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ike so many environmental statutes,
L the Endangered Species Act (ESA)

was launched 40 years ago affirming
lofty values. The ESA begins, “The Congress
finds and declares that . . . species of fish,
wildlife, and plants are of esthetic, ecologi-
cal, educational, historical, recreational,
and scientific value to the Nation and its
people.” Through the act, Congress strived
to “provide a means whereby the ecosys-
tems upon which endangered species
and threatened species depend may be
conserved, to provide a program for the
conservation of such endangered species
and threatened species.”

Despite some conservation achievements,
the implementation of the ESA—and thus
future species conservation—faces at least
four major challenges:

» Policy tools to engage private land-
owners, who hold keys to the survival
and flourishing of many species, are often
cumbersome and insufficiently evaluated
for their actual outcomes.

» Threats to species involve complex,
interconnected changes to ecosystems—
the spread of invasive species, altered fire
regimes, land development, pollution, and
the many effects of a changing climate—
that often unfold at the landscape scale. Yet

The ESA traditionally has taken a species-by-species
approach that constrains the ability to focus on the

health of ecosystems.

The first four decades of implementing
the ESA yielded successes and conflict, but
much of the discourse has circled around
the conflict: Does the ESA overly burden
private landowners? Does it protect spe-
cies at the expense of human well-being?

Is it cumbersome, costly to implement,
and inefficient? Does it spawn recurring
litigation over timelines and process, while
contributing little to actual species recov-
ery? Volumes of critiques of the ESA and
its implementation have explored these
questions.

The verdicts of these inquiries vary, some-
times dramatically. However, the ESA has
clearly played a significant role in bringing
attention to species at risk of extinction. Al-
though many species remain imperiled, less
than 1 percent of the 2,000 listed species
have actually gone extinct. And the ESA has
compelled significant planning and changes
in land management practices to reduce
adverse impacts to species that are threat-
ened or in danger of extinction.
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the ESA traditionally has taken a species-by-
species approach that constrains the ability
to focus on the health of ecosystems.

» Many of these threats involve significant
uncertainties about the pace, scope, and
extent of changes and their implications.

» Traditional public sources of conserva-
tion funding are highly constrained.

Several options have emerged to address
these four challenges. The ESA is sufficiently
broad and general to accommodate most—
if not all—of these improvements.

Refine Incentives to Engage Private
Landowners

Privately owned lands play an important
role in species protection: more than two-
thirds of endangered or threatened species
make private lands their home, and one-
third may be found exclusively on private
lands. Yet the ESA initially created disincen-
tives to landowners for species protection
because having a listed species on one's
land invoked regulations that could require
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potentially costly restrictions on land use.
Over the past 20 years, many innovations
have softened these disincentives, and the
US Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS), charged
with implementing the act, continues to
add to and hone these innovations.

Some of these tools, such as conservation
banks and recovery credits, create econom-
ic incentives for landowners to engage in
stewardship of threatened and endangered
species. Conservation banks, set up through
agreements with the FWS, offset adverse
impacts to species on other lands or from
other projects. Each bank is allocated a
specified number of credits that can be
sold to entities needing to compensate for
unavoidable impacts to species, thereby
creating revenue for the bank owner. By July
2012, more than 100 conservation banks
had been approved by the FWS in 11 states,
covering some 60 threatened and endan-
gered species on 790,000 acres.

Similarly, federal agencies can support
actions on non-federal lands that benefit
target species and in return receive “re-

Figure 1. Habitat Conservation Plans by Size
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covery credits” to offset negative impacts
of federal actions. These credits provide
flexibility to federal agencies as they seek
to fulfill their missions and revenue to the
private landowners selling the credits.

The FWS also uses habitat conservation
plans (HCPs) to engage private landown-
ers in species conservation. These plans set
forth management approaches to minimize
adverse impacts to species and enhance
conservation of their habitat in order to
support recovery. By 2012, the FWS had ap-
proved 710 plans (and approved nearly 800
related permits). The plans cover more than
40 million acres and hundreds of species.
But limiting their efficacy, many of these
plans focus on a single species and cover
land parcels of less than 100 acres; only 5
percent cover 100,000 acres or larger, pri-
marily in the Pacific Southwest (see Figure
1 at left).

