Climate change emerges as biggest threat to imperilled US species, study finds
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A recent study has revealed a significant shift in the threats facing imperilled species across the United States, identifying climate change as the most widespread human-caused danger surpassing traditional challenges such as habitat loss, pollution, invasive species, and overexploitation.
The research, led by Talia E. Niederman and collaborators from the nonprofit conservation group Defenders of Wildlife, examined data on 2,766 species listed as imperilled under the U.S. Endangered Species Act (ESA), including those found in U.S. territories. The team evaluated five principal anthropogenic threats identified through ESA documentation, International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) assessments, and climate sensitivity analyses: climate change, land and sea use changes, species overexploitation, pollution, and invasive species.
Their findings show that while a large majority of species (86%) currently face multiple overlapping threats, climate change now affects an unprecedented 91% of those listed. This represents the first occasion that climate change has overtaken other factors as the dominant risk to imperilled species in the U.S.
Supporting this, the study highlights the growing scientific consensus on human activities driving recent global warming. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)’s Sixth Assessment Report concluded unequivocally that emissions of greenhouse gases—including carbon dioxide, methane, and nitrous oxide—from industrial-era human activities are the principal cause of observed changes in the atmosphere, oceans, cryosphere, and biosphere. This position is echoed by NASA in their climate change explanations.
The rapid pace of environmental alterations spurred by warming temperatures is creating ecosystems changes faster than many species can adapt. Groups particularly vulnerable in the U.S. include corals, bivalves, and amphibians, according to the study.
Given these realities, the authors recommend that climate sensitivity be explicitly incorporated into ESA species listing decisions and management plans. This approach aims to ensure future conservation strategies more effectively address biological threats in a warming world.
A map accompanying the study depicts global surface temperature anomalies for 2024, illustrating the extent to which regions deviate from the 1951-1980 average. It underscores how much warmer many parts of the Earth have become, with normal temperatures appearing in white, warmer areas in red and orange, and cooler regions in blue.
Overall, the study marks a pivotal moment in recognising climate change as the foremost pervasive threat to biodiversity in the United States. It offers critical insights for policymakers and conservationists focused on mitigating species decline amid an evolving climate landscape.
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