
When We Love Our Food So Much That It Goes 

Extinct  

We humans love food to death — literally.  

 

From mammoths to passenger pigeons, we have driven our favorite meals to extinction 

through overhunting and habitat destruction. And around the world, our habit of 

overharvesting a narrow range of crops has limited the variety of foods we eat. 

"I think the important lesson that I took away from writing this book was realizing that 

things can — and do — go extinct even if we really love them," Newman told NPR. 

Silphium, a plant that was critical to Roman and Egyptian culinary society, is one of 

many examples of foods we loved that are now extinct. The stalk of the silphium plant 

was used to flavor food, and its leaves were fed to sheep and cattle to improve the flavor 

https://www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2019/03/24/706004242/for-a-healthier-planet-eat-these-50-foods-campaign-urges


of their meat. Newman says the extinction taught us that loving a food is not enough to 

keep it in existence: "We actually have to fight to be conscientious, especially as we have 

a bigger impact on the planet," she says. "We need to be a little more thoughtful about 

how we eat." 

NPR spoke to Newman about the foods we've already lost, the future of meat production 

and the changes we need to make to preserve our current culinary variety. This 

interview has been edited for brevity and clarit: 

You write that we eat only a tiny fraction of the 300,000 plants available. Is 

it possible to expand our current culinary variety? 

It totally is. There are people around the world, known as fruit hunters and plant 

hunters, that go out looking for interesting wild varieties or varieties that haven't really 

been cultivated. But taking a plant from wild variety to the store is a very difficult 

process. It takes a long time [and] there's a lot left to discover. The Amazon rainforest is 

a great example. Each square meter of that rainforest has more species than some 

northern forests do. We don't know what those species are. We've never documented 

them. So, in theory, we should be bringing new foods into the system. But if we destroy 

all of our wild biodiversity, we are going to be stuck with what we have. 

You write about passenger pigeons and how they used to be a common dish 

at restaurants. They were sold in food markets in the 1770s, but by the mid-

1890s the birds were extinct in the wild. How did people adapt to their 

disappearance? 

The passenger pigeon is the one that kind of keeps me up at night, because it was one of 

the most common birds and it played this oversized role in the food system. In Colonial 



times it was turned into pie. It was baked. It was roasted. It was made into stew. 

Basically, anything you do to a chicken is what we did to them. [Because of their] sheer 

volume, they were incredibly cheap. You could go to the big markets in the big city and 

pick them up for just pennies. You could literally throw a net over a hundred birds and 

have dinner. Before the end of the passenger pigeon, chickens were kept in small 

numbers. After passenger pigeons were gone, farmers started producing lots of chicken 

because North Americans wanted a bird in their food system. Now, the chicken is by far 

the most numerous animal that we grow for food. 

What lessons can we learn from the extinction of the passenger pigeon that 

we can apply to other flocking species, such as fish? 

I think that [the extinction of the passenger pigeon] says a lot about the future of fish. I 

look at our fish docks, and I think that if we're going to see a repeat of that kind of 

extinction, it might be in something like tuna or cod. I really hope we don't, but we 

probably can't harvest wild fish in any kind of large-scale way and expect them not to go 

extinct. We've already driven a number of lake and river fish to extinction, and I think 

we have to move to on-land fish farming to avoid killing them off. 

What changes need to be made in our current food system to sustain a 

growing population? 

The absolute best thing people can do is to eat more plant-based foods. You don't have 

to go vegan, but shifting to a more plant-based diet is healthier. Most of the cropland we 

are cultivating is for growing animal feed to create the huge amounts of meat and dairy 

that we need. So going plant-based is almost inevitable as the population grows. We 

need to figure out how to grow things without fossil fuels in the long run. And that 

involves going back to basics, like older varieties and local production. I think [plant-



based burgers] are probably the future of meat. And the main reason for that is the 

plant-based burger can just keep getting better and better. The cow, when you dig into 

numbers, it's just a problem. It's much larger than any other animal that we grow for 

food. Currently, the world's cows graze an area larger than the continental U.S. And if 

we look at a world where more and more people are eating more and more meat, it's just 

not sustainable to scale it up.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Comeback: 

A major conservation project has brought puffins back 

home to the United States. 

Stephen Kress will never forget the first time he saw Atlantic puffins in the wild. The year 

was 1967. Wow! he thought at the sight of thousands of the toy-like creatures on a shoreline 

of the Canadian province of New Brunswick. These birds are amazing! 

