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Payments for Ecosystem Services 

Ecosystem Services 

Natural environments, and the ecosystems that they sustain, benefit human populations in many ways; these 

benefits are known as Ecosystem Services (ES).  The European Commission follows the categorisation 

established by the common International Classification of Ecosystem Services, and divides these services into 

three categories: 

Provisioning services - products that can be traded, exchanged, consumed or used.1  These include food, raw 

materials, genetic resources, water, minerals, medicinal resources, energy and ornamental resources. 

Regulating and maintenance services - includes all ways in which ecosystems control the ambient environment. 

This includes mediation of waste, toxics and other nuisances; mediation of flows (such as mass, liquid and gas 

flows); and maintenance of physical, chemical and biological conditions.1  

Cultural services - all non-material benefits obtained from ecosystems.  These include both physical and 

intellectual interactions with the environment (such as hunting and paintings of nature) and spiritual and 

symbolic interactions with it (such as the use of animals and plants in national symbols).1  

These services are a ‘product of biodiversity’ and their continued existence relies on the health of the natural 

environment, thus the loss of biodiversity may leave the environment less able to provide these services.23  

Unfortunately, most indicators of the state of global biodiversity show declines while indicators of pressures on 

biodiversity show increases,4 and the millennium Ecosystem Assessment - which included over 1300 scientists 

from 95 countries - found that over 60% of the ecosystem services studied were being degraded faster than they 

could recover.5  As human populations are dependent on ecosystem services to provide resources, regulate our 

environment and provide the basis for cultures around the world, the loss of biodiversity and ecosystem services 

functionality could have enormous impacts for communities all over the globe. 
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Payments for Ecosystem Services 

The loss of biodiversity implies that policies and incentives need to be established for communities to protect 

the natural environment, therefore maintaining the provision of ecosystem services.  One potential reason for 

the loss of biodiversity is that the natural environment is perceived as having no, or little, financial value. If the 

concept of ecosystem services is not well understood or taken into account, decisions regarding land use  and 

aiming to maximize the value of the land, will fail to consider the value of natural environments and the services 

they provide on a long term basis.  Furthermore, there may be a lack of incentives to prevent land degradation.   

Payments for Ecosystem Services (PES) are financial, incentive-based mechanisms that have the potential to 

protect the environment. These operate via payment schemes that reward landowners for managing land in 

ways beneficial for that ecosystem service and its long-term maintenance, thereby giving ecosystems an 

additional value to the landowner.6  A broadly well-accepted definition of PES states that they are: 

 

“a voluntary transaction in which a well-defined environmental service, or a form of land use 

likely to secure that service, is bought by at least one ES buyer from a minimum of one ES 

provider if and only if the provider continues to supply that service (conditionality).”7 

 

 

In practice, PES schemes depend fundamentally on state and/or community involvement; as a result ‘buyers’ of 

services are commonly public agencies.8  However, regardless of whether payments are made by private or 

public bodies, some researchers argue that they may be one of the rare mechanisms by which ecosystem 

services can be protected at a global level.9 PES schemes therefore have the potential to play a larger role in the 

preservation of biodiversity and the maintenance of ecosystem services. 
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Payments for Ecosystem Services in Action 

The concept of market-approaches to conserve ecosystem services is not new; formal markets now exist for 

greenhouse gases, water and biodiversity.10  As such, examples exist of PES schemes that are already in place 

and have seen successes.   

In the EU, PES projects commonly occur under the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP).  These often take the form 

of agri-environmental measures that reduce the intensity of farming by cultivating practices that preserve the 

environment while ensuring higher farmland biodiversity and the maintenance of ecosystem services.  The CAP 

also provides forest-environment payments which support investments in non-productive agriculture and forest, 

and payments to encourage the management of agriculture and forest in Natura 2000 sites.11  

An example of a PES scheme financed by the EU can be seen in Sachsen-Anhalt, Germany, where a range of 

crops are grown under ‘Integrated Crop Management’ methods.  These methods have less of a negative impact 

on the environment than intensive farming methods as they reduce the input of fertilisers and pesticides, 

promote the use of products that are friendly to beneficial organisms, protect natural resources and still result in 

quality produce.  They do this through intelligent management and careful utilisation of natural resources that 

can help replace farm inputs such as fertilisers, pesticides and fuel.  75% of the additional costs of these 

methods are funded by the EU, the remaining 25% by the regional authority of Sachsen-Anhalt.12  Similar 

schemes implementing Integrated Crop Management methods are also found in Austria, Belgium, Denmark, 

Finland, France, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and the United 

Kingdom.12 

The European hunting community already implements principles related to PES schemes, often without knowing 

it.  Hunters around Europe frequently pay farmers and other landowners to flood land that would otherwise be 

cultivated in order to create habitat for wildfowl (as occurs in Emilia-Romagna, Italy13), thereby creating hunting 

opportunities while contributing to nature conservation.  Similarly, in many parts of Europe, hunters pay farmers 

to manage their land in ways that benefit farmland game species such as grey partridge (Perdix perdix) and 

European hare (Lepus europaeus), increasing the provisioning and cultural services related to hunting activities 

while encouraging farmers to adopt greener management of their land. 

