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Ecosystem Services: A New Look at the
Value of our Watershed

The traditional view of land valuation maintains that the highest and best use
of land can be realized only by developing it or extracting its natural resources.
An emerging school of economic thought is challenging these assumptions
with quantifiable dollar values and rigorous analysis, shedding light on the true
value of local and regional ecosystems.

Bruce Barcott , writing in the latest
issue of Outside Magazine, cites the
following example. In 1989, EPA
officials ordered the City of New York
to build a water-filtration plant that
would cost $8 billion to construct
and $300 million a year to operate.
Instead, the city spent $2 billion to
restore and protect  its Catskill
Mountains watershed, letting  a
healthy 2,000-square-mile forest do
the work of an $8 billion industrial
plant. Estimated value of water
filtration provided by the watershed:
$6 billion and counting.  Partnering
with a coalition of land trusts, New
York’s DNR protected the watershed
with conservation easements and
purchases of parcels threatened by
development.

Ecosystem services are the valuable functions ecosystems provide free of charge
to human societies, including maintenance of atmospheric gases; regulation of
the hydrologic cycle; provision of potable water, fertile soil, wood, fish, and other
consumable products; processing of wastes;  and the pollination of crops.
Resource economists assign monetary values to these quantifiable services to
estimate the economic value of a healthy ecosystem.

Closer to home, Mud Creek’s floodplain provides protection from property
damage by giving floodwaters a drainage path.  As Hamilton County’s rampant
development sends increasing amounts of runoff downstream, the protection
that is now taken for granted will become an economic issue,
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requiring flood insurance premiums to be paid by
property owners as the boundaries of the current
floodplain are forced to expand.

Paying upfront for conserving Mud Creek's floodplain
is quite a bargain compared to the cost of property
damage claims paid out after a major flood.

Even Swamps Have Economic  Value

What is swampland worth?  In the 1930s – not much.
The land was ditched and drained. Today we know
m a i n t a i n i ng
f r a g i l e
ecosystems has
great economic
value. Natural
e c o s y st e m s
provide services
such as gas and
w a t e r
r e g u l a t i o n ,
erosion control,
soil formation,
nutrient cycling,
waste treatment, pollination, food production, raw
materials and others. One hectare (2.47 acres) of coastal
land provides approximately $12,568 worth of
ecosystem services annually. One hectare of forest land
provides $4,700 worth of services annually, one hectare
of wetlands provides almost $4,900 annually, and one
hectare of swamps and floodplains provides an annual
value of over $3,200 in services.   World wide natural
ecosystems, or biomes, provide $33 trillion in ecosystem
services – twice the global Gross National Product.

What  About  Matur e  Woodlands?

Greenhouse gases in the atmosphere have increased
as a result of human activities.  Are there human
activities that might  help them decrease?  One
suggestion has to do with the world’s forests.  Since
atmospheric carbon dioxide is increasing, and since
plants and trees absorb carbon dioxide (that is, they are
a carbon sink), perhaps we might take some carbon
dioxide out of the atmosphere by conserving our forests.

Utilizing the carbon-absorbing abilities of forests has
been one of the primary focuses for climate change
policy makers.   A recent article published in Science,
highlights the importance of old-growth forest
ecosystems as a mechanism to address climate change,
and provides a powerful new argument for protecting
ancient forests. Researchers found that old-growth
continues to remove carbon even when fully mature,
and that old and wild forests are better than plantations
at dependably removing carbon dioxide from the
atmosphere. Huge amounts of carbon are sequestered

for long periods
in old-growth
ecosystems—
both in t rees
and more
importantly in
soils. Soils in
u n d i s t u r b ed
tropical rain
forests and
t e m p e r a t e
w o o d l a n d s
c o n t a i n
e n o r m o u s

amounts of carbon derived from fallen leaves, twigs and
buried roots that can bind to soil particles and remain
in place for over a 1,000 years. When such forests are
cut, the trees’ roots decay and soil is disrupted, releasing
the carbon dioxide. It would take centuries for newly
planted trees to build up such an underground carbon
reservoir.

According to Earl Blumenauer, an Oregon legislator who
founded the Green Scissors Caucus in 2003, “Economics
shouldn’t be separated from environmental protection,
yet that’s what we’ve traditionally done. There’s a cost
attached to air pollution, and it ’s paid by people who
breathe. The challenge is finding ways to properly value
those environmental elements.”  The caucus focuses on
eliminating wasteful, environmentally harmful
government programs.  “So many false arguments are
made about how environmental protection is pitted
against jobs.  The fact is, a lot of tax dollars go towards
funding programs that diminish our environment and
our quality of life.”
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Floodplain Economics: Conserve Now or Pay Damages  Later

Knollwood at the Creek, Lawrence Township, September 2003

Mud Creek:  Worth Way More Than Scenery



Walmart Funds MCC's
Hoosier Riverwatch

About the Newsletter
The Tributary is published and mailed quarterly to
MCC  members and other interested parties.  All
design,  production and mailing costs are  donated.
If you would prefer to receive our newsletter via
email as an Adobe Acrobat file to help cut down on
mailing costs please contact us at the following
email address: frank@mudcreekconservancy.org.

