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job, but we have just begun. Neither
I, nor you, can spend a lot of time in
the luxury of reminiscing. We should
remember the people who came be-

fore us and made us what we are,
recognize the realities of the world as
it exists, and direct our energies to a
future that is bright if we can change

tofitinto this new world where urban
brethern care about the kind of job
we do on the land.

Defining and refining value for riparian systems

Robert H. Schmidt

What are the values of riparian systems? Certainly, the
preservation of riparian-dependent wildlife and vegeta-
tion, bank and soil stabilization, and the maintenance of
healthy waterways to conserve fisheries can all be consid-
ered of value to both landowners and society. Other
values may include the role of riparian systems as habitat
for endangered species, fire breaks, forage for livestock,
and their influence on property value.
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We have lost much of the riparian component of Cali-
fornia (estimated to be only 2% of what it was 300 years
ago) and other areas because alternative values of ripar-
ian lands were greater than maintaining them as viable
riparian systems. In other words, the historical develop-
ment of riparian lands into orchards and cropland, into
grazing lands, or into industrial, recreational, or residen-
tial developments was because there was a greater eco-
nomic return to the land owners or managers through
conversion than by maintaining the lands as riparian
systems.

To preserve riparian systems, especially on private
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Riparian systems disappear because the values associated with alternative uses of the land are greater than the preservation, mainte-

nance, or enhancement of this ecosystem. (Photo by R. H. Schmidt)
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Riparian systems are defined as those wet soil areas next to streams, lakes, and wetlands, often containing water-tolerant trees and
associated vegetation, and supporting a diverse assemblage of wildlife. (Photo by W.D. Tietje)

lands, options which can lead to success are:

1. increase the benefits of retaining riparian systems or
their products, or

2. decrease the costs associated with preserving ripar-
ian systems, or

3. increase the costs of the alternative uses, or

4. decrease the benefits of the alternative uses.

The costs and benefits of the alternative uses are
impacted more by the regulatory environment or tradi-
tional economic forces than anything else. For example, if
agriculturalists would have to finance all or a significant
portion of stream bank stabilization projects with rip-rap,
the economics of utilizing land along streams and rivers
for orchards or row crops would be much different. In
addition, if regulations limited how conversions were to
be made, or that mitigation (such as riparian reestablish-
ment) was required, alternative uses may not be cost-
effective.

However, these comments are directed toward the
other two riparian-maintenance options: to increase the
benefits of riparian systems or their products, or to
decrease the costs associated with preserving riparian
systems.

Decreasing the costs of riparian systems
First, how do you decrease the costs associated with

riparian systems? It may come as a surprise to some, but
there are very real costs that come with the preservation
of riparian lands. Whether potential conversions arein the
form of agriculture or developments, the preservation of
riparian systems may mean lost opportunity. In some
cases, these lost opportunities may translate into large
sums of monies. As an example, 33,364 tons of wine
grapes were produced in Mendocino County, California,
in 1988 (Bengston 1988), with an average production of
3.1 tons per acre. With the average price per ton at
$646.00, a producer would realize an average gross return
of over $2,000 per acre. Many quality vineyards exist in
bottomland soils (with much higher yields than the aver-
age vineyard) which could support prime riparian vegeta-
tion. If a producer having 100 acres of vineyard left 7 acres
in riparian vegetation, in 1988 the producer would have
notrealized over $14,000.00 in gross proceeds! With lives-
tock on rangeland, the lost production would be less, but
the pointis that there is a cost associated with preserving
riparian vegetation. One method to decrease these costs
is to develop and utilize better methods for integrating
existing riparian systems with agriculture and develop-
ment. Is it always an “either-or” decision-making process,
or are there achievable balances that will preserve ripar-
ian lands while allowing some degree of integration with
other uses? Devising management schemes which coor-
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dinate grazing with the maintenance of other riparian
values is a good example of this type of integration (for
example, EImore and Beschta 1987, Bezanson and Hughes
1989).

