Valuing Biodiversity

One of the most difficult problems facing environmental policy makers involves making comparisons between competing uses of our ecological resources, one of the most important of which is biodiversity.  Market prices tell just a fraction of the story, reflecting only the current valuation of goods produced by for-profit firms.  Potential market values may sometimes be inferred from the sparse data on firms’ payments for a variety of exploration rights – most typically in the petroleum and pharmaceutical industries.  Current non-use values for localized resources like national parks or rare endemic species are revealed by the travel costs visitors bear.  In other circumstances, values must be imputed by even more tenuous means.  Responses of willingness to pay (WTP) or willingness to accept (WTA) questionnaires provide notoriously soft data; the so-called “bequest motive” is a plainly incomplete proxy for future generations; even the possibility of making benefit-cost comparisons among heterogeneous competing uses has been called into question.  Finally, the incompleteness of our understanding of ecosystems (habitat preservation, keystone species, minimum viable populations, etc.) adds a daunting layer to the problem of valuing biodiversity.

Coming at these problems from the perspective of a public choice economist, I want to design a professional conference presentation that uses the framework of traditional benefit-cost analysis 1) to catalogue the data and theoretic problems involved, 2) to suggest a way to calculate at least a lower bound measure of the value of biodiversity.

Beginning in January, 2010, I would be very interested in working with a highly motivated, advanced student with a background in Economics and/or Biology to develop any research thread that could contribute to these two goals.

Contact: Dr. Lewis Sage, Dept. of Economics, Kamm 141, x2119 (lsage@bw.edu)
