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In recent years, there has been a growing understanding and interest in ecosystem 

services by Governments, communities and land managers. But, what exactly are 

ecosystems services? How do we measure or monitor them? And should we consider 

ecosystem services in our approach to managing environmental issues for development 

projects? 

I started to answer some of these questions in my Insight Post from July 2017 (I 

recommend you check this out! – Ecosystems Services – Key Concepts).  Knowing that 

ecosystem services are vital for human life by maintaining healthy ecosystems, is it 

possible to use ecosystem services as an approach to managing environmental issues? 
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Ecosystem Services and Environmental Impact Assessment 

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) is a process of assessing the likely environmental 

impacts of a proposal and identifying ways that these impacts can be lessened or 

managed.  When we think of EIA, we most often think of large projects and develop-

ments and the associated approvals which are assessed at a high level (such as through 

the Environmental Protection Authority).  In reality, EIA is not limited to large projects or 

significant environmental impacts. Instead, EIA is a process used for all types of activities 

that could have an impact on the environment.  EIA is often completed using a risk-based 

approach for a range of environmental factors.  This approach often does not consider 

Ecosystem Services. 

I propose that Ecosystem Services should play a role in the EIA process because they help 

to highlight the intricate way humans and ecosystem health are linked.  This has the 

potential to provide a more in-depth assessment of the true impacts of a project on the 

environment through the alteration or loss of ecosystem services.  Potentially raising 

impacts or issues which would not have been previously considered.   

 

https://www.integratesustainability.com.au/blog/view-more.php?id=44


There is little guidance available for environmental practitioners on how to integrate ecosystem services into EIA.  Several 

guidelines have been proposed including the Convention on Biological Diversity’s voluntary guidelines on including biodiversity 

and Ecosystem Services in impact assessment (Slootweg, et al. 2006) the OECD’s recommendations on how to incorporate 

Ecosystem Services in Strategic Environmental Assessments (OECD 2006) and the World Resources Institute document 

Weaving Ecosystem Services into Impact Assessment (WRI 2013).  These follow a general process of: 

1. Identifying and prioritising the ecosystem services 

2. Establish or understand baseline information of the ecosystem service 

3. Assess the impacts on the ecosystem service 

4. Mitigate impacts, manage impacts and monitor the ecosystem service 

5. (Damigos, et al. 2015) 

Incorporating Ecosystem Services into Environmental Management 

Post EIA, assuming subsequent approval, the focus turns to environmental management and ways to lessen or mitigate 

impacts to the environment from the development activities.  The management of ecosystems and the environment can be a 

difficult and complicated matter – in any situation.  For ecosystem services to be incorporated into environmental manage-

ment, at any scale, an understanding of the relationships between the ecosystem service and the surrounding environment is 

required.  This also includes how variability in the provision of this ecosystem service will influence the surrounding 

environment (Kremen 2005). 

But, how do we achieve this when we don’t know much about the ecosystem services we need to manage? 

Firstly, we need to identify the ecosystem services which are 

provided in the development area and determine how 

vulnerable these are to the activity – this can be achieved 

through incorporating ecosystem services into EIA.  Research 

suggests that management of the ecosystem services can be 

achieved through the valuation of ecosystem services 

(identifying their worth either in a dollar figure or to healthy 

ecosystems / human benefits) and the development of indicators 

to measure changes to the ecosystem services and subsequent 

benefits (or loss of) to ecosystems and humans.  This information 

can be incorporated into planning and management decisions 

with the aim of maintaining the ecosystem services at a level 

which still supports healthy ecosystems and human benefits. 

It should be noted that managing ecosystem services is challenging particularly when it comes to determining the value of the 

ecosystem service and the trade-offs that may be required due to landscape-level changes (Groot, et al. 2010). 

Is it possible to restore ecosystem services? 

The next question that arises from development projects is rehabilita-

tion.  When it comes to ecosystem services is it possible to restore a 

degraded service or replace a lost service?  To some extent rehabilita-

tion activities focus on some environmental factors which are also 

ecosystem services such as water quality and biodiversity.  Addressing 

ecosystem services for development projects requires first to examine 

the ecosystem services in the area (ideally a process completed during 

EIA and environmental management throughout the life of the 

project).  Restoration activities alone may not be enough to enhance 

biodiversity and ecosystem services, but it will increase the ecosystem 

services present compared to degraded sites  (Montoya, Rogers and 
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Memmott 2012, Bullock, et al. 2011).  Focusing restoration activities to include ecosystem services would involve the 

identification and valuation of the service provided with the development of an effective monitoring regime.  Not impossible 

and not unlike the processes currently in place for restoring degraded land. 

Concluding Remarks 
What I am proposing here is not that we need to drastically 

change the way we currently undertake EIA, environmental 

management or restoration activities, but rather, that ecosystem 

services provides an alternative way to approach this work.  

Ecosystem services are widely becoming used by governments 

for policy making and in conservation and land management 

activities.  Examining ecosystem services can provide a picture 

and understanding of how the environment and human life is 

interconnected.  If this approach is being more actively 

considered or used across the world and in other sectors I think 

there is merit in considering ecosystem services further for 

development projects in Australia. 

What is your opinion? 


