SELECTION 5

WHAT IS CONSERVATION?

A discussion between two conservationists who are interested in con-
serving different things often degenerates into polite name calling or
worse. Smitx will tell Jones that he doesn't know what true coaserva-
tion is. And Jones will reply acidly that what Smith proposes—far
from being conservation—is profligate waste. Finally the discussion
ends from horedom or exhaustion, with each conservationis:: walking
away shaking his head and saying to himself that he doesn'r see how

anyone could hold such inane views. The outsider viewing this fruitless:

exchange is puzzled. If both parties are for conservation, which every-
body scems to think is a good thing, what are they quarreling about?

Cue of the difficulties is that the word “conservation” is used with
varying meznings, often without telling the other party to the discus-
sion. what one's own definition is. But the confusion is not sinply a
matter of failing to let the other fellow in on one's private cefinition,
for many users of this term seem to have no clear definition of their
owr: and seem to prefer the ambiguity that results. .

The imprecision surrounding use of the word “conservavion” has
been associated with widespread attempts to appropriate its persuasive
sound for special interests. If a certain proposal is labeled a couserva-
tion. proposil, or to go even further, if the proposal is said to represent
true conservation—implying that there is a subtle but compelling case

Repuinted tromm Three Studies in Minerals Economics (Washington, D.C.. Resources
for the Future, Inc,, 1961).‘
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48 RESOURCE SUPPLY AND CONSERVATION

.

for its adoption—-here is probably a tendency for more favorable reac-
tion thar if a less emotive term is used. After all, if a person is asked
whether it is better to conserve or not conserve, he no doubt will vore
for conservation. Of course it would be unthinking of him to vore at
all since be didn't ask the questioner what meaning was to be given 1o
conservation, but the point is that the mere mention of the word tends
to stimuizte favorable response rather than a search for meaning.

The confusion surrounding use of the term “conservation” and the
attempt to appropriate favorable reaction to it for special interest pro-
posals and programs is readily apparent to even the most cursory ex-
aminaticn. It is an interesting exercise to go over speeches or writings
on conservation matters and to ask what definition of conservation the
person raight have had in mind. Quite often it turns out that he he-
lieves his policy should be adopted because it will conserve (that is,
save for future use or preserve for use) a particular resource product,
for example, watsr for irrigation. But confusion arises when the aty
dweller insists that the water should go to the city for drinking, ooling,
etc., beciuse thar is really conservation.

Sometimes general definitions are given. A widely favored one :s the
following: “Conservation is the use of natural resoutces for the greatast
good of the greatest number for the longest time.” This is the definition
that Gilford Pinchot, the founder of what historians are wont to call
the Corservatiorn Movement, was fond of using. Pinchot credits the
definition to W ] McGee (who insisted on no periods after the initials),
a freewheeling intellect of very wide interests and great ability who
worked with John Wesley Powell and later with Pinchot.?

When this definition is read off rapidly—conservation is the use of
natural resources for the greatest good of the greatest number for the
longest time—the three superlatives have a delightful ring. If this is
conservation, how could anyone be opposed to it? No one could be, of
course, unless he stops to ask himself how three variables can be muxi-
mized zt the same time. Imagine a father trying to distribute 2 bag of
candy to his children so as to maximize the amount of candy received
by each child who gets candy and the number of children receiving
candy and the length of time the candy will be visible.

Still another general formulation has enjoyed great popularity with
politicians for cver half a century, and with others whose audiences
are of opposing minds. Again let us take Pinchot’s formulation, which
may hive been fathered by him: “Conservation implies both the de-
velopment and the protection of resources, the one as much as the

: Gifficrd Pinchot, Breaking New Ground (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Co.,
1947), p. 326.
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WHAT IS CONSERVATION? 49

other. . . .”* On the surface, this should command general assent, for
who among us is apposed to development? Who is oppased to the pro-
tection of resources? The trouble comes when the blanks are filled in.
Suppose that development means covering a canyon w.th a lake for
purposes of power and irrigation while preservation means leaving the
canyon zlone so that its beauty can be seen. An excellent example is
provided by the Echo Park controversy. It was indeed impossible both
to develop the dam site and at the same time preserve one of the
products of this natural resource, namely, the beauty of Iicho Park and
the nearby canyons. Unfortunately, a verbal incantation :hat reconciles
the irreconcilable does not in fact resolve the very real conilict between
developinent and preservation. There is no inconsistency between
developnnent and preservation, however, if one’s objective is the “con-
servaticnr” of only one of the uses of the resource.

