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Green Alchemy: Can Markets Save Biodiversity?

oy Higard Bayon

Fiardio o s e manang desta of

"l Fonspsten Markslilacg

orldwide, environmental markets

are all the rage. The hest known

international markets arg
prabably in industrizl emissions, such as
carbon dickide, worth billions of dollars.
Bub some countries also have markets in
wetlands, sofl salinity, and cven sand.

Whal 15 an environmental market®

Take wetlands, for example. Under the
Clean Waler Act of 1972, develapers in the
Lnited States must offsel welland losses
by creating or restaring another wetland
wilh sirilar walershed functions and
values, you can either do this vourself or
pay one of a growing number al “wetland
mitigation” businesses to do this for you
The welland mitigation market in the
United States is now worlh an estimaled
£1 billion, Althcugh wetland credits must
be loecally boughl and sold, the market is
rapidly acquiring various naticnal actors,

Hovweover, when (b comes 1o Dicdivarsity,

there is no globally or even nalionally

Lradatdle unit, such as an area of wetland,
The destruction of tger habilat in
Siberia, for example, isn't really affsat

by Lhe creation of lvnx habitat in Spain.
Bicdiversity values tend to be localized.

Sor Lhe Bag question is this: Can markets
for biodiversity he estahlished?

Irt the United States, a cap-and-trade
micdel for bicdiversity conservalion is
gmerging naticnwide; although, the trend is
perhaps mast visible in California. Thers, a
process sametimes known &s conservation
banking has cvelved. The process mimics
the wetland mitigation maodel, with the
mitigation being done for habitat damage,
The first conservalion bank was for an
endangered sonabird, the coastal California
gnalcatcher, which lives in coastal sage
sCrub, a hakitat nuch coveted by developers.
The sbary 1s guite instruclive,

I 1993, at zhout the time that the
gnatcatchear was fnally added 1o the
Caldfornia endangered species List, Bank of
america foreclosed on a 2ed-acre (106-ha)
properly known as the Carlsbad Highlands.
Hecause the property had coastal sage
scruby, the bank suddenly found its
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develapment options severely limited.
Anyone developing the land would have
fo pay large sums te mitigate damage 1o
gnatcatcher habitat,

At about the szme Llime, the Californiz
Department of Transportation had a
enatcalcher problem of s owne: 1L was
building a highway an prime gnatcatcher
habilat, The two problems turned into
& solution: the Califorma Department of
rransportation found Bank of America
and paid it to mitigale damage from the
highway to gnatcatcher habitat, As part
of this paymenl, the agency puchased a
conservation easemeant on 53 acres (33
ha) of the bank's property. In exchange for
mitigation credits, thal parl of the Carlsbad
Highlands would never be developed,

Tweey years laler, the Carlsbad Highlands
became the State's first government-
sancltioned conserealion bank. [Uhas since
sold all of its mitigation credits (@hout 1RD
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