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Indicators and Natural Capital Accounting

The Natural Capital Accounting and Ecosystem Service Valuation (NCAVES) project is a joint
initiative launched by the United Nations Statistics Division, the United Nations Environment
Programme and the Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity and funded by the
European Union. NCAVES is working in collaboration with the five participating partner countries,
namely Brazil, China, India, Mexico and South Africa, to advance the knowledge agenda on
ecosystem accounting.

The indicator workstream of the NCAVES project assesses the linkages of the System of
Environmental-Economic Accounting Ecosystem Accounting (SEEA EA) to the existing global
monitoring frameworks, such as those used for reporting on the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), the Aichi targets and emerging post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework, as well as the
national indicator initiatives from the NCAVES countries. This assessment is summarised in the
following reports:

e Assessing the linkages between global indicator initiatives, SEEA Modules and the SDG
Targets (2019): Presents an assessment of the potential to derive or align key global
environmental and development indicators with the SEEA.

e Assessing the linkages between national indicator initiatives, SEEA Modules and the SDG
Targets (2021): Presents an assessment of the potential to derive or align national
indicator sets of the NCAVES countries with the SEEA.

As part of the activities of the indicator workstream, a set of technical notes were produced to
support the NCAVES countries to test the generation of a selected set of SDG indicators using the
SEEA. The technical notes describe SEEA based approaches to calculate four of the global SDG
indicators from the indicator framework developed by the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on SDG
Indicators (IAEG-SDGs). The technical notes are in alignment with the methods described for
calculating these global SDG indicators, as described in their associated metadata sheets.t The
approach to implementing the technical notes and the countries experiences in testing them are
summarised in the following reports:

e Using the SEEA EA for Calculating Selected SDG Indicators (2020): Presents a series of
Technical Notes to support the calculation of 4 priority SDG Indicators using the SEEA EA
framework.

e Using the SEEA EA for Calculating Selected SDG Indicators - Project country testing
experiences (2021): Summarises the experiences of the NCAVES countries in evaluating
and implementing these technical notes.

The indicator workstream confirms the broad potential for the SEEA to support the calculation
and mainstreaming of many global indicators. The assessment of linkages with global indicators,
identifies that 34 of the 147 Aichi target indicators and 21 of the 230 SDG indicators can be
aligned to selected modules of the SEEA. The usefulness of the SEEA as a tool to mainstream the
environment and biodiversity into national planning processes is also explicitly recognised via
SDG Indicator 15.9.1 and via Aichi Target 2. The potential for the SEEA EA to support other key
international environmental conventions and platforms, including the UNCCD, Ramsar and IPBES,
is also identified.

The assessments of linkages to national indicators confirms the strong potential for the SEEA to
support national reporting on SDGs and the general measurement of national indicators in the

1 https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/metadata
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NCAVES countries. An important collective observation from the national assessments is that the
different SEEA accounting modules can inform on a range of environmental policy objectives,
themes, development perspectives and analytical objectives (including indicator gap analysis).
This illustrates a key advantage in using the SEEA as an organising framework for indicator
calculation, as it is a multipurpose framework with a modular approach, allowing countries to
focus on both policy and analytical priorities.

The development of four technical notes provided the opportunity to test the potential of the SEEA
EA for SDG indicator generation in practice. Testing the technical notes across four NCAVES
countries confirmed the strong potential of the SEEA to support the calculation of SDG Indicators.
Most countries were able to generate a national version of SDG 15.1.1 (Forest area as a
proportion of total land area), SDG 6.6.1 (Change in the extent of water-related ecosystems over
time) and SDG 11.7.1 (Average share of the built-up area of cities that is open space for public
use for all, by sex, age and persons with disabilities). in practice. Calculating SDG 15.3.1
(Proportion of land that is degraded over total land area) was found to be more challenging,
typically due to data constraints. However, the potential for the SEEA EA to support the
generation of this indicator, in due course, was highlighted by the NCAVES countries.