Two years later, while working as an instructor at an Audubon camp on Hog Island off the 

coast of Maine, Kress learned he was in a place where Atlantic puffins had lived very 

successfully more than 100 years earlier. Now they were all gone. 

Kress knew a local treasure had been lost. He has since made it his life’s work to return that 

treasure. His efforts have become a model for seabird conservation efforts worldwide. 

Land and Sea 

Atlantic puffins are short, stocky birds with black and white feathers, orange legs, orange 

feet, and large, triangular, orange-red beaks. An adult puffin stands only about 25 

centimeters (10 inches) tall. 

Atlantic puffins are “all-purpose birds,” says Kress; they live on land and at sea. On northern 

shores of the Atlantic Ocean, they scamper over the rocky ground and burrow like 

groundhogs. At sea, their abilities to drink salt water and dive more than 60 meters (200 feet) 

allow them to live in the open water for years at a time. 

In the ocean and the air, puffins are mostly silent. On land, they growl. The noise “sounds 

like a chain saw,” says Kress. 



 

Bill Coster/Alamy 

In its beak a puffin parent carries fish that it will feed to its chick. 

The coastal burrows that Atlantic puffins live in are built for breeding. Before they breed, a 

male and a female puffin go on a series of “dates,” says Kress, which may stretch out to a 

yearlong “engagement” of nest building. 

Once they’ve mated, a puffin couple, which may remain together for life, raises one chick at 

a time, caring for it equally. Puffins eat fish, such as hake, herring, and sand eels, in summer 

and zooplankton (tiny marine animals) in winter. But chicks are fed mainly fish, which is 

higher in protein than zooplankton. 

 

Oxford Scientific/Photo Library 



A puffin emerges from the burrow that the bird and its mate dug for their family. 

To feed their young, some seabirds, such as albatross and penguins, eat fish and then 

regurgitate the partially digested meal into the mouths of their offspring. By contrast, puffin 

parents provide their chicks with whole fish they’ve carried in their bills, sometimes five or 

six at a time. The most fish that a single puffin has been observed carrying is 61. 

When a puffin chick matures, it heads out to sea, where it spends about two or three years 

before returning to land to find a mate and breed in a colony. The first nesting usually 

happens when the birds are about 5 years old. Puffins live for about 20, though some live to 

30 or more. 
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Wooden decoys like the one at right were used to lure puffins to Eastern Egg Rock island off the coast of Maine. 

Relocation Effort 

During his stay on Maine’s Hog Island in 1969, Kress learned that puffins had been hunted 

to local extinction there. At one time, in fact, only a single pair lived in all of Maine. By 

1969, the island had been overrun by the puffins’ enemies—gulls. Still, Kress couldn’t help 

but wonder whether the puffins might be transplanted from elsewhere and reestablished on 

the island. No one had ever attempted anything like that before. 



In 1972, Kress began his restoration project by digging burrows and shooing away gulls on 

Eastern Egg Rock Island. Then he made a series of trips to one of the biggest puffin colonies 

in Canada. Helped by two assistants, he removed puffin chicks from their burrows, enduring 

occasional bites from distressed parents. With the chicks stored safely in soup cans, Kress 

and his crew carried them back to the United States, where they deposited one into each 

hand-dug burrow. For the next year, the researchers looked after the chicks, feeding them 

every day. 

When the chicks eventually fledged—developed feathers and wing muscles that enabled 

them to fly—they did what young puffins naturally do: They left home for the open sea. 

From then on, Kress could only wait for the birds to return. One, two, three, four, five years 

went by. 

 

Courtesy of Bill Scholtz 

Stephen Kress and island supervisor Ellen Peterson attach a band to a puffin on Eastern Egg Rock. 

Finally, on July 4, 1981, Kress sighted what he had long been hoping for: a pair of puffins 

caring for a chick on Eastern Egg Rock. “After 100 years of absence and nine years of 



working toward this,” Kress wrote in his journal that evening, “puffins are again nesting at 

Eastern Egg Rock—a Fourth of July celebration I’ll never forget.” 

Model Program 

Today, Kress is vice president for bird conservation for the National Audubon Society. 

Thanks to his Project Puffin, Eastern Egg Rock is now home to more than 100 pairs of 

nesting puffins. Altogether, about 1,000 pairs live in Maine. 