It is also worth considering that collaborations between hunters and landowners to protect ecosystem services 

are already common within Europe, however they often do not involve payments.  Examples of such 

collaborations occur in France for the protection of wetlands,14 in Germany15 and the UK16 for the preservation 
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of biological diversity and the maintenance of ecological connectivity, in Denmark to conserve farmland 

biodiversity17 and in the Republic of Ireland for the conservation of upland bird species.18 

An example of a PES scheme from outside the hunting world is Perrier Vittel (now owned by Nestlé), which 

bottled and sold ‘natural mineral waters’ in north-eastern France.  To be labelled ‘Vittel’ the water cannot 

contain more than 4.5 mg of nitrates per litre; however, in the early 1980s Perrier Vittel realised that the 

intensification of agriculture in the Vittel catchment posed a risk to nitrate and pesticide levels in “Grande 

Source”, the mineral water’s origin, thereby putting the ‘Vittel’ label and the business at risk.  Perrier Vittel 

began negotiations with farmers in the Vittel catchment zone in 1989 to convince them to switch to less 

intensive forms of farming and provided them with a diverse package of incentives.  By 2004, all 26 farms had 

switched to less intense farming methods and water quality in the Vittel catchment was maintained as well as 

Vittel’s ‘natural mineral waters’ label.19 

Implementation of PES 

The environmental and cost-effectiveness of PES depend on programme design and implementation.  The 

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)20 breaks the implementation of PES schemes into 4 points.  

These points are targeted towards potential sellers of PES schemes, however can be adapted to suit potential 

buyers:  

 Identifying ecosystem service prospects and potential buyers or sellers. 

The first step in preparing a PES scheme is to identify what ecosystem service you wish to buy or sell.  For most 

hunters the ecosystem service desired will typically be the ability to hunt on land that currently doesn’t support 

game species or increased game populations on land that does.  For hunters that already own land, it will be 

necessary to identify what ecosystem service your land could provide and potential buyers of that service.  Once 

an ecosystem service and potential buyers and sellers have been identified negotiations over price can begin; as 

land may remain less developed than it otherwise would, the price of the ecosystem service would likely be 

similar to the value of the income lost from not fully developing the land.  Furthermore, it is crucial that 

payments actually result in an improvement of the ecosystem service and it is therefore necessary to ensure the 

ecosystem service will be monitored. 
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Assess Institutional and Technical Capacity. 

Secondly, it is necessary to check the legal context of the proposed PES deal.  In the case of hunters, questions 

should be asked such as: Does the land legally belong to the person wishing to sell?  Can the land legally be 

converted in the way being discussed?  Do organisations exist that could provide support during this process?  

The context of each PES scheme may change according to location, so it is important to check the legal 

background in each situation. 

 

Structure Agreements. 

The structuring of agreements may take time, but it is important to ensure both parties (landowner and 

ecosystem service buyer) understand the terms of the agreement.  Furthermore, some PES agreements can last 

for decades; therefore, business plans must include provisions for transferring management and how to adapt 

the project over time. 

 

Implement the PES agreement. 

Once an agreement has been made the PES scheme must be implemented.  For the European hunting 

community this is likely to involve beginning work on the land as agreed upon, be that flooding and creation of 

wetlands, planting of crops preferred by certain game species, or farmers adapting more wildlife-friendly 

farming methods.  If the PES scheme is implemented by the ecosystem service seller then monitoring and 

evaluation of the ecosystem service must take place to ensure that results are being delivered as agreed upon.  

If the work of the PES scheme is carried out by the buyers then monitoring can be done by them as they use the 

land.  
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, human populations are dependent on ecosystem services to provide resources, regulate our 

environment and provide the basis for cultures around the world.  As these services are a ‘product’ of the 

natural environment, it is extremely important that this is maintained in a healthy state and preserved for future 

generations as the loss of biodiversity may leave the environment less able to provide these services.21  While 

the global trends are worrying, one method of maintaining the provision of ecosystem services is to provide 

financial (and other) incentives to preserve them.  These Payments for Ecosystem Services (PES) also help 

communities to further recognise that the natural environment has value and should be conserved.22 

Four steps exist for the implementation of PES projects, as highlighted in this document.  If these are followed 

PES can be effective.  PES schemes have been successfully implemented by communities and businesses, and 

examples of existing PES schemes can be seen in a wide range of European countries. 

From a hunting perspective, hunters can be both the buyers and providers of ecosystem services.  On the one 

hand, examples exist of where hunters support the greening of farming practices in order to increase hunting 

opportunities; these usually have a positive impact on biodiversity.  On the other hand, Payments for Ecosystem 

Services could become a relevant tool for directly supporting hunters’ land management and restoration 

activities that contribute to biodiversity preservation, while simultaneously allowing the provision of hunting-

related and non-hunting-related ecosystem services.  
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