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It’s a real pleasure to be here today. I’m proud that the Forest Service is part of the Upper Mississippi River Forest Partnership. Most people don’t know it, but our role in state and private partnerships goes back for more than a century, well before there were any national forests. 
However, we’ve rarely been in partnerships on this scale. The Mississippi River is the largest river system in North America and the third largest in the world. The Upper Mississippi covers about 189,000 square miles in six states. That’s about 6.5 percent of the land area of the lower 48 states. About 30 million people live here, or about 10 percent of our population.

In an area of this size and importance, partnerships are key. The Forest Service’s Northeastern Area has joined with six State Foresters here in the Midwest to form the Upper Mississippi River Forest Partnership. I’d like to commend our partners, and the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation in particular, for their vision and courage in coming together to protect a resource as central to the American way of life as the Upper Mississippi River. 
The Lower Mississippi is probably better known, of course—but not to Mark Twain. Samuel Clemens is the one figure in American life and letters who embodies the Mississippi, yet he was pretty bored by what he called the “monstrous big river” down below St. Louis. He wrote that, after a few hours on a steamboat watching the trees along the shore, you might as well go to bed. 
But the Upper Mississippi, he wrote, was a different story. “There are crowds of odd islands,” he said, “bluffs, prairies, hills, woods and villages—everything one could desire to amuse the children.” We can probably all remember such scenes from Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn.
Ecosystem Services
That ecological variety is part of what we treasure about the Upper Mississippi today. It’s a big part of why we’re here. 

Consider what a river is. It is more than just flowing water. In A River Runs Through It, Norman Maclean described a river as including everything around it. The air above it mixes with the river and carries its adult insect life. The soils around it also mix with the river, delivering both its water and its sediment load. The riverbank vegetation could exist nowhere else, and it supports a variety of birds and other wildlife that at least seasonally could live nowhere else, either. Even upland animals return to the river to drink, feed, and find shelter—as do people. 

The earliest peoples, the American Indians, made base camps near rivers and returned to them after making seasonal rounds in the uplands. Rivers, streams, and lakes were at the center of their cultures and economies. 
That really hasn’t changed. We still depend on the river and everything tied to it—soil and water, forests and wildlife—for much of what we need to live. Ecosystems are really the cornerstone of life. They furnish “supporting services” such as soil formation and nutrient cycling; provisioning services” such as drinking water and fisheries; “regulating services” such as flood control and water purification; and “cultural services” such as aesthetics and outdoor recreation.

Consider some of the ecosystem services furnished by the Upper Mississippi watershed:

· About half of the 30 million residents in the region rely on water from the Upper Mississippi and its tributaries for municipal and industrial water supplies.
· The Mississippi is a migratory flyway for 40 percent of all North American waterfowl and 60 percent of all North American bird species.
· The Upper Mississippi watershed contains 25 percent of all North American fish species. Historically, this has been a highly productive fishery.

Tragedy of the Commons

Traditionally, such services have been free. Whether they came from public or private land, most ecosystem services have been available to anyone who wanted or needed them. They are what economists call a “commons,” and a commons is notorious for the tragedy it can lead to. When goods or services are for the taking, they tend to be undervalued. People will exploit them, and no one has a stake in conserving them. It’s the story of what happened to the beaver, to the bison, to forests in some places, and now to ocean fisheries the world over. The logic of self-interest dictates that a common resource will be relentlessly exploited for short-term personal gain until it’s depleted, even if it means long-term collective disaster.

And there is no doubt that ecosystem services in the Upper Mississippi watershed have declined. Nearly all of the prairie and 70 percent of the forest cover in the region have been converted to agricultural or urban uses. Many types of waterfowl and mammals such as mink have drastically declined from their historical highs.
Remaining forest cover is threatened. Most land in the region is privately owned, and sustainable forest management in the private sector depends on sustained commercial outputs of forest products such as timber. Yet markets for America’s forest products have softened at the same time that markets for urban land development have boomed. 
The result is predictable. Nationwide, we lose more than 4,000 acres of working farms and ranches to development every day; and working forests, too, are being sold and fragmented. Much of the remaining forest land in the upper part of the watershed—in Minnesota and Wisconsin—is at risk of changing from rural to exurban or even urban.
One of the things that forests do very well is to regulate runoff and purify water. A predominately agricultural watershed has almost nine times more nitrogen than a forested watershed and over three times more phosphorous. Forest loss has meant that much of the urban and agricultural runoff isn’t being interdicted and purified. An estimated 31 percent of the nitrogen and phosphorous flowing down the Mississippi into the Gulf of Mexico comes from this region. Forest loss has also meant severe habitat declines for birds and other wildlife.

