The Conservation Column

By Pepper Trail

The Year in Review

National environmental politics in 2011 can probably be best summarized as:  Disaster Averted.  Faced with a toxic political atmosphere in Washington and a conservative majority in the House that denies climate change and is hostile to “regulation” including clear air, clean water, and endangered species protections, it is remarkable that our essential environmental protections survived more or less intact.  Here are some highlights:
An Early Challenge - and Win - for Conservation Programs
When the new 2011 Congress was sworn in, it looked like gridlock was inevitable on a number of issues, not the least of which was the annual uphill battle to adequately fund our conservation priorities. When the House introduced HR 1, a piece of legislation that stunned the environmental community, it was clear that getting any funding for key programs was the real challenge. 

HR 1 would have drastically reduced or completely zeroed out key conservation programs such as the Neotropical Migratory Bird Conservation Act, the Land and Water Conservation Fund, State Wildlife Grants and a long list of others essential to maintaining habitat for birds and wildlife. Audubon and many other groups rallied and barraged the House and Senate with demands to set reasonable funding levels and restore programs that were slashed. RVAS joined over 300 Audubon chapters in to an letter to urge a more balanced approach to spending, and thousands of members contacted Congress to voice their support for wildlife and habitat funding. Responding to public outcry, the Senate did roll back almost all of the cuts in HR 1. The budget drama continues to play out, but most of the draconian cuts are gone, with a more stable funding stream in place for Audubon’s conservation priorities.

Victory for Endangered Species Act 
Our win to defend the Endangered Species Act against weakening amendments was a strong bright spot in this past year's legislative calendar. A true David and Goliath fight, the House vote that swung our way signaled a hopeful sign that we could muster bipartisan support for some of our most cherished conservation values.

The attack came in the form of language buried in the Interior Appropriations bill that would have prevented the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service from spending money to provide safety net protections of the Act to 260 critcally imperiled species. The so-called Extinction Rider was removed through an amendment offered by long-time environmental champion Norm Dicks (D-WA), which passed by a bipartisan vote of 222-202. It was a good victory but it won't be the last fight we see to protect the ESA from attacks. The House is continuing to attempt to weaken this cornerstone law to protect our most vulnerable birds, wildlife and plants.

Clean Air and Climate: Cleaner Skies Ahead?
A few weeks ago, the EPA announced final standards to control mercury and other air toxics. Mercury, acid gases and other pollutants are common by products of coal-burning power plants. This is good news for fish-eating birds, pregnant women and children susceptible to these contaminants. Virtually every state in the lower 48 has some restrictions on fishing in mercury-contaminated waters, and there will finally be a national standard.
A Bad Year to be a Wolf

Unfortunately, a very bad precedent was set this summer when the gray wolf populations in Montana and Idaho were removed from the Endangered Species List by Congressional action.  The Obama administration allowed legislators from these states to insert a rider in the budget bill that turned over all wolf management to the states.  This is the first time ever that a delisting decision has been made by politicians, bypassing the science-driven process required by the Endangered Species Act.  Following the decision, Montana set a goal of killing 220 wolves in the state (with over 100 killed so far), and Idaho has recorded over 200 wolves killed by government and private hunters.
On the bright side, we have all been enthralled by the saga of OR-7, the young male wolf who has travelled from the Blue Mountains to take up residence in our neighborhood.  He seems to be settling in to an area encompassing the northeastern corner of Jackson County and the northwestern corner of Klamath Country.  The strength and resourcefulness of this wolf is an inspiration, and I certainly hope that OR-7 represents the permanent return of wolves to southern Oregon.
On the State Level
Like most states, Oregon faced a grim budget picture in 2011, creating a difficult atmosphere for innovative environmental legislation.  Despite this, two major environmental bills were passed:  a major overall and modernization of Oregon’s Bottle Bill and passing the “Cool Schools” bill, which will protect the environment, create jobs, and look out for Oregon kids through energy efficiency and health and safety upgrades in schools. 

Statewide conservation groups, led by the Oregon League of Conservation Voters , Oregon Conservation Network, and Oregon Audubon Council,  also helped to secure funding for Oregon’s fledgling  system of marine reserves, which will help protect our coastal economy and nurture a healthy fish population for future generations. Other pieces of strong conservation legislation  included bills that create a farm-to-school program to promote healthy eating in schools, increase penalties for illegal wildlife killing, make shark finning illegal, mandate boat inspections to check for invasive plant species, create balanced planning for housing within urban growth boundaries and create a peer-to-peer car sharing program.
On the Local Level
As regular readers of the Chat know, RVAS has revived our local conservation efforts this year, with intense effort devoted to strengthening our involvement with the Denman Wildlife Area and wildlife habitat issues along Bear Creek.  Be sure to come to our January members meeting to hear more about Denman from the area’s manager, Clayton Barber.  And check out the new Denman bird checklist on the RVAS website.  The list, recently compiled by experienced RVAS birders, totals an impressive 218 species.

So, the lesson is:  even in the most challenging times, we can still make progress defending the wildlife habitats and the birds we love.  Here’s hoping that the great energy we have seen in the chapter this year continues in 2012.  Thanks to all for your support!
-- This column was compiled from information supplied by the National Audubon Society (national issues) and the Oregon League of Conservation Voters (Oregon issues).
