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CHAPTER

MYSTERY

GRIN AND BEAR IT

21st Century Learning

Legal Protection for a Threatened Species

WASHINGTON, D.C.—On May 14, 2008, the Secretary of the Interior Dirk Kempthorne announced that he would accept the recommendation of U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to list the polar bear as a threatened species under the Endangered Species Act (ESA). Section 3 of the 1973 Endangered Species Act defines an endangered species as any species “which is in danger of extinction throughout all or a significant portion of its range.” The opening paragraph of the rule is shown below.

AGENCY: Fish and Wildlife Service, Interior

ACTION: Final rule

SUMMARY: We, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service), determine threatened status for the polar bear (Ursus maritimus) under the Endangered Species Act of 1973, as amended (Act) (16 U.S.C. 1531 et seq.). Polar bears evolved to utilize the Arctic sea ice niche and are distributed throughout most ice-covered seas of the Northern Hemisphere.

We find, based upon the best available scientific and commercial information, that polar bear habitat—principally sea ice—is declining throughout the species’ range, that this loss threatens the species throughout all of its range. Therefore, we find that the polar bear is likely to become an endangered species within the foreseeable future throughout all of its range.
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21st Century Themes Science and Civic Literacy

1. Who wrote the document and who ruled on its findings?

2. How does the U.S. Government define an endangered species?
3. In making its ruling, the U.S. Government considered not only scientific information but also commercial information. What do you think this means?

4. What is the reason for listing the polar as a threatened species?

5. The Government lists the polar bear as a threatened species, not an endangered one. What is the threat facing a species that is listed as threatened?

21st Century Skills Update: Status of Polar Bears
The skills used in this activity include information and media literacy, communication skills, and critical thinking and systems thinking.

Working with a small group, report back to the class on what has happened to the status of the polar bear since the U.S. Government made its initial ruling in May 2008. Find out if the status of the polar bear has changed and comment on whether the Government was right to make the ruling when it did.

Present your findings to the class using a digital slide show.
As you learned from solving the mystery, the question of what defines a species is sometimes hard to answer. The distinction is not just important to scientists. It can also have legal ramifications.