Market Correction

What’s the solution? Let’s look at three traditional approaches: 

· First, governments might acquire more land to deliver ecosystem services as public goods. However, government resources are already stretched thin, and in many areas there’s little political support for more public land.

· Second, governments might offer tax relief or tax incentives for sustainable forest management. Tax reform is well worth looking into, but the rising value of developed land might eventually motivate landowners to sell, anyway.

· Finally, governments and conservation groups might acquire more conservation easements. These efforts are crucial, and we’ve made incredible strides here in the past two decades. But the scope of what we can do here is limited. It’s been estimated that some 236 million acres would be needed for a comprehensive system of habitat conservation areas in the United States, yet all easements combined currently cover less than 5 percent of that.

All of these traditional approaches are good and necessary, but none of them offers enough, either alone or in combination, to greatly reduce the loss of ecosystem services.
Part of the underlying problem seems to be market failure. The market sees only the value of the land for development and for forest products such as timber. It ignores the value of the land for the full range of ecosystem services—supporting services, provisioning services, regulating services, and cultural services. If the market were to place a natural-capital value on forests and grasslands for delivering these services, it might be huge; the problem is, it doesn’t.

And there’s the rub: How do we compensate private forest landowners for delivering ecosystem services? The value of such services might not completely replace the value of traditional forest products, but it can be a vital supplement. If we can assign a monetary value to such ecosystem services and add it to the value of traditional forest products, then the sum might be greater than the value for development. The economic incentive for sustainable land management would then outweigh the incentive for development.

A market correction along these lines might go a long way toward solving problems related to loss of open space, including forest loss and fragmentation in the Upper Mississippi watershed. It’s been called natural capitalism—finally recognizing nature’s contribution to the balance sheet and putting that natural capital to work. It’s already being done in a number of places in a number of ways, for example through emissions trading or by paying for crop pollination or upstream watershed protection.
Restoration Challenge

The challenge in this region, as I see it, is to restore functioning forested watersheds that deliver a full range of ecosystem services. That includes all four goals of the Upper Mississippi River Forest Partnership: 

· conserving high-priority forested areas; 
· providing migratory bird habitat; 
· regenerating bottomland forests; and 
· establishing riparian forest buffers. 
Most people intuitively grasp the value of these things. They see the threat to ecosystem services. They understand that the market doesn’t assign a fair value to forests and grasslands as working natural capital. 

Therefore, restoration has tremendous collaborative appeal, and I think we are seeing it here. A restoration opportunity can bring community stakeholders together to find common values and agree on the actions needed to reach shared goals. Often, the work can be accomplished through partnerships or community-based agreements. You’re showing the way, and you’ve already had some successes:
· For example, you’ve developed a new bird surveying protocol to evaluate potential new Important Bird Areas, with 45 sites now being evaluated in Iowa.

· You’ve sponsored an initiative to map forested bird habitat areas for restoration and protection in the Driftless Area, together with partners such as The Nature Conservancy and Trout Unlimited. The Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation has also developed and distributed a guide to help private landowners protect neotropical birds on the Upper Mississippi.

· You’re helping to restore oak savanna in the Illinois Hanover Bluff complex by the Illinois Natural Land Institute.   
I commend you for your accomplishments, and I think they are just beginning. The Upper Mississippi River Forest Partnership is a great opportunity to build on the collaborative potential of restoration projects—to bring people together to get results.

A National Treasure
To sum up: The Upper Mississippi is a national treasure. In a sense, it is part of a vast arterial network that delivers the lifeblood to our nation’s heartland. This region is blessed. Every day, it receives a great flow of ecosystem services from the river and from the forested landscapes that protect it.

Yet these services have been diminished over time by some very serious long-term threats. One of the greatest threats is the loss of forested landscapes. In the next hundred years, our population will grow to something like 570 million, and if we sit back and do nothing, our open spaces will dwindle away. As forests disappear, so will the ecosystem services that we sometimes take for granted—and that future generations will want and need. 

I believe that traditional approaches to the problem won’t be enough. Public land, tax reform, and conservation programs will take us only so far. We have got to give private landowners—including forest landowners—more of an incentive to stay on the land, and we have got to help them manage it sustainably.

Partnerships for restoration can help us get there. They can help people see the interconnectedness of forest and river as working natural capital. They can help people mobilize the energy and resources needed to restore our natural capital so we will continue to get the ecosystem services we need.
The Upper Mississippi River Forest Partnership is a great way of capitalizing on the collaborative potential for restoration. I urge you to use that potential to find imaginative new ways of restoring this region’s natural capital and putting it to work. Again, I commend you for your courage and vision in forming a partnership on this scale to protect one of America’s greatest national treasures.
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