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“I consider myself an environmentalist, but this is offensive to me…. This is not some sylvan
glen…. This is not a lion, tiger or bear. Or even an owl. This is a fly.”

-- Julie Biggs, city attorney, Colton, CA

The protagonist in our story has six legs, is one inch long, and dies two weeks after it emerges

from the ground. To the untrained eye, the Delhi Sands Flower-Loving Fly looks like, well, a big

fly. Entomologists know better. This particular fly can hover like a hummingbird as it uses its

long tubular nose to extract nectar from flowers. Today only a few hundred Delhi Sands

Flower-Loving Flies survive in less than a dozen such patches located in an eight-mile radius

split by I-10 and the Southern Pacific railroad tracks. Therein lies the Fly's claim to fame. Of the

80,000 known species of flies, the Delhi Sands Flower-Loving Fly is the only one to be listed as

endangered under the Endangered Species Act….

On September 23, 1993, the Delhi Sands Flower-Loving Fly was listed in the Federal Register as

an endangered species, the first fly to be listed as such. However, the fly’s scarcity and size have

failed to impress those in California who see the fly as an impediment to growth and progress.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) has concluded that the fly can only be found in the

Delhi sands, a fine-granted strata that once covered about forty square miles. Most of this

original habitat area was destroyed by agricultural conversion in the 1800s. The remaining

fragments of suitable habitat continue to be destroyed by the construction of homes, businesses,

and associated roads and infrastructure. This extensive habitat loss and degradation have reduced

the fly’s range by more than 97 percent. Only five populations of the fly still exist. All are on

privately owned land, and all are threatened by urban development activities. The FWS points



out that the fly is a pollinator species playing a small role in the growth of flowers native to the

dunes.

The FWS appears determined to protect what little habitat the fly has left. Of more than 40

square miles (25,600 acres) of dunes, only about 45 acres now support the fly. Perhaps a total of

300 acres are suitable for its needs. So rare, so threatened is the fly, researchers say they expect it

will become extinct shortly, like its sister subspecies, the El Segundo fly, which disappeared

under the tarmac of the Los Angeles International Airport.

And creatures do not get less cuddly than a fly, even one that as a winged adult is one of the

largest flies in North America, a creature able to hover like a hummingbird above the flowers

whose nectar it slurps with a long straw for a mouth. "If you see a live one flying around you

don't soon forget it," said Greg Ballmer, an entomologist at the University of California at

Riverside who, alone and without university support, petitioned to have the fly listed as

endangered. "It's spectacular."

The fly’s small colony sizes and fragmented habitat make it especially vulnerable…. Small

colony size also leads to loss of genetic variability, reducing the ability of the small populations

to respond successfully to environmental stresses. Finally, small populations exhibit increased

interbreeding, which can allow the expression of deleterious recessive genes….

Only fifty-seven public comments were received on the FWS’s proposal to list the fly. Of these

nine supported listing, forty-six opposed the listing, and two were neutral. In addition, a petition

containing forty-eight signatures opposed the ruling.

The listing was opposed by the City of Rialto, the Board of Supervisors for the County of San

Bernardino, The Riverside County Farm Bureau, the Riverside Habitat Conservation Agency, the

Agua Mansa Industrial Growth Association, and four elected officials. One conservation

organization and eight individuals supported the listing.



The opposition to the listing of the fly reflects the concern that this action will have serious

negative impacts on the local economy. The concern is not unjustified: Federal authorities forced

San Bernardino County to spend $4 million to move the “footprint” of a new hospital by 250 feet

in order to preserve a few acres of fly habitat and create a corridor that may allow the insect to

move between different dunes in order to breed with members of other populations. Neither the

county nor neighboring private landowners have received any compensation… The Aqua Mansa

