."

The way to deal with climate change is a broad cap on greenhouse gases,
he said.

Congress is considering cap-and-trade legislation forcing a reduction on
greenhouse gases, and, separately, the Environmental Protection Agency
has begun working on a climate regulation under the Clean Air Act. Last
month, the EPA declared carbon dioxide from burning fossil fuels and
other greenhouse gases a danger to public health.

The last word is still to be heard on linking species protection and
climate change.

Earlier this week, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service began a review of
whether the American pika, a tiny rabbit relative living in high altitudes
of 10 Western states, is threatened by climate change because the
mountain areas are becoming warmer.

The American pika is no polar bear, but the arguments may be the same.

---
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On the Net:

Interior Department: http://www.interior.gov

Center for Biological Diversity: http://www.biologicaldiversity.org

©2009 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not be
published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.
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