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21st Century Learning

Habitat Loss and Endangered Species

Scientists report that in the United States, habitat loss is the most widespread cause of species endangerment, affecting approximately 85 percent of imperiled species according to a recent estimate. Designed to combat the problem, the U.S. Endangered Species Act of 1973 is a federal law that protects threatened and endangered species. When a species is listed as endangered, the government enforces more stringent protections on the species’ remaining habitats, especially when those habitats are on federal lands. In addition, the Act allows the government to purchase land containing important habitats and forbids the capture, killing, or sale of an endangered species. In addition, people who violate the Act can be prosecuted.

Unfortunately, threats to many species continue. Experts believe that fewer than half the species native to the United States—especially insect, plant, and fungi species—have yet been discovered and catalogued. Therefore, it is impossible to know whether these species are endangered. Another problem, other scientists emphasize, is that the regulations protecting endangered species are not effective enough and are based on an underestimation of the problem. One recent expert analysis suggests that, even within the pool of known species, the number now threatened with extinction may actually be as much as ten times greater than the number currently protected under the U.S. Endangered Species Act.

The table below, adapted from data compiled by the nonprofit scientific group NatureServe, assesses the current situation for vertebrate species in the United States.

	Vertebrate Species Data in the U.S.

	Group: Imperiled U.S. Vertebrates
	Total Number of Known Species
	Number of Species Imperiled or Extinct/ Possibly Extinct
	Percentage of Species Imperiled or Extinct/ Possibly Extinct

	Mammals
	421
	29
	  7

	Birds
	783
	75
	10

	Reptiles
	295
	28
	  9

	Amphibians
	258
	66
	26

	Freshwater Fishes
	798
	179
	22

	Vertebrate Totals
	2555
	377
	15
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21st Century Themes
Science and Global Awareness
1. What is believed to be the most widespread cause of species endangerment?

2. According to the table, which group of vertebrates in the United States includes the largest number of imperiled or extinct species?

3. According to the table, which group of vertebrates appears to be most endangered overall? How can you tell? Why do you think this group is most imperiled?

4. What is the U.S. Endangered Species Act?

5. Some experts think that a significant number of species native to the United States have yet to be discovered. Some experts think that the U.S. Endangered Species Act underestimates the number of endangered species. How does the first problem lead to the second?

21st Century Skills
Species Presentation

The skills used in this activity include information and media literacy; critical thinking and systems thinking; and problem identification, formulation, and solution.
Visit the Web site of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to learn more about the agency’s efforts to protect endangered species in the United States. Choose one endangered species and investigate the threats it faces. Present the information to the class, including whether you believe the species deserves protection under the Act and, if so, why.

Your presentation can be in the form of a video about the species or an illustrated guide.

“The Chapter Mystery explained how the ’i’iwi and other Hawaiian honeycreeper species evolved adaptations suited to their specific habitats. What happens when species face a loss of their habitats due to urbanization or environmental degradation?








