Mitigation banks replace lost wetlands
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A novel concept has arisen in banks around California. You can now go to an ATM, enter your pin number and withdraw...land! 

Well, not actual land, and not at a normal bank, either. But the idea of wetland mitigation banking is catching on in California, spurred by a new firm called Wildlands, Inc., one of the first wetland mitigation banks in California. Others have been established elsewhere in the nation. The company owns and operates six wetland mitigation bank facilities, the first established in 1994. 

According to the Federal Register's "Federal Guidance for the Establishment Use and Operation of Mitigation Banks," Nov. 28, 1995, wetland mitigation banks are "for the purpose of providing compensation for adverse impacts to wetlands and other aquatic resources." They are for "wetlands restoration, creation, enhancement and, in exceptional circumstances, preservation." And the need to protect California's wetlands is reflected in reports that more than 95 percent of the Central Valley's wetlands have been lost to agriculture and development. 

The concept behind wetland mitigation banks is involved, but fairly simple. Ever since the Bush administration established the standard of no net loss of wetlands, one of the biggest challenges a developer faces is making up for unavoidable habitat losses. The developer must purchase, cultivate, and maintain a wetland habitat to compensate for the land that his development destroys. This can be time-consuming and costly. 

Wetland mitigation banking provides a cost-effective and convenient solution. Here's how it works - the developer of the wetland mitigation bank buys land and creates a variety of wetland habitats. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, working with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the Environmental Protection Agency, and the California Department of Fish and Game evaluates the habitats and assigns a certain number of "credits" to them. The developer sells these credits to builders or government agencies like the Corps to offset the effects of construction projects. 

A "credit" is essentially a unit of habitat value. The money given to the mitigation bank developer pays to have the wetlands created or improved, and maintained. A credit costs a developer $50,000 to $75,000 an acre, according to Steve Morgan, chief executive officer of Wildlands, Inc., but that's cheap compared with the time and expense needed to restore wetlands and vernal pools to satisfy environmental rules. 

"Mitigation banking is a win-win for everybody," Morgan said. "You're creating a compound of nature that's better in size and scale. Plus, a developer can expedite his land development process, saving time on environmental engineering. It complements the community and nature simultaneously." 

"By purchasing credits from the bank, developers can compensate for project-related impacts and avoid development and management of isolated, site-specific mitigation areas that may not be ecologically viable over the long term," said Jim Monroe, Chief of the Corps' San Joaquin Valley Regulatory Office. 

The Corps has worked with Wildlands Inc., several times to compensate for projects. Recently Monroe needed a few acres of wetlands to mitigate for a project and called Morgan. Monroe was considering Prospect Island, but Morgan had access to Kimball Island, a 109-acre tract in southwest Sacramento County. 

The island lies at the confluence of the Sacramento and San Joaquin rivers, an important area in the Delta ecosystem for fish production, particularly the Delta smelt and various salmon species. 

Monroe decided to go with Wildlands, Inc. and initiate an interagency effort to work with them to re-establish the diverse aquatic, wetland, and riparian habitats that were once prevalent in the Delta. 

Monroe sees Wildlands, Inc. as a productive way to solve the mitigation issue. "Mitigation areas are a real need, and they are met by the private sector," he said. 

Mitigation banks are not only attractive for developers, they also give government agencies another option when their projects require mitigation. Agencies usually develop their own mitigation sites, which can take a considerable time and staff resources. When those resources are scarce, purchasing mitigation credits from a bank can be the "silver bullet" project managers need to keep things on schedule. 

For example, in 1997 Sacramento District was working on the Sacramento Riverbank Protection Project and determined that about an acre of emergent marsh habitat would be impacted from bank protection work on Steamboat Slough. Time was short and the customer, The Reclamation Board, was having difficulty locating a suitable piece of land to acquire. Project manager Creg Hucks proposed buying mitigation credits from the Kimball Island bank rather than finding, developing, and maintaining habitat. The customer agreed and the credits were purchased from Wildlands, Inc. 

"By purchasing the mitigation credit we were able to reduce both the project and schedule cost by eliminating mitigation plan development, lengthy multi-agency reviews, finding and acquiring land, and a host of other time-consuming steps associated with a traditional mitigation process," said Hucks. "By utilizing the Kimball Island mitigation bank, the Sacramento River Bank Project stayed on track and helped solve the Reclamation Board's land acquisition dilemma. I've found mitigation banks to be a wonderful tool that helped the Sacramento team be responsive." 

Future mitigation needs for bank protection work in the San Joaquin Delta are planned at a 176-acre wetland mitigation area, the Cache Slough/Yolo Bypass Mitigation Area about eight miles north of Rio Vista. The area supports a mixture of habitats, including riparian scrub-shrub, shaded aquatic cover, and emergent marsh habitat. The mitigation banking agreement is being finalized for the area to be a wetland mitigation bank for the Sacramento River Bank Protection Project. This mitigation bank will be the first in the U.S. created specifically for a Corps civil works project. The Reclamation Board will operate and maintain the wetland mitigation bank. 

(Jim Monroe and Creg Hucks contributed to this article.) 
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