In the case of mineral resources, the stock of which is used up in thj
act of consumption—perhaps with some recirculation—:ihe injunctio
to deveiop and preserve simultaneously is even more mystifying than
it was in the preceding case. Development in the case of minerals
means production, but preservation presumably means postponement
of consumption. How can both be done simultaneously except by ac-
cumulating an ever larger inventory of metal above the ground?

Pinchot’s casual approach to the prablem of defivition is even
further illustrated on the same page where we are admaonisned both to
develop and to preserve. For example, “The essence of conservation is
the application of commeon sense to the commen preblems for the
commor: good.” Or, “Conservation is simple, obvious, ind right.”
Comment would be superfluous.

Slackitess and confusion in definition, so clearly exemplified in the .
writings of Pinchot and his contemporaries, have contizued down to
the present. It is only the exceptional writer on conservation whose
use of the word is not self-contradictory or a mere camoula ge, whether
deliberate or not, for the promotion of some special interest such as
special wilderness areas, irrigation, power, and so on. The definitions
of Pinchot’s time, perhaps better called slogans, have been repeated
ever since. “The greatest good for the greatest number for the longest
time” will be with us for a long time to come. And almast any speech
on natiral resources coming out of the Department of the Interior con-
tains the contradictory admonitions to develop and to preserve within
the same: sentence.

What is the origin of this confusion in definition? Why has it con-

* Praceedings of the Joine Conservation Conference, Sen. Doc., 60th Cong,, 2nd
Session, Vol. 10, p. 123,
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50 RESOURCE SUPPLY AND CONSERVATION

tinued for 50 long’-In my view this indifference to clarity of definition
rests in cornsiderable part on the existence of deep underlying conflicts
among various interest groups in the area of conservation policy, bv
which I mean the policy problers involved in determining how naturai
resources are to be used. Proponents of special conservation interests,
in their zeal to alter governmental policy, have made clarity and con-
sistency of definition a secondary consideration. Indeed, clear defim-
tion might lose :zil the advantage to be gained from using so fine
sounding & word us “conservation” or the related “develop and ore-
serve.” Clarity akbout real intentions might unnecessarily antagonizs
those who otherwise would not press home to the real meaning hehind
generalities.

Certainly one of the dominant conflicts in the field of conservasion
was and is the conflict between development and what I shall call
nature preservation. By “development” is meant the use of natuirzl
resources in such a way as to involve the construction of auxiliary
capital goods such as dams, roads, processing plants, hotels, etc. “Nu-
ture presscvation” is a term whiclh embraces the whole spectrum of
groups ir:terested in preserving various aspects of nature as she is {Cr
is it with some “development”?) for the direct enjoyment of individ-
uals. Such diverse things are involved as birds ({to be preserved for eys,
ear, and palate), solitude, scenery, trees, fiowing water, naturally still
water (that is, natural-lakes), etc. This is sometimes said to constiture
the birds and bees school of conservation, a phrase that can be uttered
with a tene of either affection or derision, depending on whether one
is in or out of the group.

The antagonisn between development and nature preservation hais
always been present in the field of conservation. Even the founder of
the movernent in the United States, Gifford Pinchot, was not disposed
to ride both these horses at the same time. It is quite clear on reading
his writings that 2e was a developmentalist first and a preservationist
only seccridarily, if at all.

