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Northern Forest Watershed Project
Forested watersheds provide two-thirds of drinking water in the United States as well as recreational opportunities, carbon sequestration benefits, and wildlife habitat (National Research Council 2008).  With increasing uncertainty in a changing climate, foresters and woodland owners will likely be required to manage for the adaptation and resilience of forests’ natural benefits, also known as “ecosystem services.” Loss of forests to development, such as suburban and exurban sprawl, also threatens perhaps the most important ecosystem service: clean water. Because many municipal water supplies originate in nearby watersheds, forests near metropolitan areas are often the most critically threatened. A recent study found that forests in New Hampshire that contribute to water supply were four times as likely to be developed as other forest land in the state (Society for the Protection of New Hampshire Forests 1998).  In the Northeast, family woodland owners own more than half of the forested land, making them key players in any conservation strategy that protects the water supply and other forest ecosystem services (Butler 2006).

To address this emerging issue in private forest management, the World Resource Institute (WRI), along with the American Forest Foundation, Hubbard Brook Research Foundation, White River Partnership, Western Foothills Land Trust and Manomet Center for Conservation Sciences, is developing and implementing a Northern Forest Watershed project that will financially recognize the value of forested watersheds to municipal and other downstream users. The project will provide economic incentives and technical assistance for family woodland owners to restore, enhance, and protect aquatic resources in two critical watersheds in the Northern Forest region—the Crooked River in Maine and the upper Connecticut River in New Hampshire and Vermont. 

Market-based approaches are proven effective incentives for sustainable forest management and watershed services. The goal for the Northern Forest Watershed project is to establish a new framework that will “broker” payments for ecosystem services by private landowners to buyers such as municipalities, government agencies, land trusts, nonprofit organizations, and corporations. For example, conserving the water filtration functions of a healthy forest may prove cheaper than constructing a new water filtration plant.  Consequently, a proactive, market-based approach will be cheaper and more effective than waiting for the time when a water filtration plant is needed.
The three-year project marries two pilot projects in the Northern Forest focused on watershed enhancement and protection through forest management.  Each pilot area is within a discrete forested watershed with significant family woodland ownership. The Crooked River watershed feeds Sebago Lake, which in turn provides the primary water supply to the city of Portland, Maine. The upper Connecticut River watershed spans from the Canadian border to the town of White River Junction, Vermont. While both pilot sites have significant family woodland ownership, each has distinct qualities that illustrate a variety of common issues for connecting watershed users to family woodland owners.  The difference in shape, size, and character of the two watersheds is a virtue of the parallel project and will allow for comparative analysis and increase the likelihood of successful expansion and replication throughout the Northern Forest region and other areas. The Crooked River watershed serves an urban population while the much larger Upper Connecticut River watershed serves a rural and exurban population, with many small towns.  Furthermore, in contrast to the Crooked River Watershed, in the Upper Connecticut River watershed there is no single municipality recipient of the watershed services and the watershed is mostly ground water (rather than surface water).
Properties under conservation easement will be assigned a higher value as long as their owners implement appropriate riparian buffer and forest management activities.  GIS will be used to create a prioritized list of lands so that tracts of land that have the greatest impact on water quality can be targeted.  Among the financing approaches that will be used to connect buyers and sellers are self-organized private deals, public payment schemes, reverse auctions, landscape auctions, establishment of a “bank” that can hold ecosystem assets until buyers are located and aggregation of landowners in advance of transactions

An advisory and technical committee will consulted throughout the entire process.  The advisory committee will advise project managers on the initiative’s overall design, objectives, and measurements of success while the technical committee will focus more on the ground level on transactions to private landowners as well as the development of indicators, baselines, and evaluation techniques used by project managers to conduct PES transactions within each watershed.   The framework is being designed to incorporate monitoring, evaluation and adaptation protocols.  
For more information contact: Todd Gartner, tgartner@wri.org or John Gunn, 207-721-9040, jgunn@manomet.org

