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Endangered Species

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is Expecting Multiples
Daniel McGarvey
Center for Environmental Studies, Virginia Commonwealth University, Richmond, VA. E-mail: djmcgarvey@vcu.edu

The Endangered Species Program at the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service (USFWS) recently received some big news. 
The list of threatened and endangered species is poised to grow. 
On September 9, 2011, a joint settlement between the USFWS, 
Wild Earth Guardians, and the Center for Biological Diversity 
was approved in the District of Columbia U.S. District Court. 
Under this settlement, the USFWS agreed to process a back-
log of more than 700 listing petitions by 2018 (USFWS 2012). 
Sixty-six of these are for fishes.

Conservationists are celebrating, and a part of me is in-
clined to join them. However, as a fisheries scientist, I’m 
troubled by a nagging question. How will the USFWS man-
age this additional responsibility? The historical average rate of 
new listings is 41 species per year (Greenwald et al. 2005). For 
argument’s sake, let’s assume that the settlement will double 
this rate. (The express purpose of the settlement is, after all, 
to accelerate the pace of listing decisions.) This equates to 492 
newly listed species by the end of 2018, or approximately one 
third of all currently listed species (1,381 as of 
January 27, 2012; USFWS 2012). We can en-
tertain more or less conservative projections, 
but the take-home message is clear. The work-
load for the USFWS is going to become a lot 
heavier.

We can certainly hope that funding lev-
els at the USFWS will rise to the challenge. And a proposed 
increase of $2.9 million for listing activities in the fiscal year 
2012 budget request is grounds for cautious optimism. But I 
am skeptical that the USFWS budget will keep pace with rising 
expenses, given the current and foreseeable politico-economic 
climate. And so I propose that we, as a community of fisheries 
professionals, should do for the USFWS what one does for any 
friend or colleague expecting multiples. Be prepared to step up 
and offer as much assistance as possible.

We can start by helping to build the empirical database. 
Relatively little is known about most of the fishes in the settle-
ment. For instance, the median number of primary references in 
Web of Science (on January 27, 2012) is two per fish. Addition-
al information on the biology and distributions of some species 
does exist in the gray literature. And online resources like the 
“Imperiled Freshwater Organisms of North America” web por-
tal (U.S. Geological Survey/American Fisheries Society 2012) 
are excellent tools for mapping and cataloging existing data. 
But it is obvious that the USFWS will need more data to reach 
informed listing decisions, specify critical habitat, and create 
and manage recovery plans.

We must also remember that endangered species science 
is fundamentally different than conventional science. Conven-
tional science aims to minimize type I errors or false-positive 
results. However, the USFWS is tasked with ensuring that 
human activities do not jeopardize the continued existence 
of listed species. Its mission is therefore to prevent type II er-
rors or false-negative results (i.e., failing to provide protecting 
measures when they are truly necessary). This mission, and the 
authority to enforce it, stems from a normative belief that the 
U.S. Congress codified nearly 40 years ago: when uncertainty 
is high and extinction is on the line, it is better to take a precau-
tionary stance and risk unnecessary regulation. On this note, I 
will emphatically suggest (as many others have) that it is time 
to abandon the use of null hypothesis testing in endangered spe-
cies science. Analytical tools that do not place the burden of 
proof on listed species, such as model fitting (Burnham and An-
derson 1998) and equivalence testing (Brosi and Biber 2009), 
are available. If they are not familiar to you, invest some time 
in learning about them.

It is hoped that we will all find creative ways to assist the 
USFWS. The listing settlement may ultimately prove to be a 
good thing for biodiversity. But there is much work to be done 
in preparation for the arrival of new threatened and endangered 
species.
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We, as a community of fisheries professionals, should 
do for the USFWS what one does for any friend or col-
league expecting multiples. Be prepared to step up and 
offer as much assistance as possible.
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