Walmart's 96th Street store has generously
underwritten a grant of $600 to fund MCC's ongoing
Hoosier Riverwatch initiative.  The grant will allow
MCC to expand the environmental education
component of the program to include local high
school students interested in learning about aquatic
ecology and the associated water testing methods.

Lt. Gov. Becky Skillman addresses Conservation Day attendees

MCC Website Gets New
Look and Functionality

MCC Member News
MCC extends a warm welcome to our growing base of
members and supporting organizations:

Vally Allen

Chris Carlson

Mark and Laurie Hartman

Abby and Fred Himmelein

Stephen and Connie Lyman

Emily Moore

Mud Creek Garden Club

Jack and Carol Nicewander

Tim and Ann Niednagel

Ellen Qualkinbush

Edward and Maria Shipley

Mark and Denise Timmis

On an unhappy note, long time MCC member Lilly Torres
passed away November 27th.  Until the time of her
death at age 89, Lilly lived on a beautiful 10 acre
property on Sargent Road.  Her charitable spirit,
environmental ethic and love for the land will be missed
by us all.

Thanks to the diligent efforts of Maire Quilter, MCC's
website has been significantly upgraded and
modernized.  Past and current issues of MCC's
newsletter "The Tributary" are now online, as well as
upcoming events.

If renewing your MCC membership using a credit card
is more convenient than mailing a check, our  How to
Join page now links to Network for Good, which
provides a secure network connection for credit card
donors.  The existing and future biodiversity
inventories conducted by MCC's naturalists will also
be available as downloadable Adobe Acrobat files
under the upcoming Biodiversity web page.

MCC Kicks Off
Conservation Buyer

Program
 Adapting an innovative approach to keeping the
watershed's remaining pristine large parcels intact,
MCC has launched a Conservation Buyer listing on
our website.

This is a goodwill gesture on behalf of MCC.  We
derive no commission on the sale of an advertised
property and there is no guarantee that a property
we advertise will eventually end up being
permanently protected by a conservation easement.

However, conservation buyer programs launched by
other U.S. land trusts have generally met with
success in matching conservation oriented property
buyers with properties that are advertised by the
land trust.

Magnificent Moments
Running a non-profit organization ensures a lot of
tedious time spent raising funds, writing newsletters
and other activities that sometimes seems unrelated
to the heart of MCC's mission.

On a recent Augsut evening, I had the privelage to spend
a few hours out on MCC's protected properties with Don
Gorney, a renowned central Indiana ornithologist who
conducted the original biodiversity inventories for MCC.

We really live in a small world.  It turns out that Don and
I both graduated from Paul Harding High School in Fort
Wayne two year apart.  We both share a love for the
environment, but we came on this in very different ways.

Don leads bird watching walks in Fort Harrison State
Park on Sunday mornings, and I encourage you to take
advantage of these opportunities to learn more about
the richness of what our watershed and its southern
neighbor  harbors.

Hiking back into the woods that night on MCC's original
easement, I experienced what I call a "magnificent
moment".  Surrounded by the lush woods, the murmer
of Mud Creek in the background.

Quite simply, this is why this watershed is worth saving
from development.

Lantern Road
Conservation Corridor

Launched

Hoosier Conservation
Day A Success

A broad based coalition of land trusts, conservation
groups and sportsmens organizations has formed the
Indiana Conservation Alliance (INCA) with the goal of
representing land protection interests to Indiana
legislators.

On January 23rd, INCA successfully sponsored the third
annual Hoosier Conservation Day at the Statehouse.
Over 200 Hoosier Conservationists spent the day
speaking with legislators regarding pending
environmental legislation and publicizing their
organizations in a poster session.

Thanks to the organizational efforts of Dee DeGraw, a
long time resident of Lantern Road, MCC is in the
process of closing on six new conservation easements.
Dubbed the Lantern Road Conservation Corridor, these
easements will protect a significant portion of
floodplain, ravines and woodlands straddling Mud
Creek.

Starting in June of last year, Ms. DeGraw began
convincing her fellow property owners of the merits of
protecting their respective floodplain acreage with
conservation easements.

Meetings and discussions followed over the ensuing
months, culminating in a series of stake surveys being
conducted by Dan Kovert and his crew at Beacon
Surveying and Engineering to demarcate the
boundaries of the individual easements.

Business Sponsors
 As MCC continues to grow, we need to expand our
base of support to include small businesses and
corporations.  If you are a business owner interested
in supporting MCC's mission or if your employer
supports environmental organizations, please
contact us.