Other costs that are associated with the preservation of
riparian systems include potential trespass damages (lit-
ter, fire, open gates, stolen or damaged property, invasion
of privacy, and liability associated with trespassing), and
mammals, birds, insects, and pathogens which may
migrate or disperse from riparian systems and cause
damage to agricultural crops, livestock, or structures.
Unfortunately, while some advocate the preservation of
riparian systems in proximity to agriculture, they also
advocate the cessation of many of the techniques that
agriculturalists use to control damage to their animals or
crops. Since these techniques often are more regulated
than riparian preservation, the destruction of this habitat
may seem like the most effective and trouble-free method
for eliminating pests. Whether these problems are ground
squirrels (Spermophilus spp.), pocket gophers ( Thomo-
mys spp.), coyotes (Canis latrans), weeds, insects, or
plant and animal pathogens, they are certainly costs
associated with riparian systems. If these costs can be
reduced, the preservation of riparian systems may be
more tolerable. Riparian systems provide habitat for
many species of birds, mammals, and other wildlife
(Knopf et al. 1988), and only a minor percentage of these
species cause damage. Thus, providing owners and
operators of riparian lands with the resources for solving
damage problems allows a management alternative to
total removal of the riparian-associated vegetation.

Increasing benefits of riparian systems

Second, how do you increase the benefits of riparian
systems? One “straightforward” technique is to provide
direct financial incentives for riparian preservation. These
can be in the form of tax breaks, direct or indirect subsi-
dies, and user access fees (for hunting, access to water-
ways, or hiking). Financial incentives have the advantage
ofbeinginreal currency, but have adisadvantage in that,
for the most part, they depend upon government dollars
in an era when government dollars are not easily availa-
ble. Meyer (1985) estimated that riparian habitat along the
Sacramento River in California had an annual economic
value of $1,663.00 per acre if a 30-foot riparian strip was
left along the river. However, as in many economic valua-
tion models, these figures do not translate into monies for
a landowner. They generally come from a “willingness to
pay” model which may or may not involve cash flow
(Loomis et al. 1989). The system for distributing this eco-
nomic value to landowners is poorly developed.

An unexploited method for preserving riparian systems
is to realize or increase the perceived value of riparian
systems for the riparian landowners and managers. Peo-
ple donate money to “save the whales,” preserve gray
wolves (Canis lupus), and maintain California condors
(Gymnogyps californianus) and whooping cranes (Grus
americana) even though these contributors may never

see these animals. They do it because it is valuable to
them just knowing those animals exist and are there.
There is no financial incentive for the person donating
money (except, of course, the contribution may be tax-
deductible). The donor receives a reward by feeling good
about the preservation of particular animals, plants, or
habitats. That feeling is worth something.

Have we explored all the possibilities which could make
riparian system owners or managers “feel good” about
preserving riparian systems? Giving public recognition or
awards to good managers may be sufficient in some
instances. It certainly deserves an attempt. Many local
and state chapters and sections of professional resource
management groups such as the Society for Range Man-
agement and The Wildlife Society already do so. This
certainly needs to be encouraged. | suspect this treat-
ment is responsible for the donation of conservation
easements to various land trusts or non-profit organiza-
tions such as The Nature Conservancy.

Conclusions

The preservation of riparian systems requires a closer
look at the costs and benefits of various management
scenarios. The management dilemmas wili not be solved
with a‘“‘stream-huggers vs. cowboys” mentality. All options
have not been fully expiored, and the result is that our
riparian systems are still disappearing faster than we can
regenerate or restore them. If all parties take a real-world
perspective at the situation, perhaps things can be turned
around. Although this paper is not an exhaustive review of
all the factors involved in either the conversion or preser-
vation of riparian systems, it does outline some specific
areas which require additional attention. Agriculture can
benefit with a “we care about riparian habitat” philo-
sophy. Environmentalists can benefit from a “we care
about agriculture” philosophy. We have everything to
win.
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