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Since the publication of the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment in 2003, the term ecosystem
services (ES) has witnessed an enormous growth in the scientific literature, and in the
application of conservation and development policy support tools, e.g., assessments, scenarios,
and instruments, e.g., Payments for Ecosystem Services (Muradian et al., 2013). This is also
reflected in the journal of the international society for ecological economics (ISEE). In fact,
Ecological Economics has published more than 500 papers (and cited more than 17,000 times)
since 2003, with no year showing a decline in publication numbers. This is remarkable if we
compare it with the times concepts such as ‘valuation’ or ‘sustainability’ appear in the title or
abstract of papers published by the journal over the same period, ca. 700 and 800 times
respectively (ca. 60-70%). In other words, the community is increasingly continuing to debate,
refine and apply the concept of ES and it does not seem this trend will decline any time soon.
This is also evidenced by the interest in valuation of ES as a precondition for designing policies
for environmental sustainability (ca. 250 papers or about half of the papers on ecosystem
services in Ecological Economics, 2003-17).
Perhaps, since the Costanza et al paper in Nature two decades ago, valuation continues to appear
as one of the most contentious topics, also in ecological economics. Year after year the regional
and international societies of ecological economists attest to this and the 12th ESEE meeting
will likely be no exception. In order to enrich this debate, in this keynote talk I will introduce
the vision of IPBES with regard to valuing so-called nature’s contributions to people (NCP), a
more encompassing term than the one of ecosystem services, which can sometimes act as
limiting metaphor for social transformation towards sustainability (Norgaard, 2010; Pascual et
al., 2017a), and recently endorsed by the Fifth Plenary of the Intergovernmental Platform on
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES), in March 2017. IPBES, established in 2012, is
an ambitious intergovernmental global science-policy effort to promote knowledge on the
diversity of life on Earth, and its contributions to people. IPBES explicitly recognizes the
centrality of institutions and governance systems for the evolution of social-ecological systems
(Diaz et al 2015) as well as the need of scientific interdisciplinarity and giving voice to multiple
other knowledge systems, including those based on traditional, local and indigenous practices.
To date more than a thousand experts, including many ecological economists, have been
involved in the work of IPBES on a voluntary basis.
The IPBES vision on values and valuation has been enriched by multiple disciplines and schools
of thought, including those from ecological economics, philosophy, ecology, etc. as well as
those working on indigenous local knowledge systems, conservation practitioners and many
decision makers over the last few years (UNEP, 2015; Pascual et al., 2017b). What is most
relevant about the approach IPBES has decided to take on valuing the diversity of so-called
NCP? After highlighting a few features of the notion of NCP, I will mention just two main
general principles explicitly recognized by IPBES: First, valuation requires the recognition of
a broad range of worldviews and thus the need to express and respect the ways through which
people ascribe meaning and importance to nature, NCP and different constituents of a good
quality of life. This clearly calls for promoting social equity in valuation around three
dimensions: recognition, participation and distribution of benefits and burdens from value
articulation (Pascual et al 2014; Zafra-Calvo et al., 2017). This also means promoting the idea
of the diversity of conceptualisation of values, often associated with instrumental, intrinsic and

relational views on nature (Chan et al., 2015). In turn, this involves having the ability to
overcome paralysis in the face of value pluralism. Second, valuation requires recognition that
the incorporation of values and valuation methods into decision making processes are
themselves value-laden. Thus, one must recognise that valuation is potentially subject to
manipulation due to existing unequal power relations in society, which in turn implies that
valuation cannot be abstracted from a politicization process. Together these two principles
suggest the growing intellectual influence of ecological economics about value pluralism over
the last decades. I think that this is a promising sign and one to continue nurturing.
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