May 8, 2003

Letter from Stanley A, Temple, Biologist (Expert in the recovery of endangered bird
species) to Mike Coda, TNC Managing Director of External Affairs Regarding
Washington Post Articles

Over my career as a professional conservation biologist, [ have developed a keen sense of
when I am being used by a reporter who is writing a hatchet job with selected quotes that
bolster a preconceived story line while ignoring my main conclusions. So, I was not
surprised that "How a Bid to Save a Species Came to Grief” zeroed in on two critical
comments regarding The Nature Conservancy's management of the Autwater's Prairie-
Chicken, while ignoring the bigger and much more important points I made about the
entire project.

The Conservancy's efforts to maintain the hopelessly small, isolated population of
prairie-chickens at the Texas City Prairie Preserve have a very low probability of
succeeding in the long term, but not because of mismanagement, oil wells, poorly
designed pens or other issues featured in the article. Small remnant populations such as
this one eventually disappear because they are simply not large enough to cope with the
vagaries of their genes (which are inbred), their demography (it is typical for numbers to
fluctuate widely) and their environment (which is subject to devastating hurricane
damage).

The small patch of coastal prairie--to which the birds are now confined by

surrounding development--can never support enough birds to achieve long-term

viability. Because of this reality, the management of the prairie-chicken population at the
Texas City Preserve is at best a holding action, maintaining the birds under challenging
conditions until the Conservancy can eventually reintroduce the birds to a larger area of
suitable habitat elsewhere within their former range. That's the Conservancy's long-range
plan, and it's a good one that I endorsed wholeheartedly. The only remaining large areas
of habitat are on privately owned lands, and convincing landowners to cooperate with a
reintroduction will depend on demonstrating that the needs of the Attwater's Prairie-
Chicken can be compatible with cattle ranching and oil extraction, as is being done at
Texas City. Although the May 5 article concludes "That's not the way things worked
out,” the project is barely eight years old, and nothing that has happened so far seems to
preclude things working out exactly as planned.
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