For example, in 1903 Pinchot made the following statement iz un
address 1o the Society of American Foresters: “The object of our forest
policy is not to preserve the forests because they are beautiful . . . or
because they are refuges for the wild creatures of the wildernass .
but , . . the making of prosperous homes. . . . Every other considera-
tion comes as secondary.” @ It is not surprising that the nature preserva-
tionist groups became increasingly dissatisfied with Pinchot’s views on
what coaservationists should be doing, and that they came to fes] he

*Quoted in Samuel P. Hays, Conservation and ths Gospel of Efficiency (Cam-
bridge: Harvard, 1959), p. 41.
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WHAT IS CONSERVATION? 51

was using the Conservation Movement to promote policies tc which
they ‘were strengly opposed. This divergence in points of view was an
important factor in bringing about the disintegration of the Conserva-
tion Movement.*

The confliz; between development and nature preservat.on has
erupted from time to time in pitched battles. For example, New York's
constitutional. provision requiring the Adirondack State Puk ands to
be kept “forever wild”—that is, with no lumbering—was the subject
of intense concroversy in the constitutional revisions of 1895 and 1915,
and there are always attempts to nibble away at it. Most receatly the
nature preservationists tilted with developmentalists who wanted a
thruway constructed to pass through the eastern part of the Park This
conuaversy is especially interesting for our purposes because i: also
provided an example of the conilict between development and jreser-
vatior. withitv the ranks of the preservationists. That is to sav, the
prescrvationists were divided, with one group, whose bona fides is not
open to question, supporting the thruway partly on the ground that it
would not prevent the preservation of anything worth preserving. The
constitutionz] amendment required to allow construction of “he thru-
way (called the Northway) was passed, and construction is in progress.

Tae Hetch-Hetchy controversy, involving construction of «w dam
across a beautiful valley to supply water for San Franciscu, is still
remeinbered by many. The establishment and the regulations govarning
the uses of wildlife refuges, national parks, and national forests have
beeri and continue to be the source of controversy between the two
groups. Recently an intense struggle has been going on over a hill that
would establish wilderness areas on certain parts of Federal Linl hold-
ings.

These few brief references give only a hint of the depth and perva-
siveness of the perennial conflict between development and nature
preservatior.. It should be emphasized again, however, that this is not
the only controversy within the groups who call themselves conserva-
tiordsts. Various types of development often turn out to be iacumpati-
ble with each other: irrigation versus urban water supply, for example,
And within the nature preservation group there are laten: conflicts
that come into the open every now and then. The split over construc-
tion of the Northway has been mentioned, but there are manv more.
For example, the National Park Service—certainly a nature preserva-
tionist organization—irequently comes under fire because i: concedes
too much to development in the form of roads, accommeodations, and
so on. Struggles within the preservationist group frequently involve a

¢ [hid., passim. -
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52 RESOURCE SUPPLY AND CONSERVATION

difference o: view in the amount and type of development in the forra
of facilities that should accompany “preservation.”

It is these conflicts, then, which are an important source of uneritical
or intentional usage according to which the statement that a certaia
action or pclicy is conservative in nature (in the evervday meaninz of
conserve) is meant to imply the desirability of that action or poicv.
"Build the cam, because that will conserve water and prevent its waste
in spring floods.” Or, “It is only by not building the dam that the
natural beauties of tae valley can be conserved.” Each side has tried
to wrap itself in the favorable reaction surrounding the word “conser-
vation.”

Broadly speaking, there are two ways by which usage can be brought
to heel so thag it will aid rather than hinder understanding. One way
is to say that the goal of conservation policy is to adjust outputs
through time in such a way as to maximize the return from all re-
sources at the disposal of society. In the process of doing this, some
resources wiil be used up, perhaps “completely,” and there may te 1
gradual transformation of “natural” resources into man-made capital
“goods” of many different types. To put it differently, this view of
conservation policy eiquates it with “wise use of resources.”

This is a view that enjoys considerable currency. If carefully adhered
to, it avoids what we have called the main difficulty in usage, for on
this view youi canmnot say that a certain policy represents “true conserva-
tion” until 2 complete economic analysis of its effects has been at-
tempted, and no reasonable person can ask for more than that. Bu: to
equate conservation with “wise use” is to attain a defensible usage onlv
by assimilating the problem of conservation completely into the gen-
eral economic problem of maximizing output and by departing radi-
cally from the everyday meaning of the word “conserve.”

