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When did we start talking about ecosystem 
services? 

Some say in 1997, with papers by Costanza 
and Daily… 

The idea they popularized is that if we do not 
associate dollar amounts to the services that 
the environment provides to human societies, 
these services will be ignored by economic 
and financial markets, and the environment 
will continue to suffer 



Source: Adapted from R. Costanza et al., "The Value of the World’s 
Ecosystem Services and Natural Capital," Nature, Vol. 387 (1997) 

Costanza et al. (1997) argued that the total 
monetary value of ecosystem services exceeded 
the GNP at the time 



What really launched the ES Movement is the 
Millenium Ecosystem Assessment (2005) 



Millenium Ecosystem Assessment 
(2005) 

MEA proposed a useful classification of ES 



One should not forget the fact that part of the 
ES program includes valuation, and often what 
is required is monetary valuation 



A couple of the talks at this conference 
suggest that we are on track, and “with the 
program”… 

But are we, really? 

To answer this question, we 
need to go back in history a 
little bit, and first of all, 
realize that the idea of 
assigning monetary values 
(= $$$) to ecosystem 
services is old 
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In the 50s already, the topic of pricing of non-
market goods and services attracted attention 



Westman (1977) reached the 
conclusion that associating prices 
with ES would be impossible…  



In parallel, in the soils literature, various 
people started discussing the multifunctional 
nature of soils… 

• Roy Simonson (1966) wrote an article on the 
“uses of soils”… He comments on the fact that 
soil surveys are used for many purposes, other 
than to help agriculture… 

• In 1972, the Council of Europe issued a 
document on soil protection, where the fact 
that soils have many functions is explicitly 
mentioned. 

• Blum (1988) classifies the different functions 
of soils, and his classification has been used in 
the subsequent “Soil Directive” of the EU 

 



Blum (1988) classification of soil functions: 



So… 

The key question is: 
Why did it take more than 25 years for anyone 
to associate prices with soil ecosystem 
services and even then, do it timidly? 

There are probably several reasons: 
•We don’t understand soils sufficiently (fewer 
than 1.5% of soil organisms have been identified) 
•Some important services cannot be monetized 
•Ecosystem services are scale-dependent 
•We don’t trust what some people might do with 
the numbers if we make them available 



This last reason might be one of the most 
compelling…… 



The good news is that we don’t have to price 
soil ES if we think that is not a good idea…  



We can explore the use of methods like 
Multi-Criteria Decision Analysis 

And then, once decisions are made, determine 
what values of soil ES they emphasize… 



Another approach is to look at soils as a natural 
heritage or matrimony, a treasure to be 
preserved…  



Source: Robinson et al., 2011 

Does that mean that thinking of soil ES is not 
useful… No, they can be useful in different 
ways, if only in terms of education of the public 




