DECLINING BIODIVERSITY

We continue to hear and read about declining animal, insect and plant species, such as a recent study which found an average 69% reduction, since 1970, in populations of over 31,000 vertebrate wildlife species around the world. At least 25% of all known vertebrate species on earth are at risk of extinction, and 300 species in the U.S. risk extinction. Population losses are greatest in Latin America (tropical forest) and the Caribbean with a 94% reduction in population numbers, followed by Africa with a 66% decline, and 18-20% losses in the U.S., Europe and Asia. Freshwater fish species suffer the highest declines at 83%, followed by bird species at 50% decline in populations.  Habitat destruction, through human activities, is the prime cause of dwindling wildlife populations and species extinctions. Expansion of agricultural activities accounts for 80% of global deforestation and loss of wildlife habitat. Such enormous losses of biodiversity and wildlife population numbers are huge stresses on ecosystems, because ecosystems depend on high species diversity for long-term stability.


CLEAN WATER ACT TURNS 50

The federal Clean Water Act (CWA) was signed into law in October, 1972 when pollution of U.S. waterways was essentially unregulated, and the headlines spoke of "Rivers on fire" and "Lake Erie is Dead". The goal of the CWA was to "restore the chemical, physical and biological integrity of the nation's waterways" and to "make waterways fishable, swimmable and drinkable". This law regulates pollution discharges (point sources) into waterways by setting discharge standards (levels) of specific contaminants that can be legally discharged. The initial focus of the act was to reduce phosphorus and nitrogen releases to waterways, in order to slow the fertilization of aquatic plants and algae. Restrictions on phosphates in fertilizers and better sewage treatment practices were implemented. The CWA has improved water quality in most waterways, through a system of permits to discharge only a limited amount of specified contaminants. However, many contaminants in water are not regulated through the CWA, and only 50% of the nation's waterways are now considered "unimpaired". The future of the CWA is currently in question as the U.S. Supreme Court is debating the scope of the law and which waterways are protected.

