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Distribution and Conservation of United States Biodiversity

Daniel Simberloff - University of Tennessee

The United States has ca. 200,000 known species, including 25,000 endemics, and ca.
4,500 ecological community types. Ca. 3,000 species and 2,000 community types are
imperiled. Federal efforts to locate and conserve all these species and communities
are over 100 years old but have been politically stymied. By default, The Nature
Conservancy has led an effort to create a de facto national biological survey, with
assistance from state governments and federal agencies. Biodiversity, including
imperiled species and communities, is concentrated in ca. 15 “hot spots” that are the
main, but not exclusive, focus of conservation efforts. A large fraction of imperiled
biodiversity is on private land, and a large fraction of imperiled biodiversity on
federal land is under the purview of agencies (e.g., the Department of Defense) for
which conservation is a peripheral interest. Until recently, conservation in the United
States has been mostly opportunistic and to some extent fortuitous. Superficially or
politically attractive sites have been secured as they happened to come on the market,
and some sites preserved as scenic wonders happened to contain significant
biodiversity. The key new strategies to save imperiled species and communities are
(1) gap analysis (finding which of them are poorly represented in existing
conservation lands and waters) and (2) special efforts to secure sites with multiple
imperiled entities. There is a division of labor among federal and state governments
and non-governmental organizations, such as The Nature Conservancy and The Trust
for Public Land. Key sites are secured by purchase, lease, or “conservation easement”
(in which a landowner relinquishes specified development rights in perpetuity in
return for lower property taxes). The entire process is driven by laws, particularly the
federal Endangered Species Act of 1973, which prohibits activities (on both private
and public lands) inimical to species classified as endangered. The effort has been a
partial success in that 192 extinctions have been forestalled by the Act, and only 7
listed species have been lost. However, only 11 listed species have been rehabilitated
sufficiently to be declared out of danger, and populations of a third of listed species
have continued to decline, while those of only a tenth have grown. The key
impediments to more effective conservation are: (1) The listing process under the Act
is too cumbersome and subject to some political interference; there are too few
personnel to assess species status. (2) A larger, better-funded national biological
survey is needed to locate and monitor the status of all species, particularly
invertebrates. (3) An Endangered Habitats or Communities Act is required to facilitate
conservation above the population and species level. The interaction between
government agencies and non-governmental organizations has been crucial in
whatever success has been achieved so far, and it will surely continue to play a key
role.
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