
Introduction

On 20 March the Institute of Ecology 
and Environmental Management held 
its Spring Conference, this year’s theme 
being Ecosystem Services.  Whilst many 
of us may have heard of Ecosystem 
Services I suspect that it is an area of 
ecology that does not feature regularly, 
if at all, in our day-to-day work.  So what 
is the relevance of ecosystem services 
to nature conservation and how do they 
affect developers?

Ecosystem services are essentially 
the benefits that people obtain from 
ecosystems – such as food, water, flood 
and disease control, recreation, and 
biodiversity.  As sustainability is now a key 
consideration in many levels of decision 
making in the UK, it follows that ecosystem 
services should be an integral part of any 
sustainability appraisal.  For example, in 
England, this is reflected by its inclusion in 
the National Planning Policy Framework, 
which states in paragraph 109 that “The 
planning system should contribute to and 
enhance the natural and local environment 
by…recognising the wider benefits of 
ecosystem services.”

UK National Ecosystem Assessment

The UK National Ecosystem Assessment 
(UK NEA), which reported in June 2011, 
was the first analysis of how the UK’s 
natural environment benefits society and 
economic prosperity.  The need for the UK 
NEA was identified following completion 
of the 2005 global Millennium Ecosystem 
Assessment (MA).  The MA demonstrated 
the importance of ecosystem services to 
human well-being, but also showed that 
many key services are being degraded and 
lost.  As a consequence of this, in 2007 the 

House of Commons Environmental Audit 
recommended that Government should 
conduct a similar type of assessment for 
the UK, to enable the identification and 
development of effective policy responses 
to ecosystem services degradation.  

The UK NEA process, which involved 
many government, academic, NGO and 
private sector institutions, recognised 
that “it is essential that we learn to take 
account of the full value of ecosystem 
services in our decision making”.  A key 
finding was that “a move to sustainable 
development will require an appropriate 
mixture of regulations, technology, 
financial investment and education, 
as well as changes in individual and 
societal behaviour and adoption of a 
more integrated, rather than conventional 
sectoral, approach to ecosystem 
management”.

Defra has commissioned research to 
“investigate the mix of future actions likely 
to secure the most benefits for nature and 
for people from our ecosystems. It will also 
develop practical tools to assist decision-
makers in applying the lessons of the 
National Ecosystem Assessment”.  Defra 
has also published recent estimates of the 
financial value of the natural environment 
to society, and these include the following:

• Business and the economy: An 
estimate of the total value of natural 
resources to the UK economy was over 
£15bn in 2007;

• Health and well-being: If every 
household in England were provided with 
good access to quality green space it could 
save an estimated £2.1 billion per year in 
health care costs;

• Places and transport: On the 
Humber, increased flood protection worth 
over £400k per year has been achieved by 
converting 170 hectares of land to intertidal 
habitats;

• Climate change mitigation and 
adaptation: The annual value of carbon 
sequestration from UK woodlands is 
estimated to be £770 million; and more 
than 580 million tonnes of carbon  are 
stored in the UK’s peat soils alone.

It is clear that the concept of Ecosystem 
Services is firmly embedded in the thinking 
of Government and its advisors.  Whilst 
various research projects have been 
commissioned that have looked at the 
application of Ecosystem Services in 
different experimental scenarios, there 
are relatively few examples of its practical 
application for developers and local 
authorities.  

What does the valuation of ecosystems 
services involve?

The valuation of ecosystems is highly 
complex and involves consideration of 
many different benefits, but in broad terms 
these benefits can be grouped into the 
following categories:

• Regulating services;

• Provisioning services;

• Cultural services;

• Supporting services.

VIEW POINT |ECOSYSTEM SERVICES - IS THIS HOW WE WILL VALUE OUR 
                         ENVIRONMENT IN THE FUTURE?

Species-rich Flood Plain



Some of these ecosystem services 
(benefits) are well known, such as food, fibre 
and fuel provision (provisioning services), 
recreation and nature appreciation 
(cultural services).  Other benefits are less 
well known, such as pollination of crops, 
flood water attenuation, purification of 
air and water (regulating services), soil 
formation and nutrient cycling (supporting 
services).  All of these ecosystem services 
have a value and it is the calculation of this 
value in financial terms that presents the 
greatest challenge for practitioners.

There are many different ways of valuing 
ecosystem services in monetary terms, 
and the method that is selected depends 
upon the way in which ecosystems 
services valuation is being applied.  Some 
of the more commonly used methods 
include:

Replacement costing: The cost of 
replacing ecosystem services with man-
made alternatives (such as a floodplain 
replaced with a hard engineering solution).

Travel costing: The cost of travelling to a 
site reflects an implied value of the service 
that the site provides (for instance, the 
amount paid to participate in an ecotourism 
experience).

Hedonic pricing: The demand on an 
Ecosystem Service may be reflected in 
the prices paid for associated goods (say, 
the cost of purchasing a property within a 
National Park compared with purchasing 
one outside). 

Contingent valuation: Hypothetical 
scenarios are used to assess the demands 
on Ecosystem Services (for instance, what 
visitors are willing to pay to gain access 
to previously inaccessible countryside 
areas).

Avoided cost: The Ecosystem Service has 
a function that allows society to avoid costs 
that would otherwise be incurred in the 
absence of those services (so, a wetland 
may have a positive impact on water 
quality which would otherwise be achieved 
using a water treatment plant).

Net factor income: Ecosystem Services 
enhance the income that is derived for a 
site (land rental income may be greater 
if a site is well-drained and not subject to 
regular flooding).

When undertaking a valuation exercise 
for Ecosystem Services it is important to 
note that there may be a diverse range 
of beneficiaries, some of whom are less 
obvious than others.  In broad terms 
beneficiaries can be considered to fall 
within one of three categories:

Primary beneficiaries: People who benefit 
directly from an ecosystem service;

Secondary beneficiaries: People who are 
not directly involved with the project or 
process generating the ecosystem service, 
but who benefit from it.

Tertiary beneficiaries: People who have no 
obvious physical connection or use of the 
ecosystem service but who benefit from 
the supporting or regulating effect of the 
ecosystem service on their environment.

Viewpoint: the increasing relevance of 
ecosystem services

Government and it advisors clearly 
recognise the importance of ecosystem 
services, so it is likely that the concept 
will feature more prominently in future 
decision making.  At the present time 
the theory and practice of ecosystem 
services are being applied in an ad hoc 
and somewhat experimental way, but 
already some local authorities and others 
are exploring ways of using this approach 
to assist with development planning.  It 
seems only a matter of time before the 
concepts of ecosystem services become 
more widely adopted, possibly being used 
to inform development plans and to guide 
the allocation of development sites.  The 
next logical step would be embedding the 
concept in local plan policy, promoting the 
use of ecosystem services as another tool 
for local decision making.  To a certain 
extent we are still gazing into our crystal 
ball, but the benefits of this approach are 
now well documented1, and the widespread 
consideration of ecosystem services within 
mainstream development projects is 
almost certainly not that far away.

1 For example see http://www.defra.gov.uk/
environment/natural/ecosystems-services/ 
and http://www.ecosystemservices.org.uk/ 