It is preferable, ir my opinion, to preserve common usage and to

agree that a conservative act is one which saves something for futare.

use instead cf present use or which saves something for use instead o
nonuse. This usage leaves open the possibility that the conservation
of one resource may entail the sacrifice of another resource which others
may want tc conserve. Thus there is no justification for concluding
that a certain policy should be adopted simply because it conserves
some resource, for it may involve so much cost either in the form of
current productive services required (e.g., to build a dam) and/er in
the destruction of other resources that it is not justified. A proper
usage, if the everyday meaning of “conserve” is retained, should no¢
involve the implicit view that conservation is always desirable. Some-
times it is, bu: sometimes it is not. The question always is whether the
gains outweiyh the costs. '
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WHAT IS CONSERVATION? 53

If this obvious but important point is neglected, the way is open to
advocate policies that make no economic sense at ail. An extreme ex-
ample ix provided by those who have been able to concludu—without
examinirg costs—that government policy should be directed to the full
regulation of nearly all the nation’s streams over the long run. (Full
regulation means the complete or nearly complete evening out of flow
on a stream. The usual means for doing this is to build storaize capacity
behind dams.) Other cases of error resulting from negiect of costs may
be more subtle. For example, no satisfactory argument cun be con-
structed !or an indiscriminate policy of maximum sustained yield from
“forest lznds.” Nor can a satisfactory argument be made for a policy
to conserve coal by requiring coal operators to mine 100 per cent or
any other percentage of the coal in a deposit. Such guestions cannot
tie discussed usefuily without reference to costs.

Conilicts within the conservation area will not be el:minated even if
the termi “conservation” is used in a proper way; that is, without pre-
tense that a particular conservation policy is desirable, ipso facto,
without eference to costs. But clear usage is a tool whici at least will
niot hindsr—and probably will aid—the resolution of conflicts over the
use of resources. It is likely that a clear usage, always with :he realiza-
tion that conservative action is desirable only if benefits exceed costs,
will be of increasing importance, for the intensity of conflicts over the
use of certain resources probably will increase as time gaes on.

In the future as in the past, however, many conservationt problems
will continue to be settled for us by the working of the private market
system., This is especially true of the minerals industries. By and large,
we accept the price system as the arbiter between the present and the
future, wad there is little prospect that this practice will be abandoned.
We do not, for example, impose a tax on the production of copper in
order tc save copper for use by future generations. The problem of the
level of recovery is leit to the mining company, the smelter, and the
refiner, The reason why the price system can be trusted to yield a
suitable solution to many of the conservation problems involving
mninerals is that costs and henefits involved in mining and related
activities effectively enter into the calculations of private firms to a
greater extent than is true for the exploitation of other natural re-
sources.

The petroleum indusiry in the United States constitutes a notable
exception, of course. The fact that single ownership wa: not coexten-
sive with oil pools required some sort of action to prevent the needless
raultiplication of oil wells and to prevent economically wasteful loss
of oil widerground. Our attempts to cope with these problems seem to
be running into increasing difficulty, however, not becaus: the problem

s
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54 RESOURCE SUPPLY AND CONSERVATION

of rational exploitat.on of an oil pool has suddenly become more diff-
cult from a technical point of view, but because the particular metnod
of control in vogue {s vielding some undesired results.

The elements of our control system are, first, control (actually onlv
partial) of tcral procuction of the industry. The objectives are mixed,
of course, being both conservation and control of price. If control of
price were no: involved there would be no restriction of production o
individual wells below “cfficient capacity” or perhaps MER (maximum
efficient rate). The second element of the system is spacing regulation
A third element is limitation of imports. An additional point, sc
important it nust be called a fourth element of the system, is that there
is essentially no restriction on the development of new producing
capacity other than ihe test of profitability. The combined effect of
these factors is the development of capacity to produce far in excess of
current production, as could easily have been predicted.