An important insight from the testing is that there is often a need to tailor global SDG indicator
methods to make the indicators meaningful to national circumstances. The flexible nature of the
SEEA as an organising framework was highlighted by the NCAVES countries as being very useful
to aid calculating these nationally tailored SDG indicators in a rigorous and consistent manner.
With regular updates, these can also be matched and integrated into different national policy
cycles and planning strategies for various sectors. This will be key for fostering integrated policy
making that is built on understanding of the interactions, synergies and trade-offs between the
environment and economy. This is fundamental to informing sustainable development that
proceeds in balance with nature.

The reports highlighted above are available from the UNSD SEEA webpages at:
https://seea.un.org/content/indicators-and-natural-capital-accounting.
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Glossary

There are a number of terms used to inform the analysis of indicators and ecosystem and other
environmental accounts in this document that may cause some confusion to readers familiar with
their use in different contexts. This glossary sets out these particular terminologies for the
avoidance of doubt.

Global indicator initiative: A set of indicators for reporting on progress towards global
commitments (SDGs, CBD Aichi Targets or the UNCCD) or other global environmental
processes (e.g., IPBES).

Indicator ID: The unique alpha numeric identifier for a specific indicator from a global
indicator initiative. The ID comprises an alphabetic prefix identifying the indicator
initiative and numerical suffix representing the relevant goal or target. For example, SDG
15.1.1 identifies the first SDG indicator for goal 15 and Target 1.

SDG indicator: The indicator belonging to the SDG global indicators framework adopted by
the General Assembly upon recommendation of the Statistical Commission for measuring
progress towards a specific SDG Target.

Input indicator: An indicator that can contribute data or information that can be directly
integrated into SEEA accounting modules (e.g., data on ecosystem condition).

Output indicator: An indicator that can be directly generated from the SEEA accounts.

Distinct indicators: Indicators that belong to more than one global indicators initiative
should not be double counted (e.g., change in the extent of water related ecosystems is
used as the indicator for both SDG 6.6.1 and Aichi Target 5.5.1). A set of distinct
indicators is a set where a distinct environmental or economic indicator only features
once.

Full Possibilities for Alignment with SEEA: Output indicators for which the SEEA has clear
potential to provide all, or most, of the information required for their calculation and input
indicators that provide data for SEEA accounts. Conceptual alignment based on the
structure of the SEEA framework is implied.

Partial Possibilities for Alignment: Indicators for which the SEEA provide only some of the
information for their calculation with substantial information required from other sources.

Indicator Methodological Gap: Proposed indicator from a global initiative for which there
is no agreed methodology for measurement. Tier Il SDG Indicators and the generic Aichi
Targets indicators with no specific indicators are included.

Mainstreaming Opportunity: Possibility for the SEEA to generate an indicator that
communicates progress of integrating the benefits provided by the environment /
biodiversity into sustainable development planning (i.e., progress towards implementing
an ecosystem approach to sustainable development).

3| Page
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1 Introduction

This document presents the results of assessing the potential to align selected SEEA with key
global environmental and development indicators, as described in Section 1.2. The document is
supported with a supplementary report: Assessing the linkages between national indicator
initiatives, SEEA Modules and the SDG Targets, produced by UNEP-WCMC and UNSD (2020). This
supplement assessing the linkages between national indicator sets of the NCAVES projects, with
the SEEA.

1.1 Background to the SDG Indicators

In 2015 the UN Statistical Commission established the Inter-Agency Expert Group on SDG
(Sustainable Development Goals) Indicators (IAEG-SDGs) to develop and implement a global
indicator framework for the SDGs and their targets. This framework was developed and adopted
by the General Assembly on Work of the Statistical Commission in July 2017 (as set out in the
Annex of UN General Assembly Resolution A/RES/71/313).2 To facilitate the implementation of
this framework, all indicators are classified into three tiers based on their methodological
development and availability of data at a global level, as follows:

e Tier I: indicator is conceptually clear, established methodology and standards are
available and data are regularly produced by countries;

e Tier Il: indicator is conceptually clear, established methodology and standards are
available but data are not regularly produced by countries

e Tier lll: no established methodology or standards are available for the indicator or
methodology/standards are being developed or tested for the indicator.3

