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“encourage critical debate concerning the extent to which 

the theory of Ecosystem Based Management has 

materialised in practical terms; explore the barriers and 

opportunities that are present within existing governance 

regimes…” 





Project Background 

• Review the approaches developed to integrating the 

Ecosystem Approach in the marine environment, taking 

consideration of UK, EU and international policies.  

• Review the integration of the Ecosystem Approach into 

policy affecting the marine environment in UK.  

• Considering how the Ecosystem Approach is being 

applied both in the marine and terrestrial environments 

assess whether further action is required to mainstream 

the Ecosystem Approach. 

 



Ecosystem Approach Terminologies  

• Review of the different terms used for the 

Ecosystem Approach including ecosystem 

services approach and more marine specific 

i.e. Ocean ecosystem based management  

• 16 terms in total reviewed based on how the 

academic and policy literature is using them 

• Used interchangeably to mean the same 

thing 



Generic 

• Ecosystem Approach 

• Ecosystems approach 

• Ecosystem Approach to management 

• Ecosystem management 

• Ecosystem-based approach 

• Ecosystem-based management 

 

Sector specific 

• Marine ecosystem management 

• Marine ecosystem based management / ecosystem based marine management 

• Ocean ecosystem management 

• Ocean ecosystem based management / ecosystem based ocean management 

• Large marine Ecosystem Approach 

• Ecosystem-based fisheries management 

• Ecosystem Approach to fisheries (management) 

• Ecosystem-based marine spatial management 

• Ecosystem Approach to aquaculture 

• Coastal ecosystem management 





Three main uses attached to the ecosystem 

approach concept:  

(1) as an alternative term for ecosystem-based 

management, characterised by a move away from 

a focus on habitats and species to consider the 

structure and function of natural systems that 

support them; 

(2)  An integrated and equitable approach to resource 

management as adopted by the Convention on 

Biological Diversity; and  

(3) A term characterised by an emphasis on 

ecosystem goods and services and economic 

valuation.  



The Convention on Biological Diversity adopted as its 

primary framework for action the “Ecosystem 

Approach” and defined it as:  

 

 “a strategy for the integrated management of land, 

water and living resources that promotes conservation 

and sustainable use in an equitable way’”  



Principle Description  

1 The objectives of management of land, water and living resources are a matter of societal 

choice  
  

2 Management should be decentralized to the lowest appropriate level    

3 Ecosystem managers should consider the effects (actual or potential) of their activities on 

adjacent and other ecosystems  
  

4 Recognizing potential gains from management, there is usually a need to understand and 

manage the ecosystem in an economic context.  
  

5 Conservation of ecosystem structure and functioning, in order to maintain ecosystem 

services, should be a priority target of the ecosystem approach  
  

6 Ecosystems must be managed within the limits of their functioning   

7 The ecosystem approach should be undertaken at the appropriate spatial and temporal 

scales  
  

8 Recognizing the varying temporal scales and lag-effects that characterize ecosystem 

processes, objectives for ecosystem management should be set for the long term    

9 Management must recognize that change is inevitable    

10 The ecosystem approach should seek the appropriate balance between, and integration 

of, conservation and use of biological diversity  
  

11 The ecosystem approach should consider all forms of relevant information, including 

scientific and indigenous and local knowledge, innovations and practices    

12 The ecosystem approach should involve all relevant sectors of society and scientific 

disciplines  
  



Definition of service classes  

 

Provisioning services: all nutritional, material and energetic outputs from living 

systems.  

Regulating and maintenance: includes the ways in which living organisms can 

mediate or moderate the environment that affects human welfare. E.g. degradation 

of wastes as well as the ways living organisms regulate their physical /chemical and 

biological environment. 

Cultural Services: all the non-material, and normally non-consumptive, outputs of 

ecosystems that affect humanity.  
  



Three main uses attached to the ecosystem approach 

concept:  

(1) as an alternative term for ecosystem-based 

management, characterised by a move away from a 

focus on habitats and species to consider the structure 

and function of natural systems that support them; 

(2)   as an integrated and equitable approach to resource 

management as adopted by the Convention on 

Biological Diversity; and  

(3) as a term characterised by an emphasis on ecosystem 

goods and services and economic valuation.  
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The Ecosystem Approach in Marine Policy 

• Literature search to identify snap shot of marine policies, agreements 

and management measures using some form of Ecosystem 

Approach (30 examples) 

• Well established in marine management; most contemporary marine 

documents make reference to the advantages of adopting an 

approach which takes into account the wider ecosystem 

• Examples across sectors, from regional seas (NE Atlantic) to local 

level, varying resources and knowledge 

• The use of the ecosystem approach in fisheries is particularly 

evident, though it has been argued a sector specific application is not 

a true Ecosystem Approach as it focuses on the impacts of one 

particular resource only  

• Increasingly the Ecosystem Approach is used in large scale 

applications such as in Regional Seas agreements  



Implementation of the Ecosystem Approach 

in UK Marine Policy 

We convened a virtual expert panel in March 2013. Consisted of 12 academic and 
policy experts from across the UK who are currently engaged in the application of 
the EA within their own organisations as well as participants in wider projects. 
Organisations represented in the panel included: 

 

• Natural England 

• Dialogue Matters 

• Scottish Association for Marine Science 

• Marine Scotland 

• Argyll and Bute Council 

• University of Exeter 

• University of Hull 

• Marine Management Organisation 

• Scottish Natural Heritage 

• Natural England  

 

• A virtual platform (Webex) was used to facilitate the panel discussion 

 



How do you/your organisations define and practice the ecosystem approach? 

