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Why develop ecosystem capital accounts (ECA)?  

Characterisation of 

key challenges 

Key features In the spotlight in Policy approach 

example 

Specific linear cause-effect 

large(point) sources 

often local 

1970s / 1980s 

(continuing today) 

targeted policies and 

single-issue 

instruments 

Diffuse  cumulative causes 

multiple sources 

often regional 

1980s / 1990s 

(continuing today) 

policy integration 

and raising public 

awareness 

Systemic systemic causes 

interlinked sources 

often global 

1990s / 2000s  

(continuing today) 

policy coherence and 

other systemic 

approaches 



The development of ecosystem capital accounts aims to:  

• Bring together essential information on land, water, 
carbon and biodiversity in an integrated framework 

• Describe the European stock of ecosystem capital 

• Track changes in the stocks and flows of ecosystem capital 

 

If successful this leads to: 

• An integrated accounting framework for ecosystem capital 

• Measure of the quantity and quality of ecosystem capital 
stocks and flows 

• Understanding of human impacts on the resilience of 
ecosystems and a measure of ecological debt 

• Accounting derived indicators in physical (and eventually 
monetary) units  

 

Why develop ecosystem capital accounts (ECA)?  



Characteristics of ecosystem capital accounts – ecosystems 

deliver multiple services 



Characteristics of ecosystem capital accounts – 3 broad 

types of services are accounted for 

Ecosystem capital produces 3 

broad types of services, 

between which there is little 

compensation or trade-off: 

land/carbon AND freshwater 

AND functional services.  

 

Ecosystem capital potential and 

degradation can be measured 

by combining measurements of 

these 3 broad 

services/accessible resources. 

 



Characteristics of ecosystem capital accounts – only a 

surplus is available for human use 

Available resource: the total resource (actual stocks and flows) which can 

be used in principle.  
 

Accessible resource: the surplus (actual stocks and flows) which can be used 

considering  

1. physical constraints (timeliness and location, cyclical risks, bio-chemical 

quality)    

2. the amount to be left to nature for ecosystem reproduction, 

environmental constraints 

3. side or indirect impacts on ecosystem health (biodiversity, resilience, 

dependency from artificial inputs…) 

4. risks factors 

 

Ecosystem capital accounts refer to intensity of use of accessible 

resources (ecological sustainability) 

 

 



Characteristics of ecosystem capital accounts – Integration of quantities 

and qualities and measurement of Ecosystem Capital Capability 

 

Source: Jean-Louis Weber 



Characteristics of ecosystem capital accounts – accounts in 

physical and monetary units  

Source: Jean-Louis Weber 



Characteristics of ecosystem capital accounts – Statistical 

units used in ecosystem capital accounting 

Source: Jean-Louis Weber 



Characteristics of ecosystem capital accounts - the 

carbon/biomass account 

NPP/NEP: 

satellite images 

(NDVI) and 

modeling, 

accessible bio-C 

surplus 

Uses: 

agriculture and 

forestry statistics by 

regions/countries 

resampled to 1km2 

grid f(land cover, 

NDVI) 

Net Ecosystem 

Carbon Balance: 

soil and vegetation 

(trees, shrubs, 

grass)  

_ 
= 



Characteristics of ecosystem capital accounts - the 

carbon/biomass account 



Characteristics of ecosystem capital accounts - the 

carbon/biomass account – spatial dimension 



Where are we now? 



Lessons learnt so far 

• Accounts have got to be relevant and useful - should support and be 

directed by the development of policy relevant indicators  

  

• Keep it simple – new areas require substantial investment in 

conceptual and methodological development and experimentation  

 

• Value for money – can produce accounts on the basis of current data 

and investment in integrating data can deliver an information base 

for more than accounts 

 

• Co-operation is vital for successful delivery – between research, 

NSI’s, EEA, Eurostat, country and European level 

 



Next steps 

• Consolidation and implementation – need to improve so accounts and 

indicators reach a standard that can be confidently used in policy and 

decision making 

 

• Integration – ECA and other accounts, integration of trade to give a global 

perspective, sectoral perspectives 

 

• Application – identification of key policy questions and how ECA can 

contribute, report in preparation 

 

• Enabling further experimentation – publication of ECA and supporting 

information in a package that enables experimentation and use at national 

and global level 

 

• Strengthening co-operation – revision of the European Strategy for 

Environmental Accounting 


