Issues and Analysis: Restoring Ecosystems

Wherever humans have had major influence on ecosystems, they have changed them substantially.  In most of the world, all the land that can be used for agriculture has been converted to that use.  In the process, entire ecosystems have been destroyed and the original complex mixtures of organisms have been replaced by more simple, managed agricultural ecosystems.  In North America, much of the original, temperate deciduous forest has been cleared of trees to provide farmland.  Similarly, most of the prairie ecosystems have been plowed to produce corn, wheat, and other grains.  In other cases, human activity has accidentally altered ecosystems.  For example, rivers have been dammed or controlled to provide protection from floods or to facilitate river navigation.

Today, there is interest in restoring some of these altered ecosystems.  This is not as easy as it sounds.  To restore the Everglades, for example, would require that water currently being diverted for municipal and agricultural use be returned to the Everglades.  Restoring a prairie often involves planting seeds of native plants, since farmers would have systematically removed native prairie plants as weeds, thus eliminating the seeds.  These seeds must be returned to the soil to reestablish a prairie.  Furthermore, since many prairie species are adapted to periodic fires, it may be necessary to burn the prairie as a normal management practice.  The absence of fires allows fire-adapted species to be crowded out of the ecosystem.


All of these restorations require an investment of time and money to preserve some small part of the original ecosystems.

· What values are there in protecting special ecosystems?

· Should society bear the cost of removing land from cultivation and replanting it to prairie or temperate forest?

· Who would be inconvenienced if water were returned to the Everglades?
