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As I write, a team of sharpshooters hired by the National Park Service and the Nature Conservancy is at work killing thousands of feral pigs on Santa Cruz Island, eighteen miles off the coast of Southern California.  The slaughter is part of an ambitious plan to restore the island’s habitat and save the island fox, an endangered species found on a handful of Southern California islands and nowhere else.  To save the fox, the Park Service and Nature Conservancy must first undo a complicated chain of ecological changes created by humans more than a century ago.

That’s when the pigs first arrived on Santa Cruz, imported by ranchers.  Though pig farming ended on the island in the 1980s, by then enough pigs had escaped to establish a wild population that has done grave damage to the island ecosystem.  The rooting of the pigs disturbs the soil, creating ideal conditions for the establishment of invasive exotic species like fennel, now rampant.  The pigs also eat so many acorns that the island’s native oaks have trouble reproducing.  But the most serious damage the pigs have done has been to feed golden eagles with their piglets, sparking an explosion in the eagle population.  That’s when the island fox’s troubles began.


Golden eagles are not native to the island; they’ve taken over a niche formerly occupied by the bald eagle, which lost its place on the island after a chemical maker dumped large quantities of DDT into the surrounding waters in the 1950s and 1960s.  (Settlement money from the company is funding the habitat restoration project.)  The DDT damaged the eggshells of the bald eagles, crashing their population and creating an opening for the more aggressive golden eagles.  Unlike bald eagles, which dine mostly on seafood, golden eagles feed on small terrestrial mammals.  But while the golden eagles have a taste for pig, piglets are harder to catch than the cubs of island fox, which the eagles have now hunted to the edge of extinction.  To save the fox, the plan is to kill every last pig, trap and remove the golden eagles, and then reintroduce the bald eagles – essentially, rebuild the island’s food chain from the ground up.


The wholesale slaughter of thousands of pigs has predictably drawn the protests of animal welfare and rights groups.  The Channel Islands Animal Protection Association has been flying banners from small planes imploring the public to “Save the Pigs” and has sued to stop the hunt.  A spokesman for the Humane Society of the United States claimed in an op-ed article that “wounded pigs and orphaned piglets will be chased with dogs and finished off with knives and bludgeons.”  Note the shift in focus from the Pig, which is how the Park Service ecologists would have us see the matter, to images of individual pigs, wounded and orphaned, being hunted down by dogs and men wielding weapons.  Same story, viewed through two entirely different lenses.
Excerpt taken from: Pollan, Michael. The Omnivore's Dilemma. New York: Penguin Press, 2006.

Summary Questions

1. Describe the chain of events that led to the decline of the island fox population
2. What kinds of damage are feral pigs causing Santa Cruz Island?

3. How did golden eagles become the top consumer on the island?

4. What is the National Park Service doing to restore the island fox population?

5. Do you agree with the National Park Service’s plan?  Why or why not?
