Environmental Close-Up:  Placing a Value on Ecosystem Services
Many services provided by functioning ecosystems are taken for granted.  Protection of watersheds by forested land has long been known to be of great value.  New York City found that it could provide water to its residents less expensively by protecting the watershed from which the water comes than by building expensive water purification plants to clean water from local rivers.  Ducks Unlimited, an organization that supports waterfowl hunting, uses money provided by its members to protect nesting habitat for ducks and geese.  Many countries have planted trees to help remove carbon dioxide from the air.  All of these services can be converted into monetary terms, since it takes money to purify water, purchase land, and purchase and plant trees.
Since choice between competing uses for ecosystems often are determined by financial values assignable to ecosystems, it is important to have some kind of idea about the value of the “free” services provided by functioning ecosystems.  Many environmental thinkers have begun to try to put a value on the many services provided by intact, functioning ecosystems.  Obviously, this is not an easy task and many will belittle these initial attempts to put monetary values on ecosystem services, but it is an important first step in forcing people to consider the importance of ecosystem services when making economic decisions about how ecosystems should be used.  The current world GNP is about $18 trillion per year.  Therefore, the “free” services of ecosystems must not be overlooked when decisions are made about land use and how natural resources should be managed.
