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Equitable management of ecosystems is an important principle of the ecosystem approach 
advocated by the Convention on Biological Diversity1. The many benefits provided by ecosystems 
and their services are directly or indirectly important for health and wellbeing, and thus an equitable 
approach to ecosystem management is an important component of a fairer society.  

What constitutes ‘fairness’ or ‘equity’ is complex; however, it is generally agreed that an equitable 
approach should account for participation (meaningful inclusion of all relevant stakeholders within 
the decision making process) and social distribution (how equally a phenomena is shared across 
different socio-economic groups). Many local ecosystem service assessments, valuations and 
ecosystem management decisions routinely involve a range of stakeholders, with increasing 
attention being given to broadening stakeholder engagement beyond the ‘usual suspects’ to ensure 
equity in participation and outcomes. Less attention has been given to how equally ecosystem 
services are distributed, in particular, within developed countries2.  

A wealth of environmental justice research, across many countries, demonstrates that socially and 
economically disadvantaged communities tend to be located within poorer quality environments. 
The situation in England is no different - there are social inequalities in the distribution of air 
pollution3, coastal flood risk4 and urban greenspace5 - to name just a few.  

Although many studies have provided evidence of inequalities in the distribution of different types 
of greenspace (e.g. access to woodland6, access to urban parks5), we don’t know how equally a 
diverse range of services provided by all types of ecosystems are distributed. For example, do higher 
socio-economic groups benefit more from services such as water purification or the educational 
value provided by different habitats including grasslands, uplands and woodland? Crucially, different 
ecosystem services are relevant at different scales, including locally (e.g. cooling provided by the 
shade from trees), within a defined distance (e.g. how far people travel for cultural activities), within 
a catchment (e.g. reduction of flooding) or even globally (e.g. imported food, carbon sequestration). 
Therefore the existing evidence of unequal distributions of greenspace may imply local benefits 
provided by those greenspaces, such as improved air quality and reduced noise, are not equally 
shared across different socio-economic groups. However, this does not mean that other services are 
also unequally distributed, since those services may benefit different people in different, potentially 
distant, locations e.g. people downstream may benefit from flood regulation. There is a clear need 
to better understand the distribution of ecosystem services in England, to identify who benefits from 
services provided at local, regional and national scales, and to understand what this means for 
equitable management of ecosystems.  

Our research is developing an understanding of how ecosystem services in England are socially 
distributed. Whilst our analysis is ongoing, we can identify several ways in which social equity 
concerns could be better considered within ecosystem service assessment and management: 

 The principle that social equity concerns deserve recognition in management of all types of 
habitats and ecosystem services, should be more widely recognised. 
 



 Existing ecosystem service assessments could be extended using readily accessible socio-
economic data (e.g. Index of Multiple Deprivation, UK Census data) as a relatively quick way to 
increase our knowledge of the distribution of ecosystem services.  
 
 

 Beneficiaries of ecosystem services should be identified whenever assessments are carried out. 
This will require analysis at multiple scales, and differentiation of beneficiary groups by social 
characteristics, including deprivation.   

 
 

 Where landscape change or management intervention reveals likely change in ecosystem 
service provision, the social groups that are ‘winners or losers’ should be identified. This is 
especially important in offset schemes where the aggregate ecosystem service value is 
maintained but the services generated are transferred from one area to another.  
 

 The processes which link natural capital, ecosystem services and beneficiaries are often 
complex and indirect. Identifying who benefits from ecosystem services will require expertise 
and techniques from both social and physical sciences.  For some services, it will be challenging 
to quantify social distributions, and expert local knowledge and judgement will be required.  

 

 Ecosystem services are often valued drawing on economic concepts of demand, by for example, 
accounting for population density or land value. Management decisions may therefore favour 
production of ecosystem services for areas with more people or higher land values (typically 
urban areas); however, such decisions may conflict with some notions of social justice.  
 

 Social equity in ecosystem service provision need not imply an equal distribution is required, as 
people differ in their demands for ecosystem services (e.g. use of greenspace). Thus whilst 
understanding how ecosystem services are socially distributed is key to socially just ecosystem 
management, it should be seen as complementary to participatory approaches.  

 
 

There is much to learn about how ecosystem management can generate more socially equitable 
outcomes. Assessments of the social distribution of ecosystem services can help in this regard by 
identifying potential synergies in ecological and social outcomes. This is important for implementing 
the ecosystem approach, and for the health and wellbeing of all, and offers scope for new research 
activities and collaborations between natural and social scientists.   
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