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Portland’s work on the valuation of ecosystem services provides a quantifiable example of the value of ecosystem services and demonstrates how a “green” approach to flood management provides a significant return on investment.  As Portland struggles to meet a multitude of federal, state and local environmental mandates, it has become increasingly important to document for utility ratepayers and taxpayers that the City’s environmental programs are cost-effective.

The bottom line: The City’s work documents that non-traditional solutions to environmental challenges provide significant environmental and economic benefits and improve taxpayers’ and ratepayers’ return on their investments.  Factoring the economic benefits of environmental improvements into the City’s decision-making has the potential to reduce long-term costs and improve the performance of environmental management actions.

The City has determined that it is possible to quantify the economic value of at least five ecosystem services, even at a small scale: 

· Flood management; 

· Habitat for salmon and birds; 

· Air quality improvement (removal of ozone, sulfur dioxide, carbon monoxide, carbon, particulates); 

· Water quality improvement (sediment, etc.); and,

· Recreational opportunities and increased property values.

The City has documented that an ecosystem services-based solution to a flood management challenge will provide more than $30,000,000 in economic value to the public over a 100-year timeframe.  By comparison, an alternative buried pipe and pump system would accrue only $15,000,000 in economic value to the public during the same 100-year timeframe at a much higher cost.  These findings help justify public expenditures, improve the City’s ability to obtain state and federal permits, and reduce long-term costs while improving long-term benefits.

Based on the success of Portland’s initial work, staff are now beginning to discuss other opportunities for using ecosystem valuation to guide decision-making about different stormwater management strategies, and habitat restoration actions.

Portland has believed for some time that ecosystem-based solutions make environmental and economic sense.  Our recent provides important, quantifiable documentation.  This approach to environmental management provides the City’s decision-makers with a more complete understanding of costs and benefits and will help inform some very important decisions regarding the Clean Water Act, Safe Drinking Water Act, Endangered Species Act, Superfund, and other obligations.