To inform the high-level political forum on progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals,
annual reports are produced under the auspices of the Secretary-General in cooperation with the
United Nations based on this global indicator framework (UN Economic and Social Council, March
2017).4 The indicators presented in the progress report represent global, regional and sub-
regional aggregates calculated from data produced by national statistical systems (para. 2 and as
directed by Resolution A/RES/71/313).5 ¢ These data are aggregated by international agencies /
custodians, who may adjust national data for international comparability or estimate missing
values using Tier | or Tier Il approaches outlined above when countries have no data on the
indicators themselves.

National statistical offices face significant reporting requirements, with respect to the SDGs and
other conventions and processes. The SEEA (System of Environmental-Economic Accounting) is a
multi-purpose statistical framework and provides an opportunity to streamline the production of
SDG Indicators with an environmental dimension with other demands for environmental-
economic statistics. For example, mainstreaming the environment into development and
economic planning, reporting under the other Rio conventions (United Nations Convention on
Biological Diversity, Framework Convention on Climate Change and Convention to Combat
Desertification) and understanding the distribution and status of a country’s natural capital
wealth. This will not only reduce the data processing demands on national statistical agencies,

2 https://undocs.org/A/RES/71/313
3 https://undocs.org/E/CN.3/2017/2
4 https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/report/2017/secretary-general-sdg-report-201 7--EN. pdf
5 https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/report/2017/secretary-general-sdg-report-201 7--EN. pdf
6 https://undocs.org/A/RES/71/313
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but also on custodian agencies who have to apply agreed global methodologies where national
data gaps emerge.

1.2 Aims and objectives

The aim of the work presented in this report is to develop an integrated environment-economy
focused sustainable development indicator set based on the SEEA Experimental Ecosystem
Accounting (SEEA-EEA) modules and selected modules in the SEEA Central Framework (SEEA-CF),
in the context of the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda and the discussion on the Post
2020 Biodiversity Framework. The starting point for this work is to establish the role the SEEA
can play in directly supporting the production of SDG Indicators. This is described in the left hand
side of Figure 1, which illustrates the well-known information pyramid. As shown in right hand side
of Figure 1, the work is extended to evaluate how the SEEA can be aligned with other existing
global indicator initiatives and associated data. This includes how the SEEA can be used to
organise the environmental, social and economic data currently used for calculating multiple
indicators on an individual basis in a consistent, harmonised fashion (represented by the bottom
arrow in Figure 1). Accordingly, the SEEA accounting modules can be used to readily generate a
range of indicators to support multiple reporting commitments (represented by the return arrow to
the tips of the smaller pyramids in Figure 1). The work also evaluates existing indicators from
these initiatives could also input SDG data to the SEEA Modules (e.g., with respect to Ecosystem
Condition Accounting, also represented by top arrow in Figure 1). This analysis is intended to
facilitate and improve our understanding of how the SEEA can:

e Streamline multiple environmental reporting obligations and avoid repeated calculations
of indicators from basic data.

e Improve consistency between multiple datasets and indicators for informing on progress
towards the SDGs.

e Facilitate the integration of existing indicators into environmental-economic analysis to
provide an improved evidence base to inform sustainable development.

In addition, to global indicator initiatives, national Indicators from Brazil, China, India, Mexico and
South Africa have been assessed in the Assessing the linkages between national indicator
initiatives, SEEA Modules and the SDG Targets (2020) report.

/ oG

/ AN .
/ Target
g N\ .~ Other ~

/" Indicators ' . .
/ ’ “dicators (IPBES.
/ N\ “UNCeD “amsar, BIP)
CBD icators -
/ SEEA Modules
/ Indrcators
/ Environmental, social, Enwronmentalj stoaal _____________
economic data economic data

Figure 1: Structure of the analysis
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There are five objectives for the analysis:

1. Which global indicators have the potential to be generated using SEEA accounts and
support reporting on progress towards SDG Targets?

2. Which global indicators can provide input data for SEEA Modules in support of reporting
on progress towards SDG Targets?

