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Why some westerners fear "protection" of biodiversity 

Heather Smith Thomas 

Biodiversity is a relatively new word. It isn't in most dictio- 
naries. But as it is being used today, I'm assuming that it 
means the whole spectrum of living organisms—plant and 
animal—in any given region or upon the planet as a whole. 
There's a lot of talk about protecting biodiversity and trying 
to preserve all forms of life that are now existing. I doubt 
that anyone has any real argument with that goal; it makes 
sense to try to protect life on earth as we know it—except 
for perhaps some disease-causing pathogens that mankind 
has been trying valiantly to eradicate. 

Now we start to get into the tricky part: starting to make 
exceptions. We'd like to eradicate the virus that causes 
AIDS, for instance, or rabies. Or the pathogens that cause 
Lyme disease, or any other serious or fatal human ailment. 
While we're at it, let's eliminate animal and plant diseases 
that destroy our crops or livestock. How about pests? 
Sewer rats that carry diseases, mosquitoes that spread 
malaria and encephalitis, termites that eat up our houses, 
field mice that damage the grain, coyotes that eat baby 
Iambs—oops, we've gone too far. Someone wants to pro- 
tect coyotes, and kangaroo rats, and all sorts of plants and 
animals that might be threatened with possible extinction. It 
begins to get complicated. 

Protecting biodiversity is a wonderful goal, but this noble 
idea breaks down as soon as we start to look at it more 
closely and try to figure out how we are going to go about it, 
and try to decide who should give up what in order to 
accomplish it. 

The real issue that stirs people up is not the idea of pro- 
tecting biodiversity but rather how we should go about it. 
Who is going to decide what we can and can't do—in a for- 
est, on a rangeland, with farm ground, on our private prop- 
erty, especially if threatened or endangered species are 
involved. Is our concern for endangered species going to 
take precedence over all other aspects of our lives, endan- 
gering our form of government (giving bureaucratic dictator- 
ship a chance to override our freedoms in the name of pro- 
tecting other species), our right to private property, our abil- 
ity to earn a living, our many freedoms and choices that we 
have taken for granted as a birthright in this great nation? 

A multitude of restrictions and regulations are sprouting 
up in the name of protecting endangered species and pre- 
serving biodiversity, and the lives of wolves, grizzly bears, 
salmon and other creatures have become more sacred 
than human life. It's a more serious crime to kill a wolf or 
grizzly than to murder a human. And millions of dollars are 
being spent to "reintroduce" some of these animals into for- 
mer habitat, or to put similar animals into areas where they 
no longer exist naturally. 

Many folks, especially westerners, are alarmed at the 
trend this movement is taking, for it's resulting in a direct 
clash between the "species protectors" and our own exis- 
tence. Many westerners depend upon land and resource 
use for their livelihoods and for the economic stability of 
rural communities, and these are the lands that are 
presently in the forefront of the endangered species battles 
and the movement to preserve biodiversity. 

Wolf "reintroduction" is a case in point. Millions of dollars 
are being spent to put some Canadian wolves into 
Yellowstone Park and central Idaho, with a host of govern- 
ment employees to monitor them and police the areas to 
make sure no one shoots them. Most of the local people 
were strongly against the reintroduction, since stockmen 
fear for their animals' welfare, and hunters don't want the 
competition. It's just a short step from wolf reintroduction to 
banning hunting; if wolves thin the herds we won't need the 
human management of game populations. Hunting is very 
much a part of our human heritage; as a species we early 
on depended upon it and now it serves a dual purpose for 
sport and pleasure (an important part of some folks' "quality 
of Iife"—every bit as much as the importance of "hearing a 
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wolf howl" for other folks) as well as food. The regulations 
for protecting the introduced wolves also supercede private 
property rights, which many view as a very dangerous 
precedent. 

