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Ecosystem Health

• The health (condition/quality) of an ecosystem can be 
described through indicators 

• Ecosystem health indicators are chosen because they reflect 
function (criteria)

• To be a measure of health the indicator must be set upon a 
scale of healthy (reference condition) to non-healthy (0-100)

• Reference condition is the status of an ecosystem’s 
components as they would be if significant human intervention 
had not occurred in the landscape.

• The indicators are combined to give an overall score of health 
for that ecosystem (0-100).

• Common science practice

• Describing the existing stock of an environmental asset against 
a reference condition benchmark does not imply or suggest 
that landscapes should be returned to this pre- disturbance 
condition.

• It is a scientific method amendable to accounting.



A Common Currency for Building     

Environmental (Ecosystem) Accounts

Measuring assets against a common reference benchmark 

creates a scientifically-based unit of measure 

- a common currency for the environment - Econd.   

This method for measuring the condition of environmental assets 

can:

1 compare the relative state of one asset with another,

2 aggregate information at different scales and for different 

assets, 

3 account for environmental asset condition, and

4 allows indicators of ecosystem condition to be selected as fit 

for purpose for regional ecosystems rather needing to apply 

blanket indicators to the continent.



The Regional Environmental Account Trial participants



1 Australia has 56 regional Natural Resource 
Management groups

2 9 of these are participating in a continent scale trial 
of building regional environmental accounts in 2011 
(see map). 

3 The trials are using ecosystem indicators against a 
reference condition benchmark to measure the state 
and change in condition of their environmental 
assets. 

4 The first set of regional accounts will draw on 
existing data wherever possible to create the 
environmental (ecosystem) asset stock accounts, 
and use time series information to establish 
historical trend accounts.

5 The stock accounts be based on a measure of 
‘condition’ and quality, not just quantity.

6 Each unique region will produce a terrestrial and 
aquatic ecosystem account

7 The accounts will be comparable and able to build a 
set National Environmental Accounts

The Regional Environmental Account Trial



The Regional Environmental Account Trial –

Outcomes so far….

Process

Establish committees for expert advice and support

Drafting Environmental Accounting Standards and Accreditation 

Manual and Guidelines for Users

Beginning accreditation process for regional accounts

Design

Identified Asset Class of concern. Land and Water (and Marine if 

possible). (based on SEEA ecosystems)

Agreed a definition for the environmental assets that make up Land 

and Water “these are physical features in the landscape that can be 

measured in time and space”

Guidelines for defining the environmental assets for a region

Water - Rivers, lakes, floodplains, aquifers etc (based on SEEAW)

Land – vegetation, soil, fauna

Quality control standards (indicator selection, data, meta-data)

Methodology – ecosystem health indicators against a reference 

condition benchmark

Methodology - Combining indicators to create an ‘Econd’ for each 

environmental asset

Methodology - Spatial scaling of ‘Econds’.



Accounting for biodiversity

• Accounting for biodiversity is one of the more complex elements 

in ecosystem accounting yet it is an essential component of any 

system of accounts that attempts to capture the ‘value’ of the 

environment and the way it interacts with us – people.

• Biodiversity information will be integrated into the Australian 

Bureau of Statistics’ experimental Land Account for the Great 

Barrier Reef catchment.

• The best methods for achieving this as well as the potential uses 

of a land account that integrates information on biodiversity will 

be explored, in particular the international utility of biodiversity 

accounting in the context of a revised SEEA

• A simple metric for biodiversity will use land cover as a surrogate 

to calculate a score out of 100 (Econd) using the well understood 

relationship between species diversity and area of vegetation.



Environmental Accounts -
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