3. What are the gaps in current indicator initiatives that could be filled using the SEEA and
existing global (and national) data?

4. Which global indicators that could be generated by the SEEA to support reporting on SDG
Targets should be considered priorities for testing?

5. What are the most suitable economic instruments to stimulate progress towards SDGs
and associated policy targets based on the set of identified priority indicators? (see
Appendix D)?

6|Page
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2 Relevant SEEA Accounts

This analysis specifically focuses on the core and thematic accounts of the SEEA-Experimental
Ecosystem Accounting (SEEA EEA) and those in the SEEA Central Framework (SEEA CF) that are
most relevant to ecosystems and the services they provide (e.g., water provision, fish stocks, etc.).
These comprise the following:

o Ecosystem Extent and Ecosystem Condition Accounts: These are the core biophysical
accounts for measuring the stocks of ecosystem assets in the SEEA EEA. They measure
the area of ecosystems by type and the biophysical characteristics that help understand
the condition of the ecosystems.

e Ecosystem Services - Supply and Use (Physical and Monetary) Accounts. These accounts
record the actual flows of goods and services from ecosystems to the economy in both
physical and monetary terms. It should be noted that the ecosystem services accounts
are an extension of the SEEA CF Physical Supply and Use Tables.”

o The SEEA-CF Physical Flow (Supply and Use) Accounts. These accounts measure the flow
of natural resources supplied by the environment, their use within the economy and the
returns of residuals in the form of solid waste, wastewater and emissions back to the
environment. These accounts provide information on provisioning services and as such
they should be integrated with ecosystem service supply and use accounts to support
integrated ecosystem-economic analysis. The SEEA CF Residual Accounts are not
considered in the analysis, although they do provide information on ecosystem condition
pressures.

o Thematic Biodiversity, Water, Carbon and Land Accounts. Thematic accounts for land and
water are presented in the SEEA EEA and are grounded in the SEEA-CF Asset Accounting
approach / format.8

o The SEEA-CF Physical Asset Accounts. These accounts provide measures of ‘Stocks’ of
natural resources and may be an explicit parameter in an SDG indicator. Those that align
with relevant provisioning services (e.g., timber, water, fisheries) are specifically
considered in the analysis

The Environmental Activity Accounts of the SEEA CF are recognised to have the potential to inform
on several of the SDG Indicators related to Overseas Development Assistance and Government
Expenditure on environmental protection. However, whilst these possibilities are acknowledged,
this analysis does not attempt to make the links to these accounts. The need to align
classification of biodiversity expenditures (e.g., under BIOFIN) and these accounts is
acknowledged and a programme for advancing this is under development between

7 See para 5.10 of the Technical Recommendations in support of the SEEA Experimental Ecosystem
Accounts

https://seea.un.org/sites/seea.un.org/files/technical recommendations in_support of the seea eea fin
al_white cover.pdf

8 See para 9.4 of the Technical Recommendations in support of the SEEA Experimental Ecosystem
Accountshttps://seea.un.org/sites/seea.un.org/files/technical recommendations in _support of the seea
eea_final white cover.pdf

7|Page


https://seea.un.org/sites/seea.un.org/files/technical_recommendations_in_support_of_the_seea_eea_final_white_cover.pdf
https://seea.un.org/sites/seea.un.org/files/technical_recommendations_in_support_of_the_seea_eea_final_white_cover.pdf
https://seea.un.org/sites/seea.un.org/files/technical_recommendations_in_support_of_the_seea_eea_final_white_cover.pdf
https://seea.un.org/sites/seea.un.org/files/technical_recommendations_in_support_of_the_seea_eea_final_white_cover.pdf

Assessing the linkages between global indicator initiatives, SEEA Modules and SDG Targets

environmental-economic accounting and biodiversity financing communities.o This will support
indicator production for SDG 15a and 15bh.