These arguments aside, there's another one that applies 
in the issue of wolf "reintroduction", especially as it applies 
to biodiversity (which is defined by many advocates as pro- 
tecting NATIVE species in their natural distribution and 
numbers and protecting the habitat that sustains them). 
Opponents of wolf reintroduction have pointed out that the 

planting of Canadian wolves in central Idaho or 
Yellowstone is not proper. They are not the same as the 
wolves that were native. They didn't evolve here in this 
area. Putting Canadian wolves here is not too different from 
exchanging one plant for another in a clearcut area in the 
forest; the niche is filled again (by knapweed or some annu- 
al plant instead of the native grasses) but not in the same 
way. 

Another problem with planting wolves in an area like cen- 
tral Idaho where there have not been wolves for 80 or 100 
years is that the habitat is not the same as it was then. 
Protecting native species in natural distribution and num- 
bers becomes complicated because what point in time do 
you choose for your "target" goal? Habitat is always chang- 
ing, as is natural distribution and "numbers" (witness the 
scarcity of bison in central eastern Idaho in 1806 when 
Lewis and Clark came through, and the Indians starving for 
lack of meat—no elk, few deer, only a few antelope—and 
contrast this with the fact there were thousands of bison in 

large groups in this same area a couple decades later 
when the fur trappers came through). There were very few 
wolves in central Idaho in 1806—they follow the game 
herds. The wolves were much more plentiful in the late 
1 800s when using livestock as a prey base. 

Wildlife populations are always in a state of flux, and the 
Indians had an influence on them also; man has been one 
of the major predators in North America for a very long 
time. What point in history during the past 20,000 years do 

we wish to select as "natural"? Environments and ecosys- 
tems are constantly changing. 

Today, with the increased human population in North 
America, we have to also allow for our own needs when 
considering habitat management and use of land. Human 
needs require some "management" of forests, rangelands, 
and natural resources, protecting their future productivity 
not only for preserving biodiversity as best we can but also 

recognizing their great value as serving mankind forever 
with sustainable yields of food, fiber, building materials, 
fuel, recreation, etc. Even wilderness areas have to be 
"managed" or we will overrun them and spoil them with 
human impacts. 

We can't wish away the bulk of our human population. 
We have to find ways to coexist with other species, and 
that means utilizing natural resources to sustain ourselves, 
in the wisest way possible. Some folks don't want trees cut 
(yet they still use wood products and depend on them in 
their daily lives) and some don't want livestock on our 
rangelands (yet they use animal products constantly—even 
if they are vegetarians). The argument some use against 
livestock is that they are not native, and that the feed they 
eat takes resources away from native species, disrupting 
biodiversity. But this is not necessarily true. The cattle are 
grazers like bison were in earlier times, eating approximate- 
ly the same type of plants and serving a similar ecological 
purpose. Our rangelands need both grazers and browsers 
for maximum health and species diversity. There were 
never that many elk or bighorn sheep in most of these 
areas; the main grazer was the bison, which are now gone 
from these ranges. We need the grazing animal. Livestock, 
if handled in the proper manner, can graze a range very 
much like the bison herds did. Humans use and need the 

products produced by livestock (even those of us who don't 
eat meat) and livestock also provide the livelihood and eco- 
nomic base for most western rural communities. Livestock 
production is an important facet of western economy, part 
of the West's own "biodiversity". Depending primarily upon 
tourism (as some folks say we should do) instead of on 
resource uses like timber and grazing, is not an adequate 
substitute for most western communities, and could devas- 
tate us if another oil embargo or gas price increase reduces 
tourist travel. 

Environmental purists are jealous of the "resources" used 
by livestock. Some argue that we don't need to use scarce 
western water for irrigation, especially to grow hay to feed 

cows—saying that we can grow hay in the wetter eastern 
part of our country. They don't realize it's difficult to put up 
hay in a wet climate, or that you can't grow alfalfa in wet 
soils. The bulk of this country's good alfalfa is grown in the 
West, and it isn't just used for beef production. Good alfalfa 
is much more necessary for dairy herds than for beef. A lot 
of good western hay is imported to the East. 

