
SYNERGIES, TRADE-OFFS AND THE 
ART OF WORKING WITH 
ECOSYSTEM SERVICES

Rob Bugter



2



“As far as I know those handlebars are still 
loose. And I believe now that he was actually 
offended at the time. I had had the nerve to 
propose repair of  his new eighteen-hundred 
dollar BMW, the pride of  a half-century of  
German mechanical finesse, with a piece of  old 
beer can!

Ach, du lieber!”
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Perspectives differ

What do different stakeholders value?



What was the idea of Ecosystem services?

§ Increased awareness of (overexploitation of) Ecosystem 
services was meant to give additional incentives for 
stopping decline (MEA)

§ In BS2020, they are in a complementary track, much 
more in connection to ordinary biodiversity outside 
N2000,  but contributing to the same goal.

§ But: this idea of synergy at the highest level is still not 
accepted by everyone 
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While –or because- monetary value is 
attractive to policy makers ....

§ biodiversity protection 
increasingly needs to be 
justified with economic, 
often monetary 
arguments
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.. many conservationists have trouble with ES
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Reality
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Citizens on the other hand .......

9From: Citizens’ images and values of Nature in Europe 
PBL, The Netherlands 2016 



Reasons to halt biodiversity decline

10From: Eurobarometer 2013
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Our brief

To find out which type of argumentation 
is most effective in a given situation
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Stakeholders Q-study
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Perceptions of effectiveness:Q-study

• Participants sort a number of statements by 
placing them in ‘completely agree’, ‘agree’, 
‘neutral’, ‘disagree’ and  ‘completely disagree’ 
categories.

• In this case, they sorted 42 statements varying in 
meaning from intrinsic value is all important to 
economic value is all important (and everything 
in between) 

• Special software detects clusters of respondents 
with the same perspectives.
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Perspectives

 Perspective Researchers NGO's Decision makers

 Intrinsic ● ● ●
 Mixed intrinsic and spiritual value ●
 Mixed intrinsic and utilitarian value ●
 Utilitarian (focus on ES) ● ●

Stakeholder group

Adapted from Berry et al. 2018, BESAFE special issue Biodiversity and Conservation
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Decision makers perspectives

Adapted from Primmer et al. 2017, Environmental Policy and Governance

Personal Required

Intrinsic value ●
Human benefits ●
Conservation ●
Connection ●
Utilitarian ●
Insurance ●
Knowledge ●
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Crowding out

• LIFE N2000 site managers expressed fear of 
crowding out intrinsicly motivated people when
subsidising conservation actions based on short 
term economic motives

• But: no project manager saw a risk of crowding 
out intrinsic motivations by economic arguments, 
as long as the intrinsic arguments continued to 
be used.

(Müller & Maes 2015, Arguments for biodiversity conservation in Natura 
2000 sites: An analysis based on LIFE projects. Nature conservation)
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ES arguments can address 
conflicts with economic interests

The social and economic value of ecosystem services can tip the balance in 
favour of biodiversity protection and restoration

UK water industry – catchment management
• Ecosystem service arguments (water quality, recreation, carbon storage, flood 

management, etc.) persuaded the water price regulator to approve water 
company investment in restoring & protecting catchments. 

• Found to be six times cheaper than conventional water treatment.
• Ecosystem service arguments now an integral part of UK water industry planning.

Biodiversity only Biodiversity + ES
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Ecosystem service arguments 
can shift the conservation model

Sierra Nevada national park
• Cultural and environmental services provided by traditional livestock 

grazing were recognised.
• Ecosystem service concept showed that land could be managed 

sustainably with socio-economic benefits for local communities. 
• This helped to shift from an ‘island model’ of conservation to a more 

integrated model

Ecosystem services

Sustainable 
management

Island model 
• Conservation just in 

protected areas.
• Human use restricted
• Intrinsic /moral/legal 

arguments only

Integrated model
• Whole region
• Benefits for both nature and 

humans
• Both intrinsic and ecosystem 

service arguments

Garcia Llorente et al. 2018, BESAFE special issue Biodiversity and Conservation
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Ecosystem service arguments 
allow positive framing

Positive framing: 
multiple benefits of 
biodiversity for humans 

Negative framing: threats 
to biodiversity, impacts of 
human activities

Bialowieza forest, Poland:
Negative framing failed to 
counter arguments on high 
costs of conservation for 
local livelihoods.

UK Biodiversity Action 
Plan: Successful 
conservation projects used 
ES to show the positive 
benefits for humans.
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…BUT there are trade-offs

Natura 2000 conservation projects: stakeholder conflicts
• Public, NGOs, local authorities appealed to arguments based on cultural 

services and intrinsic values
• Commercial users (farmers, land owners) are more susceptible to 

arguments based on economic value (e.g. food and timber provision, flood 
control) 

Dialogue and trust-building to promote sustainable management needed!

Ecosystem service arguments do not solve all conflicts!
• Over-exploiting ecosystem service supply is bad for biodiversity, e.g. habitat 

loss for agriculture or forestry, water pollution from fertilisers
• Trade-offs between different ecosystem services, e.g. impact of food or timber 

provision on water quality or aesthetic value





Links between biodiversity and ecosystem services are 
mostly positive….
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Timber production
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Water purification
Water flow regulation 
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Pest regulation 
Pollination
Cultural services
Recreation (species)
Landscape aesthetics

• Harrison et al. 2014. Linkages between biodiversity attributes and ecosystem services: A systematic review
• Smith, Harrison et al. 2017. How natural capital delivers ecosystem services: A typology derived from a systematic review 



... and it’s all one system !!!

ES are mainly delivered by (abundance of) common species 
outside protected areas. But protected sites are the hubs of 
the system (EU GI brochure). 
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Lessons and advice

§ Biodiversity is also emotion
§ ES arguments are additional. 
§ Tailor to audience(s). Who do you do it for? Decision 

making often occurs at multiple-levels and in multi-
perspective processes

§ Tailoring entails listening, trust-building, selecting the 
right combinations and using the right language

§ Don’t get lost in terminology and concept
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Thank you
More information:
www.besafe-project.net
tool.besafe-project.net
BESAFE Special Issue of Biodiversity and Conservation in June 2018