With a clearly defined set of accounts identified, the following sections set out a stepwise
approach for assessing specific global indicator initiatives from a SEEA perspective and explicitly
linking them to the above accounts. By adopting a systematic approach, gaps in the current
global indicator initiatives can be identified and opportunities for the SEEA to generate indicators
for priority SDG Targets can be developed. Indicator alignment is considered from two
perspectives:

1. Generated using SEEA. These are indicators that can be derived directly from the above
accounting modules, termed output indicators (e.g., Forest area as a proportion of total
land area could be directly calculated from land cover or ecosystem extent accounts);
and,

2. Integrated into SEEA. These area indicators that can contribute SDG data or information
to any of the above accounting modules, termed input indicators (e.g., Index of coastal
eutrophication and floating plastic debris density could be integrated as a data item into
an ecosystem condition account for marine coastal ecosystems).

9

https://unstats.un.org/unsd/envaccounting/ceea/meetings/twelfth meeting/Methodological%20alighmen
t-biodiversity%20accounting%20Final.pdf
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3 Global Indicator Review

To focus the analysis, an inventory of global indicator initiatives was compiled. The inventory
included initiatives for the SDGs, Multilateral Environmental Agreements, biodiversity and the
environment, Green Economy / Growth and Wealth Accounting. This inventory is presented as
Appendix A, which provides a brief review of each indicator initiative and an assessment of their
priority for analysis. This assessment is based on the relevance of the indicator to the SDGs and
the accounts identified in Section 2. The review identified the following initiatives as high priority:

e Global Framework of SDG Indicators.

e United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) Aichi Target Indicators (to be
updated in 2020).

e United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) Indicators.

e Possible Future United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)
Indicators.

e Biodiversity Indicator Partnership (BIP) Indicators.

e Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services
(IPBES) Indicators.

e Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (Sendai) indicators.
e The Ramsar Convention on Wetlands Indicators.

e United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) Core climate-change related
indicators

The assessment follows a stepwise approach. In Section 3.1 the SDG and other global indicator
initiatives listed above are reviewed and assessment is made on the possibilities to fully or
partially align individual indicators from these initiatives with the SEEA. This is based on
metadata requirements or the possibilities for the indicators to be directly integrated into the
relevant accounting modules set out in Section 2. Section 3.2 builds on this assessment by
focusing on those indicators identified as full possibilities for alignment with the SEEA.
Specifically, Section 3.2 resolves any repetitions of indicators (e.g., change in the extent of water
related ecosystems is an SDG Indicator and an Aichi Target Indicator). This allows a set of distinct
indicators to be identified and avoids having to assess the same indicator twice (or more). Section
3.2 then establishes the key SEEA accounting modules that each distinct indicator can be aligned
to. Section 3.3 explores overlaps where SDG Indicators are also used for reporting on progress
under other global indicators initiatives (e.g., Aichi Targets and UNCCD). Identifying these
instances is important as it identifies those indicators that serve multiple purposes and will have
high demand from policy makers and environmental managers. Section 3.4 is similar but focuses
on where the Aichi Targets overlap with other global indicators (excluding SDG indicators).

Section 3.5 explores the existing methodological gaps for calculating SDG and Aichi Target
Indicators and identifies indicator development possibilities for the SEEA to address. Finally,
Section 3.6 takes a broader environment-economy perspective by identifying the key biodiversity
mainstreaming opportunities the SEEA can provide. This includes identifying a set of potential
SDG Targets where the SEEA could generate indicators for measuring progress in implementing
ecosystem based approaches towards their attainment.

9| Page
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3.1 Methodology for assessing SDG Indicators from a SEEA
Perspective

The IAEG-SDG Indicators are the necessary starting point to assess global indicator initiatives
form a SEEA perspective as they inform a set of SDG Targets to prioritise and initially focus on.
From this assessment a common approach and format for organising information and assessing
other global indicators form a SEEA perspective is achieved. This allows the findings from the
assessments of different indicator sets to be combined in a way that allows a coherent picture of
the global indicator landscape to be developed (e.g., where synergies might lie, where gaps may
emerge, etc.).

3.1.1 Methodology for assessing SDG Indicators from a SEEA Perspective

To assess the IAEG-SDG Indicator set from a SEEA perceptive, we implemented the