Several recent developments in the
design and implementation of HCPs have
significantly improved wildlife conservation



and landowner engagement. Some HCPs
embrace large landscapes, including both
public and private lands. Others cover mul-
tiple species, including unlisted species, and
address cross-cutting threats.

Consider a few examples:

» The city of Seattle prepared an HCP for
83 species (7 listed and 76 unlisted). The
plan addresses a variety of natural resource
issues within a 90,545-acre watershed that

Washington. The plan covers 17 species
of native fish, including 8 species listed as
threatened or endangered. Another Plum
Creek initiative, their 1-90 HCP, covers more
than 25 listed and 20 unlisted species on
nearly 170,000 acres that include coniferous
forests, aquatic and riparian habitat, and
wetlands.

» One HCP under development between
the FWS and a natural gas company will

Conservation problems unfold at large scales, and
solving them requires combined public and private
actions across human-made boundaries.

includes the city’s water supply. The plan
requires that the city engage in negotiations
with five state and federal agencies to coor-
dinate issues and conservation responses,
such as maintenance of instream flows and
fish passage.

» Plum Creek Timber Company entered
into an HCP agreement with the FWS and
the National Marine Fisheries Service for
1.6 million acres in Montana, Idaho, and

cover 43 federally listed and candidate
species. The HCP could stretch along 15,000
miles of right-of-way and ancillary facilities
in an area spanning 14 eastern and central
states on 9 million acres of land.

These incentive-based tools present
some administrative challenges, including
burdensome and time-consuming proce-
dures. Nonetheless, they provide an essen-
tial platform to engage private landowners

Figure 2. Natural Resources Conservation Service Priority Landscapes, 2011-2016

Source: Conservation beyond Boundaries: NCRS Initiatives. www.nrcs.usda.gov/initiatives/index.html.
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in species conservation, though measures
to make them more user friendly could
expand their use.

Promote and Support Large-Landscape
Conservation

Nature is characterized by interconnections,
synergies, and interdependence. Species
often function across landscapes and eco-
systems regardless of legal and administra-
tive boundaries. Conservation problems
unfold at large scales, and solving them re-
quires combined public and private actions
across human-made boundaries. These
challenges put a premium on developing
tools for cross-jurisdictional, public-
private, and private—private coordination
and cooperation.

Collaborative leaders from the public
and private sectors are coming together in
a variety of formal and informal arrange-
ments to catalyze large-landscape conser-
vation initiatives. These initiatives—often
experimental in nature—can enhance
species conservation in many ways, such as
strengthening the performance provisions
with clearly articulated metrics for habitat
and species conservation.

The US Department of Agriculture’s Natu-
ral Resources Conservation Service (NRCS)
currently supports several landscape-scale
initiatives through its implementation of
multiple conservation programs under the
farm bill (see Figure 2 on page 24). Many
of these fall under the umbrella of NRCS's
Conservation beyond Boundaries project.
These initiatives build upon existing local
partnerships, receive dedicated funding to
enhance implementation, use science to
inform management practices, and assess
performance and outcomes. They are mov-
ing beyond what former NRCS chief Bruce
Knight called “random acts of conserva-
tion” by targeting resources from a variety
of NRCS programs to high-priority needs
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of a given geographic area. The goals of
these initiatives are to leverage action and
enhance consistent practices through part-
nerships, focus funding to achieve specific
and transparent results, and expand capac-
ity to accelerate action.

Consider the NRCS's Sage-Grouse Initia-
tive. Covering activities in 11 states, it seeks
to coordinate actions with federal agencies,
states, and landowners to reduce threats to
the sage grouse, a species of ground-
dwelling birds native to the western sage-
brush ecosystem. The sage grouse popula-
tion has experienced a precipitous decline
as rangelands are converted to subdivi-
sions, invasive pines encroach on grass-
lands, and unsustainable grazing practices
reduce ground cover. Actions have includ-
ed moving or “marking” 180 miles of fence
near breeding grounds, improving grazing
systems on 640,000 acres, and removing
40,000 acres of encroaching conifers. To
help engage ranchers in the program, NRCS
and its partners have identified 40 conserva-
tion practices that are benign or beneficial
to sage grouse so that participating land-



owners will not face additional restrictions or
regulations if the sage grouse joins the list of
federally threatened or endangered species.

