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The ecosystem approach ïbasic givens

The CBD (Convention on Biodiversity Conservation) 
committed itself to the Ecosystem Approach as the main 
tool for biodiversity conservation at COP 5 in May 2000.  

It issued 12 Principles to guide the Ecosystem Approach 
a couple of years later.

The ecosystem approach is defined as ña strategy for 
the integrated management of land, water and living 
resources that promotes conservation and sustainable 
use in an equitable wayò.
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The ecosystem approach ïbasic givens

The ecosystem approach balances the three 
objectives of the Convention and is the primary 
framework for action under the Convention

1. it is based on the application of appropriate scientific methodologies

2. It is focused on levels of biological organization encompassing 
essential processes, functions and interactions between organisms 
and their environment

3. It recognizes that humans, with their cultural diversity, are an 
integral component of ecosystems. 
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What is the problem that the Ecosystem 

Approach seeks to address?

ï It is clear that that conservation of biodiversity through 

Protected Areas alone is not sufficient. 

ï As the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment has shown, 

biodiversity must become an aspect of broader land 

management: it cannot be treated in a fragmented way. 

ï many species move between PAs and the broader landscape

ï the hard divide between PAs and the rest of the landscape, 

causes practical difficulties, separating them by different laws 

and policies, different managers and different assumptions. 

ï The Ecosystem Approach helps to address these issues in the 
context of social and economic as well as environmental 
concerns.
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What is the problem that the Ecosystem 

Approach seeks to address?

Through identifying as many as possible of the goods and 

services provided by ecosystems to different stakeholders, a 

more holistic but also more resilient approach to natural 

resource use and human well-being can gradually be 

developed.

Ecosystems are best managed through whatever broad 

governance frameworks are already available. This means that 

they will contain a variety of intensities of management and a 

variety of managers, but the whole should ideally add up to 

more than the sum of the parts.
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12 Principles of the Ecosystem Approach
(CBD decision V/6)

1. The objectives of management of land, water and living resources are a 
matter of societal choice. 

2. Management should be decentralized to the lowest appropriate level. 

3. Ecosystem managers should consider the effects (actual or potential) of 

their activities on adjacent and other ecosystems. 

4. Recognizing potential gains from management, there is usually a need to 

understand and manage the ecosystem in an economic context. Any such 

ecosystem-management programme should: 

(i) reduce those market distortions that adversely affect biological diversity; 

(ii) align incentives to promote biodiversity conservation and sustainable use; and 

(iii) internalize costs and benefits in the given ecosystem to the extent feasible.

5. Conservation of ecosystem structure and functioning, to maintain 
ecosystem services, should be a priority target of the ecosystem approach.
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Principles continued:

6. Ecosystems must be managed within the limits of their functioning. 

7. The ecosystem approach should be undertaken at the appropriate 
spatial and temporal scales. 

8. Recognizing the varying temporal scales and lag-effects that 
characterize ecosystem processes, objectives for ecosystem 
management should be set for the long term. 

9. Management must recognize that change is inevitable. 

10 The ecosystem approach should seek the appropriate balance 
between, and integration of, conservation and use of biological 
diversity. 

11 The ecosystem approach should consider all forms of relevant 
information, including scientific and indigenous and local knowledge, 
innovations and practices. 

12 The ecosystem approach should involve all relevant sectors of 
society and scientific disciplines. 
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Organising the principles

Because many people found the 12 Ecosystem 

Principles hard to translate into an agenda for action, 

they have been organised by IUCNôs  Commission on 

Ecosystem Management into five sequenced steps, 

each step involving a range of actions. 


