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“The natural world, its biodiversity and its ecosystems are critically important to our well-being and economic prosperity, but are consistently undervalued in conventional economic analyses and decision making” 
UK National Ecosystem Assessment, June 2011
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Our natural environment is a complex, interconnected system and in terms of value and the services it provides, it underpins our economic prosperity, health and well-being across society. Whilst our well-being and that of future generations is wholly dependent on the continued flow of benefits or “ecosystem services”, they are predominantly public goods with no markets and prices, so are poorly detected using the traditional economic compass. The UK National Ecosystem Assessment (UK NEA 2011) highlighted the need to value appropriately the economic and social benefits of a healthy natural environment while continuing to recognise nature’s intrinsic value. It represents a first step in assessing UK ecosystems and their services and establishes a comprehensive evidence base to support decision‐making by different actors and at different scales. 
Our second N8 Debate centered on Valuing the Environment: Looking beyond the Economics. The debate was Chaired by Professor Louise Heathwaite at the Lancaster Environment Centre. Panel members included Ian Bateman (UEA), Allan Provins (eftec), Topsy Rudd (Cascade Consulting) and Graham Harris (Lancaster University). Supported by over 70 Delegates - the majority participating online – the Debate began with an overview of the concept of ecosystem services, its role within decision making and current methods used for valuation. 

The Debate identified several key challenges and opportunities in terms of future needs and these are summarized here.

Bringing in complexity and connectivity Discussions supported the need to improve and develop new means of valuing ecosystem services that recognised both the complexity and the connectivity between e.g. different types of habitat that is implicit within any environmental system. Given that knowledge of our environment is imperfect, methodologies need to be developed that are not based on monetary values alone (recognizing that value is not the same as price!) and can incorporate complexity, connectivity and deal with limitations associated with poor data availability. 

Identifying risks and uncertainties Our understanding of the environment and appreciation of the value of its services in terms of the benefits provided by ecosystems, or the costs from their loss, is far from complete.  The question arises how do we manage what we don’t know?  Any analysis of value needs to identify data gaps and scientific uncertainties regarding relationships between ecological processes and ecosystems services. 

Incorporating perceptions of benefits and values The panel highlighted the need to distinguish clearly between benefits and values, because different groups place assorted values on benefits. Values assigned are subjective and vary widely across time and space; therefore, the social sciences have a key role to play at the interface with natural sciences to develop appropriate means of 'looking beyond the economics'. Participatory approaches and ways of embedding the preferences of local communities need to be used to help make valuation more accepted.

Valuing stocks and flows of ecosystem services Incorporating landscape stocks of natural resources into economic analyses represents an important area for future work and is necessary to ensure that the ongoing and future flows of ecosystem service values are sustainable. Methods are available to value stock assets but few such analyses are undertaken due to a lack of information on the size of stocks and how they may deplete as economic activity/population/climate changes into the future.

Thinking long-term Our Debate raised the need for policy to focus on a longer-term view of 'value' to capture the full range of services and benefits that landscape stocks and flows can provide, avoiding the reliance on shorter-term more localised decision-making. A challenge here is the incorporation of time as a unit of value. Longer term planning will encourage a stronger focus towards broader public benefits across habitats and throughout catchments, such as flood alleviation and improved water quality. 

Space and place matter 
Valuation needs a clear spatial focus because both the natural productivity of ecosystems and the value of their services vary across space as well as time. 
Most benefits provided by ecosystems are indirect and result from complex ecological processes that often involve long lag times as well as non-linear changes. These benefits may accrue to different categories of population over different geographical and temporal scales. Developing ways to successfully aggregate local-scale valuation data to estimate regional and global impacts of large-scale changes in ecosystems are also needed.

Integration and implementation Looking forward a key action will be integration and implementation of the ecosystem services approach across all government departments. Building communities of best practice via a range of case study-based exemplars represents a useful way of evidence gathering and learning by example. For the business community, embedding and taking ecosystem services fully into account throughout decision-making represents an important driver for innovation as we move beyond traditional economics governing future markets for goods and services.

Building intellectual capital Looking beyond the economics and addressing the challenges and opportunities outlined here requires at its core an integration of the natural sciences, social sciences and economics in a new interdisciplinary framework for learning and research.  Initial moves to establish such an interdisciplinary community are underway via the NERC Valuing Nature Network (www.valuing-nature.net) and through the follow-on to the NEA.

Watch the recording of the event via Adobe Connect
