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Figure 1.	 Bulletins Live! map on the EPA Web site.

This NebGuide discusses the Endangered 
Species Protection Program and its role in the use 
of pesticides.

Background

The Endangered Species Act (ESA) is designed to 
protect animal and plant species in danger of becoming 
extinct. The registration of pesticides is required by the 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). Because some 
pesticides may harm certain threatened or endangered 
species, a review of potential impacts is required by the 
EPA. 

The Endangered Species Protection Program (ESPP) 
described here is one of the ways that EPA is meeting the 
requirements of the ESA. EPA reviews information and 
data and determines whether a pesticide product may be 
registered for a particular use. The primary goal of this 
program is to manage federally registered pesticides to 
avoid jeopardizing protected species while avoiding any 
unnecessary limitations on the use of many pesticides 
important to American agriculture for the production of 
food, fiber, wood, and other commodities.

Pesticide Labeling

A key component of the ESPP is labeling of affected 
pesticide products, directing pesticide users to follow 
use limitations found in Endangered Species Protection 
Bulletins. When referenced on a pesticide label, bulletins 
are mandatory, enforceable pesticide use limitations. 

Bulletins are available through EPA’s “Bulletins Live” 
database program by state and county at http://www.epa.
gov/espp/bulletins.htm. Click the “Bulletins Live” (Figure 
1) link and select the state and county where pesticide 
applications will take place. You also may click “NE” on 
the map, and choose the county where applications will 
take place from the pull-down menu. Next, select the month 
of the pesticide application and follow the steps found in 

the bulletin. Bulletins also are available by calling the 
toll-free endangered species hotline telephone number at 
1-800-447-3813. Pesticide users can apply information 
from a bulletin accessed up to six months prior to making 
a pesticide application.

Bulletins contain a description of the endangered or 
threatened species to be protected, the name of the pesticide 
active ingredient that could cause harm, use limitations of 
the pesticide that ensure the species’ protection, county 
maps where the bulletin applies, and the valid month(s) in 
which the bulletin is applicable. 

Species-Based Approach

Pesticides are included in the program if they pose a 
potential threat to a listed plant and/or animal species. The 



EPA consults with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to 
make this determination.

Discussed here are examples of threatened or 
endangered animal or plant species that may appear in 
bulletins for Nebraska. This is not an exhaustive list and 
it may be expanded in the future. For a complete listing 
of all Nebraska endangered and threatened species, see 
the Nebraska Department of Agriculture’s Web site in the 
resources at the end of this publication.

The NDA Pesticide Program has focused its efforts on 
the protection of six endangered or threatened species in 
Nebraska by making contacts with landowners and raising 
the awareness of pesticide applicators. These include three 
plants: the blowout penstemon, the western prairie fringed 
orchid, and the Colorado butterfly plant; two birds: the 
piping plover and the interior least tern; and an insect: the 
American burying beetle.

Blowout penstemon (Penstemon haydenii). The 
blowout penstemon (endangered) (Figure 2) is unique to the 
Sandhills region of Nebraska and Carbon County, Wyoming. 
About 20,000 plants exist today due to recovery efforts, 
primarily in Box Butte, Cherry, Garden, Hooker, and Thomas 
counties. It is a “pioneer” plant that begins growth in a sand 
blowout site before most other plant species, functioning 
to anchor the sandy soil and reduce wind erosion. Most of 
the known plants are on private land. However, they also 
are found in the Valentine Migratory Waterfowl Refuge 
(Cherry County), the Crescent Lake National Wildlife 
Refuge (Garden County), Bessey Ranger District, U.S. 
Forest Service (Thomas County), and McKelvie National 
Forest, U.S. Forest Service (Cherry County). 

Western prairie fringed orchid (Platanthera 
praeclara). The western prairie fringed orchid (threatened) 

Figure 2. 	 Blowout penstemon (photo credit: James Stubbendieck, UNL). Figure 3.	 Western prairie fringed orchid 
(photo credit: Nebraska Game  
and Parks).

Figure 4.	 Colorado butterfly plant (photo credit: Nebraska Game and 
Parks).

Figure 5.	 Interior least tern (photo credit: Nebraka Game and 
Parks).



habitat (Figure 3) in Nebraska is in the eastern two-
thirds of the state. It requires sites where near-surface 
groundwater maintains a relatively high and constant level 
of soil moisture. Known populations are in Cherry, Hall, 
Lancaster, and Seward counties. Contract agreements have 
been established with owners of private lands to protect 
the western prairie fringed orchid. 

Colorado butterfly plant (Gaura neomexicana var. 
coloradensis). The Colorado butterfly plant (threatened) 
(Figure 4) is found in moist areas of floodplains within 
a small area of southeastern Wyoming, north-central 
Colorado, and western Nebraska. The only known 
populations in Nebraska are located in Kimball County. 
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service estimates fewer than 
50,000 reproducing individuals in its entire range, with 
only 10 of the 14 current populations considered stable or 
increasing in numbers.

