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some innovative thinking to the pro-
tection of the Crooked River water-
shed,” says Gunn. “We are excited to 
be working with the Portland Water 
District and the Western Foothills 
Land Trust to develop cost-efficient 
and effective ways to motivate private 
landowners to protect water quality.”

The 275 square miles that drain 
into the Crooked River are 85 percent 
forested, but most of the watershed 
is privately owned. These landown-
ers have for the most part been good 
stewards of their land, according to the 
District’s Hunt, but he worries about 
the cumulative impact over time of 
future development and fragmentation 
as generations sell off their woodlots. 
“If the watershed looks the way it does 
now in 100 years, the lake will be the 
same as it is now. But there is nothing 
to prevent them from converting to 
subdivisions and Wal-Marts. Water 
quality would suffer,” says Hunt.

Forests provide the best natural fil-
tration properties for rain and storm-
water runoff. Operating under the 
premise that it is far easier to keep this 
forest landscape intact than to restore 
it, Manomet and AFF are engaging 

watershed communities with educa-
tion, outreach, and a new menu of 
incentives to sustain nature’s services 
for the long term in the Crooked 
River watershed. These incentives will 
come in a variety of forms: some are 
“plain vanilla,” like cash payments 
for no-development easements. But 
they could also pay for short-term 
easements, such as 20 years instead of 
traditional permanent conservation 
easements. “We’re looking at targeted 
activities that potentially have shorter 
time horizons but provide an immedi-
ate postive impact, like fixing improp-
erly functining culverts or closing out 
an old road that’s been discontinued,” 
says Gunn. “So if the threat to water 
quality is high today, we can spend 
money now to do activities that we 
can prove will have immediate, high 
conservation impact.”

One way to ensure that the land 
continues to provide high quality 
water filtration is to provide techni-
cal assistance to those landowners, 
by training them in best management 
practices for water quality, and pro-
viding regulatory assurance so that 
landowners feel they can operate in 

a secure framework while meeting 
water quality goals. All of this will 
require becoming close partners with 
players and landowners, and develop-
ing an understanding of the water-
shed at the parcel scale. 

It will also require creative finan-
cial strategies. Some project funding 
has been earmarked for payments; 
USDA grants, mitigation funds, and 
philanthropic contributions will also 
play a part. But according to AFF proj-
ect leader Todd Gartner, “Perhaps 
the greatest opportunity, and most 
innovative funding source, could 
come from those who benefit most 
from clean water in the watershed: 
the District’s 200,000 ratepayers and 
other commercial beneficiaries.”

Ratepayers might be motivated 
to contribute more up front if they 
knew what would happen if water 
quality degraded: PWD will lose its 
filtration waiver and be required to 
build a filtration plant—a capital out-
lay estimated at $75 million. “In all 
likelihood that cost would be borne 
by the end users—the ratepayers,” 
says Gartner. “The question is, can 
we proactively invest in open space 
and land protection in the watershed 
now? That cost would be exponen-
tially less than capital improvements 
for a filtration facility, and captures 
co-benefits of carbon sequestration, 
wildlife, and recreation.”

PWD’s current watershed protec-
tion effort targets the land nearest the 
water intakes, in Sebago Lake’s lower 
bay. They monitor land use activity in 
the shoreland zone, install fences, and 
enforce a no-swim zone. Purchasing 
land for permanent protection is a 
major component. In the past 10 years 
PWD has spent $3 million to buy a 
total of eight (8) acres, mostly small 
lakeside camps on quarter-acre lots. 
Clearly it is time for fresh ideas.

“Looking at the bigger picture, 
the Sebago Lake watershed is 450 
square miles. You could do all the 
right things in the lower basin and in 
the shoreland zone, but get quickly 
overwhelmed if water coming from 
the upper watershed is bad quality 
water,” says Hunt. At the going rate of 

Landowners in the Chesapeake Bay region can sell credits on the “BayBank” 
online market, in exchange for protecting and enhancing natural values on 
their land such as this wetland. 
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$3 million for eight acres, Hunt adds, 
“We can’t make a dent in a 450 square 
mile watershed.” Hunt concedes that 
the District has overlooked the upper 
watershed in the past. “We’re on the 
right track, but I wish we’d started 
decades ago,” says Hunt. “It’s hard to 
convince anyone there’s a problem 
when the water quality is so high.” 

The Leading Edge
Two current projects exem-

plify the effort to develop markets 
for nature’s services: the Willamette 
Partnership in Oregon, and BayBank 
in the Chesapeake Bay watershed.

