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Vincent Goodstadt is an Honorary Professor of the University of Manchester and a Past President of the Royal 

Town Planning Institute.   He has held senior planning positions in local government and had responsibility for 

major development and environmental plans and projects throughout the UK. He has also written on a wide 

range of subjects, including planning reforms, metropolitan planning, forestry strategies, the linkage of 

economic and environmental programmes and ecosystem service analysis. 

 

Introduction 

 

An ecosystems approach draws together a range of principles and ideas. These include the need for public 

deliberation of land use change and the need to integrate people’s values for what nature is and what it does. 

This is critical since the erosion of our ecosystems by short-sighted decisions bequeaths society not only an 

impoverished environment but also undermines the many benefits that are derived from them, for example, in 

terms of health, amenity and security from natural disaster. 

 

It is also part of a wider imperative which faces public policy making. The same short term ‘asset stripping’ has 

also eroded the capacity and quality of our core physical and social infrastructure which provide the systems 

on which the well-being of society is equally dependent.  There has been long period over which the social, 

economic and environmental capital, which collectively form the assets of the nation, has not been adequately 

maintained or ‘replaced’. There is therefore a long term depreciation in these assets which currently does not 

appear in the ‘national balance sheet’ (for example the measures of GDP), even though it represents a very 

real long terms debt for the nation. This also lies at the heart of the key issues which spatial planning is 

currently seeking to address. These include for example, not only flooding and habitat loss but also transport 

congestion, water shortages, poor housing and declining town centres.   

 

Spatial planning is therefore not only concerned with minimising the adverse impacts of new development but 

also addressing the backlog of inherited problems. Put in the terms of a business balance sheet for UK plc, 

spatial planning addresses two issues. Firstly, through the control of development planning seeks to ‘balance 

the environmental books’ and not run a current deficit by ensuring that there is no further erosion of our vital 

ecosystems from new development. Secondly through forward planning (e.g. local plans and supplementary 

planning strategies) spatial planning seeks to reduce ‘the long term environmental debt’ by positive strategies 

for restoring and creating environmental assets and ecosystems, for example, in terms of flood plains, 

woodland cover and air quality. 

 

Therefore there is now an increasing realisation of how critical these ideas are to decision making in the 

context of environmental change and land use pressures. There is a need to apply them together rather than 

selectively. There is a potential strong synergy between an ecosystems approach and spatial planning – both 

are strengthened by being integrated but, as discussed below they are both weakened by being treated as 

separate technical processes.  
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The potential 

 

These ideas are not new. The idea of ecosystem services, which lies at the heart of an ecosystems approach, 

has been long recognised in spatial planning. Even though the terms have not been used historically, the 

trade-offs between competing ecosystem services lie at the heart of many (if not all) planning decisions. This 

is amply demonstrated in the current debates about the use of Greenbelt land vis-à-vis the value put on local 

amenity. Similarly, the promotion of wind energy is challenged by ‘existence valuations’ put on remote 

landscapes. These conflicts are, however, generally resolved through local political processes and not an 

ecosystems approach. As discussed below, this arises because of the serious technical and political difficulties 

in the application of ecosystem service thinking and terminology. The key challenge therefore is to find ways of 

translating the rhetoric of an ecosystems approach into practical action for spatial planning.  

 

Techniques to map and value ecosystem services are part of a long tradition of processes which seek to 

protect, manage and enhance environmental resources. These include designations (e.g. AONBs, SPAs & 

SACs), evaluative processes (e.g. EIAs & SEAs) and sectoral plans (e.g. for river basins). All of these continue 

to make a major contribution in their own right to the promotion of a more sustainable approach to 

development. On their own, however, they are limited by being selective in their subject matter, or reactive in 

nature. An ecosystems approach seeks to overcome these weaknesses by being integral to the decision 

making processes and not just used as a post hoc appraisal of development impacts. 

 

Ecosystem service analysis however shares a common challenge with other environmental management tools 

in dealing with the incremental nature of change. The adverse impacts of development on environmental 

resources and services essentially arise from a ‘salami slicing’ process, occurring through the aggregate 

impacts of a host of individual development decisions. Spatial planning of its very nature addresses this 

problem by providing a holistic, proactive and non-incremental approach to integrating environmental 

considerations into development decisions. Spatial planning takes a long term view of the scale and impacts of 

development requirements and needs over a10-20 year period or longer. It therefore is able to assess the 

aggregate value of ecosystems services that are ‘consumed’ by the effect of cumulative development 

decisions taken over the period of the plan.   

 

The challenges 

 

An ecosystems approach challenges the basis of the arbitrary administrative boundaries that define planning 

authority areas. It is accepted that administrative boundaries have to be drawn for accountability for planning 

decisions However, this often results in a local planning authority displacing or diverting the environmental 

impacts of its plans to neighbouring areas. An ecosystems approach in spatial planning therefore helps 

overcome this potential for institutionalised NIMBYism by requiring planning decisions to be undertaken for the 

functional areas (e.g. a river basin, estuary or watershed).  

 

Traditionally ecosystems have been built into planning processes, and in fact underpinned the thinking of the 

founders of planning e.g. Robert Owen, Patrick Geddes and Ebenezer Howard. These philosophies have been 

translated into planning over the years. It is at the heart of the Garden City and New Town movements, and 

developed through a series of planning tools. These have included, for example, a hierarchical approach to 

natural resource management and protection which seeks to protect the ‘best’, generally rural, resources 

through a form of selective sieve mapping or a sequential test in the selection of development options. They 

focus on ecosystems that provide important services such as, water catchments and watersheds, air quality, 

agricultural systems, landscapes as well as habitats.  

