What is Biodiversity and Why is it Important?

Editor's note: One of MCC's principal goals is to conserve
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Creek watershed. In this article, reprinted by permission of
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biodiversity and learn why human well being is inextricably
linked with the survival of other species.

In recent years, the preservation of biodiversity has been
a lively topic in various policy forums. Whether at the
Earth Summitin Rio de Janeiro, in the halls of Congress,
in state legislatures, at conferences, or on radio talk
shows, policymakers and the public have debated how
to — and even whether to — preserve threatened
species and habitats.

Property rights groups complain that efforts to preserve
habitat restrict individual
freedom. Many scientists,
policymakers, and
environmentalists argue that
government action s
necessary to save threatened
species. Thus, biodiversity has
become an increasingly
controversial issue.

What exactly is biodiversity?

Biodiversity is a shorthand term for biological diversity,
or the rich variety of life on Earth. It encompasses the
diversity of genes within species, of species within
ecosystems, and of ecosystems — coral reefs, prairies,
forests, wetlands and so on — within the biosphere.

Remarkably, we are just beginning to map life’s diversity.
Scientists have identified 1.7 million living species,each
a unique and irreplaceable product of evolution. But
many species-rich ecosystems,including tropical forests,
coral reefs,and the deep ocean floor, have been barely
explored, and the best estimates are that we share the
planet with between 3 and 30 million other species.
Indeed, many previously unknown species, including
some new birds and mammals, continue to be
discovered each year. The ongoing effort to map the
world’s biodiversity takes on a special urgency in light
of the serious threats facing many ecosystems.

Why is biodiversity important?
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for example, pollinate flowering plants, including
agricultural crops.Green plants remove carbon dioxide
from the atmosphere and replenish it with oxygen;
forests, for example, are particularly important “sinks”
for the absorption of carbon dioxide and thus are key
factors in reducing global climate change. Rhizobial
bacteria convert atmospheric nitrogen into nitrate
fertilizers in aform usable by plants.And wetlands serve
as sponges to reduce the impacts of floods and to
cleanse streams by filtering sediments, nutrients, and
contaminants from inflowing waters.

Essential goods come in the form
of foods, fuels, fibers, and
medicines. Of the top 150
prescription drugs in the United
States, for example, 118 were
originally derived from plants,
fungi, and other species.
Cyclosporin, an important
suppressor of immune responses, was derived from a
relatively obscure fungus found in Norway.

But the vast majority of plants, fungi, and
microorganisms have yet to be tested for potential
medicinal properties, and the opportunities for doing
so are being irreversibly diminished. Similarly, the wild
relatives of major agricultural crop plants provide
important sources of genes for increasing the resilience
of agricultural systems to effectively cope with
changing climates and outbreaks of pests and diseases.

Further values of biodiversity lie in the delight,
inspiration, or awe that we experience in watching rare
species or in exploring wilderness areas. And many
people feel that species have intrinsic value — that they
have fundamental rights to exist independent of their
current or prospective utility for humans.
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Open Space: Antidote to Urban
Sprawl

The large tracts of remaining open space in the Mud Creek watershed are looking
increasingly attractive to both commercial and residential developers. With
interest rate hikes looming, a surge of development activity threatens to
permanently alter the unique quality of the watershed, bringing with it the
attendant symptoms of unchecked sprawl: increased commute times, rampant
flooding,compromised air and water quality and the degradation of our pristine
neighborhoods. Permananently lost in the onslaught are those things most
difficult to see. The rare plant and animal species that make their home in the
watershed; the imperiled archeological and historic sites that are bulldozed in
the rush to add yet another chain store to the neighborhood.

96th Street and Sargent Road: Prime location for the next Super Store?
Photo courtesy of Mark Capes

Statistics available from the USDA's Natural Resources Conservation Services
paint a rather alarming picture regarding land conversion rates in Indiana. In
the ten years between 1982 and 1992, Indiana lost over 230,000 acres of open
space, with prime farmland making up the majority of that loss. The next five
years saw a loss almost twice that rate. In 2006 over 100,000 acres were converted.
Extrapolate these rates into the not-too-distant future and a rather grim picture
of Indiana results. These numbers underscore the urgent work ahead for MCC
and Indiana's 25 other land trusts. With your support,we can continue to acquire
remaining open space in our watershed before it too becomes another
development statistic.



MCC Resource Inventory
Uncovers Natural Treasures

MCC Resource Inventory Director, Jackie Morice, and a
team of dedicated naturalists have spent the past four
years assaying the Conservancy's protected properties
for birdlife, reptiles and amphibians.