Interior least tern (Sterna antillarum). The interior 
least tern (endangered) (Figure 5) is small, measuring 8 
to 9 inches long and having a 20-inch wingspread. Males 
and females appear identical with a black crown, white 
forehead, gray back, gray wings above with white below, 
orange legs, and a black-tipped yellow bill. Immature birds 
have darker feathers, a dark bill, and dark eye stripes on 
white heads. 

The interior least tern resides from spring to fall on 
barren sand bars of four rivers in Nebraska: the Platte River 
(generally from North Platte to Omaha), the Loup River 
(St. Paul to Columbus), the lower Niobrara River (below 
Butte), and the unchannelized stretches of the Missouri 
River in Northeast Nebraska. 

The nest is inconspicuous, unlined, and usually 
contains three brown spotted eggs. The interior least tern 
feeds on small fish and crustaceans taken by diving from 
the air into shallow water. During the breeding season, 
these birds usually feed within a few hundred meters of 
the nesting area. 

Piping plover (Charadrius melodus). The piping plover 
(threatened) (Figure 6) is a sandy-gray, robin-sized shorebird 
with one dark breast band. It has a dark stripe across the 
crown during the breeding season. Other characteristics 
include a white wing stripe and a white rump that is visible 
in flight. A common relative, the killdeer, is larger, more 
darkly colored, and has two dark breast bands.

The piping plover is present in breeding areas from 
late March through August. Nesting occurs on sandbars 
and sand and gravel beaches with short, sparse vegetation 
along inland lakes, on natural and dredge islands in rivers, 
and in gravel pits along rivers. 

Nests are shallow, occasionally lined with small 
pebbles, shells, or other material. A clutch of four eggs 
usually is laid in late May or early June. Piping plovers 
feed along the water’s edge on small insects, crustaceans, 
and mollusks. The piping plover commonly is found in the 
same breeding areas as that of the interior least tern. 

American burying beetle (Nicrophorus americanus). 
The American burying beetle (endangered) (Figure 7) is a 
carrion feeder that is now found only in six states, including 
Nebraska. This beetle is the largest North American carrion 
beetle and may reach 1½ inches. It is black with distinct 
orange band markings on its wing covers and on its face 
between the eyes. This species is nocturnal, seeking out 
and burying carrion to feed its young.

Carrion availability, rather than soil or vegetation type, 
appears to determine habitat of the American burying beetle. 
The species seems to occur in areas least disturbed by 
human influence, such as the Sandhills region of the state, 
where it has been found most recently. Locations include 
grassland prairie, forest edges, and scrubland.

There are perhaps fewer than 1,000 American burying 
beetles east of the Mississippi River. Populations in other 
areas, including Nebraska, are unknown but appear to be 
small. Factors that may be playing a role in the decline 
include potential habitat fragmentation that lower numbers 
of the size and species of preferred carrion, competition for 

Figure 6.	 Piping plover (photo credit: Nebraska Game and Parks). Figure 7.	 American burying beetle (photo credit: Nebraska Game and 
Parks).
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carrion by other predators, artificial lighting that decreases 
nocturnal insect populations, changing sources of carrion, 
isolation of preferred habitats, and genetic characteristics 
within populations that reduce reproduction. Surveys 
currently are being done to further identify the location of 
American burying beetle populations and thus protect this 
species’ habitat from further disruption.

Resources

The following individuals, offices, or Web sites may 
be contacted for additional information. 

Craig Romary, Nebraska Department of Agriculture, Lincoln, 
NE (402) 471-2394

Dick Wiechman, Environmental Protection Agency, Lincoln, 
NE (402) 437-5080

Nebraska Game and Parks Commission, Lincoln, NE
	 (402) 471-0641

EPA endangered species hotline number (800) 447-3813 

U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, Grand Island, NE
	 (308) 382-6468 

Nebraska Department of Agriculture List of Threatened  
and Endangered Species

	 http://www.agr.state.ne.us/division/bpi/pes/statelist.htm

Endangered Species Protection Program, Environmental 
Protection Agency

	 http://www.epa.gov/espp

This publication has been peer reviewed.

UNL Extension publications are available online 
at http://extension.unl.edu/publications.

Index: Environmental & Natural Resources
Conservation

Issued September 2008


	Pesticides and the Endangered Species Protection Program

	Background

	Pesticide Labeling

	Figure 1. Bulletins Live! map on the EPA Web site.


	Species-Based Approach

	Blowout penstemon

	Figure 2.  Blowout penstemon 


	Western prairie fringed orchid

	Figure 3. Western prairie fringed orchid 


	Colorado butterfly plant

	Figure 4. Colorado butterfly plant 


	Interior least tern

	Figure 5. Interior least tern


	Piping plover

	Figure 6. Piping plover


	American burying beetle

	Figure 7. American burying beetle 



	Resources

	To Page 1


