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Letters

Economic bloating 
and biodiversity
I was disappointed in the policy impli-
cations provided by Boersma and col-
leagues (2001) in “How Good Are
Endangered Species Recovery Plans?”
They concluded,“It does not require any
science to conclude that if we reduced the
human population and halted human
economic development, we could prob-
ably recover many species. In the real
world, however, we need science for re-
covery planning because such simple so-
lutions are not available.” This reflects a
limited vision of the “real world”in which
science neither functions in a political
vacuum nor is limited to conservation bi-
ology. With economic growth as the lim-
iting factor for wildlife in the aggregate,
species conservation in the real world
requires that establishing a steady state
economy be politically feasible (Czech
and Krausman 2001). If science is to help
conserve ecological integrity, it will need
to become increasingly social, encom-
passing especially economics and polit-
ical science.

Boersma and colleagues also state that
we must “reverse downward trends in
the populations of endangered species
while the world experiences an upward
trend in the human population and its
collective impacts” (Boersma et al. 2001,
p. 648). This challenge to have our cake
and eat it too is hardly viable in the real
world. Because of the tremendous
breadth of the human niche, the scale of
the human economy (a function of pop-
ulation and per capita consumption) ex-
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pands at the competitive exclusion of
nonhuman species. The real challenge is
to reverse upward trends in human pop-
ulation and per capita consumption and
thus to have the real effect of conserving
biodiversity.

My disappointment stems from the
fact that I am a conservation biologist
with the US government. I witness every
day the bottleneck for species conserva-
tion. The bottle is full of superfluous sci-
ence, while precious little makes it
through the narrow neck of political fea-
sibility. Those of us in the trenches need
scientists, social and natural, to tell us
what can be done to make the connection
between economic bloating and biodi-
versity loss ever more explicit and un-
derstandable to the public.We need pres-
sure on our agencies from the scientific
community to tell it like it is, not to sup-
port the “win–win” rhetoric of reconcil-
ing economic growth with biodiversity
conservation (Czech 2000).
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Northern Virginia Center
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