Conservation Banks Catch On,

By Joun J. Flatka

Encinitas, Calif.

HE CALIFORNIA gnatcaicher js a shy

gray bird. It makes # soft mewing sound

and usually scuftles unseen beneath the

brush along this sandy coastland, north of San

Diego. But real-estate developers call it “the bird
that roared.”

In the 1980's developers nearly wiped out the
hird in their frenzy to build condos and shopping
malls. In the 1990°s environmentalists struck back.
applying to get the bird protected under the fed-
eral Endangered Species Act. Panicking at the
prospect of new legal restrictions on their land,
some developers went bankrupt. Others hired bull-
dozers to scrape away the bird’s favorite brushy
habitat. Cooler heads finaily stopped this war by
creating a new industry built around a legal entity
called a conservation bank, a new way of finane-
ing hetter habitat for the bird and other species on
the edge of extinction.

Now the concept is going national. There are
about 70 conservation banks nationwide. some
aimed at a variety of species, inchuding the golden-
checked warbler in Texas and the Preble's
meidow jumping mouse in Colorado. And they
have started to catch the atlention of peliticians,
such a5 Mike Crapo. The Republican Senator {rom
Idaho wants to make the banks part of a pending
revision of the Endangered Species Aet to promote
their greater use.

Government agencies. once skeptical of the pri-
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vate effort, have become among the biggest cus-
tomers of the hanks, particularly siale highway
departments. After realizing the Prebhle meadow
jumping mouse, a long-legged nocturnal creature,
was costing it a $1 million a year in work stop-

pages, Colorado started its own conservation
bunk. Now, when the state's bulldozers run up
against the mouse, the department measures the
acreage and sets aside thal much land in its bank
for permanent protection. “We can make the deci-
sion right then and there,” explains Jelf Kullman,
a regional transportation director. “Then we go
and do what we've got to do.”

Aiding Wildlife and Builders
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The California gnatcatcher, which
helped spark the rise of conservalion bunks.

UUnder the old system, federal and state
law required an owner of land with an
endangered species to set aside a piece of
the tract and then hire 2 biclogisl to con-
vince the agencies that the parcel provided
adequate habitat for the species, a lengthy,
costly process that developers hated. If the
agencies agreed, the landowner got the per-
mits needed to develop the rest. but it re-
suited in a scatiering of small plots sur-

« rounded by big, busy developments. They

& weren’t very bird-friendly environmenits.

& Under the new system a conservation

 banker—sometimes an entrepreneur, sonie-

" times a developer—buys a large tract ol
habitat for one or more endangered species, usu-
ally within the same county and often a hundred
acres or more. The banker makes a legal commit-
meinl tec manage the land in perpetuity and does
the legal and biological work needed to win gov-
ernment approvals. Then the developer goes to
the conservation hank and writes a check, paying
it to set aside a certain number of acres.

The species may or may nol move. These are
wild animals, and the assumplion is that if there’s
better habitat in the vicinity. they’ll find it. But at
least the habitat has heen certified by biclogists
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gnatcatcher's realm, There was the man

45 being good for whatever species is
being threatened in the area. And the
greater size and permanent management
of the conservation tracts should attract
wildlife, who will have to move some-
where unce the earth-moving machines
start {o shake, rattle and roll.

“In biology bigger is better, larger sites
have inore chances of success,” asserts
Craig Denisoff, president of the National
Mitigation Banking Association, whose
members include many of the nation’s con-
servation banks. He says banks also help
state und lederal agencies do their enforce-
ment because they no longer monitor 20
tifferent landowners and the plots they've
set aside. They simply have to keep track
of the bank owner, he explains. “This re-
illy is a kind of win, win, win.”

Not everybody fully agrees. "Some ex-
amples will fail,” explains Michael Bean,
& wildlife expert for Environmental De-
fense, & New York-based environmental
group. “Bul potentially there's a way
here to create significant incentives for
some Lindowners to turn endangered spe-
cies into assers.”

From iis start, conservation banking
won over developers. When the country’s
first muftispecies conservation bank was
formed near here in 1995, mainly to save the
gnatedateher, credils started at $1,200 per
acre and zooied to $30,000. “We sold out,”
recalls Mike MceCollum, a former Califor-
na Fish and Game official, who created it.

Now. vne of the best examples of a
conservation bank is Manchester Tract,
i 123-aere plot in the middie of gnat-

dense development.

The gnaicatcher's natural habitat, north of Sun Divgo, is

catcher territory. Ted Tchang, vice presi-
dent of Techbilt Cos., a local developer,
gave the land to the Center for Natural
Lands Management, a nonprofit bank
that manages 54 properties around San
Diego, along with an endowment to pay
for its management in perpetuity.

Then Techhilt bought credils, setting
aside some ucres of the truct to help ofi-
set habitat destroction vn some of its de-
velopments in the neighborhood and sold
some to other developers. It worked out,
we're pleased,” says Mr. Tehang.

A brushy, hilly area cut by steep ra-

vines, Manehester hus an abundant sup-
bly'of gnatcatchers and it has hegun to
attract even wilder species, including coy-
oles and an assortment of raitlesnakes.
Markus Spiegelberg, a 38-year-old biolo-
gist who manages Lthe property for the
center, suid il byings out some of the
more caring people in the neighborhood,
such as eagle scouts und other volunteers
who help him build trails, reinove trush
and pult out weeds.

But it also brought out uthers, who
didn't always appreciate the need to pro-
tect the nature und the tranquility of the
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who insisted on walking his two bulldogs
unleashed along the bank’s trails, which
are open to the public. The dogs quickly
hunted down the rattlesnakes. which
kilied one dog and seriously injured the
other. Then there was the man who iqg-
stalled a piece of plastic AstroTurf in the
refuge, where he [frequently whacked
golf balls into the brush.

Vandals have torn down signs and
some neighbors have pushed their fences
into the refuge, an act that surrepti-
tiously removes habitat for the bird and
enlarges their gardens,

“There's always going tw be some-
thing,” sighs Mr. Spiegelberg, who Dit-
trols the tract every day.

Last year, agencies responsible for
monitoring the banks' performance ulso
got sumething new to think about. One big
California conservation bank f{iled for
bankruptey, raising doubts about whether
the gnateateher and other species on the
bank's 4,340 acres will enjoy the protec-
tions that the developers paid for.

Wayne White, supervisor of Lhe Fish
and Wildlife Service's Sacramento office,
says the government “learned u lol”
from the bankruplcy, He says state and
federal wildlife agencies have developed
computer software that will help Lhem
monitor the banks' finanecial perform.
anee, including whether they charge
enough to protect species like the gl
catcher into perpetuity.

“This idea has a long life ahead of it,”
he prediets, “bul right now it's kind of
like a teenager.”