Enterprise Zone, an industrial development project expected to create 20,000 jobs over fifteen

years, remains stalled on the drawing board because it would destroy prime fly habitat…. The

cities of Fontana, Colton and Rialto -- where most of the dwindling dunes remain and where land

is valued at $60,000 to $100,000 per acre -- contend that the fly has cost them many jobs and

millions of dollars from disrupted sales and property taxes. In Fontana, the biggest project

stymied by the fly is the Empire Center, a 218-acre area set aside for commercial, retail and

residential development…. The city sold bonds to raise $46 million for infrastructure, installing

streets, sewers and storm drains…. Last summer, several Delhi Sands flies appeared at the foot

of a eucalyptus tree [in the development]. Now, a conservation plan will have to be in place

before development can resume. “Every month of delay is another $100,000 of lost revenue to

the bond-holders,” said Mayor Mark Nuaimi of Fontana. The City of Colton has been also hit by

restrictions imposed to protect the fly. A paper recycling plant with 200 potential jobs pulled out

because land it wanted was fly habitat.

Much of the opposition to listing the fly as an endangered species was based on the negative

impact the listing will have on local and regional economic growth. The FWS responded to the

criticism by explaining its legal mandate under the Endangered Species Act (ESA) of 1973 is as

follows: “In accordance with [the ESA]...listing decisions are made solely on the basis of the best

scientific and commercial data available…. [E]conomic considerations have no relevance to

determinations regarding the status of species.” As the Supreme Court ruled in Tennessee Valley

Authority v. Hill (1978), the “ordinary meaning of the plain language” of the ESA shows that

Congress in passing the law viewed the loss of the value of endangered species to be

“incalculable,” and (in that case) the ESA did not allow for the balancing of the benefits of a

nearly completed dam against the value of an endangered species of perch (the Snail Darter fish).



"It's the habitat, stupid," said Rudi Mattoni, an adjunct professor of geology and biology at the

University of California at Los Angeles who wrote the flower-loving fly's draft recovery plan.

“When it's gone, it's gone forever,” Mattoni said of the dunes. “This is a very interesting creature.

This is a very important place. It is a national treasure in the middle of a bunch of junkyards,

true. But this is bloody great habitat. It's a fly you can love. It's beautiful. Nothing is too

wonderful to be true in the world of insects…. But people are so shortsighted. They say this is

jobs versus flies. . . . These are scurrilous people.”

Watch

Watch the fly in action

Watch: Volunteers Clean Up Endangered Fly Species Habitat (2019)

Assignment questions

Follow our usual position paper structure: (1) Brief summary of relevant details of the case; (2)

Answers to assignment questions; (3) Summary of group discussion that explains at least one

potential objection and replies to it.

However, our assignment questions are a bit different:

1. Define the term "ethical considerability." On Taylor’s theory, do the flies have basic ethical

considerability? Why? That is, what do human beings share with the flies that makes both them

and us ethically relevant? Do you agree with Taylor's point of view / reasoning for our ethical

responsibilities to the rest of the natural world? Why/why not?

2. Morally, should the Delhi Sands Flower-Loving Fly species be prevented from going extinct?

Why/why not? To what moral value or principle would you appeal to justify your position?

3. The Fish and Wildlife Service was simply enforcing the Endangered Species Act as written

(and as interpreted by the Supreme Court). Still, do you think it is ethically justifiable to force a

hospital already under construction to spend $4 million to change its building plans to protect the

Fly’s habitat (note: the hospital was still built, just its shape changed), or other developments

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9wYlXaWDafM
https://spectrumnews1.com/ca/la-east/news/2019/04/09/volunteers-clean-up-endangered-fly-species-habitat-native-to-san-bernardino-valley#


halted until they have a plan to maintain sufficient habitat for the Fly? In short, is economic

development for human beings morally more important than protecting endangered species?

Why/why not?

[Note: This happened in 1993, so please do not use the need for hospitals/resources for our

current pandemic situation as your reasoning.]

4. Reread Julie Bigg’s opening statement. Do you agree with Biggs that protecting species of

large mammals or attractive birds is more important than protecting a species of fly? Why/why

not?


