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The Scale of Nature

Perhaps it is time for the conservation movement to leave the comfort of our
past successes and direct our formidable resources toward new solutions, new
ways of thinking about our work. Nothing is harder to do because it means

making new arguments and new friends.

—Peter Forbes et al., Coming to Land in a Troubled World

For a flowering plant, the furbish lousewort is rather unremarkable, barely
a foot tall with small anemic, yellow flowers. As an inhabitant of the gravel
bars and ice-tossed shorelines of northern New England’s rivers, however,
the lousewort loomed large in the debate over the construction of the
Dickey Lincoln Dam on Maine’s rugged and remote St. John River back
in the early 1970s. On one hand, proponents of the dam pointed to its in-
consequential stature as an example of all that was wrong with the En-
dangered Species Act. On the other, opponents celebrated its existence as
part of the diverse fabric of a great river system. Ultimately the dam proj-
ect failed, in part because of the controversy over the impact on this small
plant. Even now, thirty years later, the precedents set by the lousewort are
at the heart of our policy toward endangered species.

Protecting the lousewort from the floodwaters of the Dickey Lincoln
Dam was only the beginning of the conservation story of the St. John

River. Two decades later, The Nature Conservancy (TNC) surprised
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Figure I.1

Furbish’s lousewort Pedicularis furbishiae.

industry and government officials by purchasing nearly two hundred
thousand acres of the headwaters of the St. John from International Paper
for the then astonishing sum of $36 million. No one had ever attempted
to raise such a large amount from private sources for conservation, but
as Kent Wommack, the Executive Director of TNC’s Maine Field Office,
tells the story, “When we got the news that TNC had the opportunity to
buy the property, we looked around the table and thought to ourselves,
how could we possibly do this? But as we thought more about it we real-

ized that the real question was, how could we possibly not do it.”
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St. John River, Maine.

A series of subsequent land trades, easements, and purchases over the
last five years have boosted protection to over 150 miles of shoreline and
over six hundred thousand acres. Because of its breathtaking size, the St.
John River project is legendary in conservation circles, and it has become
the standard against which many other landscape scale conservation proj-
ects are measured.

Despite these Herculean efforts and over $50 million of conservation
investment, assuring the long-term ecological viability of the furbish
lousewort remains elusive at best. The St. John is an unusual river as North
American rivers go, in that it flows almost due north toward the Canadian
border. This northward track means that spring comes earlier to the
southern headwaters of the river. As melt water builds northward, it often

encounters frozen ice that results in massive ice jams and flooding that
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scour river banks and gravel bars clean of large vegetation. It’s this ecol-
ogy that makes it possible for the lousewort to survive against competi-
tion from raspberries, alders, and spruce trees. In a world where by all
accounts we are headed toward a warmer climate—perhaps by as much
as five to eight degrees—will the reduction in ice continue to favor the
conditions that support the lousewort? Recent modeling from the U.S.
Forest Service suggests that New England forests will be profoundly
changed in a warmer world. In the next century the line of spruce and fir
trees linked so closely with the image of Maine will be pushed back north
of the Canadian border in most places. The St. John River may be the last
bastion of this forest type in the United States.

Addressing broad scale threats to ecological systems like climate
change will be extraordinarily challenging for conservation because the
problem requires new skills and competencies beyond simple land acqui-
sition. We will be required to think about people, their role in the
landscape, and the systems that hold us together as communities: gov-
ernments, commerce, business, and the essential cultural and human val-
ues that control so much of how we use resources.

For conservationists the message is clear. Working at nature’s scale is
essential. Putting fences around small patches of land will not save the
lousewort. Protecting six hundred thousand acres may not save the louse-
wort. Even moderating overwhelming changes in our climate will not pre-
vent the catalog of extinction from growing. Only by being successful at
all of these scales will the lousewort, and the millions of other species of
plants, insects, and animals—from the charismatic right whales to the
lowly ants—be truly protected.

The great challenge to working at the scale of nature is that a com-
peting system is operating at the same global scale. Its power is challeng-
ing the fabric of our natural systems. The nearly irresistible forces of

business and commerce increasingly dominate culture, politics, and even
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our natural environment. Unless we are prepared to confront the direc-
tion of the global economy, our conservation efforts will fail.

Since 2000, over 3.1 million new houses have been built in the United
States.! The decline in forestland in the last fifteen years to make way for
this and other development has been alarming. North Carolina has lost
over 1 million acres of forest to clearing and conversion to development
and even in rural Maine nearly 200,000 acres were developed in the pe-
riod.? And in the year 2002, the U.S. economic engine generated $11 tril-
lion worth of goods and services alone.? At the base of the American and
every other world economy is the use of nature’s resources—land, timber,
soil, water. In a world with a population headed from over 5 billion to at
least 9 billion, the pressure on our natural systems will grow even greater.

Now compare those realities with the funds available for investing in
conservation. In 2005 the U.S. government will spend a paltry $314 mil-
lion to expand its parks and protect wildlife refuges, national forests, and
shorelines.* Groups like TNC, Trust for Public Lands, and the Conserva-
tion Fund raise millions more from private donors, and while these efforts
may double the amount available from government, but the combined
sums remain woefully inadequate. Then one must factor in the plight of
biodiversity hotspots like Papua New Guinea and Indonesia. With much
of their populations living at a bare subsistence level, funding for conser-
vation is a low priority for governments dealing with faltering economies
and crises in health care and education. Here the forces pushing devel-
opment make the tools of conservation seem weak and wholly inadequate
to the task ahead.

These are not new thoughts or statistics—and it is easy to be discour-
aged. But against these odds, a small group of dedicated business people
turned environmental entrepreneurs and conservation-oriented invest-
ment bankers are pioneering a new set of market-based conservation tools

in partnership with business. These practical visionaries have protected