 

Steve Allen/Getty Images 

A puffin flaps its wings 400 times a minute—a very high number for a bird of its size. 

Kress’s translocation techniques have involved more than digging burrows and transporting 

chicks. Puffins are social animals—they live in groups. So Kress set up wooden puffin 

decoys and played puffin calls to lure puffins to the Maine islands. When the birds began 

arriving, he put up mirrors to create the illusion of bigger, more enticing colonies. 

Countless seabirds have since benefited from Kress’s ingenuity. Seabird conservationists 

around the globe have adopted his techniques to reestablish almost 50 species in 14 



countries, including petrels in New Zealand and albatross in Japan. “That was always my 

hope,” says Kress, “to extend this beyond the puffin.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Are the Everglades Forever? 

By: Readworks 

“Snakes,” Indiana Jones hisses through 

his teeth as he looks into a giant 

underground cavern. The floor of the pit 

is moving—thousands of snakes 

wriggling and writhing over one 

another. “Why did it have to be 

snakes?” 

It’s a famous scene from the movie 

“Raiders of the Lost Ark,” in which the main character is confronted by his worst fear. It’s 

just a movie, but the nightmarish slithering mass is becoming something of a reality in the 

Florida Everglades. The Everglades are a wetland ecosystem home to tropical and marshland 

plant and animal species. The Everglades are a protected national park, but that doesn’t mean 

that they’re immune to harm. And guess what is one of the most recent and dangerous threats 

to the ecosystem? Indiana Jones, beware—it is snakes, and they’re big ones. 

Reports from just over a year ago say that thousands of pythons have been making their 

homes in the Everglades at the expense of the native (natural to the area) species. Pythons 

and anacondas aren’t normal inhabitants of the Florida ecosystem; the ones that have taken 

over the Everglades are ex-pets and their offspring. While it may seem cool that an exotic pet 

can survive on its own, these animals are unwelcome visitors. They’ve upset the natural food 

chain so badly that the Everglades are starting to seem a little bit like Indiana Jones’s dreaded 

snake pit. Besides being creepy, an ecosystem overrun by pythons is unhealthy. 



There’s a lot to consider when talking about the health of an ecosystem. For starters, an 

ecosystem is defined as a community, characterized by the types of things (plants and 

animals) that live there; the type of environment around them; and the ways in which they all 

interact. There are ocean ecosystems, mountain ecosystems, rainforest ecosystems, desert 

ecosystems and even city ecosystems. 

Within those systems, one of the main ways that animals interact is in the constant search for 

food. The common term is “food chain,” and it’s a simple way to see how different species 

rely on one another. An example of a food chain is this: a rabbit eats grass, a snake comes 

along and eats the rabbit, and a hawk dives down to eat the snake. Food chains can get much 

longer and more complicated, though, becoming more like webs than chains. The word 

commonly used to describe the number of different species in an ecosystem is “biodiversity,” 

and the more biodiversity within the ecosystem, the more complex the food web. 

Biodiversity is a good thing. Having many different kinds of plants and animals means that 

species have different choices for survival. If the simple food chain was the only possible 

choice for the animals involved—if, snakes could only eat rabbits, and hawks could only eat 

snakes—then both snakes and hawks would die if the rabbit population dropped because due 

to disease. Biodiversity strengthens an ecosystem by ensuring lots of options for hungry 

animals, from hawks on down to rabbits. 

A healthy ecosystem is one in which its plants and animals work in harmony. A large 

number of different species (high biodiversity) is one indicator of an ecosystem’s health. 

Biodiversity is not necessarily dependent upon the size of the ecosystem; some of the richest 

ecosystems in the world exist within narrow boundaries (the Galapagos Islands for example). 

These ecosystems might be relatively small, but besides threat from destructive human 

behavior, they’re strong because of their biodiversity. 



If a healthy ecosystem is one that is home to many different species, mostly native to the area 

and all interdependent upon one another, what’s an example of an unhealthy ecosystem? 

Flashback to Florida; let’s take a closer look at the Everglades. The invasive (not original to 

that environment) pythons and anacondas mentioned earlier are a huge problem—literally. 

These reptiles can reach lengths of up to 20 feet, which is longer than three adult men lying 

head-to-toe. At such a size, they have few natural predators, so their numbers grow with little 

to keep them under control. The snakes compete with alligators for food, even making a meal 

of a gator once in a while. They’ve crippled the Everglades’ populations of opossums, 

rabbits, bobcats and foxes, leaving little room in the food web for other species.  