• The wording used to define the ecosystem approach varied, though largely 

there was consensus over the concept. 

• Participants see the ecosystem approach as an integrated resource 

management framework taking into account the broader environment. 

Managing human activities as the focus of an ecosystem approach was 

mentioned explicitly by some respondents as was the importance of the 

Mallawi principles. One participant outlined their organisation distilled the 

12 CDB principles into three themes which are easier to understand and 

communicate. These are: 

Systems thinking and management 

Involving stakeholders in decision making 

Understanding the wider benefits provided by the environment 

• Many were in agreement that the phrase ‘ecosystem approach’ gives the 

wrong idea about the concept and its perceived complexity. This makes it 

difficult to communicate and get buy-in.  



What are the current technical and policy limitations to the implementation of the 

Ecosystem Approach? 

• The complexity of the approach in itself can be a barrier;  

• If we cannot successfully communicate the ecosystem approach concept and its 

benefits, this will ultimately impede its implementation.  

• The lack of staff resources and data limitations are also seen as barriers. 

Policy limitations were identified in three main areas. 

• The level of understanding by policy colleagues was seen to limit progress and 

implementation.  

• While policy instruments such as the MSFD help to steer the process and implement 

new ideas, making progress and resource availability a priority, they do impose new 

deadlines and targets. 

• A policy limitation was felt to be an institutional problem whereby new obligations 

such as MSFD require increased collaborative working. Through such engagement, 

those involved understand the bigger picture but are driven by individuals’ own 

organisational objectives and budgets.  

  



What processes and actions over the next decade are required to mainstream the 

Ecosystem Approach into UK marine policy? 

• When asked about defining a spatial scale at which the approach should be applied, 

the universal answer was no. All participants held a nested scale approach was best, 

and whilst the difficulties of achieving this in practice were acknowledged, it should 

reflect the individual circumstances, the stakeholders involved and the particular 

sectors. 

• Although nested scales is the ideal, this is not supported by the governance structures. 

Structures in their current form do not support the implementation due to 

responsibilities being split across land and sea, each with their individual remits.  

• Large scale research projects e.g. VNN and UK NEA - broad agreement that these 

initiatives are useful but the challenge is to ensure the information and outputs from 

these are clear, concise and usable/practical. 

• Some concerns were raised over the (mis)use of terminology. UK NEA and VNN were 

given as examples here that are perceived to imply certain techniques and 

perspectives e.g. valuation, which steers future work but is only one aspect of a much 

broader ecosystem approach.  

  



Claudia Pahl-Wostl, A conceptual framework for analysing adaptive capacity and multi-level learning 

processes in resource governance regimes, Global Environmental Change, Volume 19, Issue 3, August 

2009, Pages 354-365  



Research questions 
• How to embed the principles of the EA in policy and practice – policy 

instruments (Dovers, Young) ; institutional settings (Ostrom) ; policy 
learning (Wurzel, Ztio, Jordan).  

• If the EA is the overarching principle, what are the ramifications for 
traditional & emerging decision systems and policy instruments? (e.g. 
MSP)  

• Role of emerging less hierarchical and ‘command and control’ 
instruments that are societal and / or market driven in delivering the 
‘societal function’ (Ostrom; Wurzel, Ztio, Jordan).  

• Case studies of ecosystem approach implementation in the marine 
environment for use in policy and to take out to stakeholders. How 
does theory stand up to practice?  

• The social principles of decentralisation, societal choice and societal 
involvement which are part of the CBD’s definition of the Ecosystem 
Approach need to be better articulated. Does this include social, 
change, pwer, empowerment and real social science (aka. phronesis 
championed by Flyberg).  

• Ramifications of the EA within social-ecological ecosystem 
interactions i.e. favouring one particular set of benefits / objectives in 
a system (designer seas?) 

• Ensure research and its outputs are clear, concise and practical. 

 



Policy Recommendations 
• A clear message is needed of what we mean by the 

Ecosystem Approach. The misuse of terminology 
propagates confusion. 

• A joint agency statement similar to HELCOM and 
the OSPAR Commission jointly adopted Statement 
on the Ecosystem Approach may be beneficial.  

• Illustrate where the Ecosystem Approach is 
supporting current practice and using existing 
information  

• Distil the 12 CDB principles into three themes 
which are easier to understand and communicate: 
Systems thinking and management; Involving 
stakeholders in decision making; Understanding 
the wider benefits provided by the environment 



Policy Recommendations 

• Communication should be tailored when interacting with 
stakeholders who have no understanding of the concept; 
the current terminology does not need to be used and is 
not helpful in many situations. 

• The level of understanding by policy colleagues needs to 
improve as currently it is seen to limit progress and 
implementation.  

• A nested scale approach to implementation is 
recommended and should reflect the individual 
circumstances, the stakeholders involved and the 
particular sectors 

• Development of a common set of monitoring criteria and 
indicators. 

 



THANKYOU Email: tavis.potts@abdn.ac.uk 

In Dedication to Professor Laurence 

Mee, Director of the Scottish 

Association for Marine Science 

 

1951-2014. 

 

A dear colleague, mentor and friend. 


