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Rationale and Background 

 

Over the last two decades, we have seen overwhelming evidence of the impact of human activity 

on the environment. One resulting concern is that the economic growth witnessed in many 

countries around world is being achieved through the liquidation of natural capital.  This is 

temporary strategy that erodes the capacity for sustained advances in wealth and human well-

being unless natural capital is converted efficiently into other forms of wealth. 

 

The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment  (2005)
1
, an in-depth assessment of the state of 

ecosystems of the world, indicates that approximately 60 percent of the ecosystem services that 

support life on Earth – such as fresh water, capture fisheries, air and water regulation, and the 

regulation of regional climate, natural hazards and pests – are being degraded or used 

unsustainably. Clearly, the harmful consequences of this degradation could grow significantly 

worse in the next 50 years.  In the last several years, however, considerable progress has been 

made in the measurement and valuation of ecosystem services. ‘The Economics of Ecosystems 

and Biodiversity’ (TEEB)
2
 program pulled together much of the work in this area and succeeded 

in focusing international policy attention on the economic contribution of ecosystems and 

biodiversity. Valuation and its usefulness to assessing the worth of ecosystem services is 

increasing accepted in the environment community, but engaging decision-makers in Ministries 

of Finance and economic planning agencies in dialogue about growth and ecosystem services 

remains a challenge. 

 

                                                 
1
 http://www.unep.org/maweb/en/Synthesis.aspx 

2
 www.teebweb.org 

http://www.unep.org/maweb/en/Synthesis.aspx
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One part of the solution to this problem lies in policy making that takes into account the full 

value of ecosystem services. Another part lies in the regular production and dissemination of 

macro-economic aggregates which reflect environmental changes. Both these strategies are vital 

and complement each other. Valuation is an integral part of accounting; though it also has an 

independent role in decision making for individual projects. Robust valuation of ecosystem 

services, together with an understanding of the limits of economic valuation, is important for 

designing projects. There is ample scope for strengthening the understanding on the value of 

ecosystem services in policy circles. 

 

Simultaneously, the publication of a time series of macro level aggregates that reflect the loss 

and degradation of natural capital as part of Systems of National Accounts (SNA) of different 

countries is of paramount importance to capture attention and help in policy making. These 

efforts could draw on the large body of theoretical literature showing that development and long-

term growth depends on the wealth of a nation, where wealth is broadly defined to include 

produced capital, natural capital, human and institutional capital and net foreign financial assets 

(see Arrow et al. (2012), Dasgupta and Mäler (2000), Hamilton and Clemens (1999)).
3
  If wealth 

is decreasing, for example from depletion or degradation of natural capital, then a country will 

not be able to sustain its current level of income. Not sufficient attention is given to this in policy 

discussions. To meet this challenge, ecosystem valuation has increasingly focused on ‘greening’ 

national income accounts in an institutionalized framework. Some efforts at institutionalization 

have now emerged through efforts at the World Bank and UNU-IHDP
4
.  The UN SEEA presents 

the following two tier organizing framework
5
: 

                                                 
3
Arrow K.J., P. Dasgupta, L.H. Goulder, K.J. Mumford and K. Oleson (2012). ‘Sustainability and the Measurement 

of Wealth’, Environment and Development Economics 17(3): 317-353. Dasgupta, P. and. K. G. Maler (2000). ‘Net 

National Product, Wealth, and Social Well-Being.’Environment and Development Economics 5(1):69–93.Dasgupta, 

Partha. 2009. ‘The Welfare Economic Theory of Green National Accounts.’ Environment and Resource Economics 

42(1): 3–38.  Hamilton, K. and M. Clemens (1999). ‘Genuine Savings Rates in Developing Countries.’ World Bank 

Economic Review 13(2): 333–356. 
4
 WAVES (2013). The Global Partnership on Wealth Accounting and Valuation of Ecosystem Services. Annual 

Report. 2013. Washington, DC, Facilitated by the World Bank. World Bank (2011). The Changing Wealth of 

Nations: Measuring Sustainable Development in the New Millennium. Washington, DC: World Bank. World Bank 

(2006). Where Is the Wealth of Nations? Measuring Capital for the 21
st
 Century, Washington, DC: IBRD. UNU-
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(a) SEEA Central Framework which starts from the perspective of the economy and its 

economic units and 

(b) a SEEA Experimental Ecosystem Accounting which links ecosystems to economic and 

other activity. This approach understands and states upfront that placing ecosystems in an 

accounting context requires the disciplines of ecology, ecological economics and 

statistics to come together and think of measurement and policy issues in new ways. It 

does not give precise instructions on how to compile ecosystem accounts but it represents 

a strong and clear movement towards a convergence across the disciplines on many core 

aspects. 