These and many other large-landscape
initiatives point the way to future opportuni-
ties for species protection that combine ESA
incentive programs with other conservation
efforts to engage landowners in species
protection at landscape scales.

Increase Collaborative Adaptive
Management

Uncertainties and complexities complicate
efforts to protect at-risk species. Initiatives
that integrate science and action into an
adaptive decision process through collab-
orative efforts that engage multiple stake-
holders and agencies have the potential
to improve species outcomes by reducing
uncertainties, improving management, and
reducing stakeholder conflict. This newly
emerging paradigm is often referred to as
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collaborative adaptive management.

A good example is the Platte River Re-
covery Implementation Plan, a basin-wide
initiative focused on protecting four listed
species. Meeting the needs of the spe-
cies requires changing water flows, better
managing groundwater, and land conserva-
tion measures, but water users disagreed on
what actions to undertake. Participants in
this effort—federal and state agencies, local
landowners, the agricultural community, hy-
dropower managers, and others—developed
a collaborative adaptive management
process in response to stakeholder and
decisionmaker disagreements and scientific
uncertainties. The process has helped partici-
pants set common goals, implement strate-
gies to achieve those goals, and develop new
information on the effectiveness of those
strategies—providing a way to transcend
data disagreements and uncertainties and
move to actions to protect species while still
providing water for other uses.

In the face of uncertainties associated
with a changing climate and other land-use
and demographic changes, use of collab-
orative adaptive management processes
within the context of ESA decisionmaking
can provide for ongoing learning and enable
adjustments to conservation actions based
on that learning. A collaborative adaptive
management framework is now used to
manage threatened and endangered spe-
cies, but there are significant opportunities
to broaden use of this kind of framework as
a means of better addressing uncertainties
(and scientific disagreements).

Leverage Funding through

Coordinated Actions

Many federal, state, and nonprofit programs
support conservation planning, cross-
agency coordination, and investments
through grants, direct program support, and
other resources, which can be leveraged for
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species conservation. Jointly, these programs
provide significant conservation funding. For
example, the 2008 farm bill includes total

mandatory spending for conservation provi-
sions of $24.3 billion over five years (2008 to
2012). These programs represent 15 percent

nered to reduce fuel loads in the municipal
watershed, funded by water ratepayers. In
Oregon’s McKenzie Watershed, the Water
and Electric Board is paying farmers for
reduced use of pesticides and nitrates.
Although funding for these water services is

The conservation and recovery of species will
become increasingly complex in the face of climate
change, water scarcity, and land fragmentation. The
ESA provides an effective framework to meet these

challenges.

of total farm bill spending and the most
significant national sources of conservation
support for stewardship of private land.

However, future funding through pub-
lic sources, especially at historic levels, is
unlikely given budget constraints. Thus, non-
traditional sources of financing may become
increasingly important to sustaining protec-
tion of species and implementing recovery
plans. One promising type of financing tool
involves investments in natural systems that
help sustain water supplies, enhance water
quality, or protect coasts from storms. These
investments include wetlands mitigation
banks and conservation banks associated
with meeting regulatory requirements and
conservation management concessions.
They also include ratepayer-funded “water
funds” to conserve source water, enhance
forest health, mitigate flood damage, and
achieve other benefits.

In one such program, Salt Lake City is
making payments for watershed protection,
using water bill surcharges to buy water-
shed lands and conservation easements to
protect the city's water supplies. The city
has also entered into an agreement with
the US Forest Service to protect watershed
lands outside of city limits. In Santa Fe, the
US Forest Service and the city have part-
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not specifically directed at species conser-
vation, there are opportunities to leverage
such funding to achieve multiple goals.

The conservation and recovery of species
will become increasingly complex and chal-
lenging in the face of climate change, water
scarcity and variability, and land fragmenta-
tion. However, the ESA provides an effec-
tive framework to meet these challenges,
particularly as efforts pivot away from a
species-by-species approach and toward in-
corporating species protection within larger,
landscape-scale efforts that use incentives
to engage private landowners and nonprofit
partners.

In a forthcoming RFF report, we will
examine in more detail what administrative
and legislative provisions as well as scien-
tific and funding tools could further support
this shift. @
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