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Endangered Species Act Success Story:
Brown Pelicans

Once nearly wiped out by the feather trade, then 
poisoned by pesticides, the brown pelican is the 
original success story of the Endangered Species Act 
(ESA). 

In the late 1800s, these iconic coastal birds were 
hunted relentlessly for their feathers, prized in high 
fashion. Then, in the 1950s, they faced a new threat: 
DDT. This toxic pesticide made its way up the food 
chain, causing pelican eggshells to thin and break 
before chicks could hatch. Their numbers plummeted. 

Listed as endangered in 1970 under the precursor 
to the Endangered Species Act, the brown pelican’s 
turning point came when DDT was banned in the 
United States in 1972 and with habitat protection 
thanks to the ESA. As DDT contamination levels 
dropped, their populations rebounded. By 2009, they 
were fully removed from the endangered species list. 

Today, brown pelicans soar along North America’s 
coasts — a powerful reminder that the Endangered 
Species Act works.  

The Endangered Species Act is one of our 
nation’s most important, successful, and popular 
laws — it has prevented the extinction of 99% 
of the species under its care!
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