Global Perspective: Wombats and the Australian Stock Exchange

The global New Economy can soon claim platypuses, wombats, numbats, and wallabies among its most charismatic recruits.

These native Australian mammals, at risk from the steady loss of their habitat, are working assets of Earth Sanctuaries Ltd., which is taking a controversial new approach to environmental activism.  In 2000, Earth Sanctuaries was listed on the Australian Stock Exchange, making it the world’s first conservation company to go public.


The venture, which makes money mostly from tourists attracted by access to rare animals at three Australian sanctuaries, is considered an extreme example of a trend intriguing environmentalists and investors around the world.  Many believe calls to altruism have failed to reverse the rapid loss of species.  It’s time, they say, to focus on the bottom line.


Debate is growing, however, over this new approach.  On the one side, researchers see this approach as a beautiful alignment of incentives.  They would argue that people care first of all about themselves and their families, and it just has not worked to try to make them choose.  Do you save to give your daughter a good education or help rescue a marsupial? They argue that this way, you can have both.


Yet some worry about the fund-raising approach.  Their argument would be that a tension will always exit between conservation and maximizing profits.  If shareholders pressure the company to make higher returns, will the company compromise its value by building megalodges or overstocking the reserve? Some question whether this approach is really conserving natural ecosystems or just creating large zoos.

Is this argument purely idealistic or accurate? Does the marketplace have a role in habitat preservation? Can you identify other applications of this approach?