Rick Marrs is an experienced herpetologist (an expert at
identifying reptiles and amphibians) who has
conducted several resource inventories of Fort Harrison
State Park over the past decade, working with Fort
Harrison’s resident naturalist, Jeannine Montgomery.
Rick’s work at Fort Harrison gives him a unique
perspective on what species might reasonably be living
in MCC'’s protected habitat as well as knowing which
wildlife has disappeared or is becoming increasingly
scarce.

Rick’s job of finding and identifying snakes, frogs and
lizards is complicated by the fact that these animals are
masters of disguise and rarely make themselves
available for viewing. Rick identifies some species by
listening for the characteristic sounds made by a
particular animal, such as frogs. Other species are most
likely to be found at night or very early in the morning.

Red-bellied Snake
Storeria occipitomaculata
The highlight of Rick’s work so far is the discovery of a
Red-bellied snake. This is Rick’s first sighting of this rare
species anywhere in Marion County!

Shy, secretive,and active mainly at night, the Red-bellied
Snake is not often seen. During the day, it hides under
rocks, boards, and woodland litter, living primarily on
slugs. It hibernates with brown, garter,and green snakes
in deserted ant mounds and rodent burrows. Ranging

between 8to 16 inches in length, these snakes are not
known to bite. This is a small reddish-brown or gray
snake with 1 wide light stripe or 4 thin stripes running
the length of its back, or both.The belly is usually red
to yellow, sometimes black.

Kirtland'sSnake
Clonophis Kirtlandii

Rick discovered the shed skin of the endangered
Kirtland’s Snake (hopefully, it was not the last one in
the watershed). This snake is very hard to find,
spending most of its time in crayfish burrows found
along Mud Creek’s banks and floodplains.This species
is related to garter and water snakes; and, like them,
it often flattens its body when disturbed. Kirtland’s
Snake takes this behavior to the extreme; it can make
itself completely flat and stiff, appearing as if it has
been run over by a car.

In future issues of The Tributary, we will profile the
ongoing efforts of MCC's biodiversity resource experts
as they catalog the unique flora and fauna of the Mud
Creek watershed.

MCC Welcomes
Volunteer Grantwriter

Damon Lettich will be helping MCC pursue funding
opportunities to extend our land acquisition efforts
in the coming months. Damon grew up on a 200 acre
wooded property in western Michigan, which helped
cultivate a strong interest in land conservation and
environmentalism. Currently employed as a Forensic
Scientist at the Indiana State Police Crime Lab,Damon
is married and has a two year old son.

MCC volunteer opportunities are listed on the United
Way website: www.VolunteerSolutions.org/UWCI.

Indiana Biodiversity
Initiative Unveils
GIS Tool for Land Trusts

MCC Directors were recently given a demonstration of
a powerful new land conservation tool developed by
the Indiana Biodiversity Initiative. Forest Clark, of the
US Fish and Wildlife Service, showed how the GIS (Global
Information System) based
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of 2007. The tool will help
land trusts such as MCC identify areas of our watershed
containing the most significant biodiversity for
acquisition and protection.

In the belief that healthy natural resources support
quality of life, economic development, human health,
and recreational services, the Indiana Biodiversity
Initiative was created in 1996 as a vehicle for developing
a statewide strategy to conserve Indiana’s biodiversity.

A steering committee of diverse interests representing
federal, state, and local agencies, non-profit
organizations, academia, and business and agriculture
industries was formed to lead and guide the effort.

The initiative’s main activities include assessing
Indiana’s biodiversity, educating the public, and
cultivating collaboration and successful relationships
among the different entities of Indiana’s conservation
community.

A Conservation and Restoration Team was created to
assess the state’s biodiversity on a region-by-region
basis.This assessment will help guide the development
of a statewide biodiversity conservation strategy. Also,
an Education Team was formed to raise public
understanding and awareness of biodiversity.

Thanks to our Hoosier
Riverwatch Volunteers

MCC members Earl Simon and John Nelson have
volunteered to become MCC Hoosier Riverwatch
Volunteers. After completing their training, Earl
and John will begin establishing a water quality
baseline for Mud Creek based on a host of
biological and chemical tests.

Mud Creek has never been tested so our
volunteers will be contributing the first results
for this watershed to the DNR water quality
database. Thanks to Earl and John for
volunteering!

About the Newsletter

TheTributary 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.



