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“All EU policies should contribute to preserving and restoring 
Europe’s natural capital”

Natural capital concept is gaining political traction 
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What is natural capital? 



Ecosystem services – the outputs from ecosystems 
that have benefit and value to humanity
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Image credit: Annie Smith

• Dung beetles bury 
dung – reduces 
spoiling, recycles 
nutrients, reduced 
pests and disease

• Natural enemies 
regulate populations 
of pests

Image credit: Aoibheann Gaughran

• Ants are seed dispersers 
and soil bioturbators

Image credit: April Nobile 

Ecosystem services by farmland insects

• Flower-visitors 
act as pollinators



Dainese et al. 2019 Science Advances

More species => more pollination 
and pest control in farmland

Liang et al. 2016 Science

Diversity matters!

Multispecies grassland swards outperform PRG in terms of 
production in plots: “55% grass, 35% legume and 10% herb 
performed the best – in both the spring and the autumn”
Sheridan et al. 2019 SMARTGRASS

More species => more biomass in 
forests
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Isbell et al. (2015) Nature

Diversity matters!



Dominati et al. 2019 SOTEN



Natural capital underpins 
society and economy

Stockholm Resilience Centre 2016



✖ Natural capital is not about putting a price on 
nature

 Natural capital is about valuing nature



Total value of nature

 Marketed goods: price 
can be used as a proxy

 Non-market goods: use, 
preference, replacement 
costs used as proxies

 Everything else: no price, 
but doesn’t mean no 
value

• Price doesn’t 
reflect all costs 
of production

• eg surveys, 
measures of 
activity



Value of pollinators and pollination services

Marketed goods Non marketed 
benefits

Future potential Existence value Bequest valueEcological function

Stout et al. (2019)

x yield x price

Home produced crops worth €20-59
million per year (2005-2014)

Crop pollination



So why convert value of nature to €€??

https://areebaclimatechange.weebly.com/how-does-the-loss-of-biodiversity-affect-us-economically.html

• Draw attention
• Reveal scale of 

problem 



Natural Capital Accounting

https://www.incaseproject.com/



Natural Capital Accounting

Extent: amount of different 
habitat types at farm, catchment, 
national level

Map by Cian White
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Natural Capital Accounting

Condition: quality of different 
habitat types at farm, catchment, 
national level
Need indicators, quality scores



Photos by Cian White
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Natural Capital Accounting

Benefits/services: ecosystem 
services delivered by different 
habitats individually and in 
combination
Need data on flows



Amount of pollen 
transfer, predation of 
crop pests…

Number of bird species protected, 
reduction in wind speed, tonnes of C 
stored, number of people wild 
foraging…

Volume of water 
attenuated, tonnes of C 
stored…



Natural Capital Accounting

Benefits: financial, proxies, non-
market values…
Value to whom??
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Natural Capital Accounting

https://youtu.be/ykzFmT4rhmM

https://youtu.be/ykzFmT4rhmM


Natural Capital Approach

 From silos to 
systems

 Data -> decisions Recognise value of 
natural capital and 
our dependencies 
on it
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 Natural capital frames nature as an asset to be protected and 
invested in for the future

 We should measure, account for and allocate it with the same 
level of exactitude as for financial, built and human capitals

 Economic valuation can help, but there are other ways too
 Natural capital’s true value is priceless
 But right now, priceless = worthless

Summary