 



Viewpoint: An ecosystems approach and spatial planning Professor Vincent Goodstadt 

Viewpoint prepared for the Ecosystems Knowledge Network – ekn.defra.gov.uk  3 

 

There are also examples of where values have been established either in cost-benefit modelling or in the 

justification of additional resources to implement planning programmes. Examples range from the ‘value’ put 

on alternative metropolitan urban forms, the carbon reduction arising from public transport investment to the 

hunting ranges of raptors. However, in general, such examples relate either to specific types of resources or 

habitats (e.g. the recent work of the Forestry Commission on Woodland in and around Towns project in 

Glasgow and the Clyde Valley), or to specific ecosystems services (e.g. the Therapi health initiative in the 

Thames Gateway area). These examples, however, do not seek to measure precisely the full value of an 

‘ecosystem service’ but take a more pragmatic approach based on pricing what additional resources are 

required to secure a particular service or resource.  

 

However in the main, planning approaches are not generally expressed in terms of the ‘ecosystem services’ 

provided. This is partly because the link to services provided are not fully understood (e.g. the health benefits 

have only recently been fully accepted). More importantly it has not been readily translated into the urban 

planning context. In rural context it is easier, for example, in terms of water catchments, or natural regions. In 

the urban areas it has been mainly linked to the identification of Green Networks on the basis that the more 

connected the urban resources are, the larger they act as environmental reservoirs and the more valuable 

they are as ecosystems.  

 

However, ecosystems rarely relate to the administrative areas of planning authorities. These generally have no 

relationship to natural geography of ecosystems. Local councils are therefore inappropriate units for the 

technical assessment of ecosystem services. However, most spatial planning decisions are taken at this local 

level.  This local focus has been reinforced in England by the localism agenda, especially with the abolition of 

regional planning. Nor does it have the context provided elsewhere (e.g. Scotland and Wales) by a national 

spatial planning framework in England as an alternative strategic context for local planning.  

 

As a corollary, there is a tendency for the ecosystems to be undervalued by the local community and plan 

makers, especially where they provide ‘ecosystem services’ for other areas and communities. This applies to 

both the supply and consumption of ecosystem services.  For example, it is typical in those areas which are in 

effect the ‘reservoir areas’ of a particular ecosystem service for other communities (e.g. ancient woodlands or 

flood plains) to in effect give a low value to them, and therefore they are not protected adequately. Similarly, 

the lack of progress in addressing climate change is to a large extent a function of the failure either to accept 

that it leads to a significant erosion of ecosystem services or an implicit decision that the services at risk from, 

say, non-renewable energy consumption have no local relevance (i.e. value).  

 

It might be argued that the issues created by the fragmented pattern of local council areas will be addressed 

through the ‘duty to cooperate’. There are, however, a range of other ‘systems’ that need to be taken into 

account in spatial planning which also need to be maintained or made more effective. These include such 

things as journey to work areas, retail catchments or housing and labour markets. In addition it would appear 

that many of these have been given greater weight in planning processes which, it could be argued, in effect 

predetermines the valuation of ecosystem services.  For example, Local Enterprise Partnership areas are 

seen as a focus for the preparation of strategic visions. These however have an economic development focus 

that do not relate to ecosystem areas. 

 

The way forward? 

 

In the light of these challenges the integration of ecosystem services is best achieved through a place-based 

approach, since a defined geographical area is best for accountable and integrated decision making. Although 

a focus on specific ‘habitats’ and ‘services’ will have specific uses in assessing ecosystem services, political 
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decision making typically focuses on a particular geographical area. For this reason, a place-based 

perspective is potentially more effective but requires people to think about cross-sectoral issues, appropriate 

geographical scales for analysis, and the values and priorities of different communities of interest.  

 

Spatial planning has the potential to be an effective instrument for the management of ecosystems, for 

example, by increasing housing density, no longer exporting waste to surrounding areas, decreasing flood risk 

or by providing green space for exercise and carbon sequestration. There are also examples of an ecosystem 

approach being embedded in spatial planning (e.g. green infrastructure frameworks). But if these benefits are 

to be secured more widely, there is a need to overcome the challenges in terms of governance, the nature of 

decision making and methodology discussed above which provides the context for planning decisions. This 

requires the acquisition of new skills and a change in the culture in spatial planning, without creating added 

burdens to already overstrained professional resources. It is considered that this would be assisted through 

the development and promotion of toolkits which help planners address several key questions with 

consistency and efficiently, and to avoid everyone trying to ‘reinvent the wheel’: 

 Which ecosystems services in the area are important from the point of view of both local and wider 

interests to human well-being? 

 Where do these ecosystems services emanate from? Are they local, or do they come from outside the 

area under consideration? 

 Who relies on the services, and in what kind of capacity? How important are they to groups or 

individuals within and outside the area? 

 What is the value and priority of each service to the local community as well as the wider public 

interest? Can the services be replaced, substituted or acquired elsewhere? 

 How can management and policy actions enhance services? In particular, how might actions that 

address the flow of one service negatively or positively affect the flow of another? 

 

A renewed approach is required to strategic planning and to providing planners with a pragmatic set of tools. 

This is a challenge we should embrace. The aspirations and purpose of the planning profession accord with 

the principles of ecosystem-thinking. The future focus by all professions needs to be on working together to 

develop common toolkits that they can all use to appraise ecosystems.  The planning profession has the 

potential to make a major contribution to managing land in accordance with sustainable development in 

particular through its skills in balancing the interests of different sectors and taking a long-term view to 

decisions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The views expressed in this article are those of the author, who has kindly provided this piece as a stimulus for 
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