Invasive pythons aren’t the only non-native species that threaten the Everglades ecosystem. 

There are invasive plants too, not only choking out native species (some vine-like plants 

actually grow over original trees and plants), but growing so thick that they block water flow 

and movement of animals. 

Why should humans worry about the Everglades? The loss of the area’s biodiversity doesn’t 

just hurt the things that live there. Humans have benefited from the Everglades in many 

ways, from the creation of park and tourism jobs to the water supply that keeps the cities and 

agriculture of Southern Florida running. If the wetlands suffer, so do humans. 

A damaged ecosystem is not hopeless, however. Living things, both as individuals and as 

systems, have resilience (the ability to recover from harm), and can bounce back from 

damaging situations, especially if they have some help. In the case of the Everglades, people 

are already beginning to work on stopping and reversing the problems that threaten the life of 

the ecosystem. For example, people are spreading the word against disposing of unwanted 

pets, such as pythons, into the wild. They warn others about the threats to native species that 

come with releasing these animals.  



Additionally, scientists and members of the government have initiated a plan to restore the 

Everglades to a healthier state of being, called the Comprehensive Everglades Restoration 

Plan (CERP). Every year, the Everglades lose some of their water to the coast simply by 

draining from the wetlands to the sea. The water loss is more than the ecosystem can keep up 

with; urban and agricultural systems suffer from water shortages, too. The CERP will restore 

a lot of the water by opening up unused dams and filling in old canals to help redirect water 

flow back to the wetlands. 

So, between focused efforts by scientists and the public alike to help stop invasive species 

from taking over and efforts like the CERP to improve the Everglades’ landscape, 

improvement is possible. As the Everglades become a more livable environment, it will be 

easier for species to recover along with the land. And, as the ecosystem finds a balance, 

humans will be able to keep using the land’s resources, both for work and play. 

 

Take Me Out to the Extinction Game 
May 15, 2019 - by Melanie L. Sartore-Baldwin 

 

Sports team mascots serve several important purposes for colleges, universities and professional 

organizations. Mascots help establish brand identity and provide a point of emotional connection 

for fans. They symbolize attractive qualities such as strength, power, and luck. Perhaps most 

importantly, mascots are believed to help teams win. 

But with the exception of mascots representing Native Americans, little analytical attention has 

been paid to the entities that sports team mascots represent — including animal species like 

tigers, bears and dolphins. 

Recognizing the lack of research about animal sports mascots, my colleague Brian McCullough 

and I set out to explore the relationships sports fans have with their favorite teams’ mascots. Our 

work was published recently in the journal Society & Animals. 

 

For our research, we set out to determine if there was a connection between fans’ commitment to 

their favorite team and their awareness of the conservation status of the species represented by 

https://therevelator.org/author/sartorebaldwin/
https://brill.com/view/journals/soan/aop/article-10.1163-15685306-12341605.xml


that team’s mascot. Our research shows that, unfortunately, conversations about plight of the 

species represented by a mascot rarely occur. 

 

This is particularly troubling when the species has an endangered status. For example, an 

intercollegiate institution with a black bear as its mascot may share little information about the 

animal beyond the cartoonish physical representation it has produced. Rarely, if ever, do 

institutions make an effort to educate the public about the species, advocate for its survival, or 

protect the species and its natural habitat from harm, exploitation and extinction. 

 

In the broader context of sport, this is not surprising. Some of the earliest sporting events pitted 

animal against animal or animal against human for the purposes of entertainment. Many of these 

events still occur despite public condemnation. Bullfighting, cockfighting, animal baiting, 

foxhunting, dog racing and dogfighting all continue to take place under the guise of “sport.” The 

use of animals also continues with regard to sports equipment. The dead bodies of animals 

provide material to make baseball gloves, golf bags, saddles and more. Sports spectators and fans 

also consume meat in immense quantities while watching events at sports venues, bars and at 

home. 

 

Photo: Tim Lewis (CC BY-SA 2.0) 

In this context, the use of nonhuman animals and their environments by humans in the sports 

context can be described as anthroparchic. Anthroparchy refers to the human domination, 

oppression and exploitation of natural resources to serve their own interests. As a result, 



speciesist ideologies are endemic to sport and sports organizations. This means that little to no 

responsibility is being taken for the livelihood and survival of the nonhuman species directly 

involved in the sport experience.  