 

The Rio+ 20 conference made a strong call for environmental accounting.  The Future We Want
6
 

speaks to the "need for broader measures of progress to complement gross domestic product" 

(see paragraph 38) and requests the UN Statistical Commission to "launch a programme of work 

in this area building on existing initiatives."  Following this, in December 2012, UNESCAP's 

Committee on Statistics agreed to pursue regional cooperation to improve the implementation of 

agreed international standards and guidelines for environment statistics and environmental-

economic accounting.
7
 The Committee also recommended developing an Asia-Pacific regional 

strategy for the improvement of environmental statistics, building on the agreed frameworks and 

global strategies adopted by the United Nations Statistics Commission. 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
IHDP and UNEP (2012). Inclusive Wealth Report. Measuring Progress Toward Sustainability. Cambridge, 

Cambridge University Press. 
55

 United Nations, Commission of the European Communities, International Monetary Fund, Organisation for 

Economic Cooperation and Development, and World Bank (2003). Handbook for Integrated Environmental and 

Economic Accounting. New York: United Nations. UN Statistical Division, www.un.org. United Nations (2012). 

System of Environmental-Economic Accounting. Central Framework.  UN Statistical Division, www.un.org 
6
 United Nations (2012).  Outcome document of the Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio de Janeiro, June 

2012)  Available at http://sustainabledevelppment.un.org/futurewewant.html  
7
 The Committee endorsed several new activities, including establishment of an online knowledge centre and an 

informal regional network of experts. ESCAP is also developing materials and building internal capacity to meet the 

growing demand for technical training for officials from the region for environment statistics and on the System of 

Environmental-Economic Accounting (SEEA). 

 

http://www.un.org/
http://sustainabledevelppment.un.org/futurewewant.html
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In view of all these developments, this workshop will use the two starting points of valuation and 

accounting to initiate a dialogue with statisticians, economists, policy makers and ecologists on 

how green accounting can be implemented in national contexts.
8
  The workshop will be a 

building block towards implementing the SEEA Central Framework and ESCAP’s strategy for 

the Asia-Pacific region. It will seek to implement UNEP’s mandate to fulfill some of the 

commitments made in Rio+20.  It will also complement on-going efforts within SANDEE, 

EEPSEA and INSEE to build research and policy capacity in the region in environment-

development economics. 

 

Workshop Objectives 

The Workshop brings together senior policy practitioners and statisticians within governments of 

the Asia region, along with experts on environmental and national income accounting and the 

environment, to discuss approaches to augment existing macroeconomic aggregates.  The aims 

of the workshop are: 

 illustrate and exemplify how inclusive wealth defined to include natural capital should be 

an integral part of the SNA of  a country 

 elucidate current efforts at the international level, both within the UN system and in 

specific countries, that integrate environmental considerations into national accounts 

 brainstorm on how to implement the SEEA Central Framework and to take forward the 

Experimental Ecosystem Accounts of SEEA in individual countries 

 illustrate how valuation of ecosystem services can improve public policy decision making 

 review methods for valuing ecosystem services and identify policy and capacity needs for 

valuation 

 identify ways to develop valuation skills and macro-economic aggregates, other than 

GDP, to measure progress at the country level. 

                                                 
8
 This workshop will build on the recent International Seminar ‘Towards Linking Ecosystems and Ecosystem 

Services to Economic and Human Activity’ at the UN in New York and will draw on the major conclusions 

identified at this seminar.   
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Participants 

 

The workshop includes approximately 80 participants from multiple small and large countries 

across Asia.   Participants include officials from statistics and planning ministries who 

understand their country’s SNA, policy makers from Environment Ministries, international 

agency representatives and academics who may have undertaken valuation or related work on 

national accounts.  The workshop draws in resource persons who can discuss environmental 

valuation issues as well as national accounting.   

Partners 

 

Partner organizations include several regional and international organizations. 

 ASEAN Center for Biodiversity 

 Asian Development Bank (ADB) 

 Economy and Environment Program for South East Asia (EEPSEA) 

 Indian Society for Ecological Economics (INSEE) 

 South Asian Network for Development and Environmental Economics (SANDEE) 

 United Nations Development Program (UNDP) 

 United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) 

 United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP) 

 United Nations Statistics Department 

 World Bank 

 

 


