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Measuring ecosystem condition is very similar to 
measuring human health
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Ecosystem accounts – core accounts



Ecosystem condition: definitions

• Ecosystem condition is the quality of an ecosystem measured in terms of its abiotic and biotic 

characteristics

• Ecosystem characteristics are the system properties of the ecosystem and its major abiotic and 

biotic components (water, soil, topography, vegetation, biomass, habitat and species)

• Ecosystem integrity is the ecosystem’s capacity to maintain it characteristic composition, 

structure, functioning and self-organization over time within a natural range of variability



SEEA Ecosystem Condition Typology

The SEEA ecosystem condition typology (ECT) is a hierarchical typology for organizing 

data on ecosystem condition characteristics



Measuring and reporting ecosystem condition 
in three stages

1. Select appropriate ecosystem variables to measure ecosystem condition

2. Define a reference condition, reference levels, and rescale ecosystem variables to 

ecosystem condition indicators

3. Aggregate the indicators to a single ecosystem condition index



Step 1: Ecosystem condition variables

Ecosystem condition variables are quantitative metrics describing individual 

characteristics of an ecosystem asset

Water clarity = characteristic Secchi disk depth (meter) = variable



Example of step 1: Ecosystem condition 
variable account for forests



Step 2: Reference condition/levels and rescaling

• The practical basis for assessing ecosystem condition is to measure the similarity or distance of a 

current ecosystem to a reference or least-disturbed ecosystem

• A reference condition is the condition against which past, present and future ecosystem condition 

is compared to in order to measure relative change over time

> E.g., undisturbed, historical, least disturbed, contemporary, best attainable, etc. 

• Reference level is the value of a variable at the reference condition, against which it is meaningful 

to compare past, present or future measured values of the variable

> Upper reference level 

> Lower reference level

• Ecosystem condition indicators are rescaled versions of ecosystem condition variables



Example of step 2: Ecosystem condition 
indicator account for forests



Step 3: Aggregation

• Ecosystem condition indices and subindices are composite indicators that are 

aggregated from the combination of individual ecosystem condition indicators 

recorded in the ecosystem condition indicator account

> Use of different aggregation methods

• Derivation of condition indices is optional



Example of step 3: Ecosystem condition 
indices account for forests



Example of ecosystem condition account in the EU

Source: Vysna et al. 2021. Accounting for ecosystems and their services in the EU (INCA). https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/7870049/12943935/KS-FT-20-
002-EN-N.pdf/de44610d-79e5-010a-5675-14fc4d8527d9?t=1624528835061
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