 

This is not to suggest that responsibility for these species rests with any one entity, but rather that 

the survival of endangered species that serve as sports team mascots should be a shared 

responsibility. 

 

Drawing upon that notion of shared responsibility, a takeaway from Young’s social connection 

model of responsibility, we argue that any sports organization using an endangered species 

animal as their mascot has a degree of responsibility in ensuring its safety and survival. 

 

Photo: David Goehring (CC BY 2.0) 

This is actually an opportunity for sports organizations, as we found when investigating sport 

fans’ knowledge about their endangered species mascot at a Division 1 institution located in the 

Midwestern United States. Our research revealed that people who possessed a high level of fan 

identity wanted to learn more about how their endangered species mascot. In some cases these 

fans also wanted information about conservation of the species. Most fans were not aware of 

how few individuals of their mascot’s species were left in the wild, suggesting that a program 

focused on education could be incredibly helpful. 

 

Unfortunately, in this particular instance, the athletic director of the school was not open to 

providing education to sport fans, as he felt it was too political an issue. 

https://philpapers.org/rec/YOURAG
https://philpapers.org/rec/YOURAG


Despite this, as our research shows, it’s more than possible for other sport organizations and 

institutions to take a proactive stance and embrace their responsibility to protect the very species 

they’re exploiting. That’s just playing fair — and will help ensure that the species teams use as 

their mascots stick around for overtime and many seasons to come. 

 

The opinions expressed above are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect those of The Revelator, the 

Center for Biological Diversity or their employees. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The big five mass extinctions 
 

Biologists suspect we’re living through the sixth major mass extinction. Earth 

has witnessed five, when more than 75% of species disappeared. 

Palaeontologists spot them when species go missing from the global fossil 

record, including the iconic specimens shown here. “We don’t always know 

what caused them but most had something to do with rapid climate change,” 

says Melbourne Museum palaeontologist Rolf Schmidt. 

 

End Ordovician, 444 million years ago, 86% of species lost 

— Graptolite 2-3 cm length 

 

Graptolites (Grap-toe-lights), like most Ordovician life, were sea creatures. 

They were filter-feeding animals and colony builders. Their demise over about 

a million years was probably caused by a short, severe ice age that lowered sea 

levels, possibly triggered by the uplift of the Appalachian Mountains. The 



newly exposed silicate rock sucked CO2 out of the atmosphere, chilling the 

planet. 

CREDIT: JAIME MURCIA / MUSEUM VICTORIA 

 

Late Devonian, 375 million years ago, 75% of species lost 

— Trilobite, 5 cm length 

 

Trilobites (try-lo-bites) were the most diverse and abundant animals that 

appeared in the Cambrian explosion 550 million years ago. Their great 

success was helped by their spiky armour. They survived the first great 

extinction but were nearly wiped out in the second. The likely culprit was the 

newly evolved land plants that emerged, covering the planet during the 

Devonian period. Their deep roots stirred up the earth, releasing nutrients 

into the ocean. This might have triggered algal blooms that sucked oxygen out 

of the water, suffocating bottom dwellers like the trilobites. 
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End Permian, 251 million years ago, 96% of species lost 

— Tabulate coral, 5 CM 

Known as “the great dying”, this was by far the worst extinction event ever; it 

nearly ended life on Earth. The tabulate corals were lost in this period – 

today’s corals are an entirely different group. What caused it? A perfect storm 

of natural disasters. An eruption near Siberia blasted CO2 into the 

atmosphere. Certain bacteria responded by belching out methane, a potent 

greenhouse gas. Global temperatures surged while oceans acidified and 

started belching poisonous hydrogen sulfide.  “It set life back 300 million 

years,” says Schmidt. Rocks after this period record no coral reefs or coal 

deposits.  

CREDIT: JAIME MURCIA / MELBOURNE MUSEUM 



 

End Triassic, 200 million years ago, 80% of species lost 

— Conodont teeth 1 mm 

Palaeontologists were baffled about the origin of these toothy fragments, 

mistaking them for bits of clams or sponges. But the discovery of an intact 

fossil in Scotland finally revealed they came from a jawless eel-like vertebrate 

named the “conodont.” They were one of the first structures built from a 

calcium-rich mineral that remains  a key component of our own bones and 

teeth today.  Of all the great extinctions, the one that ended the Triassic is the 

most mysterious. No clear cause has been found. 