The difficult conservation problems—and this includes U.S. petrol-
eumn producticn—arise in those cases where relevant costs and benefits
are not united in the railculations of a single economic unit. In some
cases, the hen=fits fromn a certain action cannot be appropriated Ly the
business that would have to pay for the action. Elimination of stream
poilution is a case in point. Or the benefits from a certain action may
he worth the cost to a firm, but perhaps this action imposes costs on
others for which the lirm does not have to pay. Logging and grazing
may increase 1he rapidity ot runoff, for example, an effect that may be
of no concern to the logger or grazer but of prime importance o
downstream users of tae water. Sometimes a governmental decision-
making unit may neglect certain costs or benefits because it is engaged
in stimulating one type of resource use. This may even be viewed-—
in practice if not legally—as its official mission, Sometimes certain costs
or benefits are not brought to bear on a decision because they cannot
be quantified i1t money terms or can be described only in vague non-
quantitative terms.

It is likely that in the natural resource area this type of problem will
become more pressing as time goes on, both because demands for each
of the possible uses of some resources are growing relative to supply,
and because new rival demands are rising rapidly whereas before they
may have been inconserjuential.

Consider, for exampe, just a few of the various parties with at least
partially conflicting interests in the way land and streams are used.
There is irrigation vs. power, irrigation vs. domestic and industrial
water use, uses requiring dams vs. the scenery, fishing, etc., associated
with flowing streams, in particular the whole complex of benefits asso-
cated with flowing stneams vs. domestic and industrial water use,
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There :s the sand and gravel pit or the clay pit with its ugliness and
sometimes dangerous pools of water vs. the residential area with its
small children, logging vs. scenery, highways bringing a greater density
of peuple to remote areas vs. solitude, logging and grazing vs. the
people: downstream who want a slower runoff, and so on.

There are two factors that will tend to intensify these contlic:s as
times ¢roes on. One is the increase in population, with its obvious etfects
on the demands for the many different uses of water and on the supply
of open space. The other factor is what appears to be an :ncreasing
per capita dernand for many particular forms of outdoor :recreation
and for outdcor recreation in general. A number of these forms of
recreacion do require extensive space and a low density of peuple.
The changing structure of demands for services of resources ansing
from these two factors suffices to insure no easing of problems in the
conservation arsa.

Exploitation of minerals may be less affected than will be the use of
other natural resources, but even here the increased density oi’ popu-
lation will have its effect—by zoning or otherwise—especially on the
ubiqu:tous minerals. And even in areas where population density re-
mains low, mineral operations will experience more frequent colli:ions
with the various forms of outdoor recreation activity. This will not be
a new problera, but it will arise more frequently.

How are the conflicts to be resolved? A first step has already heen
suggested, namely, to stop pretending that a policy is desirable just
becawse it entails the conservation of something,

Some conflicis can be solved easily since they involve situations in
which all the potential users of a resource can effectively voice their

demaruls in monetary form. In such cases the presumpticn in our

society (but perhaps rebuttable in some instances!) is that the highest
bidders should win, whether the resource is in public or private owner-
ship. ir is highly desirable that an effort be made to develop new
forms of organ:zation and procedure to permit more extensive use of
the market to resolve questions of resource use.

But in many cases there are serious difficulties standing in the way
of a thoroughgoing market sclution of the problem of rival demands.
While interference with and modification of the market’s solution will
not necessarily yield a better yesult, the possibility is open. Regulation
of the way a r2source is used may be desirable where the private user
does riot take account of significant costs or benefits that nis action
imposes or gives to others. Some decisions have long-lasting conse-
quenc:; requiring an estimate of demands and costs far into the fu:ure,
with some cases involving social penalties for underestimate (cr over-
estimate) that raay not effectively enter into the private decisior. Some
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benefits and costs do not yield easily, if at all, to valuation in terms of
money, even for current flows of benefits and costs, let alone those of
the future. Here we must analyze and calculate as best we can, rying
to search, out al/ benefits and costs, some of which may have to be
measured. and described in nonmonetary terms. It should be :ecog-
nized th:at there are benefits flowing from natural resources for wh.ch
individuals cannot express their preferences in money terms. s.mply
because there is no feasible way for this to be done. In particular, it
will not do to argue that society “needs” lumber or minerals bu: that
scenery, =tc., can always be dispensed with. This is an unreal ciaoice,
for the roblem always involves a specific location. I consumers could
express their preferences in economic terms, they might well indicate
they want a particular slope to be forested rather than bare.

