Monroe MES Analytical Essay

“Memories of Communities Past”: Natural Regeneration in a Larger Strategy Toward
Ecological Restoration

Over the past several hundred years of land development in the United States, Indigenous
systems of land management have been replaced by agricultural, urban, forestry, and industrial
development. Today, 42% of the contiguous United States has been converted to nonnative
landscapes through development and other land conversion.! NatureServe calculates that “34%
of plant species and 40% of animal species in the United States are at risk of extinction and that
41% of ecosystems are at risk of range-wide collapse.”” These ecosystems are the result of
millions of years of adaptation, as well as at least thousands of years of Indigenous cultivation

and stewardship.?

Biodiversity is strongly linked to the health, productivity, and stability of all life on earth*
and as it decreases, it represents a serious threat to our collective future. In response to this crisis,
ecologists and Indigenous communities around the globe have practiced various forms of land
and ecological restoration efforts, attempting to slow biodiversity loss, preserve native plant and
animal species, and restore habitat. Many of these efforts have employed cost- and labor-

intensive efforts to kill invasive species and replant native species.

However, recently, there is increasing consideration being given to natural regeneration
as an additional tool, especially for large scale, landscape level restoration efforts. Studies and
projects have indicated that layers of soil preserve seed banks (including seeds, root sprouts,
stumps, or coppices)’ of native plant species for often quite long periods of time. When
conditions allow, these seed banks can naturally regenerate. A study of seed banks in Norway

argues that “on ecological timescales, seed banks represent local ‘biodiversity reservoirs’ that can



contribute to local population persistence and biodiversity maintenance through temporal storage
effect.”® The study argues that “seed banks can buffer populations against local extinctions
following habitat area loss,” as they “reflect ‘memories of communities past’ during secondary
succession.”’ These studies suggest that the earth has its own part to play in restoring ecosystems
and, that even though biodiversity is lost through human capitalist development, the earth has the

ability to regenerate itself and restore itself to health.

However, efforts toward natural regeneration face several major obstacles. First,
“spontaneous natural regeneration on farmland is often discouraged and viewed as poor land
management.”® In a neoliberal and capitalist economy, simply allowing farm and forestland to
regrow itself is seen as wasting land that could otherwise produce profit. The agricultural and
forestry sectors rely on profit generated from land and benefit from monocropped forest

plantations and farmland.

These realities will eventually force us to evaluate the dangers that capitalist development
and private property pose to ecosystems and human existence on earth. Evo Morales, former
president of Bolivia, spoke in 2008 and said, “The capitalist system treats our Mother Earth as
raw material, but the earth must not be treated as a commodity. Who could privatize, rent, or
lease their own mother?”? This larger economic question is outside the scope of a short paper, but
our current biodiversity crisis, coupled with climate change, clearly highlights, not only the
deficiencies of a system that puts private profit and corporate property ownership before human

and ecosystem thriving, but the immediate need to replace such a system before it is too late.

One immediate strategy that has been suggested, especially for smaller scale farmers and
landowners, is government subsidies of natural regeneration efforts.'? In Ireland, that is what

Eoghan Daltun recommends, since most of Ireland is not owned by large farmers or wealthy



landowners but is divided into smallholdings owned by small farmers.!! Ireland has the highest
rate of deforestation in Europe. Once sporting about 80% forestation levels, it now has about 1%
of its land area in native forests.!? Daltun has used natural regeneration on his own 73 acres on
the Berea Peninsula. He fenced the land to keep away invasive feral goats and manually
eradicated invasive rhododendrons—and let nature do the rest, regrowing a small forest of native
sessile oak, rowan, downy birch, hawthorn, hazel, holly, and willow, and allowing native insect
and animal species to multiply. He suggests that Ireland should replace its heavily sheep grazed
pastures and monocropped industrial spruce plantations with native forest, subsidizing small

farmers to do it."?

Second, natural regeneration is not always considered a valid ecological strategy and is
not always eligible for governmental and grant support.'* Non-Native scientist in particular often
overlook the ability of seed banks to regrow after periods of time and tend to develop a strategy

that is “one-size-fits-all: Kill the weeds, then plant native seeds.”!?

Indigenous communities are challenging the wider scientific and global economic
community to evaluate different, pre-capitalist forms of land use, which allowed humans to live
in a more symbiotic relationship to much more diverse ecosystems. Indigenous communities
play a disproportionate role in protecting biodiversity, as 80% of worldwide biodiversity is
preserved on Indigenous land.!® Increasingly, Indigenous scientists and communities are

exploring natural regeneration, often by creating the conditions that native plants need to grow.

In Washington state, the Stillaguamish River region was largely settled by farmers who
drained the land to grow crops. In 2012, the Stillaguamish Tribe obtained 88 acres of farmland
restored it as an estuary, by breaching and then rerouting a levee to allow the property to flood

again. Within a year, maritime bullrush and sedges that had not grown on the property for 140



years returned and grew over the entire area. The saltwater had killed the introduced crops and
the tides had helped bring in the native species.!” They have purchased additional farmland and
hope that restoring these wetlands will help restore a once abundant salmon population now in

steep decline.

While some regions need more intensive management, efforts like this suggest that seed
banks can buffer populations against local extinctions following habitat area loss and can
preserve ‘memories of communities past.’!® Natural regeneration suggests that ecologists can
indeed partner the earth and its other-than-human life forms—and can learn from Indigenous
communities who have thousands of years of experience doing so. These studies and projects
suggest that the soil does at least in some cases contain the memory of the past—and the ability

to heal itself.

Natural regeneration holds some other advantages as well. First, it often requires fewer
resources.'” Many land restoration projects require intense management to first remove invasive
species and then cultivate and replant native species and continue to manage and monitor
growth. Often these cultivated native species are not particularly adapted to the microclimates in
which they are replanted, leading to loss of plants. Heavy use of herbicides can also kill native

plants still present in the soil.?

Natural regeneration can use a variety of interventions. Some projects simply allow
spontaneous natural regeneration, most often used for land that has been only recently cleared of
forest, simply allowing native species to grow back and the ecosystem to restore itself. This
requires very few resources, while assisted natural regeneration can use a variety of tools:

fencing, rerouting waterways, the use of fire, or controlling invasive species to allow land to



regenerate.’! The Stillaguamish project required extensive resources to engineer levees at the

outset, but limited intervention afterwards.

Second, using natural regeneration when feasible opens the possibility of larger scale
habitat and ecosystem restoration. “The potential of natural regeneration for achieving large-
scale restoration objectives and climate mitigation targets is often overlooked,”?* sometimes
because most ecological restoration projects are funded on a three-to-five-year budget.?* Natural
regeneration, using both spontaneous and assisted methods, could be used for much larger
projects, designating whole landscapes and bioregions for restoration efforts. While some areas
might need more intensive management, like removal of levees or dams, or preventing livestock
or invasive species, much larger areas could be allowed to regenerate over a much longer time.
In northeastern Costa Rica, it was found that land degraded by grazing and logging, left alone for

several decades, transformed itself from scruffy shrubs and vines to a lush tropical forest.*

Finally, as climate change increases, the natural regeneration of forests particularly holds
the promise of holding a greater carbon storage potential than previously thought. A recent study
suggests that the default Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) rates may
underestimate young forest aboveground carbon accumulation rates by 32 per cent on average.>’
In other words, the first 30 years of natural forest regrowth has a much greater potential for
carbon accumulation than previously thought. Simply letting forests grow back may be a serious
strategy for combating climate change. Those “memories of communities past” may just save our

future.
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