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This special issue of Solutions is 
devoted to the idea of ecosystem 

services—the benefits humans derive 
from our shared “natural capital” 
assets, including everything from 
climate regulation to water supply to 
pollination to cultural amenities. 

The idea that preserving the 
environment is an asset, rather than 
an impediment, to economic growth 
and development is both very old 
and very new. For most of human 
history, at least until the start of the 
Industrial Revolution, the benefits 
humans derived from nature were 
well recognized and embedded in 
various cultural rules and norms. 
Parts of forests, lakes, or mountains 
were often deemed sacred and off-
limits. But it is no coincidence that 
these sacred natural assets also sup-
plied essential life-support services 
for the communities involved. 

This is in stark contrast to the 
postindustrial view in much of the 
Western world that nature is merely 
a pretty picture—nice to enjoy if you 
can afford it but not essential to the 
more important business of growing 
the economy. Whenever the issue of 
conservation of nature has entered 
the public or political discussion, it 
has always been purported to come 
at a cost, and the discussion has been 
framed as “the environment vs. the 
economy.” 

Probably the most important 
contribution of the widespread 
recognition of ecosystem services 

is that it reframes the relationship 
between humans and the rest of 
nature. An understanding of the role 
of ecosystem services emphasizes our 
natural assets as critical ingredients 
in our overall wealth. Sustaining 
and enhancing human well-being 
requires a balance of all of our 
assets—individual people, society, 
the built economy, and the rest of 
nature. This reframing of the way we 
look at nature is essential to solving 
the problem of how to build a sus-
tainable and desirable future—a goal 
that we all share.

This special issue contains articles 
from several different perspectives 
about how ecosystem services are 
helping to solve this mother of all 
problems. 

Interest in ecosystem services 
has grown rapidly. In 1997 I and 
12 coauthors estimated the value 
of global ecosystem services to be 
around U.S.$33 trillion per year, a 
figure larger than global gross domes-
tic product (GDP) at the time.1 This 
admittedly crude underestimate, and 
a few other early studies, stimulated 
a huge surge in interest in this topic.

In 2005 the concept of ecosystem 
services gained broader attention 
when the United Nations pub-
lished its Millennium Ecosystem 
Assessment (MEA).2 The MEA was 
a four-year, 1,300-scientist study 
for policymakers. In this issue of 

Solutions, Walt Reid, director of 
the MEA, revisits this project and 
explains its impacts.

In 2008 a second international 
initiative was undertaken by the UN 
Environment Programme, called 
the Economics of Ecosystems and 
Biodiversity (TEEB).3 The TEEB report 
was picked up extensively by the 
mass media, bringing ecosystem 
services to a broader audience.4

Ecosystem services have now 
even entered the consciousness of 
mainstream media and business. 
Hundreds of projects and groups are 
currently working toward better 
understanding, modeling, valuation, 
and management of ecosystem 
services and natural capital. It would 
be impossible to list all of them here, 
but emerging global, national, and 
regional networks are doing just that 
and are coordinating their efforts.5,6

Ecosystem services are now poised 
to provide real solutions to the prob-
lem of how to sustainably manage 
our critical natural capital assets. The 
contents of this special issue show 
examples of how that can be done. 
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This reframing of the way 
we look at nature is essential 
to solving the problem of how 
to build a sustainable and 
desirable future—a goal that 
we all share.