Every time I hear people telling us what we should or 
shouldn't do with our resources, imposing restrictions on 
somebody else, I wonder if they'd like to put their money 
where their mouth is. Are the folks who want to preserve 
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old growth forests willing to build homes with materials 
other than wood? Apparently not, from the looks of the 
expensive log and wood homes belonging to prominent 
environmentalists in Sun Valley, Idaho, for instance. Most 
staunch preservationists use a lot of wood products. Yet 
some of them are telling us to build our homes of alterna- 
tive materials such as straw bales or old tires. There's no 
easy way out of this dilemma; everything we use disrupts 
something. If we build with brick we've probably disrupted a 
local environment, mining the products to make bricks. 
Particle board and chip boards are still made of tree prod- 
ucts. Straw bales may have been grown on land that was 
habitat to a kangaroo rat or some other threatened species 
and farmed using fossil fuels. Let's face it; we humans are 
here, and we're going to make an impact on the environ- 
ment no matter what we do. We mustn't let the biodiversity 
question split us into warring factions, especially when 
much of the argument is pure rationalization anyway. 

Using cows instead of bison is just as justifiable as using 
Canadian wolves instead of native wolves in Yellowstone. 
Why is the wolf substitution acceptable to environmental- 
ists, but not cows for bison? Perhaps because we humans 
are always able to rationalize to justify our own self interest. 

The whole issue serves to illustrate the complexity of try- 
ing to preserve biodiversity, and the fact that even our 
noblest attempts become bogged down in human interpre- 
tations and selective species protection (and what will we 
do when one protected species eats and endangers anoth- 
er protected species?). It becomes a turf war over who has 
the final say on what we do with our land and resources— 
who has the power to make the rules that we'll all have to 
live by. The underlying issue is not really about species 
protection so much as it is about who will have the final say 
over the land and our actions upon it. 

The double standard of environmental purists is what 
sticks in the craw of many western land users. Wolves are 
planted near ranches and put stockmen out of business. 
Timber harvests are halted. There's a big push to take live- 
stock off the ranges. We're not planting wolves near popu- 
lation centers, however. And it doesn't seem to matter that 
large regions have totally destroyed their biodiversity 
already with sprawling urbanization. Yet the folks who live 
in the cities want to impose protective environmental "fixes" 
on rural dwellers whose existence depends on the land 
(and wise use of it, in most instances, for future productivity 
and continued existence—most land users are very good 
stewards of the land and its resources). 

The main point in the whole debate is who is going to 
decide which lands will be "managed" and used for human 
needs and which lands left alone and "natural"—whose 
home, job and livelihood will be allowed to continue and 
whose will be eliminated. This becomes a very difficult and 

complicated issue, and is at the heart of western unease 
and anxiety—as westerners with a traditional dependence 
on the land watch a growing body of government regula- 
tions (spawned by an ever increasing sense of "concern for 
the environment") taking away our ability to use the land, 

eroding our property rights, making it more difficult to make 
a living, and ultimately evolving our form of government 
toward a dictatorship and police state. 

Protecting biodiversity is something most of us truly want 
to do, but we must be very careful in how we go about it or 
we will lose much more than we'll gain, and the loss will 
include our human quality of life as well as our means of 
livelihood. A free society in which people are able to make 
a good living is always better able to care for the natural 
environment than is a totalitarian society in which people 
are oppressed, barely scraping by, and concerned primarily 
with how to survive. Don't ever forget the fact that environ- 
mental quality and healthy biodiversity is a luxury that only 
a healthy and affluent economy can afford (look at the envi- 
ronmental devastation in poorer third-world countries or the 
former Soviet Union). The folks who want to "regulate us" 
into environmental protection and put western land users 
and other legitimate business into jeopardy with all the reg- 
ulatory red tape of environmental "fixes", are going at it the 
wrong way and will ultimately destroy the very thing they 
are trying to preserve. 

Editor's Note: Author is a rancher in Eastern Idaho. 