CREDIT: PAUL TAYLOR / NATURAL HISTORY MUSEUM 



 

End Cretaceous, 66 million years ago, 76% of all species lost 

— Ammonite 15 cm length 

The delicate leafy sutures decorating this shell represent some advanced 

engineering, providing the strength the squid-like ammonite (am-oh-nights) 

required to withstand the pressure of deep dives in pursuit of its prey. 

Dinosaurs may have ruled the land during the Cretaceous period but the 

oceans belonged to the ammonites. But volcanic activity and climate change 

already placed the ammonites under stress. The asteroid impact that ended 

the dinosaurs’ reign provided the final blow. Only a few species of ammonites 

survived. Today, the ammonites’ oldest surviving relative is the nautilus (not-

a-luss). Will it survive the sixth great extinction?  

CREDIT: JAIME MURCIA / MUSEUM VICTORIA 

 

 

 



In the Shadow of Extinction 

By: Terry Tempest Williams 

February 2nd, 2003 

 

Will the groundhog see his shadow this morning and retreat into his burrow for the next 

six weeks of winter, or will a cloudy day predict an early spring? Groundhog Day 

reminds us that in the heart of winter, rebirth is possible, even in a frozen world. 

We await the future telling of the hibernating ones to signal our future, whether it is a 

groundhog, woodchuck, badger or hedgehog. In the American West, we look to the 

prairie dog: clay-colored sentinels that stand on their mounds watching the horizon for 

clues; a quick bark warns danger is near. A fair prediction could be made that on this 

day, the shadow they see is not of a prolonged winter, but of a prolonged history of 

abuse. 

There are five species of prairie dogs in North America: black-tailed, white-tailed, 

Gunnison, Mexican and Utah. All of them are social creatures. All of them are in 

jeopardy. The causes: cruelty and a loss of habitat. 

It was estimated that this little wild dog of the prairie numbered an astonishing five 

billion in North America in the early 1900's. The largest colony on record, in Texas, was 

100 miles wide, 250 miles long and contained an estimated 400 million prairie dogs. 

 

Prairie dogs create habitat, not only for themselves, but for other grassland inhabitants. 

With their mounds and extensive burrowing systems, their home is home to a wide 

range of other creatures. One study of black-tailed prairie dogs identified more than 140 

species of wildlife associated with prairie dog towns, including bison, pronghorn 

antelope and burrowing owls, as well as carnivores like rattlesnakes, coyotes and black-

footed ferrets. 

Prairie dogs create community. Destroy them and you destroy a varied world. Barre 

Toelken, a folklorist in the American studies department at Utah State University, tells 

the following story: In 1950, government officials proposed getting rid of prairie dogs on 



parts of the Navajo Reservation to protect the roots of the desert grasses to provide 

more grazing for sheep. The Navajo elders objected, insisting that ''if you kill all the 

prairie dogs, there will be no one to cry for the rain.'' 

The officials carried out their plan, and the desert near in that area became a virtual 

wasteland. Without the ground-turning process of burrowing animals, the soil became 

solidly packed, not allowing rain to drain in. The result: fierce runoff creating 

devastating erosion (the washing away of the soil). 

In 2003, the Utah prairie dog, in particular, is in danger. After years of poisoning 

campaigns, shooting, disease and loss of habitat, the Utah prairie dog was listed as an 

endangered species in 1973. In 1984, pressures by ranchers, farmers and developers on 

the State of Utah and the federal government resulted in the prairie dog being 

reclassified as threatened, which allowed for the animal to be killed once again. Almost 

20 years later, its population is believed to number only 4,217, according to the Utah 

Division of Wildlife Resources. 

This week, environmental groups are petitioning the United States Fish and Wildlife 

Service to reclassify the Utah prairie dog as endangered, to stay the hand of extinction. 

 

As we find ourselves on the eve of war, why should we care about the fate of an invisible 

animal in remote Western grasslands that spends half of its life underground? Because 

the story of the Utah prairie dog is the story of the range of our compassion. If we can 

extend our idea of community to include these creatures, we will be closer to finding a 

pathway to empathy and tolerance. If we cannot accommodate them, the shadow we will 

see on our own home ground will be a forecast of our extended winter of the soul. 
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