In Oregon, a wastewater treatment 
plant is investing $6 million to pay 
landowners along a 35-mile stretch of 
the Tualatin River to restore stream 
buffers and plant shade trees so that 
when the trees mature enough to 
shade the river, the facility can avoid 
installing $35 million in refrigeration 
systems. Payments to landowners are 
reaping other benefits besides effi-
ciently meeting water quality goals. 
Ecologically, the structure and diver-
sity of the riparian zone is improving. 
More importantly, landowner buy-in 
is creating a community social struc-
ture supporting these services. While 
difficult to measure quantitatively, 
these impacts have spurred long-term 
interest in protecting the river.

BayBank is a project of the 
Washington, D.C.-based Pinchot 
Institute that is being closely watched 
by USDA. Development and farm-

ing practices in the Chesapeake Bay 
watershed continue to degenerate 
water quality and habitats, despite 
decades of effort to reverse the trend. 
The BayBank is an online market 
where landowners can sell credits in 
exchange for protecting and enhanc-
ing multiple natural values on their 
land, such as water quality protection, 
forest conservation, wildlife habitat 
conservation, and carbon sequestra-
tion. It builds on existing national, 
state, and local markets by linking 
landowners with needed capital.

“The people behind regional, 
watershed-based market develop-
ment efforts, like the Willamette 
Partnership in Oregon and the 
BayBank in the Chesapeake Bay, are 
great innovators,” says Beth Larry 
of the USDA Office of Ecosystem 
Markets. “They’re working to bring 
multiple markets together within a 
single framework. This is informing 
our work as we think through how 
landowners can participate in more 
than one environmental market, and 
how to bring these markets to scale.”

The markets that BayBank and the 
Willamette Partnership are creating 
aren’t up and running yet. The table is 
being set, but the real test of whether 
the concept can work is whether peo-

ple come to it. These and other, simi-
lar markets still being developed may 
not be perfect from the outset. There 
will be growing pains. But the radical 
change they represent for farmers 
and landowners of forest and open 
space opens a new page of possibility 
for conservation. 

It is about time. Traditional con-
servation methods have been funded 
through charitable or government 
funds in an environment of perceived 
plenty: plenty of clean water, clean 
air, and land. The reality is that those 
resources are scarce, and a new meth-
od that is market-based may turbo-
charge their protection.

Some people feel that Nature 
shouldn’t have a price attached— 
that there are aspects of Nature 
that can’t be valued. But placing a  
monetary value on some aspect that 
indirectly preserves the spiritual 
or aesthetic value of a place—be it 
watershed management, wildlife 
habitat credit, or wetland reserve—
is better than nothing. Otherwise, 
history shows that we will value 
nature’s services at zero. Through  
new markets and mechanisms,  
society is coming to grips with the 
fact that it can no longer afford to take 
Nature’s free services for granted.  •
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Untilled acreage can often be overlooked in evaluating the natural capital 
of a farming landscape. Woodlots and wetlands provide important services 
that benefit the whole community and enhance quality of life in rural 
settings. Putting a value on what farms contribute, beyond just the milk 
or produce, is important to maintaining those benefits in sustainable 
landscapes over the long term.
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When you have finished reading this magazine, please pass it along to a friend.

www.manomet.org
For 40 years, Manomet Center for Conservation Sciences has worked to build a 
sustainable world based on healthy natural systems that support human and wildlife 
populations. Manomet is a trusted leader in the non-advocacy use of science for 
problem-solving and has a long history of working collaboratively with entities that 
have the capacity to leverage change.

Meeting the Challenges of Climate Change & Energy
Our changing climate poses unprecedented challenges to the conservation of plants 
and animals, to the health of ecosystems, and to the essential services that natural 
landscapes provide to human communities. Manomet’s Climate Change and Energy 
Initiative is at the forefront of developing science-based adaptation solutions to climate 
change in the Northeast. Read more at www.manomet.org.

Safeguarding Nature’s Goods and Services
Nature provides “services” such as clean water and air, food, carbon sequestration, 
biodiversity, and wood products. Our challenge is to find new ways of managing and 
valuing natural capital that will help lead us to a path of sustainability. In the Natural 
Capital Initiative, our goal is to help people conserve functional ecosystems that sustain 
the well-being, environment, and prosperity of current and future generations. Read 

more about Manomet’s Natural Capital Initiative at www.manomet.org.

A Hemispheric Initiative for Shorebirds and People
This hemispheric initiative spearheaded by Manomet Center for 
Conservation Sciences is working to recover our most imperiled 
shorebird populations. This partnership-based initiative integrates 
and builds upon three of Manomet’s long-standing pillars: site-
based conservation, science-based research, and tools for 

monitoring and measuring success. Learn more by visiting www.manomet.org and www.whsrn.org.

Make a promise with us to future generations. 
By working together, we can find a pathway to sustainability and improve conditions for all life on Earth. As a 
trusted leader in science with a mission of bringing people together to solve complex issues, we are taking into  
our hands some of the most pressing issues of our time and developing lasting solutions. Visit www.manomet.org
to make a gift today or call 508.224.6521.