A corsequence of the fact that some flows of benefits and costs do
not receive effective expression in monetary terms is that some of the
decisions about the use of natural resources inevitably involve sub-
stantial redistributions of real income. The losers from the destruction
of the bzauties of nature are rarely compensated. The point is no: that
they shculd be compensated or that “nature” must always be preserved.
The point is that, at a minimum, those whose responsibility it is to
make decisions cn the use of certain resources should be aware that
attention to total costs and benefits may not be enough, for the cffects
on the real incomes of particular individuals may be substantial.

Unfortunatelv there is no magic formula that will resolve these prob-
lems. The “muliple use” solution, for example, is certainly applicable
in many cases, but in some cases it turns out to be just 2 slogan serving
to camouflage the complete sacrifice of one use to others. For examgle,
a reservoir may vield multiple uses including certain forms of recrea-
tion, but it is niso true that construction of a reservoir entails the
complete sacrifice of all uses that depend on the presence of a flowing
stream. ()nce agzin the lesson is that no slogan, not even one so appeal-
ing as multiple use, can resolve all the conilicts present in resource use.
Some uses are simply inconsistent with some other uses.

In any particular decision involving incompatible uses, one cr the
other must be sacrificed, of course. But for a group of decisions invelv-
ing different projects, uses need not be inconsistent for all projects in
an aren taken together. It is only by paying close attention to the
evolving pattern of use decisions that it is possible to give recognition
and at least parual satisfaction to incompatible demands. An inclis-
criminace application of a multiple-use slogan runs. the danper that
certain uses which are inconsistent with “multiple use” will get
neglectecl in decision after decision, thus securing no recognition in the
final picture that emerges.
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In many cases the instrument for resolution of conflict will have to
be the political process. The participants include not only those ordi-
narily thought of as politicians, but the varied types of purticipants in
any significant political problem, such 23 interested voters, government
employees, lobbyists, journalists, and so on. Obviously some sort of
resolution comes out of the process, but the question is how to make
the resuits better. Certainly information and understanding of effects
are necessary. Apart from this we need ingenuity and imapination in
the formulation of new or variant solutions—new compromises, if you
like. And in this area, as in many others, the majority ought to take
very seriously its obligation not to trample unheedingly over the minor-
ity. In tae case of nature preservation issues, especially, certain seg-
ments ci the popuiation may receive an important part of their real
income---measured in satisfaction—from publicly or privately owned
resources in which they have no legal interest.

If this advice is taken to heart by the participants in taese conserva-
rjon problems, a change in posture will be required in ome cases.

‘While it may seem tactically wise—and may even be pleasant—to

appose all dam construction or to damn the wilderness enthusiasts as
a minuts nonworking portion of the population with perverted tastes,
any progress toward a more suitable resolution of conflicts as they
arise is going to be made by those who are less inflexible. An abandon-
ment of fixed positions would be helpful.

The rnain burden of this discussion perhaps will not be uttractive to

those who believe that greater conservation of some one -hing is always

desirable, whether that be songbirds, irrigation water, trees, or grass for
sheep, for we have downgraded the term. As often used, it is taken to
imply sufficiency for action. The view suggested here, on the other
hand, is that a conservative act may or may not be desirable, depending
on ail the associated benefits and costs and perhaps on the redistribu-
tion of real incomes involved. But this downgrading of the term, if it
should be called that, does not carry with it any impiication that
conservation issues are unimportant. Rather, insistence that acts of
conservation should not be undertaken simply becaus: something is
conserved reflects a view that conservation problems are so important
that it is unwise to deal with them on the basis of slogans. '




