
Compensatory Mitigation:                          
A Landmark Conservation Innovation in New England?

James N. Levitt, Director

Program on Conservation Innovation                                         
at the Harvard Forest, Harvard University

Financing Forest Conservation Advisory Board

Boston, Massachusetts

March 2010



6ÏÈÛɯ(ɯÍÖÊÜÚɯÖÕɯȱ

LANDMARK CONSERVATION INNOVATIONS

characterized by 

1. Creativity and novelty in conception

2. Strategic significance

3. Measurable effectiveness 

4. Transferability across jurisdictions, national borders

5. An ability to endure for decades or even generations



In addition to my conservation avocation,  I worked for 
nearly two decades as a management consultant and 
project developer, studying charts like this one
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US Electricity Production

Source: 1900-1940, R.U.Ayers;, et al, 

Exergy, Power and Work in the US 

Economy, INSEAD R&D Working 

Paper;  1950-2007, US Energy 

Information Administration, Annual 

Energy Review 2008

US electricity production 

grew by more than an order 

of magnitude in the past 60 

years



In conservation innovation, New England is sometimes a 
ÓÌÈËÌÙɯȱ

Early Bostonians, in 
a public meeting, 
voted to tax 
themselves to raise 
the money to buy 
the land that  
became the 
Common, setting     
a key precedent --

self -taxation for 
conservation.



 ÕËɯÚÖÔÌÛÐÔÌÚɯÈɯÍÖÓÓÖÞÌÙɯȱɯ ÉÙÈÏÈÔɯ+ÐÕÊÖÓÕɯÐÕɯƕƜƚƘɯ
established Yosemite as a state park in California, setting a 
global precedent; the first national park in New England 
was not established for another 50 years



Approximate acres and units within                                  
the US National Park system
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Inspired by the grove of ancient trees at Waverley, 
"ÏÈÙÓÌÚɯ$ÓÐÖÛɯÏÌÓ×ÌËɯÊÙÌÈÛÌɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙÓËɀÚɯÍÐÙÚÛɯÙÌÎÐÖÕÈÓɯɯɯɯ
non-profit land trust in metropolitan Boston in 1891   



In the 1970s along the Maine coast, innovators 
used tax policy to allow non-profits to secure 
public benefits on private land

Four decades ago, Peggy 
Rockefeller and Tom 
Cabot founded MCHT, 
which pioneered the 
practice of  getting 
federal tax deductions for 
the gift of a conservation 
easement to a non-profit 
ɬa hybrid financing 
model involving all three 
sectors

Source: Wikimedia  Commons, Scot Dantzer



We can track the on-the-ground impact of such 
landmark conservation innovations    

Note also that 

private land 

protected by land 

trusts grew 54 

percent from 24 

million acres to 37 

million acres- an 

area larger than 

New England -

between 2000  

and 2005               

(CSM, 12/15/06, 

http://www.csmonitor.com/200

6/1214/p03s03-ussc.html)
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Number of US Land Trusts

The number of land trusts in 

the United States grew by 

more than an order of 

magnitude in the  past 50 

years



Compensatory Mitigation

Ɉ Compensatory Mitigation:  for wetlands, water, wildlife habitat, 
working woodlands and walking trails ɬand perhaps someday 
soon, carbon, a highly effective way to engage private interest for 
the public good.



Wetlands mitigation markets are present across the US --
in the east, west, north and south. 

Source: Falling Springs, LLC

However, as 
during the early 
evolution of the 
National Parks, 
New England is 
late in following 
precedents set 
elsewhere.


