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 Protection is
good economics

ByAndrewI Gunther

T &'re frequently told that the Endangered Species
[ “Act,’a cornerstone of US. environmental law,
~must be “improved.” At the heart of these argu-
ments-are claJms of economic 'damage, as critics agonize
that the we]l-bemg of critters is placed above that of hu-
mans:

These cnttczsms arise from a limited understandmg of

. both endangered species protection and economics. A key

purpose of the ESA is to enhance our well-being, and in par-
ticular that of future generahons Endangered species, just

- asthe famous canary in the coal mine, indicate the degrada-

tion of ecosystemns that contribute enwronmental goods
and services to.our economy.
These goods and services include clean air and water,

P crop polliniation; water retention and flood control, soil for-
i mation and waste assimilation. Our economy depends up-

on these factors just as it does on fossil fuels, capital invest-

! mentand labor. If we want a strong economy for ourselves,
: * “our-children and grandchiidren, it makes economic sense °
- . toprotect the ecosystems that provide these valuable goods

_* and services.

Unfortunately, the cost” and’ “beneﬁt” of endangered-

o "spemes protection often reflects what can be easily assigned
' amonetary value, The ability of our estuaries to absorb and.

degradeall of ourwaste dischargesisof great value (imagine

- ifall our wastejust builtup). Butbecauseltlsdtfﬁctﬂttoglve

* a monetary valie to.waste
“agsimilation, this benefit is

" - often overlooked-when the

“cconiomics” of emviron. L IEprEsents

. mentallawisdebated. ' '
. This .selective applica- ,the refusal
- tion of economic theory ' 0 ’
.. leads to ‘analyses that give to continue
-great weight to easily quan- P ‘
- tified costs (ie, timber'not SUbSIdl_ZH]g the

- ot thecostof emission con- .. :
_trol equipmment or the value deStIUCtIQn Of

- of unsold water “left” ina _ .

" river), but ignore the costs pubhc resources.

“incurred i environmental

protections are not provided (soil erosion, childhood asth-

. ma or damaged fisheries): These selective economic argu-

ments can be made quite compelling, because the quantifi-

. able costs are'often borne by specificindividuals or corpora-
! -tionsin particulat instances, while the hard-to-quantify (but
. " ‘noless economic) tosts are bome by society as a whole (in-

cluding future generations) due tothe cumulative irnpact of
the activities of all individuals or corporations.

‘The recently completed Millennium Ecosystem Assess-
.- ment-sporisored by the United Nations, has made the first
- global assessment of howthe loss of ecosystem services such
* aswater retention and purificationis adverselyaffectinghu-
" ‘man well-being, and how poorly our present économic
- marketstakesuch costsintoaccount. For example, ananaly-
. sis of Mediterranean forests has documented that the “mar- |
.- ket value” of timber and fuel from these ecosystems ac-
" ‘countsfor only one-third of theirtotal economic value, with
“the balance being ecosystem goods and services such as wa-

tershed protection or climate moderation. When the loss of
these goods and services is considered, many nations com-
nionly considered to be growing in wealth are actually get-

- ting poorex, the UN. assessment found,

.There isno doubt thatthe ESA produces economic hard-
ship in specific cases, as individuals find they are no longer
free to take actions that harin endangered species. These in-

" stances prompt claims that implementing the ESA is caus-
ing a “taking” of private property, with complaints about
" governmerit imtervention in our “free market” economy.

“Yet, without government mtervent{on, our economy

- pollited our rivers, poisoned our air, acidified our rainfall

and poured uiltIeated waste into our estuaries and coastal
waters, Govérnment inter-venﬁqn (suchasthe ESA}doesnot
“talie” private property; it simply répreseiits the public’s re-

" fusal to continue to subsidize private activities by allowing .

the destruction of public resources.
Sonexttime you hear somebodytalkabout the economic

- impacts of the Endangered Species Act, remember the big
© - picture. Protecting endangered species, and the ecosystems
. they represent, will keep our economy pmdur:tzve now and

i the future,
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