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Fate of the Wild (Fate) is a summary of the social, political, and technical issues 

surrounding the U.S. Endangered Species Act (ESA).  It also includes an attempt at 

prescribing an “antidote” to species endangerment.  The best of Fate is its summary of 

political issues and actions.  Beyond that, this is a difficult review to write for one who 

strongly agrees with the author about the need to conserve biodiversity.  

 

Fate reads like an exceptionally well-done master’s thesis in environmental science, 

which apparently it is, but there is a reason why few master’s theses are published.  

Despite the publisher’s claim about “Burgess’s meticulous and exhaustive research” 

(inside jacket), the “References” section is characterized by letters, memos, websites, 

brochures, newsletters, speeches, testimonies, newspaper articles, briefs, working papers, 

business files, and even “comments”.  Only 4 articles from a peer-reviewed academic 

journal are cited; all from Conservation Biology.  Most of the remaining references are to 

less rigorous academic or popular journals (e.g. National Wildlife) and books.  While I 

would be in the same political camp as Burgess, I am not enamored with the academic 

merits of Fate.   

 

For policy scholars, Fate falls primarily under the rubric of pluralism, the study of 

interest groups and their political machinations (Scheider and Ingram 1997).  Burgess 

calls the protagonists “Enviros”, with the antagonists being led by property rights 

activists.  Burgess does a good job of pluralistic accounting and I recommend the book 

for those seeking a summary of recent ESA political history.  Chapters 6-9, especially, 

would be useful in “biopolitics” courses or sessions.   

 

Another public policy perspective evident in Fate is “policy sciences,” which focuses on 

improving agency structures and procedures (Scheider and Ingram 1997).  Burgess thinks 

the solution for biodiversity conservation is largely a matter of re-tooling government 

agencies to practice “ecosystem management.”  “Single species management is useful as 

a crisis discipline.  Ecosystem management, on the other hand, is a conservation 

discipline” (p. 151).   

 

Academicians and political bureaucrats have been ascribing magical properties to the 

phrase “ecosystem management” for over 15 years, and many students have been pulled 

in by the rhetoric.  Plenty of academic careers and budgets were built upon ecosystem 

management in the 1990s, but natural resources professionals were practicing “ecosystem 

management” since the days of Aldo Leopold; managing across landscapes, collaborating 

with stakeholders, considering the long-term, etc. (Czech and Krausman 1997).  Having 

been in the trenches of wildlife conservation during the supposed “transition”, I still think 

there has been no significant shift from “single-species” to “ecosystem” management but 

that we need a paradigm shift from “management” to “conservation” (Czech 1995).  

Burgess (p. 156) is correct in stating, “…recovery plans, the formal embodiment of 



single-species management, are not working well” but is just as correct with her next 

sentence: “The primary problem is lack of agency resources compounded by political 

foot-dragging.”  This begs the question, how will “ecosystem management” make the 

economy less hungry for natural capital (erstwhile species habitats) and put an end to the 

political foot-dragging?   

 

This also leads to my strongest criticism; that of chapter 9, “Species Economics”.  To 

Burgess’s credit, the fact that she even includes such a chapter is commendable, and she 

does identify some key economic issues.  The shortcomings owe as much to the wildlife 

profession, which has been remiss in addressing the macroeconomics of conservation 

(Czech 2000a), as to students.  Nevertheless, Burgess fails to identify the theoretical 

foundations for the fundamental conflict between economic growth and biodiversity 

conservation.  She comes close, noting the seminal work of Herman Daly (p. 136), but 

arrives at it via secondary literature (a conservation biology textbook) and gives it short 

shrift.  In this chapter and others, she relies mostly on anecdotal evidence of a conflict: 

i.e., evidence that neoclassical economists refute with ecologically ignorant theory yet 

with great public effect (Czech 2000b).  Until the ecological principles (e.g., niche 

breadth, competitive exclusion, trophic levels) underlying the conflict between economic 

growth and biodiversity conservation are understood by the majority in a capitalist 

democracy, we can practice all the contingent valuation, ecosystem management, and 

“government intervention” we want, but we will make little progress toward establishing 

the steady state economy that is the macroeconomic manifestation of biodiversity 

conservation (Czech and Krausman 2001).   

 

The lack of macroeconomic depth comes back to haunt Fate in the concluding “antidote” 

pertaining to “individual responsibility” (pp. 186-189).  While I agree wholeheartedly 

with the prescriptions (e.g., “Reduce consumption and reduce discards…Have fewer 

children…review our definition of prosperity…”), the choir needs no more preaching.  

Outside the choir, such prescriptions will ring hollow to the many citizens who have been 

misled by the economic growth rhetoric of corporations and their political lackeys.  

Burgess would probably be surprised to find that one of her apparent heroes, Bruce 

Babbitt (Secretary of the Interior under President Clinton), once claimed, “There is plenty 

of room in this country.  We can develop without limit in terms of economic growth and 

jobs” (Babbitt 1998:16).  We can hope that common sense prevails and that most Fate 

readers not already in the choir will figure out the importance of her prescriptions to 

biodiversity conservation (and posterity’s prospects).  “Skeptical environmentalists” such 

as Lomborg (2001) and numerous followers will need to look elsewhere, however, for a 

convincing refutation of neoclassical economics with its theory of perpetual economic 

growth.   

 

Burgess’s writing style is straightforward and conducive to public readership, and I look 

forward to her next effort.  I hope that effort, however, gets beyond the obvious political 

conflicts between “Enviros” and property rights advocates.  There will always be room 

for the reporting of political events pertaining to the ESA, but Burgess has more to offer 

than this.  If she continues with her political focus, let’s hope she examines the iron 

triangle of corporations, politicians, and neoclassical growth economists that keeps 



conservation interests out of the economic policy arena.  If she develops her economic 

analysis, let’s hope she applies the many ecological principles relevant to the human 

economy.   
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